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I wonder what the future is 
For the child who holds a gavel for a case he never read 
Who lets words out of a sharp tongue not understanding who bled 
Who always has a opinion but only wants to hear his 
Who will pretend he has nothing to do with these lines when he hears this
Who doesn’t understand the mental pain that makes one want to harm their physical 
Who doesn’t understand the stipulations that makes a man sell medicinal 
Who stands behind a glass of morals laughing at the other side 
Who judges the closed book without turning to the other side
I wonder what the future is 
For the boy who chooses to be blind 
For the boy who chooses to tie a sheet around his eyes 
For the boy who can see someone walk on the same 2 feet as he did 
For the boy who says he understands that being different isn’t being a demon 
For the boy who hears the word out of a persons mouth 
For the boy who can notice the same tears from another's eyes fall out 
For the boy who hears the same lessons and turns into a yes man 
But turns blind when someone looks to him for acceptance 
I wonder what the future is 
When it comes to the girl with the tight grip 
When it comes to the girl with fingers with strength of lightning 
When it comes to the girl that calls herself a christian 
When it comes to her hypocrisy for not feeling forgiveness 
When it comes to the collision to her views vs someone else’s 
When it comes to her grip holding to her ideal of being selfish 
When it comes to someone putting out a hand not of violence but a shake 
But she holds on with the same grip viewing their kindness as fake 
Often I wonder what that future is 
Maybe y’all can tell me I’ll give you a bit 

By:  Trasaun Parker 
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FUTURE



BY:  NORA STANWOOD

Untitled... 

”“

To snuff out the sun
Was the most heinous crime
A man could commit
Some would say
To snuff out a life
Would be the same
As felling a star

Gray and black
Tendrils lick the rooftops
Thick sheets of dust and cobwebs
Blanket the sky and stars
How was he to know
When one was gone



Insufferable heat
One would think
With the sun nowhere in sight
The world would turn ashen and ice
But no
The heat persists
Clawing away at his skin
Piercing through his lungs
And carving away at his throat
His chest heaves
And he thinks of them
The way they would form a dimple when smiling
As bright as the sun
The way they would insist on showering
After returning to the camp
Without even a speck of dirt on them
Just being safe, they would say

Safe.
Ah, he was covered in dirt
His open wounds would get infected
Clean up, quickly, they would say
Sit down and let me patch you up
They would say

He wondered what they would say now
Maybe something like,
Get up, get up!
It’s about to blow, get up!
I promise, I’ll get you something to eat when we go back,
Just hurry and stand up!
Ah, but does it matter anymore
When your sun is blotted
Out of the sky?

Nothing could ever hope
To replace the sun
Not the moon
Not the stars
Not the boiling magma
From the nearby volcano
None could compare to them

The sky grows ever darker
Is it the clouds?
Or the faraway feeling in his head?
As his surroundings
Melt into gray and orange blurs
He thinks of them
Their dimples
Their forever-clean hands
Dirtied by blood and mud
No, no, not of that
He thinks about them
Their laugh
Their sassy comebacks
He’s getting tired
The way their clothes looked on their body
And how he’ll miss running his hands
Through their hair
How bright they were
His sun
He thinks about them
And he thinks
Until he could think no more



Flames engulfed the house
it’s still standing, but you’re not.



The smell of ash still floods my senses

It’s imprinted on me



I just saw your face
I just heard your voice

How are you gone?



How did it all happen?
I need to know

We need to know
How you weren’t able to escape

What happened?



I’m broken
We’re all broken

How do we live in this world without you?



Fire  
BY:  TAYLOR TRAVIS
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Run 
the 
Race

By: Majesty Francois

A

When I decided to join track my sophomore year of high school, I don’t really
know what came over me. I am the least athletic person ever. I had never done a sport
before, in fact, I had never even worked out before. I wanted to join a sport to try
something new, and track was the only sport where if I sucked at it, I wouldn’t be
dragging the entire team down with me. Me and track had a love-hate relationship. Most
of the time, I hated it. When the season starts, there’s usually a lot of people on the team.
After the first week—not so much. The other athletes would always make comments
about how no one would last. The coaches made sure to make the first week extra hard to
weed out the quitters. I took it upon myself to prove a point, so I stuck it out.

Every day, while running, I felt like my legs were about to crumble underneath
me. My feet would go numb and became weights that I wasn’t strong enough to lift;
every step became heavier and I became slower. But whenever I finished a lap, there was
a relief that came over me. My legs released all the tension, thanking me for finally
stopping. When it was all over, the memory of the pain would disappear. All I could think
about was the fact that I finished. Even if by the end of the mile I was barely jogging, I
finished. The feeling of being able to say that I pushed myself was enough for me to want
to go back the next day and do it all over again. When the next day came, I was back to
square one. I wasn’t used to the soreness that always reminded me it was there from the
day before. I wasn’t used to pushing myself. No one was stopping me from quitting, it
didn’t make a difference what I did. If I quit, I’d just become another person that couldn’t
hang, no one would care. I had something to prove to myself. I had always given up
easily and this time I wanted to prove myself that I could actually complete something
hard.

A day of track practice usually looked like this: We started off by running a mile
as a warm-up. Then, we stretched, which was probably the easiest part of the day. After
that, we did a number of tortuous things like running miles around the town or playing
double dutch with ropes—except they’re really heavy and no one’s jumping. In practice, I
was always last to finish everything. My first competition was a 100. I didn’t care to



compete, I knew I would be last and I didn’t like that I had to do it in public. As we were
getting ready to race, the panic started settling in. My heart was beating fast like a ticking
time bomb. In my gut I could feel my anxiety bubbling up and I no longer wanted to run,
I wanted to hide. I wanted to hide in the bathroom or just walk home and never come
back. Instead, I reluctantly awaited my fate. I watched as the other groups went ahead of
me, each group seemed faster than the last. I could hear the crowds cheering for their
loved ones in the stands. I paid attention to the click of the stopwatches to focus on
something else. The stopwatches would stop and start so quickly, I wasn’t feeling too
optimistic about my personal record. When it was my turn, I got into place and
immediately shut everything else out. The crowd disappeared and my competitors didn’t
matter. At that moment, my only focus was the finish line. I began to run with all of my
might. I felt as though time had stopped and I was defying it. The wind fought against my
shirt and my hair. At first I felt like I was flying, but when I snapped back into reality, I
realized I was going really slow. My feet once again became like weights and I was
moving in slow motion. I looked ahead of me to see that everyone else was done. It was
just me and the awkward second hand embarrassment as people cheered me on
encouraging me to keep going. I pushed as much as my feet would let me and towards the
end I was jogging ever so slightly, trying to do anything but stop. The cheers and
encouragement got quieter as everyone just stared at me and waited for me to finish. My
record was a whopping 17 seconds. When I finished, I was disappointed, but I finished.
Every competition after that went exactly the same—I was always last. I still wanted to
quit every day, but each day I didn’t quit was more proof that I had the capability to
endure, and so I ran.

I ran every single day. I showed up to every practice in spite of myself and my
discomfort. I could notice the changes in my body as I became more of an athlete (even if
it was a slow one). My calves became more defined. I could run longer without getting
tired, and I could eat a whole lot more than I used to. The fact that I was seeing changes
and results in my body encouraged me to keep going a little longer. As long as I kept
running, I had no choice but to grow. The tournament was the last game of the season. I
was proud of myself and happy to make it to the end. At the last tournament I ran a 100
and a 200. Once again, I was last, but I beat my personal time by one second. Even
though I didn’t win any medals or didn’t excel in this new hobby of mine, I finally
accomplished what I wanted to.
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Sometimes it feels like a day only exists to end, and then sometimes that feeling persists
for weeks and months on end. February of 2021 was a month where so many people were back
to their ‘normal.’ They were back at their jobs, back in school, back to seeing people and not
feeling that hollowness that they had felt for so long. I wish I could’ve said that I was one of
those people, but with my family’s health issues I hadn’t been able to leave my home in months.
The closest to an ‘outing’ I had was driving to my old middle school’s parking lot with my
brother to have women I would never know any closer than the wave through the car window put
lunches of cold baked beans and stale cereal bars into our trunk.

I would be excited for sleep- it felt like the only thing worth doing. I’d lay down at seven
in the evening and just sleep. My bed was just as poorly maintained as I was- the pillowcases
laid aside out of sheer exhaustion keeping me from putting them on, the fitted sheets falling off
on the end. If you felt, the mattress was being picked apart thread by thread in the places it could
be reached. It felt like the only place worth being, because if I was there I didn’t have to confront
my schoolwork or my lack of living. I didn’t have to confront my raging alcoholic of a father
eavesdropping on me or the fact that my mother’s health was worsening every day. I could just
rest.

Of course, laying in bed could only last for so long before someone needs you to do
something for them, or a class needs to begin. One class in particular that I had was music
theory; I had been taking private tutoring the summers prior to the pandemic because of how
much I enjoyed it. What used to be something I excelled in and found fascinating, I was now
chronically behind in because of the heavy workload and my lack of ability to do any of the
work. I could never make out my teacher’s voice- her microphone worked absolutely fine, but I
felt like everything around me was diluted. What used to make me jump I could barely hear and
what used to make me scream I could barely feel- numbness seeped through my skin like rot
through wood. I couldn’t hear her.




BREAKING DOWN By: Grace Teiper



I sat there with bags under my eyes and tried so hard to listen to her lecture, and when she
called on me I couldn’t press the button to turn on my microphone. I felt like my tics would force
me to say something awful, and that if I said anything wrong my classmates that had tormented
me for years would laugh at my inability to learn. But they didn’t understand. I had been locked
in my home with no privacy and forced to see pictures of my friends smiling and playing
mini-golf with each other while I would sit at my desk and want nothing more than to feel happy
for them- I needed to feel happy for them, but my jealousy would always get the best of me and
I’d just go to sleep again, so I wouldn’t say anything stupid or regrettable.

She called my name again, and it still sounded miles away. I wish I could have said
something, but she immediately started yelling at me through her laptop’s screen. I was miles
away but felt like she had just stabbed between my ribs with a knife. Being called lazy and
having my failing grade told to the class as I couldn’t do anything to tell her that what I just
needed was help and understanding. Even if I could tell her, I knew that she’d compare me to my
classmates: If they were able to learn, why couldn’t I? Why couldn’t I just sit there and take in
the information of counterpoint for months on end with no confusion or complaint?

I began to go into a panic. I was still just a fizz of what could previously be explained as
nothing less than an explosion of emotion, but it was still a state of absolute panic. I began to
pace at the top of my staircase. I felt like my body was on fire on one side, and instead of putting
it out, the only way to fix it was to ignite the other. I felt wrong and uneven and just wanted it to
stop. I hit my arms and legs in hopes that if the feeling reached an equilibrium, I could relax for a
moment. I paced for what felt like hours, staring down that staircase every so often knowing that
I could make the feeling go away, but tugging my thoughts back to reality with the memory of
my mother. I needed something to calm me down, and eventually I decided that I needed air- I
couldn’t breathe and I just needed to go outside and get air that wasn’t the same kind that I’d
been breathing in and out for nearly a year.

I stumbled to my backyard wearing nothing but the basketball shorts and oversized tee
shirt I had fallen asleep in for the past week. I remember barely feeling the cold- what would
normally bite and twist its way up my limbs felt like I had just left the fridge open for a little too
long. I sat there, and rocked back and forth while trying in any way I knew to calm my breathing.
Asking for help was out of my options- I knew that if I told anyone they would worry that I was
going to do something stupid, and I felt like if I put anyone through that then I would be
unforgivable. So, I sat there.

I felt like the helpless seven year-old version of me was screaming and tearing at the
inside of my chest; I felt like they were tearing my heart in two and screaming and begging for
something to get better. In my moment of complete emptiness, I began muttering apologies to
them. Apologies for what I couldn’t protect us from, apologies for what we couldn’t become.






I began to cry. I could feel the tears- hot and almost steaming on my face compared to the
cold that was crisp on my skin. It was one of the first things that I could feel fully in almost a
year, and it was in a moment of what felt like loss. I was grieving what the pandemic took from
me, and what I would never be able to fix for myself. I laid there in the grass, hugging myself
and weeping into the frozen earth for at least half an hour before I stumbled my way back inside.
Two days, a call with my music tutor, and a lot of thought about what my mental
wellbeing was worth later, I set up a meeting with my guidance counselor:
“I want to drop two of my classes,”




A timelapse video by Kevin Jenner:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zx5tXGLdU8Y

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zx5tXGLdU8Y


Yajaira Montero - A Vineland, NJ 
Summer "Tranquility"

Lingering Between Worlds  
BY:  LISA PANCRAZIO



The fallen orange and yellow leaves crunched under my feet as I walked towards my grandfather’s grave.
The light breeze brushed my long brown hair over my hazel eyes, and blurred my vision while I was trying to
look at the weeping girl sitting at the grave beside my grandfather’s. 

 As I got closer to her, the sun peaked out from the clouds in the sky and shined right on the headstone in
front of her. It read “Iris Paolo 1999-2020”. Whoever she was, she had died recently. 
 To attempt to comfort her, I decided to try sparking up a conversation. 

“So how did you know her?” I asked in a hushed voice. 
 “She’s me,” she said in between sniffles. 



I slowly turned to face her with wide eyes. She was still crying with her face in her hands. All I could see was
her hair that was so blonde it was practically white. She must’ve noticed me staring at her because she
finally looked up at me to meet my eyes. They were so green. I couldn’t tell if she was looking at me or
looking through me. Her translucent skin should’ve been a giveaway that she was dead, but of course
nobody assumes things like that when first meeting a person.  

 “What do you mean by that?” I was hoping that she had been kidding around. 
         
 “This is my headstone. I know that I am dead, but I can’t fully remember what happened to me. All I know
for sure is that none of my friends or family attended my funeral. How could they do such an awful thing
to me?”  

 I stood there in silence picking at my fingertips. What was I supposed to do? Why was I even able to see
her? How were we having this conversation? I wanted to just leave her, but I knew that I couldn’t. I
crouched down next to her. I scanned the area to see if anyone else was around; the last thing I wanted
was for some stranger to think I was talking to myself. 

  “Is that really all you can remember?”  
  
She had finally stopped crying. She looked up to the sky and thought for a moment before she responded
to me. 
         
 “It was my twenty-first birthday. I was hosting a party at my house. Everyone I’ve ever loved was there with
me. But…” she paused. She put her hands to her temples and closed her eyes. She continued, “all I can
remember after that is the smell of smoke. Not the nice bonfire smelling type of smoke. Like, the nasty
type of smoke, if that makes sense.”  

 We sat in silence for a few seconds. I couldn’t find the right words to say. I wasn’t sure how to console a
dead woman who couldn’t even recollect the events that lead up to her final moments.  

  “Do you live far from here?” I finally questioned. 
           
 She shook her head no. I grabbed her by the hand and lifted her up. She was so pale she made even me
look tan. I told her to lead us back to her home. She seemed to examine me for a moment before walking
off and beckoning me to follow. 

 The walk was only about 10 minutes. The weather outside was just nice enough for the walk to be
somewhat enjoyable. When we finally reached the house, Iris’s face dropped. The house was an absolute
wreck. Yellow caution tape surrounded the perimeter of the yard like a fence. Remnants of an ash scent
still filled the air. The area was huge; the house must’ve been the size of a mansion before the incident.
Now it was just a charcoal-colored mess with debris scattered everywhere. Iris said nothing and turned
around to sit on the curb. I sat down next to her, “Iris, I’m so sorry,” 

 A weak smile spread across her face, “I just realized that I never asked you your name or why you were in
the cemetery in the first place. I’m the one who should be apologizing.” 

“My name’s Callista, and don’t worry about that. Do you recall anything about that night now?” 



 
 
 She nodded and began to retell her story. On her twenty-
first birthday she invited all her family and closest friends to
 her house to celebrate. She was always a big a socializer, so
 it was a crowded party, despite having what anyone else 
would see as ample space. There wasn’t a single stain on 
the white carpets or white tablecloths. 
Everything was fresh and pressed. The upbeat music was 
blasting; not a single person there was stationary. Iris 
described it as the best night of her life. Everyone was so
happy. Drinking, eating, and dancing. What else could you ask for? It was finally time to do the cake. It was a
triple tier chocolate cake with pink cream cheese icing. Iris pulled out a box of matches to light all twenty
one candles when her aunt stopped her. She brought a hoard of different lights with her, ranging from ring
lights to fairy string lights that needed to be hung. She plugged what she could fit in the one outlet, then
plugged the rest into a power strip she had brought herself. 

 After she turned all the lights on, she clapped her hands and exclaimed, “There! Now you’ll have the perfect
lighting for all the pictures we’re going to take!” 

 After everyone serenaded Iris with the "Happy Birthday" song, her aunt insisted on taking all the pictures
right then and there. Everything was going smoothly. There was a line of guests waiting to get their picture
with the birthday girl, and Iris was having a blast. 
 
An overly intoxicated older guest was stumbling through the crowd with a drink in his hand. Barely keeping
steady on his feet, he decided to walk up towards the front of the line where all the lights were plugged in.
Another guest didn’t realize that he was right behind him and backed into the already clumsy man. He
tripped over one of the cords that plugged in one of the ring lights, and spilled his drink all over the outlet.
The outlet started to spark. In a drunken panicked state, he deduced that pouring water to put the sparks
out was the best solution. The sparks got worse, and almost immediately a fire broke out. 

 “Fire! Everyone, run!” he started screaming. The guests all tried to scatter, but it was far too crowded to
disperse towards the exits fast enough. Nobody even attempted to locate a fire
extinguisher. The fire just kept spreading more and more, until flames just completely engulfed the house.
That was where Iris’ memory stopped. 

 “Did anyone even call 911?” Iris thought to herself.

 I let Iris sit there with her feelings for a minute before saying anything. Maybe it was because I wasn’t sure
what to say. Maybe nothing needed to be said at all. All I could think to do was place my hand on Iris’
shoulder and give a light squeeze. 

 “Are you happy you remembered? Or do you wish you didn’t?” 

 “No, I needed to. I needed that closure. Thank you for all your help, Callista. I’ll be going now.” 

 “To where?” I questioned. 

 “To whatever after life there is I suppose,” Iris smiled then vanished. 





BY: KAMERYN WESTFIELDTHE WALLFLOWER

S L U R R E D  S P E E C H  A N D  S L U G G I S H  S H I F T I N G ,
R O O M S  T O O  D A R K  A N D  T O O  C O L O R F U L ,

S T U M B L I N G  A N D  B U M P I N G  C A L L E D  D A N C I N G ,
T W O  S T E P S  A N D  Y O U ’ R E  A L R E A D Y  T O U C H I N G .



M U S I C  R A T T L E S  I N S I D E S  A N D  E A R  D R U M S ,

T H E  D A R K N E S S  D O E S  N O T H I N G  T O  S T I F L E  T H E  H E A T .
R E D  F A C E S  A N D  R E D  E Y E S ,  B L E A R Y  A N D  C O N T E N T ,

I ’ M  N O T  O N E  F O R  P A R T I E S .

BY: ALEX GONZALEZSPRING HAS SPRUNG



     “Make sure you have all of your stuff!” I yell out as I load my backpack and cooler into the
backseat of my car.
      “I’m almost ready. Give me five more minutes.” Lauren says as she runs back into her house for
her last-minute essentials. 
      We have a whole itinerary planned for today. It’s written down on a piece of paper like we’re
going on some elaborate trip. We’re not. We’re just taking a day trip to the beach with a few stops
along the way. It’s our first date. Should I say date? I don’t know. I consider it a date, at least. I think
about whether or not she does too as I close the doors and get into the driver’s seat of my car.
This is a date, right? We met through social media like everyone does these days, and I feel like I’ve
known her forever. But it’s only our first time hanging out. My mom always said not to meet up
with strangers from the internet, but here I am, going on a date with a girl I don’t even know. To be
fair, we have been face-timing for a month, so it’s not like I’m that crazy. I keep on rambling in my
head until I hear a knock on my window.
     Smiling Lauren says, “I’m ready. I’m so excited to go.” 
     “Then get in! Let’s stop wasting time. We have a lot planned for today.”
 I’m kind of nervous to drive. There are so many reasons for this, but the first date scaries’ might
just be the main one. Also, highways give me major anxiety. The mix of high-speeding cars, people
not knowing how to use their blinkers, and cars going in and out of lanes does not help my nerves.
And those big trucks. I can’t even get started on those big trucks. Why can’t they just get their own
highway? 
     I roll down the windows and open my sunroof, letting the breeze sway my hair with the motions
of the wind. My hands are clenched onto the steering wheel and the sweat marks are undeniably
obvious. I pull my hands off the wheel, one at a time, and wipe the sweat onto my pant legs. I turn
my head to see Lauren staring at me. She definitely knows I’m nervous.
     “Relax a little bit, Sam. It’s beautiful out. Feel the music and just vibe until we get to where were
going. There’s nothing to be nervous about, I’m here with you.”
I don’t really know how to respond to her. I want to tell her that she is the reason I am so nervous,
but that’d just be embarrassing on my part.
     I smile, let out a fake laugh and decide to respond with, “I’m just so excited to be down the
shore that my body just wants to sweat.” A blatant lie, but I hope that she just lets it go.
     “You’re lying to me, but I’ll let it slide this time.” She follows this with a wink. 
Of course, she wouldn’t just let it go. I can’t hide my nerves for anything. Maybe someday I’ll learn
how to control them, but today is not that day.
       It seems like hours are passing by as we are scream-singing to Lauren’s “Top Hits of Today”
playlist. She self-proclaimed that it’s her “artistic masterpiece”. Personally, I know mine is a lot
better. But I like seeing her throw her hands up and yell out the lyrics of every single song. We
argued about our favorite music for fifteen minutes straight. 
     “You cannot tell me that The Weeknd is better than Sza. You just can’t.” I say passionately, trying
to defend my clearly better music taste to her. 
     “He just is not better. End of discussion.” She put her finger to my mouth, in hopes that that
would be the end of this conversation. Yeah, There’s just no winning this one. 
     The argument of who’s music taste is better still doesn’t stop though. I say one artist, and she
pulls out another artist that is “just so much more talented”. With each artist she says comes 




The Beginning of Forever 
By: Michaela Diventi



her favorite song by them and of course, her singing. I don’t really know whether I can consider
Lauren’s singing really singing, though. It’s more like screaming off-key for 3 minutes and 40
seconds at a time. I keep laughing at the way she belts out these lyrics. Even though it’s terrible, I
think I could listen to it forever. I look at my clock and realize we have only been driving for 40
minutes. We still have an hour and twenty minutes left, and I have already finished my whole
large, iced coffee, that I did not need at all. It’s definitely time to stop at a bathroom. 
     “I need to find a rest stop or a gas station as soon as possible. Babe, can you hand me my
phone”, I say without thinking. Did I just call her babe? Holy shit. I just called her BABE.
     I panic in my head and reach for my phone, but it slips right out of my sweaty hands. I need to
stop sweating when I drive. It falls down my side in between my seat and the center console. Just
my luck. I frantically reach to grab my phone from in between the seats, pushing it farther down
with each attempt. All I can feel are old french fries, straw wrappers, and receipt papers. This is
so embarrassing.
    I don’t realize she is saying something to me as I’m frantically digging under my seat until I hear
her scream “Sam the guard rail!” 
    The last thing I see before I pass out is my steering wheel as I hit my head. Everything goes
blank. 
      I open my eyes into what feels like a haze. Everything is blurry and my body feels completely
numb. I try to move but I feel stuck. With a groan and one big push, I am finally able to slowly
move my hands, then my arms, and then my legs. I push myself out of my seat and onto the
pavement of the highway. Everything is still a haze. I look around and see blood everywhere. I
check my arms, my legs, and my stomach, yet none of them are bleeding. But there is blood all
over the car. My seat, the wheel, everything. Blood is everywhere. I am numb, but not in pain.
What is happening? I walk a few steps away from the wreck and look at my car. The entire front is
crushed into the guard rail. My windshield is completely shattered. It doesn’t even look like a car
anymore. I glance over to my right and notice blonde hair sticking out of what used to be my
passenger window. Lauren’s in there. I run around to where she is in a complete frenzy. The door
is smashed in, but there is enough space for me to reach in and try to pull her out. I scream for
her to wake up, but she is unresponsive. I go to reach for her, but no matter what I do I can’t get
a grip on her body. My hands are not connecting to her at all. . I try again and get the same
result. I can’t touch her. Why can’t I touch her? My head is spinning a mile a minute. I don’t know
what to do. What the hell is even HAPPENING? Shock runs through me again as I realize I can’t
even help her. I’m useless. Nothing I do is working. I reach out and try to grab her again. My arm
goes completely through Lauren’s. Oh, my god. I am dead. I can’t save her. I killed myself. She
can’t die. This can’t happen. I scream, in attempt that somebody would stop their car and help us.
I hold Lauren’s hand tight and plead for her to wake up. As I am looking at Lauren’s body, I see
my own. My complete lifeless body smushed in the driver’s seat. I look away. 
       Cars begin to slow down and stop next to my car, or what used to be my car. A man, who
looks like he just got done working out, runs around to the side where my body is. He looks at it,
turns around, and throws up. Geez. I must look pretty bad if a grown man is throwing up looking
at me. A woman runs around to Lauren’s side and starts yelling for help from the other
spectators. That’s what I am going to call these people, as no one is doing anything but watching. 
     “What are you doing? Someone help her! Please! Pull her out! Do something!” I scream over
and over, hoping someone will somehow hear me and pull her out.






     My efforts are in vain, as no one moves except the woman who is already trying. Who in their
right mind just stares at something like this? Has anyone called the police? God. I hope this lady
knows what she’s doing. Lauren doesn’t deserve any of this. I can’t do anything but sit next to
Lauren’s side of the car and cry. I look at the wreck I caused and no thoughts are formed, only
tears.
     Our beach chairs are impaled in my back window. Our cooler is completely spilled out on the
seats. The airbags are practically suffocating all of our stuff that lays in the backseat. This can’t be
real. Today was supposed to be incredible. This was supposed to be the beginning of forever.
Yet, here we are, at the beginning of the end. This was my first chance at love, and I ruined it. I
was careless. I was afraid. I was nervous. And now, the girl who I thought I was going to fall in
love with is sprawled out inside of a smashed car, bleeding to death, all because of me. 
 I still feel like I’m in a haze, but I realize that somehow through the wreckage, Lauren’s music is
still playing. It seems almost ironic that a Sza song begins to play. And of all songs, it’s her newly
released song, titled “Good Days”. Of course, this was the song that would be on at this moment.
I stand up and reach to turn it off, but as I reach for her phone, I remember I am dead. How
wonderful.
     I look up to the road in front of me and realize the cars are all pulling over to the side. This can
only mean one thing. Then I see it, the flickering of the blue and red lights is getting closer and
closer. Took them long enough. I jump up and down, waving my arms to flag them down. But
they can’t see me. Of course, they can’t. The paramedic SUV halts to a stop directly behind my
crushed car. Within seconds, the man and woman from earlier run to their car. 
     Wiping sweat from her forehead and exhaling aggressively, the woman says, “I don’t know
what happened. There’s a body in the driver’s seat. She’s unresponsive. There’s another girl in
the passenger seat. Please help. I’ve done all I can.” 
     The paramedics waste no time, and both run directly to Lauren’s side. This proves even more
that I am gone. They don’t come near me at all. My body is just there. I don’t even care that they
aren’t helping me. I just want Lauren to be okay. I’m still sitting on the ground, now watching the
paramedics pry her out of the car. They grab her, put her on a stretcher and rush her into the
ambulance. I run after them, attempting to hitch a ride in the back. I mean, they can’t see me. So,
nothing is really stopping me from not getting inside right now. 
     As the ambulance drives away, I notice another group of paramedics are standing beside my
lifeless body. They pull a sheet from their bag and place it on top of me. I look away, not wanting
to see what comes next. That’s all the confirmation I needed to know that I am dead.
 I lay my eyes right back on Lauren. I know I cannot hold her hand, but I reach over anyway. As I
touch her, a loud, prolonged beep rattles through the ambulance. No. This can’t be happening.
The nurses scramble to help her but CPR leads to nothing. The beep keeps going. With one more
push on her chest, the nurse looks up and says, “1:47 PM. Time of death.”
     Lauren’s face turns from her beautiful olive color to a pale gray. She’s gone. I killed her. I killed
US. Suddenly, I hear a familiar voice echo through my ears. 
      “Well, it makes sense now why you don’t like highways.”
 I look up from my tear-filled hands and see Lauren sitting across from me. She looks untouched
by the wreck. Her olive skin and perfectly curled hair is back to how it was this morning. Her eyes
are filled with tears as she turns her head every few seconds to see her lifeless body on the
stretcher. The shock sets in for us both. 






     “I am so sorry.” I choke as I speak, “I’ll never understand how this could have happened.”
     “It’s alright, babe.” She smirks at me and moves her body next to mine.  Grabbing my face, she
runs her hands across my tear-stained cheeks. 
     “This is not your fault. I am okay, you are okay, we are okay,” She says as she stares into my eyes.
     “You should be angry, how are you not angry at me? I’m so sorry. Lauren. I’m just, I’m sorry..”  I
can’t even look at her, the guilt is eating me alive.
      “I am so sorry. I thought this was the beginning of our forever. I had such big dreams for our
relationship. And here we are. Dead.”
      I can’t stop saying I’m sorry. I don’t even know what I’m supposed to say to her. I don’t even know
how I’m supposed to feel. I don’t even know how she is not cursing and screaming at me.
     “I am angry. I’m so angry. But I can’t be mad at you forever. I can’t feel this anger forever. The
universe had another plan for us. And while this might not be the forever we imagined; it doesn’t
mean our forever should end now.” She puts my hand in hers, rubbing her thumb over mine. 
     How is she so calm right now? I mean, I feel pretty calm because I’m holding her. But I’m just
shocked still. Reality set in a million times already, and I still can’t seem to digest it.
    “But your family, my family, your life, my life. They are all gone.”
    “Sam, our bodies might be gone, but our spirits are still there. We will still be with them every
second of the day. I had so many dreams for myself and I know you did too, but you can’t control
what life throws at you. One day we will understand. All of the answers won’t come now, but they
will.”
 I grip her hand and look inter her hazel eyes. Her words are so beautiful. She’s dead and still
optimistic. Geez. Even dead, I’m still amazed by her. Her words radiate throughout me and I get a
sense of relaxation. I know this might be a little early to say, but I think I love her. 
           “Sam, we have forever to find out the answers to what happened and why death chose us” 
 She continues on, “Now why don’t we go to the beach and continue the day we planned on having?”
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By: Sage ZulagaFROM FEIGN TO CLEAN

    Imagine yourself, lying on a dirt-laden
bathroom floor, just because it feels cold. You
don’t know if you want to defecate, vomit, or
both at the same time. Joints so stiff, that it
feels as if you will break your knee if you
extend your leg. But there is a complete fix for
this! Allow the beautiful woman with golden
eyes to enter you. Let her long, spiny fingers
grip around your heart as the sickness stops,
and you melt into bliss. She washes over you
like a warm wave of water. Your eyes close and
the world comes to a complete stop. That is
addiction, and I needed out.
       “911, What’s your emergency?” The soft,
but emergent voice of a woman said on the
other side of the phone. She didn’t know it
then, but she would be the first person of
many to save my life.
    “I need help. Please help me!” I begged her,
crying lying on the floor.
  “I’m dope sick, and I just want to die. Please
help!” I could hear keys clacking on a keyboard
as she is telling me to just breathe. Take deep
breaths, just breathe.
    With my nerves on high alert, I couldn’t
breathe. Hell, I couldn’t even move off this
bathroom floor in fear of defecating myself. I
hear even more clacking as the operator is
asking me questions. 




My name, birthdate, location, why do I feel the way I
am feeling? All the questions were causing me, even
more, panic and confusion. She talked to me as I
waited for the ambulance. Where was I going? A
vacation to the grippy sock hotel. I thought they
would help me, but I was wrong.
   I laid, in the emergency department, strapped to a
bed, bright lights in my face, while vomiting on
myself. Finally, an IV of Ativan and I am sleeping.
When I awake 3 hours later, a lady, dressed in full
business attire, sat at the end of my bed and hurled
questions at me about how I felt.
   “I’m a hazard to myself and others.” is all I kept
repeating to her. One would believe that since
addiction is classified as a mental health disorder in
the DSM-V, I would be helped in psychiatric care. I
wasn’t. They left me to detox on my own. Four days
of no sleep. Hot showers at 2 am because your
joints hurt so bad. A doctor prescribes Icy-Hot for
my joints. By the end of the second day, I had burns
on my knees and thighs from how much icy hot I
had used. With no help being given, I decided to call
the one man that had me through and through. My
dad. But how was I going to tell him I was detoxing
off heroin, and I needed help?
 I lifted the receiver of the old Ohio Bell payphone
and began dialing the number. I heard the first ring
and my heart started to pound. By the third ring, I
was sweating. Finally, on the fourth ring, I heard that
comforting voice that always fixed everything.



    “Hello”
    “Dad, it’s me. I’m in the hospital. I’m okay, but
I have a problem.” I could hear his breath
change.
     “Well, what’s the problem?”
     “Dad, I’m on dope really bad and I need help
getting out.”
     “Do you want to come home?”
 Home. I haven’t had a real home in years. A
home. With a warm bed, and real sheets and
blankets. Real food. Not the canned shit from
the food pantry. Home.
     “Yeah Dad, I want to come home. Please. I
need help.”
     With that, my heart lifted. I was going home.
Dad was going to help me. I was going to be
getting out of this life. A life of thieving, lying,
being sick, and begging, just for daily needs.
 I looked at the red house from a distance. I
didn’t want to go back to where I lived, but I had
to. It was the only place I had to go until my dad
arrived. 
    I walked up to the door, brown with peeling
paint. I stick my key in the door and it opens. As
I step through the doorway, a feeling of dread
and death just come over me. Dammit, I didn’t
want to be in this house. I walk up the steps and
hear talking, then screaming. Two males. I knew
it was Tim and Chi, our dealer.
    My arm reaches out for the door handle of
the second door when suddenly it opens with a
great deal of force. I was being pulled into the
doorway by my shirt, then slammed into the
wall. The screaming starts again.
     “Where the f*** is my dope, bitch?” Chi
screamed in my face.
     I’m at loss for words. His dope? I haven’t been
here in four days. I took a grippy sock vacation.
     “What?” I reply, obviously confused.
    That’s when I saw it. A nine-mil in his right
hand, which is now being raised to my chest.
     “It’s either my dope or the money! Where the
fuck is it?!”
      Every part of my body is pounding. I could
hear my heart in my ears. My breath stuttered
as I tried to speak.

     “I.. I wasn’t here. I haven’t been here in four
days! I don’t know!”
    Tim had yet again smoked up $2300 work of
crack. A product that he was supposed to sell
while Chi was out of town. I couldn’t believe it,
but then remembered that I was leaving the
state in now two days.
     “Chi, just give me three days and I will have
your money.” That was one thing about Chi, he
knew I was a good woman with a good heart. I
was always good on my word. Except, this
time, I wouldn’t be. This issue was Tim’s
problem that he can solve.
     “Chi, come on, just please put the gun down
and give me three days.” tears streaked down
my cheeks as I feared for my life.
     I felt the release of pressure off my chest
and hear a whisper of three days as he ran
down the steps and out the door. I wasn’t
going to ask Tim. I didn’t want to talk to Tim.
What I needed was to quickly pack all my
belongings and find somewhere to stay until
my dad got there. Chi would be back in three, I
would be gone in two.
     I packed only what I needed. Clothes, shoes,
pictures. Everything that would fit in just one
bag. I just had to wait out for two more days.
My dad wired me enough money for a hotel
room and food. What he doesn’t know is, f***
that three-day detox, I got dope money. I
rented a hotel and there I laid for two days.
Two days not knowing up or down. The time of
day or even if it was night. I stayed as high as a
could until that man came and rescued me.
     That red Ford F-150 pulled into the parking
lot. That same truck my dad has had since I
was in high school. The truck had a lot of
memories and now it was about to create
more, even if they weren’t going to be good
ones. I opened the door and Dad looked at me.
The last time I saw him I was over 300 pounds.
Now, I was a dainty 160. He told me I looked
good until I pulled my sunglasses down. I saw
his face drop and tears form in his eyes. The
dark circles under my eyes, my face pale and
dull. I looked like an addict, and it broke his
heart.
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      There are two ways to get back to New
Jersey from Ohio. The PA turnpike, which is the
quickest, or down Route 50 into the mountains.
My dad can be cruel at times and this time, was
one of those times. Knowing I would be dope
sick and hurting, he took Route 50. He had the
air conditioner on full blast. I was already cold
from being sick, all I could do was shiver. A 
Walmart bag laid on the floor for me to throw
up in, just in case. All I could think to myself the
whole ride was “Please hurry up, I’m cold, I hurt,
and I don’t want to shit myself.”
     Nine hours later, we arrive at his, then,
girlfriend's house. Patty is a good woman with a
good soul. I see why my dad is in a relationship
with her. She sends me for a hot shower. A long
hot shower. I needed to wash away all the guilt,
pain, and sickness. I walk downstairs to be
greeted with homemade soup. The smell was
tantalizing, but I could not eat. Only take little
sips of the broth, but oh that broth was
delicious. When you’ve been living off nothing
but food pantry food for over five years,
anything tastes phenomenal.
     I couldn’t sleep that night. The dope sickness
was becoming worse, and my joints felt as if
they were being pulled apart. All I did was pace.
Pace the hallways. Pace the stairway. It was a
long ugly night, and I couldn't wait until the
morning. Dad was calling Sherry in the morning
to get me into rehab.
     At 9am the phone rang, and it was her. She
had got me into rehab in Pennsylvania. It was
called Brightwater Landing. A name that I will
forever remember. Dad took me shopping one
last time for everything that I would need for my
60-day stay. Clothes, new toiletries, the works. I
even got a new suitcase. I was so grateful.
     The two-hour ride felt longer than it needed
to be. I just wanted to be in detox and not feel
the bugs crawling under my skin anymore. That
was all I thought about the whole ride. I didn’t
want to look at the trees or scenery. I thought
about getting Subutex in my system and feeling
normal again. No more throwing up, cry, pacing,
or being in pain. I wanted to be in an 

 ice-cold bed, doped up on subs, and feeling as
if I was on cloud nine. The closer we got to
Wrightsville, the more anxious I became for
normalcy.
      We pulled into the long, and winding
driveway that went almost straight up. I was
surrounded by trees and gates. I thought to
myself, “Am I going to rehab or prison?” The
road went on for what seemed like forever
until we pulled up under a foyer.
     “Go on, they know we are here. I will get
your stuff.” my dad said to me.
     I walk up to the door, extend my arm out
and pull it open. In front of me stood a woman
in her forties, with crazy colored spiked hair,
and a smile to change the world. She stepped
closed to me and embraced me in the warmest
hug I have ever felt.
     “Hi Sage, I’m Mandy. I’m going to help you
get better.”
She took my hand and I followed her through
the stunning room. A chandelier hung from the
ceiling, giving the room a warm feel. I looked at
Mandy as she flashed me another stunning
smile.
     “Mandy, do you promise to make me
better?” I said with tears in my eyes.
     “I promise.”
     It has now been six years since I entered
that old building, on top of a mountain
overlooking the Susquehanna. When you are
in active addiction, you really don’t miss the
things that are gone. Your eyes are usually in
the “heroin fog”. Then when you are clean, it’s
a mass of nothing but rebuilding. Rebuilding
your life, home, friends, and family. With the
heroin epidemic getting worse, I like to sit and
talk to young adults about my experiences,
how worrying about school and the girl that
left you last week are so much more important
than sticking a needle in your arm. No matter
how embarrassed you may feel, always ask for
the help that you need.
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The Garden - By:Thea Cloyd
  Luke was dead, to begin with.

He had died of pneumonia on the 21st of May in a hospital. It was cold and smelled faintly of alcohol
and antiseptic. Luke had a ventilator on his face. Anna had salt on hers.

And then he died.

And then he sat up.

Anna blinked and Luke was back on the cot, motionless, in the exact same position as he’d been before.
He was not breathing.
She wiped the tears from her face, and then a wave of realization hit her, and they were quickly replaced
by another flood.

Anna attended the funeral—she’d been with him for a long time, now, practically his next of kin. She
numbly recited a speech that had been written for her by her friend Marcus, sat in a folding chair for the
rest of the service, and went home.

Anna was standing on the sidewalk in front of the house, fumbling through her pockets for the keys.
That done, she looked up. There was someone sitting on the chair by the window.

Luke waved at her.

Anna waved back, and then she closed the door and the chair was empty. She shook her head. It’s only a
hallucination. You’re just seeing him because you expect to. The grief counselor told you it was normal,
so it’s fine. It’s not real.

Anna went upstairs to brush her teeth, and tried to forget about it.

Behind the house, there was a plot of land. Once a sad little lawn, it had quickly been turned over to sod
and planted with a chaotic array of seeds, which grew into riotous rows of peas and roses and
dandelions. It had been a garden for three years. Lately it was reverting to a thicket.

One day, Anna had the strength to go out there again.

She unlatched the screen door and slid it open. Midsummer sunlight dazzled her eyes, which, when the
afterimage faded, saw a depressing little patch of land covered in weeds and untrained tomatoes and a
man in the corner wearing dirty jeans and a purple button-down. Luke smiled sadly, and pulled up a
weed.

Anna stared.

“It’s a little overgrown,” he said.

“What?”
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Anna stumbled her way through the fledgling thicket to the corner. Luke wasn’t there, but there was an
uprooted bunch of crabgrass lying on the ground.

One afternoon, when the wind blew the first cool breaths of autumn into the still, hot air, Anna was sitting
in the dining room across from two people. They were talking about nothing in particular, bouncing from
subject to subject, in a sort of conversational game of telephone. The group had played it a lot in the past,
and it was the favorite activity when party games were unavailable or exhausted.

“Chalkboards are…uh. Have you ever even seen a chalkboard? Wait, when was the last time either of you
saw a chalkboard?” Julia was saying.

“Um, there’s one outside the new ice cream place,” Marcus told her. At the same time, Anna said, “I don’t
know.”

“Well I meant, like, a big chalkboard, like teachers used to write on, but yeah. I forgot those little ones
existed. Have you been to that ice cream shop?”

Marcus shook his head, but Anna nodded. “It’s bad.”

“Elaborate?”

“Well, I got a mint chocolate chip there, and it was full of just tiny pieces of mint leaf. Everywhere. It tasted
like I was eating grass,” Luke said.

“I got curious and had a lick of it,” Anna said: “Grass. My vanilla was fine, but I don’t think it’s possible to
mess up vanilla.”

“No, it is,” said Marcus, with a sardonic grin. The other three looked at him. “It is in fact very possible. Once,
I was at a little mini-golf course with my parents. I was eight at the time, but I still knew what good ice
cream was, mind you. There was a tiny stand on the side of it that sold vanilla and chocolate. The vanilla
tasted like milk.”

“Straight milk?” Julia asked incredulously.

“Straight milk. Milk with the most minuscule sprinkling of sugar in it. God, it was nasty.”

“I made you drink orange milk once,” Luke said.

“Hold on, hold on, orange milk?” said Julia. “Orange? Milk? Luke, were you in—“

Julia paused. “Luke?” It wasn't a rhetorical question anymore.

Everyone turned and looked at the space next to Anna where Luke wasn’t, and maybe had never been.

“You—you saw him too, right?”

Anna nodded. Marcus continued staring at the empty chair across from him. It was wicker, and had a little
cushion made of purple quilting cotton on top, slightly depressed in the center with the repeated imprint
of someone having sat on it for years. The chair had been empty for three months now.






“Marcus?”

Marcus looked up. “Yes.”

Julia turned from him. “Anna, is your house haunted?”

“My life’s haunted,” said Anna, without a hint of mirth. “I thought he was just some kind of…” she felt stupid
saying it, “hallucination, but if you saw him…”

“Yeah.”

There was a silence.

“Please don’t tell anyone.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Marcus said. Julia nodded, resolutely.

The group was unable to leave the topic of ghosts for the rest of the afternoon.

It was opening night at the community theater, and they were performing a musical about ghosts. The irony
was not lost on Anna, who had used her basic sewing experience to assist the costume designer. She sat in
a good seat a few rows from the stage and wore the one nice dress she owned and listened to the songs
she’d heard a hundred times before.

But it was a good show. It had given Anna something to do while she worked on it, and for that she was
grateful.

Anna walked home, the wind scattering leaves off the trees behind her. One of the songs from the show
was in her head, although she’d already heard it a thousand times. She walked up to her house, opened the
front door, stepped inside, and closed it. It slammed heavily shut, and then the house was silent.

The house was not silent.

As she walked up the stairs, Anna slowly became aware that the song in her head had gained an outside
source. Soft humming reverberated through the walls, almost indistinguishable from the wind outside.

But not quite.

“Hello?” Anna shouted, but she already knew who it was.

Luke was singing one half of a duet. His voice was mellifluous and controlled and achingly familiar, and
sounded like it was coming from very far away.

“Luke!”

The song continued unperturbed. Almost unconsciously, Anna began to sing the other part.







When she reached the top of the stairs, Luke was waiting. He looked at her, smiled, and offered her his hand.
Anna took it. It was warm.

They slow-danced, still singing the duet, around the upstairs hall and through the rooms. Sometimes they
stumbled, or laughed, but they always continued after that. Luke was wearing a suit which felt as solid and real
as the table Anna bumped into. It was his best suit.

The last note of the duet left Anna’s lips. They were next to an open door now, and they stood there for a
while, and Anna stared into his eyes as hard as she could. Maybe if she didn’t look away, he wouldn’t leave.

“Anna?”

“Luke.”

Luke’s eyes had pity in them, though his mouth still smiled. “Get some sleep.”

Anna blinked and Luke wasn’t there, and perhaps he never had been. But Anna knew better. Rage and grief
welled up, burning, in her throat, and subconsciously desiring not to break her fingers, she stomped the floor
with more force than she thought possible. It hurt, but now the rage was gone, and she limped through the
door into bed, still wearing her best dress.

He was buried in that suit.

Months passed and Luke began to appear more, though Anna couldn’t be sure whether it was really him (his
ghost?) or her brain placing him into scenes at the corner of her eye, or if she was just suffering incredibly
detailed visions. (But she couldn’t spare the money or time for a psychiatric evaluation, not anymore, and
anyway schizophrenia starts with small hallucinations, not entire ghosts whom others can see.) Once, he was
standing in front of the linens in the fabric store, and then he turned around and it was a young Indian woman
whom Anna had seen a few times. Then he was an old white man sitting in the bad ice cream parlor, eating
mint chocolate chip with a spoon. People laughing, people singing, people weeding their backyards.

 She told Julia and Marcus, but they couldn’t help. It sounds like that’s not his actual ghost, Julia had said, or
said something like it. That’s just psychological. Are you okay?

But Luke still appeared, unmistakably, in the house. Through the dirty glass of the kitchen window, he tended
to the garden; sometimes he paced the hallways; mostly, all that belied his presence was muffled speech from
behind a door, or worse, the strains of the duet floating melancholically through the house.

It was winter. The sky, though heavy and white, hadn’t the decency to snow, so everything was gray—or
occasionally, if it was feeling flamboyant, brown. Frost covered the garden and didn’t melt.

Anna was standing in her bedroom. She was supposed to be at work, but she couldn’t bring herself to move.
The idea of going to work, of getting dressed and going out in the cold and pretending to be happy for eight
hours, was painful even to think about. So was the idea of laying in her bed unable to go back to sleep. So she
stood. For awhile she’d been willing herself t
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detailed visions. (But she couldn’t spare the money or time for a psychiatric evaluation, not anymore, and
anyway schizophrenia starts with small hallucinations, not entire ghosts whom others can see.) Once, he was
standing in front of the linens in the fabric store, and then he turned around and it was a young Indian woman
whom Anna had seen a few times. Then he was an old white man sitting in the bad ice cream parlor, eating
mint chocolate chip with a spoon. People laughing, people singing, people weeding their backyards.

 She told Julia and Marcus, but they couldn’t help. It sounds like that’s not his actual ghost, Julia had said, or
said something like it. That’s just psychological. Are you okay?

But Luke still appeared, unmistakably, in the house. Through the dirty glass of the kitchen window, he tended
to the garden; sometimes he paced the hallways; mostly, all that belied his presence was muffled speech from
behind a door, or worse, the strains of the duet floating melancholically through the house.

It was winter. The sky, though heavy and white, hadn’t the decency to snow, so everything was gray—or
occasionally, if it was feeling flamboyant, brown. Frost covered the garden and didn’t melt.

Anna was standing in her bedroom. She was supposed to be at work, but she couldn’t bring herself to move.
The idea of going to work, of getting dressed and going out in the cold and pretending to be happy for eight
hours, was painful even to think about. So was the idea of laying in her bed unable to go back to sleep. So she
stood. For awhile she’d been willing herself to do one or the other, but now she stood. Floating up from
somewhere below, there was singing.



Inside her, something broke. “SHUT UP!” Anna screamed. “LEAVE ME ALONE! WHY CAN’T YOU LEAVE ME
ALONE?”

The singing stopped.

“ANSWER ME GOD DAMN IT! YOU’RE DEAD! YOU’RE NOT HERE ANYMORE! WHY CAN’T YOU LEAVE ME ALONE!?”

Anna’s throat was raw; salt water stung the back of it, and dripped down her face and chin. She inhaled shakily,
wanting desperately to apologize to the ghost downstairs, and then a fresh wave of tears burst through.

Anna fell to her knees and wept for what could have been. All the days they could’ve had, enjoying each other’s
company. Going out to that horrible ice cream place again, picking out fabric for new shirts, tending to the
garden, growing old together, falling asleep knowing of the other’s warm, solid presence on the other side of
the bed. The realization swept her, horrible and clear, that they could not be, and maybe never could have
been. The past cannot be changed, and Luke is gone.

Anna’s bedroom door opened. He walked in, sat down, took Anna’s hand in his, and cried with her. It was warm,
but Anna knew better.

Slowly, Anna’s eyes ran out of tears. They were sitting on the wooden floor holding hands together, and it was
silent.

Luke let go of her hand and stood up.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and it carried the weight of almost a year with it.

“I’m sorry. I can’t stay here forever. You need to live. You need to have a life, Anna.” The ghost’s face broke into
an expression that was perhaps more than a smile. “I can’t anymore, but you still can. You can talk to Marcus
and sew and go to your crappy job and bake tomato tarts and walk up trails, and sing, and live.”

“I’m not in your life anymore, but you’re still going to live. It does not end with me.

“Let me go.”

Anna pulled him into a crushing hug, which he reciprocated almost as tightly. She cried again, into his shoulder,
where the tears sunk into the purple cotton fabric of his shirt. He smelled like sweat and dirt and salt, and she
could feel him breathing, and his body was warm and solid.

And then he wasn’t.

Anna became aware that she was holding onto air, and perhaps always had been. Her arms slumped down to
her sides. Then slowly, with great effort, she went downstairs and fixed herself a glass of water. A ray of sunlight
came in through the kitchen window, pale at first, struggling through the clouds, but increasingly bright and
vivid.

In the springtime, she would grow a garden.



T H E  V A N G U A R D   |    



M y  p a r e n t s  w o u l d  k i l l  m e  f o r  b e i n g  h e r e ,  b u t  I  c o u l d n ' t  r e s i s t  t h e  t e m p t a t i o n .  M y
b r o t h e r  w a s  s t u p i d  e n o u g h  t o  d r i v e  m e  t o  t h e  n e a r b y  p a r k  a n d  l e a v e  m e  t h e r e  t o
" h a n g  o u t "  w i t h  m y  f r i e n d s .  A l l  I  h a d  t o  d o  w a s  c a l l  h i m  w h e n  I  w a s  r e a d y  t o  g o
h o m e .  H e  s e e m e d  t o  f o r g e t  s o m e t h i n g  i m p o r t a n t :  Y o u  c a n ’ t  h a n g  o u t  w i t h  f r i e n d s
i f  y o u  h a v e  n o n e .

 I  t a p p e d  m y  f i n g e r s  n e r v o u s l y  a g a i n s t  t h e  w o o d e n  a r m  o f  t h e  c h a i r  I  w a s  s i t t i n g
i n  a s  I  w a i t e d  f o r  a  w o r k e r  t o  s e e  m e .  I  b e g a n  t a p p i n g  m y  f o o t  t o  t h e  s o n g ' s
r h y t h m  o n  t h e  r a d i o  p l a y i n g  f r o m  t h e  s o c i a l  w o r k e r ’ s  o f f i c e .  I  s w i v e l e d  m y  h e a d
a n d  g l a n c e d  a t  t h e  p e o p l e  a r o u n d  m e .  T h e y  w e r e  w a i t i n g  f o r  t h e i r  s o c i a l  w o r k e r
t o  a p p r o a c h  t h e m  a s  w e l l .  M y  e y e s  l a n d e d  o n  t h e  b o y  s t a n d i n g  b e s i d e  h i s  p a r e n t s
i n  t h e  c o r n e r ,  h o l d i n g  a  l i t t l e  g i r l ' s  h a n d .  H i s  f o o t  t a p p e d  o n  t h e  f l o o r  l i k e  m i n e ,
b u t  f a s t e r ,  n o t  t o  t h e  b e a t  o f  t h e  s o n g .  H i s  h a i r  w a s  d a r k  b r o w n ,  a n d  h i s  u n r u l y
c u r l s  l a i d  u p o n  t h e  t o p  o f  h i s  h e a d  i n  a  m e s s .  H e  g l a n c e d  i n  m y  d i r e c t i o n ,  s t a r i n g
p a s t  m e  a n d  o u t  t h e  w i n d o w .  H e  h a d  g r e e n  e y e s ,  t h e  c o l o r  o f  e v e r g r e e n  t r e e s  b u t
b r i g h t e r ;  t h e y  w e r e  s o  b e a u t i f u l  t h e y  l o o k e d  f a k e .  T h a t ' s  w h e n  I  r e a l i z e d  I  k n e w
h i m .  B e f o r e  I  c o u l d  l o o k  a w a y ,  h e  w a v e d  a t  m e  w i t h  h i s  f r e e  h a n d .  I  b l i n k e d  b a c k
a t  h i m ,  a n d  h e  w h i s p e r e d  s o m e t h i n g  t o  t h e  g i r l  h e  w a s  w i t h  a n d  b e g a n  m a k i n g
h i s  w a y  o v e r  t o  m e .  M y  b r a i n  s c r e a m e d ,  A b o r t !  A b o r t !  L e a v e !  N o w !  T o o  l a t e ;  h e  w a s
r i g h t  n e x t  t o  m e .  

E a s t o n  M y e r s ,  a  j u n i o r  a t  t h e  l o c a l  h i g h  s c h o o l ,  t h e  k i d  w h o  j u s t  w o n ' t  q u i t .  N o
m a t t e r  h o w  m a n y  t i m e s  I  r e j e c t  h i s  f r i e n d s h i p  h e  k e e p s  c o m i n g  b a c k .   I  p r e f e r
k e e p i n g  m y s e l f  c o m p a n y  r a t h e r  t h a n  l e t t i n g  o t h e r s  h a n g  o u t  w i t h  m e .  I ' m  f o c u s e d
o n  m y  g o a l s ;  I  d o n ' t  n e e d  f r i v o l o u s  d i s t r a c t i o n s  l i k e  f r i e n d s .  H o w e v e r ,  E a s t o n
i s n ' t  m y  f r i e n d ;  h e  h a s  t h e  a n n o y i n g  u r g e  t o  w a n t  t o  b e  m y  f r i e n d ,  a n d ,  f o r  s o m e
r e a s o n ,  h e  w o n ' t  g i v e  u p .  I  s t a r e d  d o w n  a t  m y  b e a t e n  u p  C o n v e r s e s ,  p r a y i n g  t o
G o d  h e  w o u l d  w a l k  a w a y  a n d  n o t  b o t h e r  m e .  I  t r i e d  t o  l o o k  d i s i n t e r e s t e d ,
i g n o r i n g  h i m  c o m p l e t e l y ,  b u t  t h a t  f a i l e d .  

" H e y ,  K i e r r a ! "  H e  b e a m e d  a n d  t o o k  t h e  e m p t y  s e a t  n e x t  t o  m e .  

I  s i g h e d ,  " W h a t ,  E a s t o n ? ”

" J u s t  c a l l  m e  E a s t !  W h a t  a r e  y o u  d o i n g  h e r e ? "  h e  a s k e d ,  r a i s i n g  h i s  e y e b r o w ,
c a u s i n g  m e  t o  h i d e  l a u g h t e r  b e h i n d  a  s m i l e .  

D a n g  i t ,  t h i s  b o y .  

" T h a t ' s  n o n e  o f  y o u r  b u s i n e s s , "  I  s a i d  i n  a  h u f f ,  c r o s s i n g  m y  a r m s ,  t h r o w i n g  h i m
t h e  m o o d i e s t  l o o k  t h a t  I  c o u l d  m u s t e r .  

B e f o r e  h e  h a d  t h e  c h a n c e  t o  p r e s s  a n y  m o r e  q u e s t i o n s ,  M r s .  L a n g ,  m y  f a m i l y ' s
w o r k e r  f r o m  D C F S ,  c a m e  i n t o  t h e  l o b b y .  I  i m m e d i a t e l y  s t o o d  u p .  E v e r y  f i b e r  i n  m y
b o d y  s e e m e d  t o  b e  s h a k i n g .  I f  I  h a d  d o n e  e v e r y t h i n g  j u s t  r i g h t ,  t h i s  w o u l d  w o r k !  I
w o u l d  f i n a l l y  g e t  t h e  a n s w e r s  I ' v e  b e e n  h o p i n g  f o r  y e a r s !

 
 

Chosen By: Skye Taylor 



" Y o u r  p a r e n t s  d i d n ' t  c o m e  w i t h  y o u ? "  s h e  a s k e d ,  g e s t u r i n g  f o r  m e  t o  f o l l o w  h e r
b a c k  i n t o  h e r  p r i v a t e  o f f i c e .   

" O h ,  y o u  k n o w  t h e m — b u s y  w i t h  w o r k ! "  I  l a u g h e d .  I ' v e  n e v e r  l i k e d  l y i n g  b u t  t h i n k
o f  i t  a s  a  n e c e s s a r y  e v i l — t h e  m e a n s  t o  a n  e n d  i n  t h i s  c a s e .  I  f o l l o w e d  h e r  t h r o u g h
t h e  s p a r t a n  h a l l w a y s  u n t i l  w e  r e a c h e d  h e r  o f f i c e .  I  t o o k  a  s e a t  i n  t h e  c h a i r  a c r o s s
f r o m  h e r ,  w a i t i n g  f o r  h e r  t o  s p e a k .  

S h e  s m i l e d  a s  s h e  o p e n e d  a  m a n i l a  f o l d e r .  " T h i s  i s  e v e r y t h i n g  o n  y o u r  b i o l o g i c a l
p a r e n t s ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e i r  l a s t  k n o w n  a d d r e s s . "  S h e  c l o s e d  t h e  f o l d e r  a n d  h a n d e d  i t
t o  m e .

" T h a n k  y o u !  T h a n k  y o u  s o  m u c h ,  M r s .  L a n g ! "  a  s m i l e  s t r e t c h e d  a c r o s s  m y  f a c e  a s  I
b e g a n  t o  s c a n  t h e  i t e m s  i n s i d e  t h e  f o l d e r .  

“ O f  c o u r s e ,  h o n ,  t h a t ’ s  m y  j o b , ”  s h e  w a t c h e d  m e  s c a n  t h e  c o n t e n t s  o f  t h e  f o l d e r
b e f o r e  s h e  c o n t i n u e d ,  “ T h e i r  n a m e s  a r e  A m a n d a  a n d  W i l l i a m  H o w a r d s ;  t h e y  s e e m
l i k e  d e c e n t  p e o p l e . ”

M y  s m i l e  g r e w  w i d e r .  “ I  b e t  t h e y  a r e … ”

W e  s t o o d  a n d  s h e  l e d  m e  o u t  t h e  d o o r  a n d  t o w a r d s  t h e  w a i t i n g  r o o m  a g a i n ,  s h e
s a i d ,  “ R e m e m b e r ,  s w e e t i e ,  s o m e t i m e s  w h a t  y o u  w i s h  f o r  i s n ' t  a l w a y s  w h a t  i t
s e e m s .  D o n ' t  g e t  y o u r  h o p e s  u p . ”  W i t h  o n e  l a s t  r e a s s u r i n g  s m i l e ,  s h e  d i s a p p e a r e d
b a c k  i n t o  h e r  o f f i c e .  

I  s a t  b a c k  d o w n ,  g o i n g  t h r o u g h  e v e r y t h i n g  i n  t h e  f o l d e r ,  f i n a l l y  f i n d i n g  i t .  T h e i r
a d d r e s s  a s  o f  f o u r  m o n t h s  a g o !  I t ' s  o n l y  a n  h o u r  o r  s o  a w a y !  N o w  I  n e e d  t o  f i n d  a
w a y  t o  g e t  t h e r e .  I  c a n ' t  d r i v e  m y s e l f ,  m a y b e  I  c o u l d  u b e r ?  N o ,  m y  p a r e n t s  w o u l d
w o n d e r  w h y  I  w a s  g o i n g  t h a t  f a r  a w a y .  I  c a n ’ t  t r i c k  C h a s e  i n t o  d r i v i n g  m e ,  h e  m a y  b e
s t u p i d ,  b u t  h e  w o u l d  n e v e r  t a k e  m e  a n y w h e r e  o v e r  t w e n t y  m i n u t e s .  G o s h ,  w h y  d i d  h e
h a v e  t o  b e  s o  l a z y !

" Y o u ' r e  a d o p t e d ? "  

I  l o o k e d  u p  a n d  l o c k e d  e y e s  w i t h  E a s t o n  t o  s e e  h i m  s t a r i n g  d o w n  a t  t h e  f o l d e r .   

D a n g ,  i t !  W h y  d i d  t h i s  b o y  h a v e  t o  b e  s o  n o s y !

" U m ,  w e l l ,  y e a h . "

" S o ,  w h a t  d o  y o u  w a n t  w i t h  y o u r  b i o l o g i c a l  p a r e n t s ? "

W h y  d o e s  h e  c a r e ? " I  w a n t  t o  m e e t  t h e m . "

W e l l ,  w h y ?  Y o u  a l r e a d y  h a v e  a  f a m i l y .  W h y  d o  y o u  c a r e  a b o u t  t h e  p e o p l e  w h o . . . u h
y o u r - "

I  c u t  h i m  o f f .  " W h y  d o  I  c a r e  a b o u t  t h e  p e o p l e  w h o  g a v e  m e  a w a y ?  I s  t h a t  w h a t  y o u
w e r e  g o n n a  s a y ? "

" N o . . . n o ,  I  j u s t  u m - "

" I  w a n t  t o  m e e t  t h e m . "



B u t  w h y - "

" L e a v e  m e  a l o n e ! "

H e  g r a b b e d  t h e  f o l d e r  o u t  o f  m y  h a n d s  a n d  s t a r t e d  r e a d i n g  i t .  H o l d i n g  t h e  f o l d e r
a b o v e  w h e r e  I  c o u l d  r e a c h ,  I  w a s  t e m p t e d  t o  c a u s e  a  s c e n e  t o  s t a r t  y e l l i n g  a n d
h i t t i n g  h i m ,  j u m p i n g  o n  t h e  c h a i r  n e x t  t o  m e  t o  g r a b  t h e  f o l d e r .  B u t  I  d i d n ' t  n e e d
t o  c a u s e  a  s c e n e .  I  n e e d e d  t o  b l e n d  i n .  T h e  l a s t  t h i n g  I  n e e d  i s  f o r  m y  p a r e n t s  t o
g e t  a  c a l l .  H e  h e l d  t h e  f o l d e r  b e h i n d  h i s  b a c k  a n d  a s k e d ,  " H o w  d o  y o u  p l a n  o n
g e t t i n g  t h e r e ? "

W h a t  i s  w r o n g  w i t h  t h i s  g u y !  “ U m ,  t h a t  d o e s n ' t  c o n c e r n  y o u . "

" D o  y o u  n e e d  a  r i d e ?  I ' l l  t a k e  y o u , "  h e  o f f e r e d ,  h a n d i n g  m e  b a c k  t h e  f o l d e r .  

I  s n a t c h e d  i t  f r o m  h i m ,  h u g g i n g  i t  t o  m y  c h e s t .  F r i e n d s  h a v e  n o  p l a c e  i n  m y  l i f e
r i g h t  n o w ,  n o t  u n t i l  I  m e e t  m y  r e a l  f a m i l y .  I  w o u l d  n e e d  t o  f i g u r e  m y s e l f  o u t  o n c e
I  m e e t  m y  b i o  p a r e n t s .  T h e n  e v e r y t h i n g  w i l l  b e  p e r f e c t !  A s  m u c h  a s  I  h a t e d
E a s t o n ,  I  w a s  u n a b l e  t o  d e c l i n e  a  f r e e  r i d e  t o  m y  b i r t h  p a r e n t s .  I t ' s  j u s t  t w o  h o u r s
i n  t h e  c a r  t h e n  I  n e v e r  h a v e  t o  s p e a k  w i t h  h i m  a g a i n .  W e  a r e n ' t  f r i e n d s ,  b u t  f o r  n o w ,  I
c o u l d  u s e  h i m .

" O k , "  I  p a u s e d ,  " y o u  w a n t  t o  g i v e  m e  a  r i d e ?  A w e s o m e .  1 1 : 3 0  t o n i g h t  a t  m y
h o u s e . "  I  s p u n  o n  m y  h e e l  a n d  s t a r t e d  w a l k i n g  o u t  t h e  d o o r ,  w a i t i n g  t o  h e a r  h i m
c a l l  o u t  b e h i n d  m e .  T o  p r o t e s t  t h e  t i m e  l i k e  t h e  g o o d y - t w o - s h o e s  t h a t  h e  i s .
I n s t e a d ,  I  h e a r d  t h e  d o o r  c h i m e  a s  i t  s w u n g  s h u t  b e h i n d  m e .  I  t u r n e d  b a c k
t o w a r d s  t h e  d o o r  a n d  s a w  h i m  s t a n d i n g  w i t h  h i s  f a m i l y .  H e  d i d n ' t  p r o t e s t  a t  a l l .
M a y b e  h e ' s  d i f f e r e n t  t h a n  w h o  I  t h i n k  h e  i s .  I  s h o o k  t h e  t h o u g h t  f r o m  m y  h e a d .
B e f o r e  I  c o u l d  t u r n  a r o u n d ,  I  s a w  h i m  g l a n c e  a t  m e .  H e  w i n k e d  b e f o r e  t u r n i n g
b a c k  t o  h i s  s i s t e r .  
W h a t  i s  w i t h  t h i s  k i d ?

* * * * *
I  s t a r e d  a t  t h e  T V  s c r e e n  o n  m y  w a l l ,  s t e a l i n g  g l a n c e s  a t  t h e  c l o c k ,  c h e c k i n g  t h e
t i m e .  E v e r y  m i n u t e  s e e m e d  t o  l a s t  a n  e t e r n i t y .  

1 1 : 2 3

 I  f l o p p e d  o n t o  m y  b e d ,  l e t t i n g  m y  h e a d  h i t  t h e  s o f t  p i l l o w s  u n d e r n e a t h  m e .  M y
p a r e n t s  g o  t o  s l e e p  a t  t e n  a n d  a r e  b o t h  h e a v y  s l e e p e r s .  M y  b r o t h e r ,  o n  t h e  o t h e r
h a n d ,  i s  w h e r e  I  c o u l d  r u n  i n t o  a  p r o b l e m .  H e  d o e s n ' t  g o  t o  s l e e p  u n t i l  1  A M  m o s t
d a y s ,  s o m e t i m e s  e v e n  l a t e r .  H e ' s  u s u a l l y  g o t  h i s  h e a d p h o n e s  o n  a n d  p l a y i n g  w i t h
h i s  b u d d i e s  o r  w a t c h i n g  T V .  H e  m i g h t  b e  t o o  f o c u s e d  t o  e v e n  h e a r  m e  l e a v i n g .  I
g u e s s  I ' l l  o n l y  k n o w  w h e n  I  a c t u a l l y  d o  i t .
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T h a t  w a s  m y  c u e !  I  k e p t  t h e  T V  r u n n i n g  ( I  a l w a y s  d o  a t  n i g h t )  a n d  g r a b b e d  t h e  b a g
I  h a d  p a c k e d .  I  s h u t  o f f  t h e  l i g h t  a s  I  l e f t  m y  r o o m ,  s o u n d l e s s l y  c r e e p i n g  d o w n  t h e
c a r p e t e d  s t e p s .

 



I  g l a n c e d  o u t  t h e  w i n d o w  w h e r e  I  s a w  E a s t o n  w a i t i n g  i n  h i s  c a r  w i t h  t h e  l i g h t s  o f f ,
j u s t  a s  I  t e x t e d  h i m  t o  b e .  A t  l e a s t  h e  t a k e s  i n s t r u c t i o n s  w e l l .  I  s t a r t e d  o p e n i n g  t h e
d o o r  w h e n  I  h e a r d  m y  b r o t h e r ,  " W h e r e  e x a c t l y  a r e  y o u  g o i n g  a t  t h i s  h o u r ? "  

C r a p !

I  t u r n e d  a r o u n d  s l o w l y ,  p u t t i n g  t h a t  a n g e l i c  s m i l e  o n  m y  f a c e ,  " W h o  m e ?
I ' m . . . h a v i n g  t r o u b l e  s l e e p i n g ,  f i g u r e d  I ' d  t a k e  G y p s y  o u t  o n  a  l a t e - n i g h t  w a l k . "

" G y p s y  i s n ' t  e v e n - "

M y  d o g  r a n  o v e r ,  l e a s h  i n  h e r  m o u t h ,  a s  i f  o n  c u e .  A l l  y o u  h a v e  t o  d o  i s  s a y  t h e
w o r d  ‘ w a l k ’ ,  a n d  s h e  c a n  h e a r  y o u  f r o m  a n y w h e r e  i n  t h i s  h o u s e .  I t ' s  a s t o n i s h i n g ,
a c t u a l l y .  I  p e t t e d  h e r  d a r k  f u r  a n d  g l a n c e d  b a c k  a t  C h a s e ,  s t a n d i n g  a  f e w  f e e t  a w a y
f r o m  m e .  I  n e v e r  g o t  c a u g h t  b e c a u s e  I  d i d n ' t  b r e a k  t h e  r u l e s .  H e ' s  g o i n g  t o  t a k e  w a y
t o o  m u c h  p l e a s u r e  i n  c a t c h i n g  m e  s n e a k i n g  o u t .  

" O k ,  d o n ' t  t a k e  l o n g - "  B e f o r e  C h a s e  c o u l d  f i n i s h  l e t t i n g  m e  o f f  t h e  h o o k ,  I  h e a r d
t h e  c l i c k  o f  a  c a r  d o o r  o p e n i n g .  D a n g  i t !  H e ' s  c o m i n g  t o  g e t  m e !  I  t o l d  h i m  t o  w a i t !
C h a s e  p e e r e d  o u t  t h e  w i n d o w ,  s e e i n g  E a s t o n ,  t h e n  l o o k e d  b a c k  a t  m e .  

" J u s t  t a k i n g  t h e  d o g  o u t ,  h u h ? "  C h a s e  a s k e d ,  a  s m i r k  s t r e t c h i n g  a c r o s s  h i s  f a c e .  H i s
b l u e  e y e s  t w i n k l e d  m i s c h i e v o u s l y .  

" F i n e !  Y o u  c a u g h t  m e !  I ’ m . . . g o i n g  t o  a  p a r t y ! "  I  r o l l e d  m y  e y e s  a n d  p o u t e d ,  c r o s s i n g
m y  a r m s  a n d  s i g h i n g .  

T h i s  h a s  t o  w o r k !

H e  s t a r e d  a t  m e ,  h i s  e y e s  l o c k i n g  o n  m i n e .  I  k e p t  m y  f a c e  a s  p o u t y  a s  I  c o u l d ,
r o l l i n g  m y  e y e s  a n d  b r e a k i n g  o u r  e y e  c o n t a c t .  H e  b u r s t  o u t  l a u g h i n g ,  c l u t c h i n g  h i s
g u t .  I  s t a r e d  u p  t h e  s t e p s ,  t h i n k i n g  o f  m o m  a n d  d a d  f a s t  a s l e e p .  

S h u t  u p ! "  I  h i s s e d .  

H e  s t o p p e d  l a u g h i n g  a n d  t o o k  a  b r e a t h .  “ Y o u  r e a l l y  t h i n k  I  b e l i e v e  t h a t  y o u  w o u l d
b e  g o i n g  t o  a  p a r t y ?  W h a t  a r e  y o u  u p  t o ,  l i t t l e  s i s t e r ? "  

T h e r e ' s  n o  o t h e r  w a y  o u t  n o w .  “ I  f o u n d  m y  b i r t h  p a r e n t s ,  a n d  I ' m  g o i n g  t o  s e e
t h e m . ”  T h e  w o r d s  s o u n d e d  t e r r i f i c  c o m i n g  o u t  o f  m y  m o u t h .  A c t u a l l y  m e e t i n g
t h e m ,  f i n a l l y .  

" O k ,  I ' m  c o m i n g  w i t h  y o u , "  h e  s t a t e d ,  w a l k i n g  p a s t  m e  a n d  o u t  t h e  d o o r  t o w a r d s
h i s  t r u c k .  I  w a n t e d  t o  p r o t e s t  a n d  t e l l  h i m  t h i s  w a s n ' t  h i s  j o b  o r  h i s  p l a c e ,  b u t  I ' m
m e e t i n g  t h e m  a n y w a y s ,  s o  I  m i g h t  a s  w e l l  g e t  o n  t h e  r o a d .  I  f o l l o w e d  h i m  o u t  o f
t h e  h o u s e ,  l o c k i n g  t h e  l i g h t  b l u e  d o o r  b e h i n d  m e .  Q u i c k l y ,  I  e x p l a i n e d  t o  E a s t o n
t h a t  m y  b r o t h e r  c a u g h t  m e .  H e  i n s i s t e d  o n  t a k i n g  m e  t o  m e e t  m y  b i r t h  p a r e n t s
h i m s e l f .  L u c k i l y ,  E a s t  w a s n ' t  n e e d e d  a n y m o r e ,  a n d  t h a t  w a s  a  r e l i e f .  H o w e v e r ,  h e
f o l l o w e d  m e  t o  t h e  C h e v y  t r u c k  m y  b r o t h e r  w a s  a l r e a d y  s e a t e d  i n .  H e ' s  g o n n a
i n s i s t  o n  c o m i n g  w i t h  m e ,  i s n ' t  h e ?

B e f o r e  h e  c o u l d  o p e n  h i s  m o u t h ,  I  s i g h e d .  " W h a t e v e r ,  g e t  i n  t h e  b a c k . "



 H e  b e a m e d  h i s  p e r f e c t  s m i l e  a t  m e  a n d  j u m p e d  i n  t h e  b a c k  s e a t  o f  t h e  t r u c k .  I
t o o k  m y  s p o t  i n  t h e  f r o n t  n e x t  t o  C h a s e ,  I  p l u g g e d  t h e  a d d r e s s  i n t o  h i s  p h o n e ,
a n d  w e  w e r e  o f f .  I  t u r n e d  o n  t h e  r a d i o  a n d  s t a r e d  o u t  t h e  w i n d o w .  F i n a l l y ,  I
w o u l d  b e  a b l e  t o  m o v e  f o r w a r d .  A f t e r  t o n i g h t  I  c o u l d  r e a l l y  l i v e .  I ' l l  k n o w  w h e r e  I
c a m e  f r o m .  A f t e r  a l l  t h i s  t i m e ,  I  c a n  w o r k  o n  m y s e l f  a n d  d i s c o v e r  w h o  I  a m .
E v e r y t h i n g  i s  g o n n a  c h a n g e  t o n i g h t .  T h e  c a r  w a s  q u i e t ,  w i t h  o n l y  t h e  m e l o d y  a n d
s o f t  w o r d s  o f  t h e  r a d i o  p l a y i n g  f o r  n o i s e .  I ' m  w a s n ’ t  c o m p l a i n i n g ,  t h o u g h ;  I  d i d n ’ t
w a n t  t o  t a l k  t o  e i t h e r  o f  t h e m .  

" I  c a n ' t  b e l i e v e  y o u  w o u l d  d o  t h i s ,  K i e r r a , "  C h a s e  w h i s p e r e d ,  g l a n c i n g  o v e r  a t  m e .

" E x c u s e  m e ? "  I  r e t o r t e d ,  a n  a n n o y e d  s n o r t  e s c a p i n g  m e .  

" W h a t  w a s  g o i n g  t h r o u g h  y o u r  h e a d ?  F i n d i n g  y o u r  b i o l o g i c a l  p a r e n t s ?  Y o u  h a v e  a
f a m i l y ,  a  g r e a t  o n e  a t  t h a t .  W h y  d o  y o u  n e e d  t h e m ? "  

" Y o u  w o u l d n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d .  Y o u  a r e n ' t  a d o p t e d . ”  I  s p a t  t h o s e  w o r d s  a t  h i m  l i k e
s t r a i g h t  v e n o m  f r o m  a  d e a d l y  s n a k e .  I m m e d i a t e l y  I  f e l t  t h e  a i r  g o  t e n s e .  C h a s e ' s
g r i p  t i g h t e n e d  o n  t h e  s t e e r i n g  w h e e l ,  h i s  v e i n s  p o p p i n g  o u t  o f  h i s  a r m .  H i s
m u s c l e s  e a s i l y  v i s i b l e  w h i l e  h e  c l u t c h e d  t h e  w h e e l ,  a n c h o r i n g  h i m  d o w n .
 
" Y o u  a l w a y s  a c t  s o  m i s u n d e r s t o o d  a n d  l i k e  y o u  h a v e  t h e  w o r s t  l i f e  e v e r .  R e a l i t y
c h e c k ,  y o u  d o n ' t ! "  H e  s t a r e d  o n l y  a t  t h e  r o a d ,  n o t  e v e n  g l a n c i n g  a t  m e .  

" H o w  w o u l d  y o u  k n o w !  Y o u  d o n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d  m e ,  y o u  n e v e r  h a v e ,  a n d  y o u  n e v e r
w i l l ! "  

 H e  s n o r t e d .  " T h e r e  y o u  g o  a g a i n , "  h e  c h a n g e d  h i s  v o i c e  t o  m i m i c  m y  o w n
c o n t i n u i n g ,  " P o o r  m e ,  I ' m  s o  a l o n e  a n d  m i s u n d e r s t o o d .  Y o u  c o u l d  n e v e r
u n d e r s t a n d  m e .  E v e r y t h i n g  i n  m y  l i f e  i s  t e r r i b l e . "  

" Y o u  d o n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d  w h a t  i t ' s  l i k e !  K n o w i n g  m y  o w n  p a r e n t s  d i d n ' t  w a n t  m e ! "
M y  v o i c e  s t a r t e d  t o  q u i v e r  a l o n g  w i t h  m y  h a n d s .  I  g r i p p e d  t h e  s i d e s  o f  t h e  s e a t
w i t h  a l l  m y  s t r e n g t h  t r y i n g  t o  f o c u s  o n  t h e  t a n g i b l e  f e e l i n g  o f  t h e  o l d  l e a t h e r .  I
b r e a t h e d  d e e p l y ,  t h e  s m e l l  o f  o l d  l e a t h e r  a n d  v a n i l l a  i c e  c r e a m  f i l l i n g  m y  l u n g s .
V a n i l l a  i c e  c r e a m .  I t ’ s  n o t  m y  f a v o r i t e  f l a v o r  a n d  i t ’ s  n o t  C h a s e ’ s  e i t h e r  b u t  e v e r
s i n c e  I  c a n  r e m e m b e r  w h e n e v e r  w e ’ d  g e t  i c e  c r e a m  t o g e t h e r ,  w e  b o t h  a l w a y s  g o t
v a n i l l a .  W a r m t h  g r e w  i n  m y  s t o m a c h  s p r e a d i n g  t h r o u g h  m y  b o d y  w i t h  t h e  j o y  o f
t h o s e  m e m o r i e s ,  f i l l i n g  m e  w i t h  c a l m  b u t  o n l y  f o r  a  s e c o n d .  

" Y o u ' r e  r i g h t !  I  d o n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t !  B u t  y o u  h a v e  a  l o v i n g  f a m i l y ,  m o m  a n d
d a d  c h o s e  y o u ,  t h e y  l o v e  y o u  m o r e  t h a n  a n y o n e ,  w h y  i s n ' t  t h a t  e n o u g h  f o r  y o u ? "  

" I  n e e d  t o  k n o w  w h e r e  I  c a m e  f r o m , "  I  s i g h e d .  

" W h y ?  Y o u  w e r e  r a i s e d  h e r e  b y  m o m  a n d  d a d .  T h e y  r a i s e d  y o u !  T h a t  m a k e s  y o u
w h o  y o u  a r e !  N o t  t h e  p e o p l e  w h o  g a v e  y o u  u p ! "  H e  s n a p p e d ,  f i n a l l y  l o o k i n g  a t
m e ,  h i s  f a c e  b u r n i n g  r e d .  O u r  e y e s  l o c k e d ,  a n d  w e  s t a r e d  a t  e a c h  o t h e r .  A n
u n s p o k e n  b o x i n g  m a t c h  h a p p e n i n g  i n  o u r  e y e s .  H i s  b l u e  e y e s  h a r d  a s  i c e ,  I
t u r n e d  t o w a r d s  t h e  w i n d o w  a s  t h e  t e a r s  s t a r t e d  f a l l i n g  d o w n  m y  c h e e k s .  I
c o u l d n ’ t  s i t  t h e r e  w i t h  h i m .  I  u n b u c k l e d  m y  s e a t  b e l t  a n d  t h r e w  m y  b a g  i n  t h e
o t h e r  e m p t y  s e a t  i n  t h e  b a c k .

 



" W h a t  a r e  y o u  d o i n g ! "  C h a s e  e x c l a i m e d ,  l o o k i n g  b e t w e e n  m e  a n d  t h e  r o a d .  I
c l i m b e d  o v e r  m y  s e a t  a n d  i n t o  t h e  b a c k .  H i t t i n g  m y  h e a d  a g a i n s t  t h e  r o o f  o f  t h e  c a r
a s  I  d i d  s o .  C h a s e  g l a r e d  a t  m e  b e f o r e  t u r n i n g  u p  t h e  m u s i c ,  t h e  o n e  t h i n g  w e  h a d
i n  c o m m o n .  A l w a y s  p l a y  y o u r  m u s i c  l o u d  w h e n  y o u ' r e  m a d  o r  s a d .  T e a r s  r a n  d o w n  m y
f a c e ,  n o t  s e e m i n g  t o  w a n t  t o  s t o p .  I  s t a r e d  o u t  t h e  w i n d o w  a t  t h e  p a s s i n g  t r e e s  a n d
e m p t y  r o a d s .  E a s t  p u t  h i s  h a n d  o n  m y  s h o u l d e r ;  t h e r e  w a s  n o  r o o m  f o r  m e  t o  m o v e
a w a y .  H e  r u b b e d  m y  s h o u l d e r  a s  I  s t a r e d  o u t  t h e  w i n d o w .  H e  d i d n ' t  s p e a k  a  w o r d ,
b u t  h e  w a s  t h e r e .  T h a t  w a s  a l l  I  n e e d e d .  F o r  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  t r i p ,  w e  s a t  i n
d e v a s t a t i n g  s i l e n c e ,  w a i t i n g  t o  a r r i v e  a t  o u r  d e s t i n a t i o n .
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W e  p u l l e d  i n t o  a  s m a l l ,  t y p i c a l  s u b u r b a n  n e i g h b o r h o o d .  F i l l e d  w i t h  t o w n h o u s e s ,
w h i t e  p i c k e t  f e n c e s ,  a n d  t a l l  o a k  t r e e s .  H o u s e  t w e n t y - t h r e e  i s  w h e r e  t h e y  l i v e ,
A m a n d a  a n d  W i l l i a m .  M y  b i r t h  p a r e n t s .  W e  p u l l e d  i n t o  a  c i r c l e ,  a n d  t h e i r  h o u s e  s a t
r i g h t  i n  t h e  m i d d l e .  I t  w a s  s u r r o u n d e d  b y  s i m i l a r  h o m e s ,  e a c h  l o o k i n g  s t r a i g h t  o u t
o f  a  5 0 s  s i t c o m .  T h e y  s e e m e d  t o  b e  f i l l e d  w i t h  B a r b i e - l i k e  h o u s e w i v e s  i n  r o u n d
d r e s s e s  a n d  h e e l s ,  m a k i n g  d i n n e r  f o r  t h e  p e r f e c t  A m e r i c a n  f a m i l y .  I  l e a p e d  o u t  t h e
d o o r  b e f o r e  t h e  c a r  w a s  e v e n  s t o p p e d ,  m y  f e e t  r u n n i n g  f a s t e r  t h a n  e v e r  b e f o r e .
T h e i r  h o u s e  h a d  a  b r i g h t  r e d  d o o r ,  b u t  t h e  l i g h t s  i n s i d e  w e r e  o f f .  

T h e y ’ r e  a s l e e p  a s  m o s t  p e o p l e  a r e  a t  t h i s  h o u r .  T h e  p l a c e  s e e m e d  b i g g e r ,  l i k e  i t  w a s
l o o m i n g  o v e r  m e .  A l m o s t  m o n s t e r - l i k e ,  r e a d y  t o  d e v o u r  m e  i n  a  s i n g l e  b i t e .  I  h a v e
w a i t e d  f o r  t h i s  d a y  s i n c e  I  w a s  a  c h i l d ,  y e t  I  c o u l d n ’ t  k n o c k  o n  t h e  d o o r .  W h y ?  
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" Y o u  d o n ' t  h a v e  t o  k n o c k ,  K i e r r a , "  C h a s e  s a i d .  

J u s t  t h e  p u s h  I  n e e d e d .  I  k n o c k e d  o n  t h e  d o o r  a n d  s t e p p e d  b a c k .  E v e r y t h i n g
r e m a i n e d  s t i l l .  N o t  a  s i n g l e  c r e a t u r e  s t i r r e d .  I  k n o c k e d  o n  t h e  d o o r  a g a i n ,  t h i s  t i m e
h a r d e r .  N o t h i n g ?  

A g a i n .  

 A g a i n .  

 A g a i n .  

 A g a i n .  

“ K i e r r a ,  t h e y ' r e  n o t  a n s w e r i n g … "  C h a s e  p l a c e d  a  h a n d  o n  m y  s h o u l d e r .  I  s h r u g g e d
h i m  o f f ,  w a l k i n g  p a s t  h i m  t o w a r d s  t h e  p a r k e d  t r u c k .  " L e t ' s  g o  h o m e , "  h i s  v o i c e  r a n g
t h r o u g h  m y  h e a d  l i k e  a  c h u r c h  b e l l  o n  S u n d a y .

G o  h o m e ?  I  c a n ' t  g o  h o m e  w i t h o u t  a n s w e r s ,  I  c a n ' t !  M a y b e  t h i s  i s n ' t  t h e  r i g h t
h o u s e .  I ' l l  c h e c k  t h e  n e i g h b o r s .  I  m a r c h e d  t o  t h e  h o u s e  t o  t h e  l e f t  o f  m y  b i r t h
p a r e n t s  a n d  k n o c k e d  o n  t h e  d o o r .  A  l i g h t  f l i c k e r e d  b e h i n d  t h e  u p s t a i r s  c u r t a i n s ,
a n d  a  s h a d o w  a p p e a r e d .  I  s t e p p e d  b a c k  a n d  h e a r d  t h e  c l i c k  o f  t h e  d o o r  o p e n i n g .
S m e l l i n g  l i k e  f r e s h  r o s e s  a n d  b u r n i n g  c a n d l e s ,  a  w o m a n  a n s w e r e d .  S h e  w a s  d r e s s e d
i n  s w e a t s  a n d  a n  o v e r s i z e d  t - s h i r t  a n d  h e r  h a i r  w a s  a  m e s s  o n  t o p  o f  h e r  h e a d ,  h e l d
t o g e t h e r  b y  a  t i n y  h a i r b a n d .  

 



I  h e s i t a t e d  b e f o r e  s a y i n g ,  " H e l l o ,  m a ' a m ,  d o  y o u  k n o w  A m a n d a  a n d  W i l l i a m
H o w a r d s ?  I ' m  l o o k i n g  f o r  t h e m . "

H e r  f a c e  s o f t e n e d  i n  t h e  d a r k  l i g h t  a s  s h e  l o o k e d  a t  m e  a n d  t i l t e d  h e r  h e a d .  " O h
d e a r ,  A m a n d a  a n d  W i l l i a m  d i e d  t w o  m o n t h s  b a c k  i n  a  c a r  a c c i d e n t … "  s h e  s a i d ,
g i v i n g  m e  a  s y m p a t h e t i c  s m i l e .  

" O h . . . s o r r y  t o  b o t h e r  y o u  t h e n . "

D e a d . I  s t a r e d  d o w n  a t  m y  s n e a k e r s .  E v e r y t h i n g  a r o u n d  m e  p a u s e d ,  s e e m i n g  t o  t a k e
a  b r e a t h .  T h e  w i n d  s t o p p e d  b r e e z i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  t r e e s ,  t h e  c r i c k e t s  s t o p p e d
c h i r p i n g ,  t h e  s t a r s  a n d  m o o n  c e a s e d  t o  s h i n e  a n y  l o n g e r .  T h e  g r o u n d  b e n e a t h  m y
f e e t  s e e m e d  t o  g i v e  w a y ,  a n d  I  c o l l a p s e d  o n  t h e  g r a s s .

T h i s  c a n ' t  b e  h a p p e n i n g !  T h i s  i s  a l l  I  h a v e  e v e r  w a n t e d ,  t o  k n o w  m y  f a m i l y .  I
s q u e e z e d  m y  e y e s  s h u t ,  n o t  l e t t i n g  t h e  b u r n i n g  t e a r s  s t r e a m  d o w n  m y  f r o z e n
c h e e k s .  E v e r y  s e n s e  s e e m e d  d u l l e d .  T h e  o n l y  t h i n g  I  c o u l d  f e e l  w a s  c o l d ,  a s  i f  m y
b o d y  h a d  t u r n e d  t o  s t o n e .  U n f e e l i n g  a n d  u n m o v i n g .  M y  s h o u l d e r  t i n g l e d  a s  s t r o k e s
o f  w a r m t h  m e l t e d  m y  i c y  e x t e r i o r .  W o r r y  f l o o d e d  E a s t ' s  e y e s  a s  h e  s t u d i e d  m e ,
t r y i n g  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  w h a t  w a s  g o i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  m a z e  o f  m y  b r a i n .  C h a s e  w a s  b y
h i s  s i d e .

I  w h i s p e r e d ,  t h e  w o r d s  n u m b  o n  m y  l i p s ,  " t h e y ' r e  d e a d . "  
S i l e n c e .  

W a r m t h  e n c o m p a s s e d  m y  w h o l e  b o d y  a s  C h a s e  w r a p p e d  h i s  s t r o n g  a r m s  a r o u n d
m e .  M y  c h e s t  s w e l l e d ,  a n d  m y  t h r o a t  c l e n c h e d ,  h o l d i n g  b a c k  m y  s o b s .  
 
" I t ' s  o k . . .  y o u ' r e  s a f e  w i t h  m e , "  C h a s e  h u s h e d ,  s t r o k i n g  m y  h a i r .
S o b s  r a c k e d  m y  b o d y ,  o v e r f l o w i n g  l i k e  a  d a m  j u s t  b r o k e n  d o w n .  H i s  a r m s  h e l d  o n t o
m y  t i n y  b o d y ,  w h i c h  s e e m e d  t o  g o  l i m p .  H e  w h i s p e r e d  i n t o  m y  e a r  o v e r  a n d  o v e r ,
" Y o u  a r e  o k . "  

I  w a n t e d  t o  b e l i e v e  h i m ,  m o r e  t h a n  a n y t h i n g ,  b u t  h o w  c o u l d  I ?  M y  c r i e s  s l o w e d
d o w n ,  l e v e l i n g  o u t .  T h e  i n i t i a l  s h o c k  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  f a d i n g  i n  m y  m i n d .  H o w  c o u l d
I  b e  s o  u p s e t  o v e r  p e o p l e  I  n e v e r  e v e n  g o t  t o  m e e t ?  P e o p l e  w h o  a b a n d o n e d  m e .  

" W h y  d i d  y o u  w a n t  t o  f i n d  t h e m  s o  b a d l y ? "  E a s t  a s k e d .

" I  n e e d  t o  k n o w  w h e r e  I  c a m e  f r o m  t o  k n o w  w h o  I  a m , "  I  s i g h e d .  

E a s t  c o n t i n u e s ,  " Y o u  k n o w  w h e r e  y o u  c a m e  f r o m .  Y o u r  p a r e n t s  a r e  T a y l o r  a n d
M a c k i e  L e n n o x .  A  l a w y e r  a n d  a  p o l i c e  o f f i c e r . "

C h a s e  p i c k s  u p  f r o m  t h e r e ,  j o i n i n g  E a s t ,  " Y o u  g r e w  u p  i n  C o n n e c t i c u t  w h e r e  o u r
d a d  w a s  b o r n  a n d  r a i s e d .  E v e r y  y e a r  a r o u n d  C h r i s t m a s ,  w e  w o u l d  v i s i t  m o m ' s
f a m i l y  i n  E n g l a n d .  Y o u  w e r e  r a i s e d  t o  l i v e  l o u d ,  l a u g h  l o u d ,  a n d  s i n g  l o u d  e v e n  i f
i t ' s  o f f - k e y . "  

" T h e y  r a i s e d  y o u .  T h e y  a r e  w h y  y o u  a r e  w h o  y o u  a r e .  Y o u  h a v e  a  f a m i l y ,  a
w o n d e r f u l  f a m i l y .  Y o u ' v e  b e e n  p u s h i n g  t h e m  a w a y  a n d  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  a n s w e r s
a n y w h e r e  e l s e  w h e n  t h e y  w e r e  r i g h t  i n  f r o n t  o f  y o u , "  E a s t  f i n i s h e d .  



T h e  t w o  b o y s  s h a r e d  a  n e r v o u s  g l a n c e  a s  t h e y  w a i t e d  f o r  m y  r e s p o n s e .  

" I ' m  K i e r r a  H o p e  L e n n o x , "  I  w h i s p e r ,  t e a r s  s w e l l i n g  i n  m y  e y e s ,  " I  h a v e  a n  a m a z i n g
f a m i l y . . . a n d  I ' v e  b e e n  t e r r i b l e  t o  t h e m  f o r  y e a r s . "  

C h a s e  h u g g e d  m e .  " Y o u  c a n  f i x  t h i s . "

" W h y  d i d  y o u  w a n t  t o  f i n d  t h e m  s o  b a d l y ? "  E a s t  a s k e d .

" I  n e e d  t o  k n o w  w h e r e  I  c a m e  f r o m  t o  k n o w  w h o  I  a m , "  I  s i g h e d .  

E a s t  c o n t i n u e s ,  " Y o u  k n o w  w h e r e  y o u  c a m e  f r o m .  Y o u r  p a r e n t s  a r e  T a y l o r  a n d
M a c k i e  L e n n o x .  A  l a w y e r  a n d  a  p o l i c e  o f f i c e r . "

C h a s e  p i c k s  u p  f r o m  t h e r e ,  j o i n i n g  E a s t ,  " Y o u  g r e w  u p  i n  C o n n e c t i c u t  w h e r e  o u r  d a d
w a s  b o r n  a n d  r a i s e d .  E v e r y  y e a r  a r o u n d  C h r i s t m a s ,  w e  w o u l d  v i s i t  m o m ' s  f a m i l y  i n
E n g l a n d .  Y o u  w e r e  r a i s e d  t o  l i v e  l o u d ,  l a u g h  l o u d ,  a n d  s i n g  l o u d  e v e n  i f  i t ' s  o f f -
k e y . "  

" T h e y  r a i s e d  y o u .  T h e y  a r e  w h y  y o u  a r e  w h o  y o u  a r e .  Y o u  h a v e  a  f a m i l y ,  a
w o n d e r f u l  f a m i l y .  Y o u ' v e  b e e n  p u s h i n g  t h e m  a w a y  a n d  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  a n s w e r s
a n y w h e r e  e l s e  w h e n  t h e y  w e r e  r i g h t  i n  f r o n t  o f  y o u , "  E a s t  f i n i s h e d .  

T h e  t w o  b o y s  s h a r e d  a  n e r v o u s  g l a n c e  a s  t h e y  w a i t e d  f o r  m y  r e s p o n s e .  

" I ' m  K i e r r a  H o p e  L e n n o x , "  I  w h i s p e r ,  t e a r s  s w e l l i n g  i n  m y  e y e s ,  " I  h a v e  a n  a m a z i n g
f a m i l y . . . a n d  I ' v e  b e e n  t e r r i b l e  t o  t h e m  f o r  y e a r s . "  

C h a s e  h u g g e d  m e .  " Y o u  c a n  f i x  t h i s . "

H e  w a s  r i g h t .  I  c a n  f i x  t h i s .  I ' v e  w a s t e d  y e a r s  o f  m y  l i f e  i g n o r i n g  m y  f a m i l y  b e c a u s e
I  w a s  b i t t e r .  I  c o m p l a i n e d  a n d  w h i n e d  w h e n  e v e r y t h i n g  I  c o u l d  e v e r  n e e d  w a s  r i g h t
w i t h i n  m y  c l u t c h e s .  I  w a s  t o o  b l i n d  t o  s e e  i t .

 I  o w e  e v e r y o n e  a r o u n d  m e  a n  a p o l o g y ,  b u t  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  m y  m o m  a n d  d a d .
T h e y  h a v e  d o n e  n o t h i n g  t o  d e s e r v e  h o w  I  h a v e  t r e a t e d  t h e m  o v e r  t h e  y e a r s .  

W e  g o t  b a c k  i n  C h a s e ' s  t r u c k ,  a n d  t h e  j o u r n e y  b a c k  h o m e  b e g a n .  H a l f w a y  h o m e
C h a s e  g o t  a  c a l l  f r o m  o u r  p a r e n t s ;  t h e y  w o u l d  b e  w a i t i n g  f o r  u s  t o  r e t u r n .  I  w o u l d
b e  g r o u n d e d  f o r  m o n t h s ,  y e t  I  s m i l e d .  A l t h o u g h  t h e s e  p e o p l e  w h o  r a i s e d  m e  a r e n ' t
b i o l o g i c a l l y  r e l a t e d  t o  m e ,  t h e y  c h o s e  m e .  

F a m i l y  i s  m o r e  t h a n  D N A .  F a m i l y  i s  t h e  p e o p l e  w h o  s t a y  a r o u n d  w h e n  e v e r y t h i n g
e l s e  i s  f a l l i n g  a p a r t .  F a m i l y  i s  t h e  p e o p l e  w h o  c h o s e  y o u  t i m e  a n d  t i m e  a g a i n ,  a n d
t h e y  n e v e r  f a i l  y o u .  I  h a v e  a  f a m i l y ,  a  b e t t e r  f a m i l y  t h a n  m o s t .  I  a m  f o r e v e r
g r a t e f u l .  

T H E  V A N G U A R D   |    



I  j u s t  c a n ’ t  c a t c h  a  b r e a k  t o d a y .  I  s t u p i d l y  s t e p p e d  i n  t h a t  p u d d l e  f i l l e d
p o t h o l e  o n  m y  w a y  w a l k i n g  i n t o  w o r k .  I ’ v e  b e e n  d e a l i n g  w i t h  n u m e r o u s
d i s t r a u g h t  l a s t  m i n u t e  V a l e n t i n e ’ s  D a y  c u s t o m e r s  a t  B a i l e y ’ s  B o u t i q u e ,
a n d  m y  c o f f e e  g o t  c o l d  b e f o r e  I  c o u l d  d r i n k  i t .  T h e  o n e  t h i n g  I  l o o k e d
f o r w a r d  t o  t o d a y  a n d  I  w a s  t o o  b u s y  t o  a c t u a l l y  e n j o y  i t .  T h i s  i s  w h y  I
c a n n o t  s t a n d  V a l e n t i n e ’ s  D a y .  M a y b e  t h e  p o t h o l e  t h i n g  h a s  n o  r e l a t i o n
t o  t o d a y  b u t  c o n s i d e r i n g  i t ’ s  u n d e r  t h e  u m b r e l l a  o f  t h i n g s  I ’ m  t i c k e d  o f f
a b o u t ,  I  m i g h t  a s  w e l l  d e f e r  t h e  b l a m e  a n y w a y .  I  m e a n ,  w h y  m a k e  a
h o l i d a y  t h a t  o n l y  c o u p l e s  c a n  e n j o y ?  A r e  a n n i v e r s a r i e s  a n d  d a t e s  n o t
e n o u g h  t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  t o  s h o v e  a n o t h e r  d a y  d o w n  t h e  r e s t  o f  o u r
t h r o a t s ?  W e  g e t  i t ,  y o u ’ r e  i n  “ l o v e . ”

W h a t  i s  t h a t  s u p p o s e d  t o  m e a n  a n y w a y ?  L o v e ?  I n  t h e  r o m a n t i c  s e n s e ,  I
m e a n .  I  l o v e  m y  f a m i l y ,  a n d  I  c e r t a i n l y  l o v e  B r u n o ,  m y  s w e e t  g e r m a n
s h e p h e r d .  I  j u s t  d o n ’ t  u n d e r s t a n d  h o w  y o u  c a n  f a l l  i n  l o v e  w i t h
s o m e o n e .  T h a t  j u s t  d o e s n ’ t  s o u n d  r e a l i s t i c  t o  m e .  I  g u e s s  i t  d o e s n ’ t
m a t t e r  b e c a u s e  I  f u l l y  i n t e n d  o n  s t a y i n g  h o m e  t o n i g h t  a n d  w a t c h i n g
N e t f l i x  u n t i l  I  p a s s  o u t .  

T h a t  b e i n g  s a i d ,  I  g u e s s  I  s h o u l d  h e a d  b a c k  t o  t h e  s h o p .  I ’ m  s u r e  t h e y ’ r e
f l o o d e d  w i t h  m o r e  l a s t  m i n u t e  r o m a n t i c s ,  d e s p e r a t e  t o  s h o w e r  t h e i r  l o v e
w i t h  e x p e n s i v e  b o u q u e t s .  I  w i l l  n e v e r  t r u l y  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  n e e d  t o -  w h a t
t h e  h e l l ?

“ O h  j e e z ,  I  a m  s o  s o r r y .  A r e  y o u  o k a y ? ”  A  w o r r i e d  m a l e  v o i c e  s a y s  a b o v e
m e .

N o ,  I  a m  n o t .

“ U s u a l l y  w h e n  y o u  o p e n  a  g l a s s  d o o r ,  y o u ’ r e  s u p p o s e d  t o  c h e c k  f o r
h u m a n s  o n  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e .  I t ’ s  c a l l e d  c o m m o n  s e n s e . ”  H o w  c o u l d
s o m e o n e  b e  s o  b l i n d ?  D o  m y  e a r s  d e c e i v e  m e  o r  i s  t h i s  g u y  a c t u a l l y
l a u g h i n g  a t  m e  n o w ?

“ H a h a ,  r i g h t ,  m y  b a d ,  n e x t  t i m e  I ’ l l  m a k e  s u r e  t o  l o o k  f o r  b r i g h t  r e d  c u r l y
h a i r e d  g i r l s .  I  h o n e s t l y  d o n ’ t  k n o w  h o w  I  d i d n ’ t  s e e  y o u  b e f o r e . ”  H e
s t r e t c h e s  o u t  h i s  h a n d  t o  m e ,  a n d  I  f i n a l l y  t a k e  a  s e c o n d  t o  l o o k  a t  h i m .  

H e  m u s t  b e  t h e  n e w  d e l i v e r y  g u y  b e c a u s e  h e ’ s  w e a r i n g  t h e  s a m e  g e t u p
t h a t  J o h n s o n  u s u a l l y  w e a r s .  I t ’ s  a  s h a m e  J o h n s o n  l e f t .  H e  w a s  d e f i n i t e l y
m y  f a v o r i t e .  H e  u s e d  t o  h a v e  t h e  b e s t  d a d  j o k e s .  W i t h o u t  t a k i n g  h i s
h a n d ,  I  f i n a l l y  p u s h  m y s e l f  o f f  t h e  w e t  p a v e m e n t  a n d  s t a n d  u p .

F a i t h f u l l y
B y :  B r e a h n a  D o u g h e r t y



“ A l r i g h t ,  w e l l ,  d o  y o u  m i n d ? ”  I  m o t i o n  t o w a r d s  t h e  d o o r ,  n o w  f e e l i n g  v e r y
i m p a t i e n t  a n d  k i n d  o f  p i s s e d  o f f .  “ I ’ m  n o w  l a t e  f r o m  l u n c h  a n d  b r u i s e d ,
t h a n k s  t o  y o u . ”

“ O h ,  I ’ m  M a r t y . ”  H e  r e a c h e s  o u t  h i s  h a n d  a g a i n .

W h a t  i s  w i t h  t h i s  g u y  a n d  t r y i n g  t o  t o u c h  m e ?  “ Y e a h ,  a n d  I ’ m  l a t e . ”  

H e  l a u g h s  a g a i n  a n d  f i n a l l y  m o v e d  o u t  o f  t h e  w a y  a n d  o p e n e d  t h e  d o o r .  I
s t a r t  t o  w a l k  t h r o u g h ,  r o l l i n g  m y  e y e s  a t  t h e  g e s t u r e  a n d  l a r g e  a m o u n t
o f  c u s t o m e r s  w a i t i n g  t o  b e  h e l p e d .  “ Y o u ’ r e  J e a n n e t t e ,  r i g h t ? ”

“ H o w  d o  y o u  k n o w  t h a t ? ”  H e  s m i l e s  a n d  l o o k s  d o w n  a t  m y  b o o b s .  “ U m ,
e x c u s e  m e ? ”

” N a m e  T a g . ”  H e  t a p p e d  o n  h i s  o w n  c h e s t .  “ A l s o ,  e v e r y o n e  s e e m e d  t o  b e
a s k i n g  f o r  y o u .  Y o u ’ r e  p r e t t y  p o p u l a r  a r o u n d  h e r e .  M u s t  m a k e  r e a l l y  n i c e
f l o w e r s . ”  

H e  i s  s o  l u c k y  t h a t  h e  w a s n ’ t  a c t u a l l y  s t a r i n g  a t  m y  c h e s t .  “ F l o w e r
a r r a n g e m e n t s ,  y e s . ”  

I  t u r n  a w a y  a n d  h e a d  f o r  t h e  c o u n t e r ,  a n d  I  c a n  s e e  L i s a  c o m i n g  b a c k
f r o m  t h e  r e f r i g e r a t o r .

“ O h  N e t t i e ,  y o u  w o u l d n ’ t  b e l i e v e  t h e  a m o u n t  o f  p e o p l e  w h o  r e f u s e d  t o
l e t  u s  h e l p  t h e m  w i t h o u t  y o u  h e r e .  W e ’ d  b e  l o s t  w i t h o u t  y o u . ”  

I  s m i l e .  T h a t  m a d e  m e  f e e l  a  b i t  b e t t e r .  O n  t h e  i n s i d e .  M y  b o t t o m  e n d ,
h o w e v e r ,  i s  s t i l l  t h r o b b i n g  i n  p a i n .  “ I  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  h e r e  a  l o t  s o o n e r
i f  M a t t  d i d n ’ t  k n o c k  m e  o v e r  w i t h  t h e  d o o r . ”  

“ I t ’ s  a c t u a l l y  M a r t y ,  b u t  I ’ m  s u r e  y o u  k n e w  t h a t ,  N e t t i e . ”

O h ,  t h a t  s o n  o f  a -

“ L i s a ,  I ’ l l  b e  b a c k  i n  a  f e w  h o u r s  a f t e r  I  m a k e  t h e s e  d e l i v e r i e s ,  c a l l  m e  i f
y o u  n e e d  a n y t h i n g . ”

“ A l r i g h t ,  M a r t y ,  y o u  b e  c a r e f u l  o u t  t h e r e ,  w i l l  y a ? ”  L i s a  s a y s  a s  s h e
b e f o r e  h e l p i n g  t h e  n e x t  c u s t o m e r  i n  l i n e .

“ A b s o l u t e l y . ”  A n d  h e  t u r n s  a r o u n d  a n d  l e a v e s .  N o t  w i t h o u t  g i v i n g  m e  a n
e v i l  s m i r k  f i r s t .

W h a t  a  j e r k !

“ H e ’ s  c u t e ,  a i n ’ t  h e ? ”  I  s h o o t  L i s a  a  l o o k  o f  s h o c k .  “ N o t  f o r  m e ,  s i l l y .  B u t ,
I  d o  k n o w  s o m e o n e  w h o  l o o k s  a b o u t  h i s  a g e  a n d  s e e m s  t o  a l r e a d y  b e
g e t t i n g  a l o n g . ”

S h e  c a n ’ t  b e  s e r i o u s .



I ’ m  n o t  r e a l l y  s u r e  h o w  b u t  a  f e w  h o u r s  h a v e  g o n e  b y ,  a n d  I  c a n  f i n a l l y
b r e a t h e  a s  L i s a  t u r n s  t h e  s i g n  o n  t h e  d o o r  t o  r e a d  “ c l o s e d . ”  L i s a  t h e n
h e a d s  t o  t h e  b a c k  o f f i c e  t o  c o u n t  t h e  d r a w e r s .
 
I  s t a r t  c l e a n i n g  u p  t h e  c u t  s t e m s  a n d  f a l l e n  p e t a l s  o f f  o f  t h e  f l o o r  a s  I
h e a r  t h e  d o o r  r i n g  a g a i n .  I  g u e s s  s h e  f o r g o t  t o  l o c k  t h e  d o o r ,  a n d  I  g u e s s
p e o p l e  f o r g o t  h o w  t o  r e a d .

“ I ’ m  s o r r y ,  b u t  w e ’ r e  a c t u a l l y  c l o s e d  f o r  t h e  d a y , ”  I  s a y  a s  I  g e t  r e a d y  t o
s t a n d  b a c k  u p  f r o m  t h e  f l o o r .

“ A r e  y o u  a l w a y s  o n  t h e  f l o o r ?  O r  i s  t h i s  j u s t  a  c o i n c i d e n c e ? ”

O h  g o d ,  I  c o m p l e t e l y  f o r g o t  a b o u t  h i m .  I  s t a n d  u p  a n d  s e e  h i m  s t a n d i n g
t h e r e  o n  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e  c o u n t e r  w i t h  a  f e w  c o f f e e  c u p s  i n  a  c u p
c a r r i e r  o n  t h e  c o u n t e r .  A f t e r  h a v i n g  m y  e y e s  g l u e d  t o  w h a t  a p p e a r s  t o
b e  R o a s t e d  R o c c o ’ s  f r e s h  c o f f e e  f o r  a  f e w  s e c o n d s  t o o  l o n g ,  I  l o o k  b a c k
u p  a t  h i m  f r o m  o v e r  t h e  c o u n t e r .

“ I  p i c k e d  u p  c o f f e e  f o r  e v e r y o n e  o n  m y  w a y  b a c k .  I ’ m  s u r e  y o u  a l l  n e e d
i t .  M a y b e  y o u  c o u l d  c o n s i d e r  t h i s  a  p e a c e  o f f e r i n g  f r o m  e a r l i e r . ”  H e
l o o k s  h o p e f u l ,  a n d  I ’ m  s u r e  I  l o o k e d  d e s p e r a t e .

“ I ’ l l  c o n s i d e r  i t . ”  I  g r a b b e d  t h e  c o f f e e  l a b e l e d  W M  L a t t e  f o r  w h i t e  m o c h a
a n d  t o o k  a  s i p .  H o t  a n d  d e l i c i o u s .  T h i s  i s  p e r f e c t .  I  c a n ’ t  h e l p  b u t  s m i l e  a
b i t .  “ A l r i g h t ,  y o u  m i g h t  b e  o f f  t h e  h o o k . ”  

H e  t h r o w s  h i s  f i s t s  u p  i n  t h e  a i r  e x c i t e d l y .  W h a t  a  d o r k .  I  g u e s s  h e ’ s  n o t
t o o  b a d .

“ I  k n e w  t h a t  w o u l d  w o r k .  E a s y  p e a s y .  N o w ,  c a n  y o u  t e l l  m e  m y  n a m e ? ”  

I  s m i r k ,  c o n t e m p l a t i n g  c a l l i n g  h i m  M a t t  o r  M a r k  o r  s o m e t h i n g  c r a z y  l i k e
F a b i o .  H e  d i d ,  h o w e v e r ,  b u y  m e  t h e  w o r l d ’ s  g r e a t e s t  c u p  o f  c o f f e e .
“ M c F l y .  M a r t y  M c F l y . ”  

H e  s m i l e s .  “ Y e a h ,  y e a h .  B a c k  t o  t h e  F u t u r e .  N e v e r  h e a r d  t h a t  o n e
b e f o r e . ”  

I  l a u g h   u n t i l  I  h e a r  L i s a  c l e a r  h e r  t h r o a t  f r o m  b e h i n d  m e .

“ I  d o n ’ t  m e a n  t o  i n t e r r u p t , ”  s h e  s t a r t s .   

“ O h ,  y o u ’ r e  n o t . ”  I  s h u t  t h a t  d o w n  i m m e d i a t e l y .  N i c e  t r y ,  L i s a .  I t ’ s  n o t
h a p p e n i n g .  T h e y  b o t h  s t a r t  t o  l a u g h .

“ A l r i g h t ,  w e l l ,  d r a w e r s  a r e  a l l  c o u n t e d  a n d  p u t  a w a y .  I  s e e  y o u  g o t  t h e
c o f f e e ,  M a r t y . ”  I  l o o k  a t  h e r  c o n f u s e d .

“ Y o u  k n e w ?  W h a t ,  d i d  y o u  p a y  h i m  t o  g e t  t h i s ? ”

“ W e l l ,  n o ,  h e  j u s t  a s k e d  m e  w h a t  y o u  l i k e d  w h i l e  h e  w a s  o u t , ”  L i s a  s a y s
w i t h  a  s l y  s m i l e  o n  h e r  f a c e .



H m m ,  n o w  t h a t ’ s  i n t e r e s t i n g .

“ T o  b e  c l e a r ,  I  a l s o  g o t  y o u  c o f f e e ,  L i s a . ”  H e  l o o k s  a  l i t t l e  f l u s h e d  b u t
t h e  s m i l e  r e m a i n e d .

“ I  d o n ’ t  d r i n k  c o f f e e ,  h o n e y .  Y o u  w o u l d  h a v e  k n o w n  i f  y o u  a s k e d . ”  N o w
h e  l o o k s  a  b i t  e m b a r r a s s e d .  “ A r e  y o u  a l l  g o o d  t o  s t a y  a n d  c l e a n  u p
w h i l e  I  g o  d r o p  o f f  t h e  b a n k  d e p o s i t ? ”

“ I  c a n  h e l p . ”  M a r t y  s a y s .  

I  c o u l d  a c t u a l l y  u s e  t h e  h e l p ,  s o  m a y b e  t h a t ’ s  n o t  a  t e r r i b l e  i d e a .

“ W h y  t h a n k  y o u ,  I ’ l l  b e  b a c k  i n  a  f e w . ”  

L i s a  h e a d s  t o w a r d  t h e  b a c k ,  a n d  I  s t a y  s i l e n t  u n t i l  I  h e a r  h e r  l e a v e .  I
t u r n  b a c k  t o w a r d s  M a r t y  t o  s e e  h i m  a l r e a d y  l o o k i n g  a t  m e .

“ I ’ m  g o i n g  t o  w a t e r  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  f l o w e r s  l e f t  a n d  f e e d  t h e m .  C a n  y o u
f i n i s h  c l e a n i n g  u p  b a c k  h e r e ? ”  I  m o t i o n  t o w a r d s  t h e  m e s s y  f l o o r  a n d
c o u n t e r .  E v e r y t h i n g  h a p p e n e d  s o  f a s t  t o d a y ,  a n d  w e ’ v e  b e e n  w a l k i n g
o n  s t e m s  a n d  p e t a l s  f o r  h o u r s  w i t h o u t  r e a l i z i n g .

“ Y e a h ,  s u r e ,  n o  p r o b l e m . ”  

H e  m a k e s  h i s  w a y  b a c k  b e h i n d  t h e  c o u n t e r ,  a n d  I  p a s s  h i m  t h e  b r o o m  I
w a s  h o l d i n g  a n d  m a k e  m y  w a y  t o  t h e  d i s p l a y  r e f r i g e r a t o r s  t h a t  h a v e
o n l y  a  f e w  s t r a n d e d  b o u q u e t s  l e f t .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  t h e s e  o n e s  a r e  i n
p o o r  s h a p e ,  s o  I  m i g h t  j u s t  b e  b e t t e r  o f f  t o s s i n g  t h e m  a n d  r e p l e n i s h i n g
i n  t h e  m o r n i n g  f r o m  t h e  f r i d g e  i n  t h e  b a c k .  I  t a k e  t h e  v e r y  f e w
r e m a i n i n g  f l o w e r s ,  m a i n l y  d y i n g  r o s e s  a n d  a  f e w  b u n d l e s  o f  t u l i p s ,  a n d
I  h e a d  o v e r  t o  t h e  b a c k  d o o r  w h e r e  o u r  b i g g e s t  t r a s h  c a n  i s  a n d  t h r o w
t h e m  o u t .

A s  I  m a k e  m y  w a y  b a c k  u p  f r o n t ,  I  h e a r  M a r t y  h u m m i n g  s o m e t h i n g  t o
h i m s e l f .  N o w  t h a t  I  t h i n k  a b o u t  i t ,  I  g u e s s  w e  w e r e  t o o  b u s y  t o d a y  t o
t u r n  o n  t h e  u s u a l  p l a y l i s t  w e  l i s t e n  t o .  I  w a l k  o v e r  t o  t h e  i P a d  a n d  h i t
s h u f f l e  o n  P a n d o r a .  A n  8 0 ’ s  r o c k  s t a t i o n  s t a r t s  t o  p l a y  t h r o u g h  t h e
s p e a k e r s  a t  a  s o f t  v o l u m e ,  a n d  I  l i s t e n  f o r  a  s e c o n d  b e f o r e  m a k i n g  m y
w a y  b a c k  o v e r  t o  t h e  e m p t y  d i s p l a y  c a s e  t o  c l e a n  t h e  s h e l v e s .

“ I  h a v e n ’ t  h e a r d  t h i s  s o n g  i n  a  w h i l e , ”  M a r t y  s a i d .  I  t a k e  a  s e c o n d  t o
l i s t e n  t o  h e a r  t h e  s o n g  a n d  f i g u r e  o u t  w h i c h  o n e  i t  i s .  “ F a i t h f u l l y ”  b y
J o u r n e y .

“ T h i s  i s  a  g o o d  o n e . ”  I  c h i m e  b a c k .  

I  g o  b a c k  t o  c l e a n i n g  t h e  s h e l v e s ,  a n d  t h e n  I  r e m e m b e r  m y  c o f f e e .  I t ’ s
p r o b a b l y  c o l d  n o w .  I  t u r n  a r o u n d  a n d  h e a d  t o w a r d s  t h e  c o u n t e r ,  M a r t y
i s  o n  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  n o w ,  u s i n g  t h e  S w i f f e r  t o  m o p  t h e  f l o o r s .  I  j u m p
u p  a n d  s i t  o n  t h e  c o u n t e r  a n d  g r a b  m y  s u r p r i s i n g l y  s t i l l  w a r m  c o f f e e
a n d  s t a r t  d r i n k i n g  i t  a g a i n .  G o s h ,  t h i s  i s  s o  g o o d .



“ T h a n k s  a g a i n ,  f o r  t h i s .  I  w a s  p r e t t y  s u r e  t o d a y  w a s  r u i n e d  f r o m  t h e
s t a r t ,  b u t  n o w ,  i t ’ s  n o t  s o  b a d . ”  H e  s t o p s  s w e e p i n g  a n d  l e a n s  a g a i n s t
t h e  w a l l  w i t h  t h e  m o p  s t i l l  i n  h a n d .  “ D e s p i t e  s o m e  l i g h t  b r u i s i n g  a n d
s t e p p i n g  i n t o  a  l a k e - s i z e d  p u d d l e ,  I ’ d  s a y  t h i s  w a s  a n  a b o v e  a v e r a g e
d a y . ”  

H e  c h u c k l e s .  

“ I  a m  r e a l l y  s o r r y  a b o u t  t h a t ,  b y  t h e  w a y .  I t ’ s  n o t  l i k e  m e  t o  k n o c k  o v e r
i n n o c e n t  c o w o r k e r s  o n  m y  f i r s t  d a y  o f  w o r k . ”

 I  t a k e  a n o t h e r  s i p  b e f o r e  r e s p o n d i n g .  ” Y o u  h a p p e n e d  t o  c a t c h  m e  o n
o n e  o f  t h e  w o r s t  d a y s  o f  t h e  y e a r  t o o .  V a l e n t i n e ’ s  D a y  i s  n o t  m y
f a v o r i t e . ”  I  l o o k  o v e r  t o w a r d s  t h e  d o o r s .  I  c a n  s e e  p e o p l e  r u s h i n g
p a s t .  P e o p l e  l i k e  m e  w h o  d o n ’ t  c e l e b r a t e  t o d a y .  T h a t  m a y  b e  b e c a u s e
m o s t  o f  t h e m  d o n ’ t  h a v e  s o m e o n e  t o  c e l e b r a t e  w i t h ,  b u t  I ,  o n  t h e
o t h e r  h a n d ,  d o n ’ t  s e e  t h e  p o i n t .  “ I  m e a n ,  w h a t ’ s  t h e  p o i n t  i n  i t
a n y w a y ? ”

“ W e l l ,  I  t h i n k  t h e  p o i n t  i s  t o  r e m i n d  p e o p l e  h o w  m u c h  y o u  c a r e  a b o u t
t h e m .  A b o u t  h o w  m u c h  y o u  l o v e  t h e m . ”  

T h e r e ’ s  t h a t  w o r d  a g a i n .  L o v e .

“ Y o u  s h o u l d n ’ t  n e e d  a  h o l i d a y  t o  e x p r e s s  h o w  y o u  f e e l  a b o u t
s o m e o n e . ”  I  t o o k  a n o t h e r  s i p .  I t ’ s  a l m o s t  e m p t y ,  b u t  m a y b e  I  c a n  d r i n k
L i s a ’ s  s i n c e  s h e  w o n ’ t  w a n t  i t .

“ T h a t ’ s  a  g o o d  p o i n t . ”  I  h e a r  h i m  s e t  t h e  m o p  d o w n  a g a i n s t  t h e  w a l l
a n d  h e a r  h i m  j u m p  u p  o n  t h e  c o u n t e r  n e x t  t o  m e ,  f a c i n g  t h e  o p p o s i t e
w a y .  “ W h e n  m y  e x  a n d  I  c e l e b r a t e d  V a l e n t i n e ’ s  D a y  l a s t  y e a r ,  i t  w a s
k i n d  o f  a n  e y e  o p e n e r  o n  h o w  o u r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w a s  v e r y  s u r f a c e  l e v e l .
I t  w a s  l i k e  w e  w e r e  j u s t  g o i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  m o t i o n s .  T o d a y  r e v e a l e d
h o w  w r o n g  w e  w e r e  f o r  e a c h  o t h e r . ”  

I  l o o k  a t  h i m  f r o m  t h e  c o r n e r  o f  m y  e y e  a n d  s i p p e d  m y  l a s t  b i t  o f
c o f f e e .

“ I ’ m  s o r r y  t o  h e a r  t h a t .  T h a t  m u s t ’ v e  b e e n  h a r d . ”  H e  l a u g h s .  W h y
w o u l d  h e  l a u g h ?  D o  I  h a v e  a  c o f f e e  - s t a u c h e  o r  s o m e t h i n g ?

“ I t  w a s  a c t u a l l y  a  l o t  e a s i e r  t h a n  I  t h o u g h t .  I t  f e e l s  f r e e i n g  k n o w i n g
y o u ’ r e  o n e  s t e p  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  r i g h t  o n e . ”  

I  r o l l  m y  e y e s .  T h e  r i g h t  o n e !  H a !  D o e s  h e  r e a l l y  b e l i e v e  i n  a l l  o f  t h a t ?

“ W e l l ,  I  h o p e  y o u  f i n d  h e r .  I  d o n ’ t  t h i n k  a n y  o f  t h a t  a c t u a l l y  e x i s t s . ”  I
e y e  L i s a ’ s  c u p  f r o m  n e x t  t o  m e .  I  m e a n ,  I  w o u l d n ’ t  w a n t  i t  t o  g o  t o
w a s t e  r i g h t ?  Y e a h ,  t h a t  w o u l d  j u s t  b e  w r o n g .

“ H i m ,  a c t u a l l y , ”  h e  c o r r e c t s  m e ,  “ a n d  I  u s e d  t o  t h i n k  t h e  s a m e  t h i n g . ”  



“ E x c u s e  m e ,  I  d i d n ’ t  m e a n  t o  a s s u m e . ”  N o w  l o o k  w h o ’ s  t h e
e m b a r r a s s e d  o n e .  

“ N a h ,  d o n ’ t  w o r r y  a b o u t  i t .  I  g e t  i t  a l l  t h e  t i m e . ”  H e  l o o k s  a t  m e
c o m f o r t i n g l y .  

U g h .  N o w  I  f e e l  r e a l l y  s t u p i d .

“ Y o u  d o n ’ t  t h i n k  a n y  o f  i t  i s  r e a l  u n t i l  i t  h a p p e n s  t o  y o u .  A n d  w h e n  i t
h a p p e n s ,  i t  h a p p e n s  a l l  a t  o n c e ,  a n d  t h e n  y o u  d o n ’ t  k n o w  w h a t
h a p p e n e d ,  b u t  y o u ’ r e  c o m p l e t e l y ,  m a d l y  i n - l o v e  a n d  y o u  f o r g e t  a l l
a b o u t  b e f o r e .  B e f o r e  y o u  k n e w  i t  w a s  r e a l .  B e f o r e  w h e n  y o u  f e l t  s o
l o n e l y .  E v e r y t h i n g  j u s t  c h a n g e s . ”

I  n e v e r  t h o u g h t  o f  i t  l i k e  t h a t .  S t i l l  d o e s n ’ t  s o u n d  l e g i t  t h o u g h .  H o w
c a n  y o u  e v e n  “ f a l l  i n - l o v e ”  w i t h  s o m e o n e  w h o  h a s  a  w h o l e  d i f f e r e n t
l i f e  t h a n  y o u ?  T h e y  h a v e  d i f f e r e n t  h a b i t s  a n d  s t r u g g l e s  a n d  g e r m s .
T h a t  d o e s n ’ t  s o u n d  d e s i r a b l e  a t  a l l .

“ Y o u  s o u n d  l i k e  y o u  k n o w  w h a t  y o u ’ r e  t a l k i n g  a b o u t . ”  I ’ m  s o  g l a d  I
s t o l e  L i s a ’ s  c o f f e e .  I  d e f i n i t e l y  n e e d e d  t h e  e x t r a  c a f f e i n e .

“ Y e a h ,  a n d  i t  w a s  b e a u t i f u l . ”  I  f i n a l l y  l o o k  a t  h i m  a n d  h e ’ s  j u s t  s m i l i n g .
H e  l o o k s  d i f f e r e n t  n o w .  L i k e  h e  k n o w s  s o m e t h i n g  I  d o n ’ t .  L i k e  i t ’ s
s o m e t h i n g  s o  s e c r e t  t h a t  o n l y  h e  a n d  h i s  p a r t n e r  w o u l d  k n o w .  

I  k i n d  o f  w a n t  t h a t .  I  w a n t  t o  k n o w  w h a t  h e  k n o w s .  I  w a n t  t o
u n d e r s t a n d .  “ T e l l  m e  m o r e ,  w i l l  y o u ? ”  I  s e t  d o w n  t h e  c o f f e e  a n d  t u r n
t o w a r d s  h i m ,  c r i s s c r o s s e d  a p p l e s a u c e  o n  t h e  c o u n t e r  a n d  j u s t  l o o k  a t
h i m .  

H e  t u r n s  h i s  h e a d  t o  t h e  s i d e  a n d  t h e n  s h i f t s  h i s  w h o l e  b o d y  t o  m i r r o r
m i n e .  “ O k a y . ”  H e  s a y s .

T H E  V A N G U A R D   |    



S h e  s h o u l d n ’ t  h a v e  b e e n  w e a r i n g  t h a t  d r e s s .   S h e  s h o u l d n ’ t  h a v e  b e e n  w e a r i n g  t h a t
d r e s s .  S h e  s h o u l d n ’ t  h a v e  b e e n  w e a r i n g  t h a t  d r e s s .  T h o s e  w o r d s  r e p e a t e d  i n
A b i g a i l ’ s  h e a d .   W h a t  d i d  m y  d r e s s  h a v e  t o  d o  w i t h  a n y t h i n g ?   H o w  d o  p e o p l e  h a v e
t h e  h e a r t  t o  d o  t h i s ?  W h a t  d i d  I  d o  w r o n g ?  A l l  o f  t h e s e  t h o u g h t s  r a n  t h r o u g h
A b i g a i l ’ s  h e a d  a f t e r  t h e  i n c i d e n t .  

T h e  t r i p  s t a r t e d  o f f  a s  a  b r i g h t  a n d  b e a u t i f u l  S u n d a y  m o r n i n g .  A b i g a i l  a n d  h e r
g i r l f r i e n d s  w e r e  g e t t i n g  r e a d y  t o  l e a v e  f o r  a  t r i p  t o  P u n t a  C a n a .  A b i g a i l ,  L a u r e n ,
A l y s s a ,  a n d  H a n n a h  w e r e  a l l  j u m p i n g  u p  a n d  d o w n  b e c a u s e  t h e y  f i n a l l y  g o t  t o  g o
o n  a  t r i p  w i t h  n o  p a r e n t a l  g u a r d i a n s .  T h e y  w e r e  i n  t h e i r  f r e s h m a n  y e a r  o f  c o l l e g e
a n d  f i n a l l y  f e l t  a  s e n s e  o f  f r e e d o m .  A s  t h e  g i r l s  g o t  r e a d y  f o r  t h e i r  f l i g h t  t h a t
S u n d a y  m o r n i n g ,  t h e  h o u s e  w a s  f i l l e d  w i t h  g i g g l e s  a n d  e x c i t e m e n t .   T h e y  g o t  t h e i r
f i n a l  b e l o n g i n g s  t o g e t h e r  a n d  h e a d e d  t o  t h e  a i r p o r t  i n  a n  U b e r .   

 “ T h e  o n l y  t h i n g  o n  m y  m i n d  r i g h t  n o w  i s  l a y i n g  o n  t h e  b e a c h ! ”  A b i g a i l  s a i d  a s  s h e
w a l k e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  a i r p o r t .   

 “ W i t h  a  d e l i c i o u s  P i ñ a  C o l a d a ! ”  s a i d  L a u r e n .   

 A s  t h e  g i r l s  s t r u t t e d  t h e i r  w a y  t h r o u g h  t h e  a i r p o r t ,  t h e y  c o u l d  o n l y  t h i n k  a b o u t
g e t t i n g  t o  P u n t a  C a n a .  D u e  t o  t h e i r  t u n n e l  v i s i o n  o f  P u n t a  C a n a ,  t h e y  w e r e
o b l i v i o u s  t o  a n y t h i n g  e l s e  h a p p e n i n g .  T h e  g i r l s  w e n t  t h r o u g h  s e c u r i t y  a n d  g o t  o n
t h e i r  f l i g h t .   

A s  t h e y  d i d  a l l  o f  t h i s ,  t h e y  w e r e  t o o  d i s t r a c t e d  t o  r e a l i z e  t w o  s u s p i c i o u s  m e n
w e r e  f o l l o w i n g  t h e m  o n t o  t h e  f l i g h t .  T h e  m e n  h e a r d  t h e  g i r l s  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  w h e r e
t h e y  w e r e  g o i n g  a n d  r a n  o v e r  t o  b u y  a  p l a n e  t i c k e t .   

I t  s e e m e d  l i k e  t h e s e  m e n  d i d  t h i s  o f t e n .  T h e i r  n a m e s  w e r e  G a b r i e l  a n d  S c o t t ,  a s
t h e  g i r l s  w o u l d  f i n d  o u t  l a t e r  d u r i n g  t h e i r  t r i p .   

 “ T w o  t i c k e t s  f o r  P u n t a  C a n a , ”  s a i d  G a b r i e l  t o  t h e  a i r p o r t  e m p l o y e e .  
 
 T h e  e m p l o y e e  g a v e  h i m  t w o  t i c k e t s ,  a n d  t h e i r  f l i g h t  w a s  t h e  s a m e  f l i g h t  t h e  g i r l s
w e r e  g o i n g  t o  b e  o n .  T h e  g i r l s  h a d  n o  i d e a  t h a t  t h e s e  m e n  e x i s t e d  l e t  a l o n e  w h a t
t h e y  w e r e  p l a n n i n g .  T h e  g i r l s  g o t  i n  t h e  s e a t s  o n  t h e  f l i g h t  a n d  w e r e  s t i l l  s o
e x c i t e d  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  d i s t r a c t e d  t o  a n y t h i n g  a r o u n d  t h e m .   

 “ I  c a n ’ t  b e l i e v e  w e  a r e  g e t t i n g  r e a d y  t o  t a k e  o f f …  f o u r  h o u r s  a n d  w e  w i l l  b e
t h e r e .  I  a m  s o  e x c i t e d ! ”  e x c l a i m e d  A b i g a i l .   
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 “ T h e y  h a v e  n o  i d e a  w h a t  i s  a b o u t  t o  c o m e  t h e i r  w a y , ”  s a i d  S c o t t .

 T h e  t w o  m e n  s a t  b e h i n d  t h e  g i r l s ,  m a k i n g  s u r e  t o  a l w a y s  k e e p  t h e i r  e y e s  o n
t h e m .  

T h e  g i r l s  s t i l l  h a v e  n o t  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  t h e s e  s u s p i c i o u s  m e n  w e r e  f o l l o w i n g
t h e m .  T h e  p l a n e  t o o k  o f f  a n d  t h e  g i r l s  b e c a m e  e v e n  m o r e  e x c i t e d  a n d
s t a r t e d  g i g g l i n g .  T h e y  c o u l d n ’ t  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  g o i n g  o n  a  v a c a t i o n
b y  t h e m s e l v e s .  

A f t e r  t w o  h o u r s ,  A b i g a i l  w e n t  t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m  o n  t h e  p l a n e .  S h e  w a l k e d
p a s t  t h e  t w o  m e n  a s  s h e  p a s s e d  d o w n  t h e  a i s l e .  T h e y  e y e d  A b i g a i l  u p  a n d
d o w n  a s  s h e  w e n t  p a s t  t h e m ,  b u t  s h e  d i d n ’ t  n o t i c e  t h e m .  

 “ S h e  i s  t h e  o n e .  T h a t  i s  t h e  o n e  w e  h a v e  o u r  e y e s  o n .  S h e  i s  o u r  t a r g e t , ”
G a b r i e l  w h i s p e r e d  t o  S c o t t .

A b i g a i l  c a m e  o u t  o f  t h e  b a t h r o o m  a n d  r e t u r n e d  t o  h e r  s e a t .  O n c e  a g a i n ,  t h e
m e n  g a z e d  a t  h e r .  T h e y  k n e w  s h e  w a s  t h e  o n e  t h e y  w a n t e d  t o  p r e y  o n .  T h e
n e x t  t w o  h o u r s  o n  t h e  p l a n e  w e n t  b y  q u i c k l y .  T h e  g i r l s  j u s t  t a l k e d  a b o u t
w h a t  t h e y  w e r e  g o i n g  t o  d o  w h i l e  t h e y  w e r e  i n  P u n t a  C a n a  a n d  h o w  m u c h
f u n  t h e y  w e r e  g o i n g  t o  h a v e .  A t  l e a s t ,  t h e y  t h o u g h t  t h e y  w e r e  g o i n g  t o  h a v e
f u n .
  
T h e  f l i g h t  w a s  f i n a l l y  a b o u t  t o  l a n d ,  a n d  t h e  g i r l s  w e r e  j u m p i n g  f o r  j o y .   T h e
m e n  w e r e  s t i l l  m a k i n g  s u r e  t h e y  n e v e r  t o o k  t h e i r  e y e s  o f f  t h e m — e s p e c i a l l y
n o t  A b i g a i l .   A f t e r  t h e  p l a n e  l a n d e d ,  t h e  g i r l s  b e g a n  t o  g a t h e r  t h e  c a r r y - o n
b a g s  a n d  a l l  t h e i r  b e l o n g i n g s .   W h e n  t h e  p l a n e  l a n d e d ,  t h e  g i r l s  w a l k e d  o f f
t h e  p l a n e  a n d  i n t o  t h e  P u n t a  C a n a  a i r p o r t .   

W h e n  t h e y  g o t  o u t s i d e ,  t h e y  c a l l e d  a  t a x i  a n d  h e a d e d  t o  t h e i r  r e s o r t .  
 F o l l o w i n g  c l o s e l y  b e h i n d  t h e m  w e r e  t h e  t w o  s u s p i c i o u s  m e n .   A s  t h e  g i r l s
w e r e  g e t t i n g  i n t o  t h e  t a x i ,  t h e  m e n  g o t  a  l i t t l e  w o r r i e d  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  g o i n g
t o  l o s e  t h e  g i r l s  a n d  n o t  b e  a b l e  t o  s e e  w h a t  r e s o r t  t h e y  w e r e  s t a y i n g  a t .   

T h e  m e n  q u i c k l y  f o u n d  a  t a x i  t o  f o l l o w  t h e  t a x i  t h e  g i r l s  g o t  i n .  T h e s e  t w o
m e n  h a d  n o t h i n g  i n  m i n d  e x c e p t  t h e i r  f o c u s  o n  k i d n a p p i n g  A b i g a i l .  T h e y  d i d
n o t  h a v e  a  h o t e l  r o o m  t o  s t a y  i n .  T h e y  j u s t  k n e w  t h e y  w a n t e d  A b i g a i l  i n
t h e i r  p o s s e s s i o n .  T h e  m e n  w e r e  t e l l i n g  t h e  t a x i  d r i v e r  e v e r y  t u r n  t o  t a k e
w i t h o u t  i t  b e i n g  s u s p i c i o u s  a s  t o  w h y  t h e y  w e r e  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  t a x i .   

 “ T u r n  l e f t  h e r e !   M a k e  a  r i g h t ! ”   s h o u t e d  G a b r i e l  t o  t h e  t a x i  d r i v e r .
 



 G a b r i e l  w a s  t r y i n g  t o  b e  c a l m  a n d  n o t  d r a w  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,
b u t  i t  w a s  h a r d  n o t  t o  w h e n  h e  w a s  s o  w o r r i e d  a b o u t  l o s i n g  t h e  g i r l s .
B o t h  t a x i s  f i n a l l y  p u l l e d  u p  t o  t h e  r e s o r t .  T h e  g i r l s  g o t  o u t  a n d  w e n t
i n s i d e  t o  c h e c k  i n  w h i l e  G a b r i e l  a n d  S c o t t  w a i t e d  a  l i t t l e  b i t  s o  t h e y  w o u l d
n o t  b e  s u s p i c i o u s .  A f t e r  t h e  g i r l s  c h e c k e d  i n t o  t h e i r  r o o m ,  t h e  t w o  m e n
w e n t  t o  t h e  f r o n t  d e s k  t o  t r y  t o  g e t  a  r o o m  f o r  t h a t  n i g h t .  

“ W e  j u s t  n e e d  o n e  r o o m  f o r  t o n i g h t , ”  s a i d  G a b r i e l .

 “ W e  d o  n o t  h a v e  a n y  r o o m s  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  t h e  n e x t  t h r e e  m o n t h s  s t r a i g h t .
W e  a r e  s o  b o o k e d  u p , ”  t h e  r e s o r t  e m p l o y e e  s a i d .

G a b r i e l  a n d  S c o t t  b e c a m e  v e r y  a n g r y  a n d  b e g a n  p u n c h i n g  a n d  t h r o w i n g
t h i n g s  b e c a u s e  t h e y  t h o u g h t  t h e y  w e r e  n o t  g o i n g  t o  b e  a b l e  t o  c a p t u r e
A b i g a i l  i f  t h e y  d i d  n o t  h a v e  a  r o o m  a t  t h e  r e s o r t .  A s  G a b r i e l  b e c a m e
a n g r i e r ,  t h e  m a n a g e r  o f  t h e  r e s o r t  c a m e  o u t  a n d  t o l d  h i m  t h e y  c o u l d
s q u e e z e  h i m  i n ,  b u t  h e  w o u l d  h a v e  t o  p a y  e x t r a .  G a b r i e l  a g r e e d  a n d  t h e y
c h e c k e d  i n t o  t h e i r  o v e r p r i c e d  r o o m .

G a b r i e l  a n d  S c o t t  q u i c k l y  p u t  t h e i r  b e l o n g i n g s  i n  t h e i r  r o o m  a n d  w e n t  t o
s e e  i f  t h e y  c o u l d  f i n d  w h e r e  t h e  g i r l s  a r e  s t a y i n g .  

“ I  h e a r  a  l o t  o f  g i g g l e s  c o m i n g  o u t  o f  t h i s  r o o m .   M a y b e  t h e y ’ r e  i n  t h e r e , ”
s a i d  S c o t t .   

 G a b r i e l  a n d  S c o t t  s t o o d  o u t s i d e  o f  t h e  r o o m  f i l l e d  w i t h  g i g g l e s  u n t i l
s o m e o n e  c a m e  o u t  o f  i t .   T h e y  s t a y e d  d o w n  t h e  h a l l  a  l i t t l e  b i t ,  s o  t h e y
w o u l d  n o t  s e e m  s u s p i c i o u s .   

T h e  g i r l s  w e r e  g e t t i n g  r e a d y  t o  g o  o u t ,  b u t  t h e  m e n  d i d  n o t  k n o w  t h i s ,  s o
t h e y  s t a r t e d  t o  g e t  i r r i t a t e d  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  t a k i n g  s o  l o n g  t o  c o m e  o u t .   

F i n a l l y ,  t h e  g i r l s  w e r e  d o n e  g e t t i n g  r e a d y  a n d  t h e y  l e f t  t h e i r  r o o m  t o  g o
d o w n s t a i r s  t o  t h e  b a r .   T h e y  w e r e  n o t  u s e d  t o  t h e  b a r  s c e n e  s i n c e  t h e
d r i n k i n g  a g e  i s  t w e n t y - o n e  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  a n d  e i g h t e e n  i n  P u n t a
C a n a .  T h e y  w e n t  w i t h  t h e  f l o w  a n d  s t i l l  d i d  n o t  r e a l i z e  G a b r i e l  a n d  S c o t t
w e r e  f o l l o w i n g  t h e m .  T h e  g i r l s  g o t  t o  t h e  b a r  a n d  s t a r t e d  d r i n k i n g  s o m e
m a r g a r i t a s .   T h e y  s t a r t e d  t o  b e c o m e  q u i t e  i n t o x i c a t e d .

 A t  t h a t  p o i n t ,  A b i g a i l  h e a d e d  o v e r  t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m  b y  h e r s e l f .   



H e r  t h r e e  f r i e n d s  s t a y e d  a t  t h e  b a r  a n d  k e p t  d r i n k i n g  a n d  f l i r t i n g  w i t h
t h e  g u y s  a t  t h e  b a r .  A s  A b i g a i l  w e n t  t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m ,  G a b r i e l  a n d  S c o t t
h a d  t h e i r  e y e s  o n  h e r  a n d  G a b r i e l  s t a r t e d  t o  f o l l o w  h e r .  T h e i r  p l a n  w a s
f o r  G a b r i e l  t o  k i d n a p  h e r  a n d  S c o t t  t o  b r i n g  t h e  r e n t e d  v a n  u p  t o  t h e
r e s o r t ,  s o  t h e y  c o u l d  d r i v e  a w a y  q u i c k l y .  A s  G a b r i e l  f o l l o w e d  A b i g a i l ,  s h e
f e l t  s o m e o n e  g e t t i n g  c l o s e  t o  h e r .  S h e  b e g a n  w a l k i n g  f a s t e r  t o  t h e
b a t h r o o m  b u t  b e f o r e  s h e  k n e w  i t ,  G a b r i e l  a t t a c k e d  h e r  a n d  p u t  h i s  h a n d
o v e r  h e r  m o u t h  a n d  d r a g g e d  h e r  t o  t h e  v a n .  S i n c e  t h e  b a t h r o o m  w a s  i n
t h e  f r o n t  o f  t h e  r e s o r t ,  t h e y  d i d  n o t  h a v e  f a r  t o  g o .  A b i g a i l  s c r e a m e d  a s
l o u d l y  a s  s h e  c o u l d ,  b u t  n o b o d y  c o u l d  h e a r  h e r  b e c a u s e  G a b r i e l ’ s  h a n d
w a s  c o v e r i n g  h e r  m o u t h .  

“ L e t  m e  g o !  W h a t  d o  y o u  w a n t  f r o m  m e ? ”

 G a b r i e l  w o u l d  n o t  a n s w e r  h e r  a n d  j u s t  k e p t  d r a g g i n g  h e r  u n t i l  t h e y  g o t
t o  t h e  v a n .  O n c e  t h e y  g o t  i n  t h e  v a n ,  h e  l e t  h e r  g o  a n d  s h e  c o n t i n u e d
s c r e a m i n g .  S c o t t  w a s  d r i v i n g  a n d  h e  s p e d  o f f  a w a y  f r o m  t h e  r e s o r t .  

A f t e r  a  w h i l e ,  L a u r e n ,  H a n n a h ,  a n d  A l y s s a  r e a l i z e d  A b i g a i l  w a s  t a k i n g  a
l o n g  t i m e  i n  t h e  b a t h r o o m .  A l l  t h r e e  g i r l s  l e f t  t h e  b a r  t o  g o  f i n d  h e r ,  b u t
t h e y  h a d  n o  l u c k .  T h e y  w e n t  t o  t h e  f r o n t  d e s k  t o  s e e  i f  t h e y  s a w  h e r  g o
t o  t h e i r  r o o m ,  b u t  t h e y  d i d  n o t  s e e  h e r .  
T h e  g i r l s  s t a r t e d  g e t t i n g  w o r r i e d  a n d  b e g a n  p a n i c k i n g .  A f t e r  s e a r c h i n g
e v e r y w h e r e  o n  t h e  r e s o r t  a n d  c a l l i n g  h e r  p h o n e  a  m i l l i o n  t i m e s ,  t h e y  f e l t
h e l p l e s s .  

T h e y  d e c i d e d  t o  c a l l  A b i g a i l ’ s  p a r e n t s .  A b i g a i l ’ s  d a d  d i d  n o t  h e s i t a t e  f o r
a  s e c o n d  a n d  d r o v e  t o  t h e  a i r p o r t  t o  g e t  o n  a  f l i g h t  t o  P u n t a  C a n a .
A b i g a i l ’ s  m o m  j o i n e d  h i m  a n d  w i t h i n  f o u r  h o u r s ,  t h e y  w e r e  a t  t h e  r e s o r t
l o o k i n g  f o r  A b i g a i l  t h e m s e l v e s .  A b i g a i l ’ s  p a r e n t s  d e m a n d e d  t h a t  t h e
m a n a g e r  s h o w  t h e m  e v e r y  c a m e r a  a n g l e  t h e y  h a v e .  

A f t e r  w a t c h i n g  h o u r s  o f  c a m e r a  f o o t a g e ,  t h e y  f i n a l l y  g o t  t o  t h e  o n e  t h a t
w a s  h i d d e n  i n  t h e  b a c k  h a l l w a y  w h e r e  t h e  b a t h r o o m  w a s  l o c a t e d .  T h e y
s a w  G a b r i e l  c o v e r i n g  A b i g a i l ’ s  m o u t h  a n d  d r a g g i n g  h e r  t o  t h e  v a n .  N e x t ,
t h e y  s a w  t h e  f r o n t  o f  t h e  r e s o r t  w h e r e  S c o t t  w a s  w a i t i n g  f o r  G a b r i e l  a n d
A b i g a i l  i n  t h e  v a n ,  a n d  t h e y  g o t  t h e  l i c e n s e  p l a t e  f r o m  t h i s  f o o t a g e .
A b i g a i l ’ s  p a r e n t s  i m m e d i a t e l y  c a l l e d  t h e  p o l i c e ,  b u t  t h e y  t o l d  t h e m  t h e y
c o u l d  n o t  l o o k  f o r  h e r  u n t i l  t h e  n e x t  m o r n i n g .   T h e y  e x p l a i n e d  t h a t  t h i s
w a s  b e c a u s e  i t  w a s  d a r k ,  a n d  t h e y  w o u l d  n o t  b e  a b l e  t o  f i n d  h e r  i n  t h e
m i d d l e  o f  t h e  n i g h t .   T h e y  c o n t i n u e d  e x p l a i n i n g  t h a t  t h e  D o m i n i c a n
R e p u b l i c  d o e s  n o t  h a v e  t h e  s a m e  l a w s  a s  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .

 



“ T h a t  i s  r i d i c u l o u s !  S h e  w i l l  b e  d e a d  b y  t h e n .  I ’ m  g o i n g  t o  l o o k  f o r  h e r
m y s e l f ! ”  A b i g a i l ’ s  f a t h e r  s a i d .

 “ S i r ,  w e  r e a l l y  d o  n o t  r e c o m m e n d  y o u  d o  t h a t  d u e  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  w e  d o
n o t  k n o w  i f  t h e s e  m e n  a r e  d a n g e r o u s , ”  s t a t e d  t h e  p o l i c e  o f f i c e r .  

 A b i g a i l ’ s  f a t h e r  d i d  n o t  l i s t e n  t o  t h e  p o l i c e .  A b i g a i l ’ s  p a r e n t s  r e n t e d  a
c a r  a n d  d r o v e  a r o u n d  P u n t a  C a n a  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  t h e i r  d a u g h t e r .  I t  w a s
n o w  t w o  i n  t h e  m o r n i n g ,  a n d  t h e y  s t i l l  w e r e  n o t  h a v i n g  a n y  l u c k .  T h e
g i r l s  s t a y e d  a t  t h e  r e s o r t  i n  t h e  h o t e l  r o o m  i n  c a s e  A b i g a i l  h a p p e n e d  t o
s h o w  u p .  

 “ I  f e e l  s o  h e l p l e s s .  I  w a n t  t o  h e l p  l o o k  f o r  h e r , ”  s a i d  L a u r e n .  

 “ I  k n o w .  M e  t o o .  I t  i s  b e t t e r  f o r  u s  t o  s t a y  h e r e  t h o u g h  i n  c a s e  s h e
e s c a p e s  a n d  c o m e s  b a c k  h e r e , ”  H a n n a h  s a i d .  

 T h e  g i r l s  d e c i d e d  t o  s t a y  i n  t h e  h o t e l  r o o m  a n d  t r i e d  t o  s t a y  c a l m .  T h e y
h a d  f a i t h  i n  A b i g a i l ’ s  p a r e n t s  t h a t  t h e y  w o u l d  f i n d  h e r .  A s  A b i g a i l ’ s
p a r e n t s  c o n t i n u e d  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  h e r ,  t h e y  s a w  t h i s  l i t t l e  r u n - d o w n  s h a c k
t h a t  l o o k e d  v e r y  s u s p i c i o u s .  T h e r e  w e r e  m u l t i p l e  v a n s  i n  f r o n t  o f  t h i s
s h a c k  a n d  A b i g a i l ’ s  d a d  h a d  a  g u t  f e e l i n g  t h a t  s h e  w a s  i n  t h e r e .  H e
p a r k e d  t h e  c a r  a n d  g o t  o u t .  H e  s t a r t e d  l o o k i n g  i n  t h e  w i n d o w s  t o  s e e  i f
h e  c o u l d  s e e  a n y t h i n g .  H e  d i d  n o t  s e e  a n y t h i n g ,  s o  h e  k n o c k e d  o n  t h e
d o o r .  N o b o d y  a n s w e r e d  s o  A b i g a i l ’ s  d a d  b a r g e d  i n t o  t h e  s h a c k .  

 “ C o m e  o u t !  G i v e  m e  m y  d a u g h t e r ! ”

 A b i g a i l ’ s  d a d  w a s  n o t  p o s i t i v e  t h a t  s h e  w a s  i n  t h i s  h o u s e ,  b u t  h e  h a d
s u c h  a  s t r o n g  g u t  f e e l i n g  a b o u t  i t .  A b i g a i l ’ s  m o m  w a s  i n  t h e  d r i v e r ’ s  s e a t
i n  t h e  c a r ,  a n d  s h e  w a s  r e a d y  t o  d r i v e  o f f  i f  t h e  d a d  h a d  t o  c o m e
r u n n i n g  o u t .  N o b o d y  a n s w e r e d  t h e  d a d ,  s o  h e  s e a r c h e d  t h e  w h o l e
h o u s e .  H e  s l o w l y  w e n t  i n t o  t h e  b a s e m e n t  w i t h  a  f l a s h l i g h t .  A s  h e  w a s
s e a r c h i n g  t h e  b a s e m e n t ,  h e  l o o k e d  i n  a  d o o r  a n d  f o u n d  A b i g a i l  t i e d  u p
w i t h  t a p e  o v e r  h e r  m o u t h .  

 “ A b i g a i l !  W h a t … .  J u s t …  L e t  m e  u n t i e  y o u ! ”  

A b i g a i l ’ s  d a d  u n t i e d  h e r  a n d  s u d d e n l y  t h e y  h e a r d  f o o t s t e p s  u p s t a i r s .  
 A b i g a i l  s t a y e d  q u i e t  a n d  p o i n t e d  t o  a  w i n d o w .   T h e  d a d  o p e n e d  t h e
w i n d o w  w h e r e  A b i g a i l  w a s  a b l e  t o  f i t  t h r o u g h  a n d  r u n  t o  t h e  c a r  w h e r e
h e r  m o m  w a s .  T h e  d a d  w a s  n o t  a b l e  t o  f i t  t h r o u g h  t h i s  w i n d o w ,  s o  h e
s t a y e d  i n  t h e  b a s e m e n t .  G a b r i e l  a n d  S c o t t  s t a r t e d  w a l k i n g  i n t o  t h e
b a s e m e n t .   T h e y  t u r n e d  e x p e c t i n g  t o  s e e  A b i g a i l ,  b u t  t h e y  r e a l i z e d  s h e
w a s  n o t  t h e r e .   

 “ W h e r e  i s  s h e ?   H o w  d i d  s h e  g e t  a w a y ? ”  G a b r i e l  s a i d .  

 



A s  t h e y  w e r e  f o c u s e d  o n  l o o k i n g  f o r  A b i g a i l ,  h e r  d a d  m a d e  a  r u n  f o r  i t
a n d  w e n t  u p  t h e  s t e p s  a n d  o u t  t h e  d o o r  t o  A b i g a i l  a n d  h e r  m o m .  G a b r i e l
a n d  S c o t t  c h a s e d  a f t e r  h i m  a n d  e v e n  w e n t  a s  f a r  a s  g e t t i n g  i n  t h e i r  v a n
t o  f o l l o w  t h e m .  

A s  t h e y  w e r e  d r i v i n g ,  A b i g a i l ’ s  d a d  c a l l e d  t h e  p o l i c e  s t a t i o n  a n d  t o l d
t h e m  t h e y  w e r e  h e a d e d  t h e i r  w a y  a n d  t h e  k i d n a p p e r s  w e r e  b e h i n d  t h e m .
G a b r i e l  a n d  S c o t t  d i d  n o t  k n o w  A b i g a i l ’ s  d a d  w a s  l e a d i n g  t h e m  t o  t h e
p o l i c e  s t a t i o n .  A s  t h e y  p u l l e d  u p  t h e  p o l i c e  s t a t i o n ,  t h e  p o l i c e  w e r e
o u t s i d e  w a i t i n g  f o r  G a b r i e l  a n d  S c o t t .  

G a b r i e l  a n d  S c o t t  w e r e  n o t  g o i n g  t o  s t o p  o n c e  t h e y  s a w  t h e  p o l i c e ,  s o
t h e  p o l i c e  s h o t  t h e i r  t i r e s  w i t h  t h e i r  g u n s .  T h e y  h a d  n o  c h o i c e  b u t  t o
s t o p  n o w .  T h e  p o l i c e  r a n  o v e r  t o  t h e  m e n  a n d  p u t  t h e m  i n  h a n d c u f f s .
T h e y  p u t  t h e  t w o  m e n  i n  j a i l  u n t i l  t h e y  w e r e  a b l e  t o  q u e s t i o n  t h e m  t h e
n e x t  d a y .

 A b i g a i l ’ s  p a r e n t s  t o o k  h e r  b a c k  t o  t h e  r e s o r t  w h e r e  h e r  f r i e n d s  w e r e
a n x i o u s l y  w a i t i n g  f o r  h e r .  W h e n  s h e  w a l k e d  i n t o  t h e  h o t e l  r o o m ,  t h e y  a l l
c r i e d  a n d  w e r e  s o  g r a t e f u l  s h e  w a s  s a f e .  T h e  g i r l s  d e c i d e d  t h a t  t h e y
w e r e  n o t  g o i n g  t o  s t a y  i n  P u n t a  C a n a ,  a n d  t h e y  w a n t e d  t o  g o  h o m e  a s
s o o n  a s  p o s s i b l e .  T h e  p o l i c e  t o l d  A b i g a i l  t h a t  t h e y  w a n t e d  t o  b r i n g  h e r
i n  f o r  q u e s t i o n i n g  t h e  n e x t  d a y ,  s o  t h e y  h a d  t o  a t  l e a s t  s t a y  u n t i l
t o m o r r o w .  T h e  g i r l s  w e n t  t o  b e d  a n d  A b i g a i l  t r i e d  t o  n o t  t h i n k  a b o u t
w h a t  h a d  h a p p e n e d  t o  h e r .  

 T h e  n e x t  d a y ,  A b i g a i l ’ s  p a r e n t s  b r o u g h t  h e r  t o  t h e  p o l i c e  s t a t i o n ,  a n d
t h e y  d i d  s o m e  q u e s t i o n i n g .  

 “ I f  p o s s i b l e ,  c a n  y o u  t e l l  u s  t h e  w h o l e  s t o r y  f r o m  b e g i n n i n g  t o  e n d ? ”
a s k e d  t h e  c o p .

 A b i g a i l  t o l d  t h e m  t h e  w h o l e  s t o r y  b u t  w h e n  i t  c a m e  t i m e  t o  t e l l  t h e m
a b o u t  w h e n  t h e  m e n  r a p e d  h e r ,  i t  g o t  h a r d  f o r  h e r  t o  c o n t i n u e .  T h e
p o l i c e  t o l d  h e r  t h e y  g o t  a l l  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  t h e y  n e e d e d  f r o m  h e r  a n d
t o l d  h e r  t h e y  w e r e  g o i n g  t o  q u e s t i o n  t h e  m e n  n e x t .  T h e y  b r o u g h t  G a b r i e l
i n  t o  q u e s t i o n  h i m ,  a n d  A b i g a i l  w a s  i n  a  s e p a r a t e  r o o m .  T h e  p o l i c e  d i d
n o t  k n o w  b u t  A b i g a i l  c o u l d  h e a r  e v e r y t h i n g  t h e y  w e r e  s a y i n g .  

 “ W h a t  p r o m p t e d  y o u  t o  d o  t h i s  t o  h e r ? ”  a s k e d  t h e  p o l i c e .

“ S h e  s h o u l d n ’ t  h a v e  b e e n  w e a r i n g  t h a t  d r e s s , ”  S a i d  G a b r i e l .   

 



S i n c e  h e  s a i d  t h a t ,  t h o s e  w o r d s  p l a y e d  r e p e a t e d l y  i n  A b i g a i l ’ s  h e a d .
T h e  p o l i c e  t o l d  A b i g a i l  s h e  w a s  a l l o w e d  t o  l e a v e  a n d  g o  h o m e .  T h e  m e n
w e r e  g o i n g  t o  b e  l o c k e d  a w a y  i n  p r i s o n  a n d  s h e  s h o u l d  g o  h o m e  w h e r e
s h e  i s  s a f e .  T h e  g i r l s  g o t  n e w  f l i g h t s  b a c k  h o m e  w i t h  A b i g a i l ’ s  p a r e n t s .
T h i s  i n c i d e n t  w a s  v e r y  t r a u m a t i z i n g  f o r  A b i g a i l ,  a n d  s h e  c o u l d  n o t  s t o p
t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  w h a t  h a p p e n e d  t o  h e r .  

T h e  g i r l s  g o t  h o m e  a n d  r e a l i z e d  h o w  l u c k y  t h e y  w e r e  t o  b e  a l i v e  a n d
s a f e .  T h i s  w a s  a  v e r y  t r a u m a t i c  e x p e r i e n c e  f o r  a l l  f o u r  g i r l s ,  a n d  t h e y
s a i d  t h e y  w e r e  n e v e r  l e t t i n g  e a c h  o t h e r  g o  t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m  a l o n e  e v e r
a g a i n .  

 

T H E  V A N G U A R D   |    



R e d ’ s  a  s e d u c t i v e  c o l o r ,  b u t  h e  d i d n ’ t  w a n t  a n y  m o r e  m e a n i n g l e s s  h o o k
u p s .  H e  w a s  h e a d i n g  t o w a r d s  h i s  t h i r t i e s  a n d  k n e w  i t  w a s  t i m e  t o  s t a r t
g e t t i n g  s e r i o u s .  N o t  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  t o n i g h t ,  h o w e v e r .  T o n i g h t ,  M a s o n
n e e d e d  t o  h a v e  a  f u n ,  c a r e f r e e  n i g h t  w i t h  t h e  g r o u p .  

B l u e  i t  i s .  

H e  b u t t o n e d  h i s  s h i r t  r i g h t  u p  u n t i l  t h e  s e c o n d  t o  l a s t  b u t t o n .  C a s u a l
h o u s e  s e t t i n g  e q u a t e s  a  c a s u a l  b u t t o n  u p .  A f t e r  h i s  d r e s s  w a s  r i g h t ,  h e
w a l k e d  t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m  t o  f i x  u p  h i s  h a i r  w i t h  t h e  p e r f e c t  a m o u n t  o f  g e l
a n d  t w e n t y  q u i c k  s e c o n d s  o f  t h e  b l o w  d r y e r .  H e  w a n t e d  t o  l o o k  g o o d .  F e e l
c o n f i d e n t .  W h o  d o e s n ’ t  t h o u g h ?

A s  h e  w a s  r u n n i n g  h i s  f i n g e r s  t h r o u g h  h i s  p a r t i a l l y  g r e a s e d  u p  h a i r ,  t h e
m e l o d i c  v o i c e  o f  S i r i  e c h o e d  a c r o s s  t h e  b a t h r o o m ,  “ C a l l . . . f r o m . . . J a d e . ”

H e  q u i c k l y  w i p e d  h i s  h a n d  o n  t h e  t o w e l .  “ H e l l o  m y  l o v e . ”

“ H i ,  A n g e l , ”  S h e  r e s p o n d e d .  “ I ’ l l  b e  t h e r e  i n  t w e n t y ,  t h e  U b e r  c a n c e l e d  o n
m e  b e c a u s e  I  h a d . . . , ”  i n  a  m o c k i n g  t o n e ,  “ b a d  c u s t o m e r  r e v i e w s .  W h a t  d o e s
t h a t  e v e n  m e a n ? ?  I  t h r e w  u p  i n  T W O  U b e r s . . . f o u r  b u t  s t i l l  I  p a i d  t h e  b i l l . ”

M a s o n  l a u g h e d  a n d  r e p l i e d ,  “ Y o u ,  m y  f r i e n d ,  a r e  a  m e s s ,  b u t  I  l o v e  y o u
e v e n  m o r e  b e c a u s e  o f  i t .  I ’ l l  b e  r e a d y  w h e n  y o u  a r r i v e . ”

“ O k a y ,  b y e e e e , ”  J a d e  s a n g  i n t o  t h e  p h o n e .  

F i f t e e n  m i n u t e s  w e n t  b y ,  a n d  M a s o n  g r a b b e d  t h e  b o t t l e  o f  w i n e  h e  p u t  o n
t h e  c o u n t e r  n e x t  t o  t h e  d o o r  a n d  h e a d e d  d o w n s t a i r s  t o  t h e  l o b b y  o f  h i s
a p a r t m e n t  b u i l d i n g .  I t  w a s  t r u l y  a  l u x u r i o u s  a p a r t m e n t .  T h e y  h a d  j u s t  b u i l t
t h e m  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  M a n h a t t a n .
 
T h e  p r i c e s  w e r e  r i d i c u l o u s ,  b u t  w i t h  M a s o n  s t a r t i n g  h i s  n e w  j o b ,  h e  w a s
c o n f i d e n t  h e  c o u l d  a f f o r d  i t ,  a n d  h e  w a s  r i g h t .  H e  w a s  a  b u s i n e s s m a n .
S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  a n  a d v e r t i s i n g  e x e c u t i v e  a n d  h e  w a s  v e r y  g o o d  a t  h i s  j o b ,
y o u n g ,  b u t  t a l e n t e d .  H e  w a s  s k i l l e d  a t  p e o p l e .  H e  c o u l d  r e a d  t h e m  a l m o s t
i n s t a n t l y  a n d  s o m e h o w ,  n o  m a t t e r  t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e ,  c o u l d  r e l a t e  t o  t h e m
a n d  w h a t  t h e y  w e r e  g o i n g  t h r o u g h .  B e c a u s e  o f  t h i s  q u a l i t y ,  p e o p l e
a t t a c h e d  t o  h i m ,  b u t  h e  d i d n ’ t  m i n d  a t  a l l .  

B E E P !

M i r r o r  M a nM i r r o r  M a n   
B y :  D e v o n  T i n d l e yB y :  D e v o n  T i n d l e y



M a s o n  h o p p e d  i n  t h e  b a c k s e a t  o f  t h e  U b e r  a n d  s q u e e z e d  J a d e  t i g h t .  “ H o w
l o n g  h a s  i t  b e e n  s i n c e  w e  w e n t  o u t  t o g e t h e r ? ”  H e  g a v e  h e r  o n e  m o r e
s q u e e z e  a n d  s a t  b a c k .  

“ A t  l e a s t  a  m o n t h ,  c ’ m o n  t h a t ’ s  r i d i c u l o u s , ”  s h e  s a i d ,  r o l l i n g  h e r  e y e s .

“ I  h e a r  t h a t .  B e i n g  a n  a d u l t  i s  e x a c t l y  h o w  t h e y  s a i d  i t  w a s  g o i n g  t o  b e , ”
h e  s a i d .

“ W e l l ,  a l l  I ’ m  s a y i n g  i s  t h a t  I ’ m  s o  b e y o n d  r e a d y  f o r  t h i s  l i t t l e  g e t
t o g e t h e r . ”  S h e  s a t  b a c k  a n d  p u t  o n  h e r  s e a t b e l t .

“ W e ’ r e  m e e t i n g  B e n  a n d  W i l l o w  t h e r e ? ”  a s k e d  M a s o n .  B e n  a n d  W i l l o w
w e r e  t h e  “ i t ”  c o u p l e .  T h e y  h a d  b e e n  t o g e t h e r  s i n c e  c o l l e g e ,  b u t  n e v e r
t o o k  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  a  m a r r i a g e .  M a s o n  t h o u g h t  t h i s  w a s  o d d
c o n s i d e r i n g  h o w  h a p p y  t h e y  s e e m e d ,  b u t  m a r r i a g e  w a s  j u s t  a  s o c i e t a l
c o n c e p t  t h a t  w a s  u n n e c e s s a r y  a n y w a y ,  s o  h e  p a r t i a l l y  u n d e r s t o o d  i t .  

“ Y e s ,  f i n a l l y  w e  c a n  c h i l l  l i k e  w e  u s e d  t o  i n  c o l l e g e .  W e  n e e d  e a c h  o t h e r ,
M a s .  Y o u  g u y s  a r e  t h e  o n l y  g e n u i n e  f r i e n d s  I  h a v e , ”  J a d e  s a i d ,  a d d i n g  a
f a k e  l a u g h .  

A s  t h e  U b e r  p u l l e d  u p  t o  t h e  l o f t ,  M a s o n  o p e n e d  h i s  S n a p  f o r  o n e  m o r e
q u i c k  l o o k  a t  h i m s e l f ,  m a k i n g  s u r e  h e  w a s  p e o p l e  r e a d y .  H e  a n d  J a d e
h e a d e d  u p  t o  t h e  p a r t y  t o  m e e t  t h e i r  f r i e n d s .  

“ I ’ m  s o  h a p p y  w e ’ r e  o u t ,  I  k n o w  I  k e e p  s a y i n g  i t ,  b u t  I  a l s o  k n o w  y o u  a r e
t o o . ”  S h e  s m i l e d  a t  M a s o n .  

“ O h ,  h e l l  y e s .  I ’ v e  b e e n  c o o p e d  u p  i n  t h a t  a p a r t m e n t  f o r  a  m o n t h  n o w ,
l e t ’ s  g o  s e e  e v e r y o n e ! ”  

T h e  t w o  w a l k e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  d o o r  a n d  i t  w a s  e v e r y t h i n g  t h e y  e x p e c t e d
t h e  s c e n e  t o  b e .  T h e r e  w e r e  g r o u p s  o f  b e a u t i f u l ,  y o u n g ,  a n d  w e a l t h y  m e n
a n d  w o m e n .  T h e y  w e r e  d r e s s e d  f o r  t h e  o c c a s i o n ,  w h i c h  w a s  a  c a s u a l  g e t
t o g e t h e r ;  h o w e v e r ,  j u s t  a b o u t  a l l  t h e  g u e s t s  c a m e  d o u s e d  i n  C h a n e l ,
G u c c i  a n d  L o u i s .  N o  m a t t e r  w h a t  t h e  o c c a s i o n  w a s ,  p e o p l e  d r e s s e d  t o
i m p r e s s  i n  t h e  c i t y ,  e s p e c i a l l y  M a n h a t t a n .  J a d e  t o o k  h e r s e l f  t o  t h e  b a r ,
l e a v i n g  M a s o n  t o  s c a n  t h e  r o o m  s o m e  m o r e .  H e  n e e d e d  t o  k n o w  w h a t  t h e
v i b e  w a s  s o  h e  c o u l d  a s s i m i l a t e .  

“ M a s ! ”  a  v o i c e  f r o m  b e h i n d  g r a b b e d  h i s  a t t e n t i o n .  I t  w a s  W i l l o w ,  h i s
c o l l e g e  r o o m m a t e .

“ O h  m y  g o d ,  l o o k  w h o  i t  i s .  H o w  a r e  y o u ! ”  h e  a s k e d  w i t h  h i s  a r m s  o p e n e d
w i d e  f o r  a  h u g .  I t  w a s  a  r e u n i o n  h e  h a d  b e e n  w a i t i n g  f o r .   
“ I ’ m  g o o d ,  I ’ m  g o o d .  H o w  a r e  y o u ? ”  s h e  a s k e d  s q u e e z i n g  h i m  t i g h t .  



“ L i v i n g  m y  b e s t  l i f e .  W h e r e ' s  B e n ? ”  h e  a s k e d .

“ H e  s h o u l d  b e  h e r e  a n y  s e c o n d .  H e  h a d  t o  w o r k  l a t e  a t  t h e  h o s p i t a l  s o  h e
s a i d  h e  w o u l d  m e e t  m e  h e r e , ”  s h e  r e p l i e d  w i t h  a  s m i l e .  

“ W e l l ,  I  c a n ’ t  w a i t  t o  s e e  h i m .  I s n ’ t  t h i s  j u s t  s o  g r e a t ?  B e i n g  o u t  a g a i n , ”  h e
s a i d .

“ I ’ m  d e f i n i t e l y  h a p p y  t o  s e e  e v e r y o n e , ”  s h e  r e p l i e d ,  “ b u t  h o n e s t l y ,  I  d o n ’ t
w a n t  t o  b e  h e r e .  I  h a t e  g o i n g  o u t .  I t ' s  n o t  f u n  a n y m o r e ,  y o u  k n o w ? ”  s h e
s a i d .

H e  w a s n ’ t  e x p e c t i n g  h e r  t o  s a y  t h i s ,  b u t  h e  k n e w  h o w  t o  r e s p o n d .  “ G i r l ,  I
f e e l  t h a t .  I  d i d n ’ t  e v e n  w a n n a  c o m e  b u t  J a d e  d r a g g e d  m e  o u t  o f  m y
a p a r t m e n t . ”  H i s  s t a t e m e n t  w a s  n e i t h e r  t r u e  n o r  f a l s e .

“ E x a c t l y y y y , ”  s h e  s a i d ,  “ I  k n e w  y o u  w o u l d n ’ t  w a n t  t o  b e  h e r e  e i t h e r .  W e ' r e
a l w a y s  o n  t h e  s a m e  p a g e ;  t h i s  i s  w h y  I  l o v e  y o u , ”  s h e  s i g h e d .

“ L o v e  y o u  m o r e , ”  h e  s a i d .

“ B e n ’ s  h e r e .  I ’ m  g o n n a  h e a d  d o w n  a n d  g r a b  h i m .  G o o d  l u c k  w i t h  t h e  r e s t
o f  t h e s e  c l o w n s ! ”  s h e  t u r n e d  a n d  w a l k e d  t o w a r d s  t h e  d o o r .  

 H e  w a s  a l o n e  a g a i n  f o r  a  m o m e n t .  H e  s t o o d  t h e r e  t a k i n g  e v e r y t h i n g  i n .
H e  n o t i c e d  a  c u t e  g u y  a c r o s s  t h e  r o o m ,  b u t  q u i c k l y  d i s m i s s e d  a n y  t h o u g h t
a b o u t  h i m .  T h e r e  w a s  t o o  m u c h  g o i n g  o n  w i t h  h i s  f r i e n d s ,  h e  h a d  t o  b e
p r e s e n t  f o r  t h e m .  H e  r e m i n d e d  h i m s e l f  t o  s m i l e  j u s t  i n  c a s e  a n y o n e  w a s
l o o k i n g  a t  h i m .  O f  c o u r s e ,  h e  d i d n ’ t  w a n t  a n y o n e  t o  t h i n k  h e  w a s n ’ t
h a v i n g  a  g o o d  t i m e ,  b e c a u s e  h e  w a s .  W e l l ,  h e  w a s  w h e n  J a d e  w a s  a r o u n d ,
b u t  i f  W i l l o w  w e r e  w i t h  h i m ,  h e  w a s n ’ t .  I t ' s  n o t  l i k e  h e  w a s  l y i n g  t o
a n y o n e ;  h e  j u s t  w a n t e d  h i s  f r i e n d s  t o  f e e l  c o m f o r t a b l e .  H e  a l w a y s  m a d e
t h i s  e f f o r t  a n d  p r i d e d  h i m s e l f  o n  i t .  H e  w a s  t h e  f r i e n d  e v e r y o n e  w e n t  t o
s o  t h e y  c o u l d  v e n t .  I f  y o u  n e e d e d  a  p e r s o n  t o  b e  s a d  w i t h ,  c r y  w i t h ,  l a u g h
w i t h ,  m a k e  f u n  o f  o t h e r  p e o p l e  w i t h ,  M a s o n  w a s  y o u r  g u y  a n d  i t  d i d n ’ t
m a t t e r  w h e n  y o u  n e e d e d  h i m ,  h e  w o u l d  b e  t h e r e .  A  t r u e  f r i e n d .  

“ H i  s t r a n g e r ,  l o n g  t i m e  n o  s e e ! ”  I t  w a s  B e n ,  W i l l o w ’ s  b o y f r i e n d ,  b u t  t h e y
h a d  a l l  b e e n  e q u a l l y  c l o s e .  

“ B e n ,  y o u  l o o k  g r e a t !  H o w  w a s  w o r k  t o n i g h t ?  I  h e a r d  y o u  w e r e  t h e r e  l a t e , ”
M a s o n  s a i d .  



“ O h  d u d e ,  i t  w a s  c r a z y .  I  w a s  o n  m y  w a y  o u t  w h e n  a  t r a u m a  c a m e  i n .  I
w o u l d  n e v e r  m i s s  t h a t .  S o ,  I  t h r e w  m y  s c r u b s  b a c k  o n  a n d  d i d  m y  v e r y
b e s t  a n d  w o u l d n ’ t  y a  k n o w  i t  I  s a v e d  t h i s  w o m a n ’ s  l i f e , ”  h e  s a i d .

“ Y o u  a r e  t h e  b e s t  d o c  i n  t o w n ,  I  b e l i e v e  i t , ”  M a s o n  s a i d .  

“ C ’ m o n ,  f o l l o w  m e  t o  t h e  b a r .  I t ' s  b e e n  w a y  t o o  l o n g  a n d  w e ’ r e  g e t t i n g
h a m m e r e d  t o n i g h t , ”  B e n  s a i d  t u r n i n g  a r o u n d  a n d  l e a d i n g  M a s o n  t o
t h e  b a r .  H e  d i d n ’ t  w a n t  t o  d r i n k  t o n i g h t ,  b u t  B e n  d i d ,  s o  h e  c h e e r f u l l y
f o l l o w e d  r i g h t  b e h i n d  h i m .  

“ I  w a n t  t w o  s h o t s  f o r  m e  a n d  m y  f r i e n d  h e r e ,  a n d  t h e n  t w o  w h i s k e y s , ”
B e n  s a i d .  

M a s o n  s h i v e r e d  a t  t h e  t h o u g h t  o f  b r o w n  l i q u o r .  T h e y  e a c h  t h r e w  t h e
s h o t  b a c k .  I t  t o o k  e v e r y t h i n g  i n  M a s o n  t o  n o t  m a k e  a  f a c e  o r  r e a c h  f o r
a  c h a s e r .  

“ T h a t ’ s  m y  g u y !  Y o u ’ r e  a  t a n k  d u d e ,  w e ’ r e  t a k i n g  a l l l l l  s h o t s  t o n i g h t , ”
B e n  s a i d .  

M a s o n  f e l t  g o o d .  I t  w a s  t h e  s u b t l e  c o m p l i m e n t  h e  w a s  l o o k i n g  f o r  t o
j u s t i f y  t h e  d r i n k s .  H e  g r a b b e d  t h e  w h i s k e y  p r e p a r e d  f o r  h i m .  

“ Y o u  m y  f r i e n d ,  a r e  a n  a l c o h o l i c , ”  h e  j o k e d  t o  B e n ,  “ I ’ m  g o n n a  l o o k  f o r
J a d e  a n d  W i l l o w ,  I ’ l l  b e  b a c k . ”  

M a s o n  s p o t t e d  J a d e  i n  t h e  k i t c h e n  a n d  w a v e d  h e r  o v e r .  

“ T h e r e  y o u  a r e !  I ’ v e  b e e n  l o o k i n g  f o r  y o u ,  o h  m y  g o d  i s  t h a t  w h i s k e y ?  I
n e v e r  k n e w  y o u  d r a n k  s t u f f  l i k e  t h a t ,  i m p r e s s i v e , ”  s h e  s a i d .  T h i s
c o m m e n t  o f  h e r s  t r i g g e r e d  h i s  f i r s t  s i p .  I n s t a n t  b u r n ,  b u t  h e  w o u l d n ’ t
s h o w  i t .  

“ P l e a s e ,  I ' l l  d r i n k  a n y t h i n g , ”  h e  l i e d .  
 
” I ’ m  a c t u a l l y  s o  r e l i e v e d  I  f o u n d  y o u  t h o u g h , ”  s h e  s a i d  i n  a  s l i g h t l y
s e r i o u s  t o n e .  “ I  n e e d  m y  t h e r a p i s t . ”

“ H o w  c a n  I  b e  o f  s e r v i c e ,  m y  l o v e , ”  M a s o n  s a i d  w i t h  a  s o f t  s m i l e .  

“ R i c h  i s  h e r e , ”  s h e  s a i d  r o l l i n g  h e r  e y e s .  R i c h  w a s  o n e  o f  J a d e ’ s
t e m p o r a r y  o b s e s s i o n s .  M a s o n  h a d  n o  p e r s o n a l  o p i n i o n  o f  h i m  a s  h e
r e a l l y  d i d n ’ t  k n o w  h i m .  H e  n e e d e d  m o r e  i n f o r m a t i o n .

“ O k a y , ”  h e  s a i d ,  “ a n d  h o w  d o  w e  f e e l  a b o u t  t h a t ? ”  h e  a s k e d .



“ I  d o n ’ t  k n o w ,  i t ’ s  j u s t  l i k e  a n n o y i n g  b e c a u s e  h e  d i d n ’ t  e v e n  o p e n  m y
s n a p c h a t ,  b u t  h e  v i e w e d  m y  s t o r y  o f  m e  g e t t i n g  r e a d y  t o  c o m e  h e r e  s o
h e  o b v i o u s l y  k n e w  w e  w e r e  g o i n g  t o  s e e  e a c h  o t h e r , ”  s h e  s a i d .  

T h e  c o n t e x t  o f  h e r  s t r e s s  i s  a l m o s t  c o m i c a l ,  b u t  i t ’ s  2 0 2 6 ;  t h e s e  a r e
a d u l t  p r o b l e m s  n o w .

M a s o n  m a t c h e d  h e r  e n e r g y  o f  a n n o y a n c e  a s  s o o n  a s  h e  p i c k e d  i t  u p .
“ H o n e s t l y  J a d e ,  y o u  n e e d  t o  s t a r t  p r i o r i t i z i n g  y o u r s e l f .  Y o u ' r e  a t  a  p a r t y
w i t h  a  t o n  o f  e l i g i b l e  m e n  b u t  y o u  w o n ’ t  e v e n  l o o k  a t  t h e m
w h y . . . b e c a u s e  y o u ’ r e  s e t t l i n g  f o r  s o m e o n e  w h o  d o e s n ’ t  e v e n  w a n t  y o u .  I
k n o w  t h a t  s o u n d s  b a d ,  b u t  l i k e ,  y o u ’ r e  s o  m u c h  b e t t e r  t h a n  t h i s  a n d
h i m .  I  m e a n  l o o k  a t  y o u ,  y o u ’ r e  s t u n n i n g .  W h o  w o u l d  e v e r  w a n t  t o  l e a v e
y o u r  s n a p  u n o p e n e d ? ”  h e  s a i d  t o  h e r ,  h o p i n g  s h e  l o v e d  t h e  a d v i c e .  

“ Y o u ’ r e  r i g h t .  U g h !  H e ' s  n o t  e v e n  c u t e ;  I  d o n ’ t  k n o w  w h a t  I  w a s  g e t t i n g
w o r k e d  u p  a b o u t .  I  l o v e  y o u ,  y o u ’ r e  t h e  b e s t .  I  c a n  l i t e r a l l y  c o m e  t o  y o u
w i t h  a n y t h i n g ,  a n d  y o u  k n o w  e x a c t l y  w h a t  t o  s a y .  M e n  S U C K , ”  s h e
e x c l a i m e d .  

“ O h ,  y e s ,  t h e y  d o , ”  h e  s a i d  i n  a g r e e m e n t ,  “ N o w  g o  m i n g l e  w i t h  t h a t  c u t i e
w h o ’ s  b e e n  s t a r i n g  y o u  d o w n . ”  

S h e  h u g g e d  h i m  a n d  w a l k e d  a w a y .  W h a t e v e r  J a d e  n e e d e d  t o  h e a r  t o  f e e l
b e t t e r  a n d  l e s s  l o n e l y ,  M a s o n  w a s  t h e r e  t o  c o m p l y .  H e  w a s  j u s t  h a p p y
h i s  a d v i c e  w o r k e d  a g a i n .  I t  w a s  s u c h  a  f u l f i l l i n g  f e e l i n g  f o r  h i m .  

M a s o n  s t o o d  a l o n e  a g a i n ,  i n  t h e  k i t c h e n  s u r p r i s e d  t o  s e e  h e  h a d  n e a r l y
f i n i s h e d  h i s  d r i n k .  H e  f e l t  g o o d ,  f o r  t h e  t i m e  b e i n g ,  b u t  k n e w  h e  d i d n ’ t
w a n t  t o  d r i n k  a n y m o r e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  k n o w i n g  h e  w a s  U b e r i n g  b a c k  t o  h i s
a p a r t m e n t ,  a l o n e .  

“ M  t o  t h e  A  t o  t h e  S  t o  t h e . . . M a s o n ! ”  B e n  s a i d  s t r u t t i n g  o v e r  t o  M a s o n .  “ I
h a v e  h e r e  a n o t h e r  w h i s k e y  f o r  y o u , ”  h e  s a i d  e x t e n d i n g  h i s  a r m  o u t .

“ A h ,  I  t h i n k  I  h a v e  t o  p a s s  t h i s  o n e  u p .  I  p r a c t i c a l l y  c h u g g e d  t h e  l a s t
o n e , ”  M a s o n  s a i d .  

“ O h  n o  y o u  d o n ’ t , ”  B e n  s a i d  p u t t i n g  t h e  d r i n k  i n  M a s o n ’ s  h a n d .  T h i s  i s
t h e  d r i n k  t h a t ’ s  g o n n a  h a v e  y o u  f e e l i n g  r i g h t , ”  h e  s a i d .

M a s o n  o b v i o u s l y  c o u l d n ’ t  t u r n  h i m  d o w n .  B e n ’ s  e n e r g y  f o r  t h e  n i g h t  w a s
h i g h ,  a n d  t h e r e f o r e  M a s o n ’ s  w a s  t o o .  “ Y o u ’ r e  c o n v i n c i n g ,  I ’ l l  g i v e  y o u
t h a t , ”  M a s o n  s a i d  w i t h  a  s m i l e ,  r e l u c t a n t l y  s i p p i n g  m o r e  b r o w n  l i q u o r .  



“ B e n ,  a r e  y o u  p e e r  p r e s s u r i n g  M a s o n  i n t o  d r i n k i n g ? ”  W i l l o w  s a i d  w a l k i n g
u p  t o  t h e m .  S h e  t u r n e d  t o  M a s o n ,  “ D o n ’ t  l e t  h i m  f o o l  y o u ,  h e ’ s  t h e  b i g g e s t
l i g h t w e i g h t  o f  t h e m  a l l .  A f t e r  t h i s  d r i n k ,  h e ’ s  g o n n a  p a s s  o u t  i n  b e d
t o n i g h t , ”  s h e  s a i d  l a u g h i n g .  

“ I ’ l l  o w n  u p  t o  i t  I  a m ,  I  a m .  B U T ,  I  w o r k  a l l  t h e  t i m e ,  s o  I  n e v e r  r e a l l y
d r i n k  a n y w a y .  I t ' s  n o t  c o l l e g e  a n y m o r e , ”  h e  s h r u g g e d  a n d  p u l l e d  W i l l o w  i n
g i v i n g  h e r  a  g e n t l e  k i s s  o n  t h e  c h e e k .  T h e  t w o  o f  t h e m  w e r e  s w e e t
t o g e t h e r .  

“ M a s o n ,  o n e  d a y  y o u ’ r e  g o i n g  t o  f i n d  a  g u y  l i k e  t h i s  w h o  t r e a t s  y o u  b e t t e r
t h a n  y o u  e v e r  i m a g i n e d , ”  s h e  s a i d  g a z i n g  u p  a t  B e n .

“ I  t r u l y  h o p e  s o , ”  M a s o n  r e p l i e d .  

“ T r u s t  m e  n o t  a l l  m e n  a r e  b a d , ”  s h e  s a i d ,  “ I  k n o w  g u y s  g e t  a  b a d  r a p ,  b u t
t h e r e  a r e  s o m e  g r e a t  o n e s  o u t  t h e r e .  

“ I  b e l i e v e  i t , ”  h e  s a i d  c a u t i o u s l y  s c a n n i n g  t h e  r o o m  h o p i n g  J a d e  w a s n ’ t
a r o u n d  t o  h e a r  h i s  c o n t r a d i c t i n g  c o n v e r s a t i o n .  

“ A l r i g h t ,  j u s t  o n e  m o r e  d r i n k  a n d  I ' m  g o n n a  o r d e r  t h e  U b e r ,  b a b e ,  d o e s
t h a t  w o r k  f o r  y o u ? ”  W i l l o w  a s k e d  B e n .

“ W o r k s  f o r  m e , ”  h e  s a i d ,  “ I t  i s  g e t t i n g  l a t e . ”  T h e  t w o  o f  t h e m  h e a d e d  t o  t h e
b a r  l e a v i n g  M a s o n  a l o n e  o n c e  a g a i n .  

“ W h e r e  i s  t h e  b a t h r o o m ? ”  M a s o n  m u m b l e d  t o  h i m s e l f .  A t  t h i s  p o i n t  h i s
t h r e e  d r i n k s  w e r e  k i c k i n g  i n  a n d  f o r  a  n o n - d r i n k e r ,  t h e y  h i t  h a r d .  

H e  w a l k e d  h i m s e l f  t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m  a n d  w a s  r e l i e v e d  t o  s e e  n o  o n e
w a i t i n g .  H e  f l i c k e d  o n  t h e  l i g h t  a n d  j u m p e d  a t  h i s  o w n  r e f l e c t i o n  i n  t h e
m i r r o r .  “ D r u n k  i d i o t , ”  h e  l a u g h e d  t o  h i m s e l f .  L o o k i n g  i n  t h e  m i r r o r  w h e n
y o u ’ r e  d r u n k  c a n  b e  v e r y  f u n  o r  v e r y  t e r r i f y i n g .  F o r  M a s o n ,  i t  w a s  t h e
l a t t e r ,  b u t  h e  d i d n ’ t  f u l l y  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  y e t .  H e  s t u m b l e d  s l i g h t l y  o n  h i s
w a y  o u t  o f  t h e  b a t h r o o m  w i t h  a  p e r f e c t  t i m i n g  r u n n i n g  i n t o  J a d e .

“ I  s e e  t h e  w h i s k e y  h a s  b e e n  t r e a t i n g  y o u  r i g h t , ”  s h e  s a i d  p u t t i n g  h e r  h a n d
o n  h i s  s h o u l d e r .  

“ I  w o u l d  h a v e  t o  a g r e e  w i t h  y o u , ”  h e  s a i d  w i t h  a  b i g  g r i n .  “ H e y ,  h o w  a b o u t
y o u  j u s t  U b e r  w i t h  m e  b a c k  t o  m y  p l a c e .  I t ’ l l  b e  j u s t  l i k e  t h e  o l d  t i m e s .
C l a s s i c  b e s t i e  s l e e p o v e r s  w i t h  p o p c o r n  a n d  f a c e  m a s k s , ”  h e  a s k e d  h e r  w i t h
a  h i d d e n  d e s p e r a t i o n  f o r  h e r  t o  a c c e p t  t h i s  o f f e r .  

“ W o w ,  I  w i s h  y o u  a s k e d  m e  t h i s  s o o n e r  b u t . . . p l e a s e  d o n ’ t  k i l l  m e  I ’ m  g o i n g
h o m e  w i t h  R i c h , ”  s h e  s a i d  w i t h  a  n e r v o u s  b u t  e x c i t e d  l o o k .
 



I n t e r n a l l y ,  h e  b e g a n  t o  p a n i c  a s  t h e  t h o u g h t  o f  g o i n g  h o m e  a l o n e ,
d r u n k ,  w a s  p e t r i f y i n g  o n l y  h e  d i d n ’ t  k n o w  w h y .  “ G i r l ,  l i v e  i t  u p  a n d  d o
y o u .  I ’ m  a l w a y s  h e r e  w h e n  y o u  n e e d  m e ! ”  h e  s a i d  w i t h  a  f a k e ,  d r u n k ,
s m i l e .  

“ L o v e  y o u ,  M a s ,  I ’ l l  t a l k  t o  y o u  t o m o r r o w , ”  s h e  s a i d  a n d  k i s s e d  h i m
g o o d b y e .

H e  w a s  a l o n e  a g a i n ,  i n  a  r o o m  f u l l  o f  u n f a m i l i a r  f a c e s .  H e  p u l l e d  o u t
h i s  p h o n e ,  s q u i n t i n g  a t  t h e  b l u r r y  c h a r a c t e r s  o n  t h e  s c r e e n .  “ P u l l  i t
t o g e t h e r  t o  o r d e r  t h e  U b e r , ”  h e  t h o u g h t  t o  h i m s e l f .  F i v e  m i n u t e s  a w a y .

 H e  t o o k  o n e  m o r e  s h o t  a n d  h e a d e d  d o w n s t a i r s  t o  h i s  r i d e .  H i s  U b e r ’ s
n a m e  w a s  C a i t ,  o r  m a y b e  i t  w a s  C r i s .  H e  c o u l d n ’ t  u n d e r s t a n d  w h y  b u t
s h e  w a s  v e r y  l i v e l y .  S o ,  h e  b e c a m e  l i v e l y  a g a i n  a n d  t h e  t w o  o f  t h e m
j a m m e d  o u t  d u r i n g  t h e  e i g h t - m i n u t e  d r i v e  t o  h i s  a p a r t m e n t .  S h e  t u r n e d
t h e  m u s i c  d o w n  a s  t h e y  p u l l e d  u p  a n d  t h a n k e d  h i m  f o r  b e i n g ,  “ t h e
h i g h l i g h t  o f  h e r  n i g h t . ”  H e  w a s  b u m m e d  t o  h a v e  t h i s  m o m e n t a r y  f u n
c o m e  t o  a n  e n d .  

“ I  k n o w  w e  j u s t  m e t , ”  h e  t u r n e d  t o  h e r ,  “ a n d  I  p r o m i s e  I ’ m  n o t  a
m u r d e r e r ,  b u t  y o u  s h o u l d  d e f  c o m e  i n  a n d  h a n g ! ”  h e  s a i d  s o  e x c i t e d l y .  

S h e  w a s  a p p r e c i a t i v e  o f  t h i s  o f f e r  b u t  p o l i t e l y  d e c l i n e d  a s  s h e  h a d
m a n y  m o r e  p i c k u p s  t o  d o  a n d  d r o v e  a w a y  w i s h i n g  h i m  a  g o o d  n i g h t .  H e
w a s  b u m m e d .  

H e  s u c c e s s f u l l y  m a d e  h i s  w a y  i n t o  h i s  l o f t  a n d  s t a r t e d  t o  u n d r e s s .  H e
w a s  e v e n  m o r e  i n t o x i c a t e d  n o w  h a v i n g  d o n e  t h a t  e x t r a  s h o t  b e f o r e  h i s
U b e r  r i d e .  

H e  w a s  n o w  a c t u a l l y  a l o n e .  H e  p i c k e d  u p  h i s  p h o n e  t o  F a c e T i m e  h i s
f r i e n d s  b u t  r e m e m b e r e d  t h e y  h a d  a l l  g o n e  h o m e  t o  s l e e p  ( o r  t o  s l e e p
w i t h  p e o p l e )  a n d  k n e w  t h e y  w o u l d n ’ t  a n s w e r .  H e  h a d  n o  c h o i c e  b u t  t o
b e g i n  g e t t i n g  r e a d y  f o r  b e d  b e f o r e  h e  c o l l a p s e d  w i t h  w h a t  h e
c o n s i d e r e d  t o  b e  b o r e d o m .  

H e  c a r r i e d  h i s  d r u n k e n  s e l f  t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m  s o  h e  c o u l d  a t t e m p t  h i s
n i g h t l y  r o u t i n e .  W h e n  h e  l o o k e d  i n  h i s  o w n  m i r r o r ,  h e  c o u l d n ’ t  t e l l  i f  i t
w a s  j u s t  t h e  a l c o h o l  o r  n o t ,  b u t  h e  b e g a n  t o  p a n i c  l o o k i n g  a t  h i m s e l f .
H e  d i d  r e c o g n i z e  h i s  o w n  f a c e .  O f  c o u r s e ,  n o t h i n g  h a d  c h a n g e d
p h y s i c a l l y ,  b u t  f o r  s o m e  r e a s o n  h e  s a w  J a d e ' s  m e n  h u n g r y  e y e s ,  B e n ’ s
t h i r s t y  m o u t h ,  a n d  W i l l o w ’ s  f a k e  s m i l e .  W i t h  n o  c o n t r o l ,  t e a r s  d a s h e d
d o w n  h i s  c h e e k s ,  b u t  h e  d i d n ’ t  r e m e m b e r  f e e l i n g  s a d .  H e  d i d n ’ t
r e m e m b e r  f e e l i n g  a n y  e m o t i o n  a t  a l l .  H e  h a d n ' t  f e l t  h i s  o w n  e m o t i o n s
s i n c e  h e  w a s  a  k i d .  M a s o n  w a s  n u m b .
 



H e  s t a r e d  i n t o  t h e  m i r r o r  i n d e f i n i t e l y .  H e  j u s t  w a n t e d  t o  s e e  h i m s e l f  i n
i t ,  b u t  h e  c o u l d  n o t .  A t  l e a s t  n o t  t o n i g h t .  H e  h a d  s p e n t  n e a r l y  h i s  e n t i r e
l i f e  m i r r o r i n g  t h e  t h o u g h t s ,  f e e l i n g s ,  a n d  e m o t i o n s  o f  o t h e r s  t h a t  h e  n o
l o n g e r  r e c o g n i z e d  h i m s e l f .  I t  b e g a n  t o  m a k e  s e n s e  w h y  h e  w a s  t e r r i f i e d
t o  c o m e  h o m e  a l o n e  o r  b e  a l o n e  a t  a l l  f o r  t h a t  m a t t e r .  T h e  s m a l l e s t
p a r t  o f  h i m  k n e w  h e  w a s  g o i n g  t o  c o m e  t o  t h i s  r e a l i z a t i o n .  W h e n  y o u
f i n a l l y  a r e  a l o n e ,  t h e r e  i s  n o  o n e  t o  m i r r o r  b u t  y o u r s e l f .  A f t e r  w h a t  f e l t
l i k e  a n  e n t i r e  n i g h t  s p e n t  i n  t h e  b a t h r o o m ,  h e  w i p e d  h i s  f a c e ,  f i n i s h e d
u n d r e s s i n g ,  a n d  w e n t  t o  b e d .  

T h e  n e x t  m o r n i n g ,  h e  w o k e  u p  t o  a  n o r m a l  s c r e e n  o f  m i s s e d  c a l l s  a n d
a n x i o u s  t e x t s  f r o m  h i s  f r i e n d s  a w a i t i n g  h i s  r i s e .  N o r m a l l y ,  t h i s  k i c k -
s t a r t e d  h i s  d a y  o f  a n s w e r i n g  t o  e v e r y o n e .  H e  o p e n e d  t h e  t e x t s  f r o m
J a d e  t h a t  r e a d ,  “ C A L L  M E  A S A P .  I  h a v e  t o  t e l l  y o u  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t
h a p p e n e d  l a s t  n i g h t  i t  w a s  I N S A N E .  N e e d  m y  b o y  g u r u  t o  f i g u r e  t h i s  s h i t
O U T .  K K  l o v e  y o u  t a l k  s o o o o n . ”  

U s u a l l y ,  h e  w o u l d  c a l l  h e r  i n s t a n t l y  t o  s e t  u p  a  l u n c h  d a t e ,  b u t  t o d a y  h e
r e s p o n d e d  w i t h ,  “ S u p e r  h u n g o v e r  t o d a y .  I ’ l l  c a l l  y o u  t o m o r r o w .  L o v e
y o u , ”  a n d  t u r n e d  o f f  h i s  p h o n e .  

H e  g o t  o u t  o f  b e d ,  s t r e t c h e d ,  a n d  w a l k e d  i n t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m .  W i t h  a  s i g h
o f  r e l i e f ,  h e  r e c o g n i z e d  a l l  h i s  o w n  f e a t u r e s .  H o w e v e r ,  h e  h a d  t o  c r e a t e
h i s  o w n  s t o r y  s o  t h a t  w h e n  h e  d i d  l o o k  i n  t h e  m i r r o r ,  i t  w o u l d  b e  h i s
o w n  r e f l e c t i o n  s t a r i n g  b a c k .
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* S C R E E E E E E E E C H H *  B A N G !   

W h a t  j u s t  h a p p e n e d ?  I  d o n ' t  k n o w  w h e r e  t o  l o o k .  I  d o n ' t  k n o w  w h a t  t o  s a y .  C a n
I  e v e n  s p e a k ?  I t ' s  a l l  b l u r r y .  I t ’ s  h a z y .  I t  w a s  j u s t  s o  l o u d ,  a n d  n o w  l  c a n ’ t  h e a r
a n y t h i n g .  W h y  c a n ' t  I  h e a r  a n y t h i n g ?  A m  I  d e a d ?  S h o u l d  I  b e ?  T h e r e ' s  s m o k e
a n d  f o g  e v e r y w h e r e .  I t  s m e l l s  h o r r i b l e ,  l i k e  b u r n t  r u b b e r  a n d  f i r e .  O h  s h i t ,  f i r e !
A m  I  o n  f i r e ?  G o d ,  p l e a s e ,  s o m e b o d y  d o  s o m e t h i n g !  W h y  i s  n o b o d y  h e l p i n g ?
O k a y ,  h e r e  c o m e s  s o m e o n e .  W h y  i s  s h e  w a l k i n g  b y  m e ?  D o n ' t  w a l k  b y  m e !  W h y
a r e n ' t  t h e  w o r d s  c o m i n g  o u t ?  H e r e  c o m e  t h e  t e a r s .  O h  G o d ,  I  c a n ' t  s t o p  c r y i n g .
S t o p  c r y i n g !  

T h e  E M T s  r u s h e d  t o  t h e  s c e n e .  T h e r e  w a s  m e t a l  e v e r y w h e r e .  M y  c a r  w a s
c r u s h e d .  I  w a s  c r u s h e d ,  m e t a p h o r i c a l l y  t h a t  w a s .  D i d  I  j u s t  h u r t  s o m e o n e ?
O r  e v e n  w o r s e …  D i d  I  j u s t  k i l l  s o m e o n e ?  I  h a d  n o  i d e a  w h a t  t o  t h i n k .  O n c e  I
r e g a i n e d  m y  h e a r i n g ,  a l l  I  c o u l d  d o  w a s  h e a r  t h i s  l o u d  m a c h i n e .  T h e  p o l i c e
s a i d  i t  w a s  s u p p o s e d  t o  p r y  o p e n  m y  d o o r ,  b u t  a  s m a l l  p a r t  o f  m e  n e v e r
w a n t e d  t o  g e t  o u t  o f  t h e  c a r .  A t  t h i s  p o i n t  I  s t i l l  c o u l d n ' t  s t o p  c r y i n g .  A l l  I
c o u l d  t h i n k  t o  m y s e l f  w a s  t h i s  i s  i t ;  I ' m  g o i n g  t o  j a i l .  T h e  h y s t e r i c s  k e p t
c o m i n g ,  e v e n  a f t e r  t h e  E M T s  b e g a n  p u l l i n g  m e  o u t  o f  t h e  c a r .  I  h e a r d  s i r e n s
a n d  p e o p l e  t a l k i n g ,  b u t  I  h a d  n o  i d e a  w h a t  w a s  g o i n g  o n .  

I  w a s  s l i d  i n t o  t h e  b a c k  o f  a n  a m b u l a n c e ,  a n d  I  w a s  S T I L L  c r y i n g .  T h e r e  w a s
s o  m u c h  g o i n g  t h r o u g h  m y  h e a d  b u t  n o t h i n g  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e .  N o w  i n s t e a d
o f  c r y i n g  I  w a s  c o n v u l s i n g .  “ I  w a n t  m y  d a d .  I  W A N T  M Y  D A D ! ”  T h a t ' s  a l l  I
c o u l d  s a y .

 C o u l d  t h e y  e v e n  u n d e r s t a n d  m e  t h r o u g h  t h e  t e a r s ?  T h e  E M T  m u s t ' v e  g o t t e n
m y  p h o n e  o u t  o f  t h e  c a r  a n d  c a l l e d  h i m  b e c a u s e  i t  s e e m e d  l i k e  h e  w a s
t h e r e  q u i c k e r  t h a n  I  c o u l d  f o r m  a n o t h e r  t h o u g h t .  I ’ v e  n e v e r  f e l t  s o  h e l p l e s s
y e t  s o  a t  f a u l t  i n  m y  l i f e .  W h y  a r e  t h e s e  t h i n g s  c a l l e d  a c c i d e n t s  b u t  m a k e
y o u  f e e l  s o  g u i l t y ?  I  w a s n ’ t  d r u n k  o r  h i g h .  I  w a s n ’ t  t e x t i n g  a n d  d r i v i n g .  W h y
i s  m y  s t o m a c h  u p s i d e  d o w n ?  O n c e  m y  d a d  a r r i v e d ,  h e  n e v e r  l e f t  m y  s i d e .
S h o r t l y  a f t e r  h e a r i n g  m y  d a d ' s  v o i c e ,  I  f e l t  t h e  a m b u l a n c e  s h a k i n g .  W h a t  i s
g o i n g  o n ?  w h a t ' s  h a p p e n i n g ?  O h  m y  G o d  w h a t  i s  h a p p e n i n g ?  T h e  s a m e
q u e s t i o n s  k e p t  p l a y i n g  o v e r  i n  m y  h e a d .  M y  b o y f r i e n d  j u s t  l a u n c h e d  h i m s e l f
i n t o  t h e  a m b u l a n c e .  A p p a r e n t l y ,  h e  j u m p e d  o v e r  t h e  g u r n e y ,  b u t  I  w o u l d n ’ t
k n o w  t h a t  u n t i l  l a t e r .  M y  e y e s  w e r e  g l u e d  s h u t  a t  t h e  t i m e .  I  h e a r d  h i s  v o i c e
a n d  a  s m a l l  p a r t  o f  m e  f e l t  w a r m  a n d  o k a y ,  b u t  t h e  o t h e r  p a r t  f e l t  m o r e
e m b a r r a s s e d  t h a n  e v e r .  W h o  t o l d  h i m ?  W H Y  w o u l d  a n y o n e  t e l l  h i m ?  I ' m
s u p p o s e d  t o  b e  p e r f e c t  i n  h i s  e y e s  n o t  s o m e  m a n i a c  w h o  c r a s h e d  h e r  c a r !
N o w  h e ' s  n e v e r  g o i n g  t o  l e t  m e  l i v e  t h i s  d o w n .  
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T h e  t h r e e  o f  u s  p l u s  a n  E M T  d r o v e  t o  t h e  h o s p i t a l  i n  S i l v e r v i l l e  a n d  t h e
c o n v u l s i o n s  n e v e r  s t o p p e d .  N o  m a t t e r  h o w  c a l m i n g  m y  d a d  s p o k e  o r
h o w  m a n y  t i m e s  m y  b o y f r i e n d  r u b b e d  m y  h e a d  a n d  p l a y e d  w i t h  m y  h a i r ,
I  c o u l d n ' t  c a l m  d o w n .  A  s m a l l  p a r t  o f  m e  w i s h e d  n o  o n e  c a m e  t o  m y
r e s c u e  a t  a l l .  A t  t h i s  p o i n t  t h e  E M T s  w e r e  m o r e  w o r r i e d  a b o u t  m e
s e i z i n g  t h a n  w h a t  j u s t  h a p p e n e d  i n  t h e  a c c i d e n t .  T h e y  w e r e  a s k i n g  m e
w h a t  I  c o u l d  r e m e m b e r ,  a n d  I  k e p t  s c r e a m i n g ,  “ I  d o n ' t  k n o w  I  D O N ’ T
K N O W  I  D O N ' T  K N O W ! ”  B u t  c o u l d  t h e y  h e a r  m e ?  T h i n g s  w e r e  s t i l l  s o
s u r r e a l  f o r  m e .  W a s  I  y e l l i n g ?  O r  w a s  t h a t  a  w h i s p e r ?  O r  w o r s e ,  d i d
n o t h i n g  c o m e  o u t  a t  a l l ?

M y  h e a d  w o u l d  o n l y  a l l o w  m e  t o  r e m e m b e r  c e r t a i n  t h i n g s .  I
r e m e m b e r e d  h i t t i n g  t h e  b r e a k  b u t  n o t  s t o p p i n g .  I  r e m e m b e r  s l o w i n g
d o w n  b u t  s t i l l  n o t  s t o p p i n g .  I  r e m e m b e r  s l i d i n g  i n t o  t h e  c a r  i n  f r o n t  o f
m e  w i t h  t h e  s a m e  e a s e  a n d  s l i c k n e s s  a s  b e i n g  s l i d  i n t o  t h e  a m b u l a n c e .  I
r e m e m b e r  l o s i n g  m y  h e a r i n g  a n d  s e e i n g  t h e  f o g .  I  r e m e m b e r  t h e  s m e l l .
I t  s e e m e d  t h a t  I  c o u l d  r e m e m b e r  s t u p i d  s t u f f  b u t  c o u l d n ’ t  a n s w e r  t h e
t w o - p a r t  q u e s t i o n  e v e r y o n e  w a s  a s k i n g .  “ H o w  d i d  y o u  h i t  t h e  c a r  i n
f r o n t  o f  y o u , ”  a s k e d  t h e  E M T .  “ W h y  d i d n ’ t  y o u  s t o p ?  W a s  t h e r e
s o m e t h i n g  i n  t h e  r o a d ?  W e r e  y o u …  d i s t r a c t e d ? ”  

I f  I  h a d  a  d o l l a r  f o r  e v e r y  t i m e  I  w a s  a s k e d  t h a t  e x a c t  q u e s t i o n ,  I  w o u l d
h a v e  e n o u g h  t o  p a y  m y  h o s p i t a l  b i l l s  a n d  b u y  a  n e w  c a r .  I  t h i n k  a  s m a l l
p a r t  o f  m e  d i d n ' t  w a n t  t o  r e m e m b e r  t h e  a n s w e r .  I  d i d n ' t  w a n t  t o
r e m e m b e r  a n y t h i n g .  I  w a n t e d  i t  a l l  t o  b e  o v e r .  
I  g o t  t o  t h e  h o s p i t a l  a n d  w a s  a d m i t t e d  r i g h t  a w a y .  M y  d a d  a n d
b o y f r i e n d  M a r k  w e r e  e s c o r t e d  t o  t h e  w a i t i n g  a r e a ,  b u t  I  s t i l l  c o u l d n ' t
s t o p  c r y i n g .  I  t h o u g h t  m a y b e  b e i n g  a l o n e  w o u l d  f e e l  b e t t e r ,  b u t  i t  d i d n ' t
f e e l  a n y  d i f f e r e n t .  A  p i e c e  o f  m e  c o u l d n ' t  f e e l  a n y t h i n g  a t  a l l .  T h e
c o n v u l s i n g  m i g h t  h a v e  s t o p p e d ,  b u t  t h e  n o t h i n g n e s s  i n  m y  b r a i n  w a s
e m p t i e r  t h a n  b e f o r e .  T h e  d o c t o r s  h a d  t h e  a u d a c i t y  t o  l e a v e  m e  i n  a
h a l l w a y .  T h a t  w a s  s o  e m b a r r a s s i n g .  I  h a d  o n e  o f  t h o s e  n e c k  c o l l a r s  o n ,
m y  h a i r  w a s  a  m e s s ,  a n d  I  w a s  s h a k i n g  l i k e  a  c r a c k h e a d  g o i n g  t h r o u g h
w i t h d r a w a l .  G r e a t ,  n o w  t h e s e  p e o p l e  p r o b a b l y  t h i n k  I ' m  a  c r a c k h e a d .  

T h a t  w a s  t h e  n e w  t h o u g h t  g o i n g  t h r o u g h  m y  h e a d ,  a n d  s l o w l y  I  m a d e
m y s e l f  s t o p  c r y i n g .  I  h a t e  b e i n g  e m b a r r a s s e d  a n d  t h i s  a c c i d e n t  w a s  o n e
o f  t h e  m o s t  e m b a r r a s s i n g  t h i n g s  I ' v e  e v e r  d o n e .  I  n e v e r  g o t  d e t e n t i o n  i n
s c h o o l  l e t  a l o n e  a  s p e e d i n g  t i c k e t  i n  a d u l t h o o d ,  s o  T H I S  w a s  e a r t h
s h a t t e r i n g  f o r  m e .  

“ T h e  p e o p l e  i n  t h e  o t h e r  c a r  a r e  f i n e , ”  o n e  o f  t h e  n u r s e s  t o l d  m e .  I
b e l i e v e d  h e r ;  I  h a d  n o  r e a s o n  n o t  t o .  “ Y o u  n e e d  t o  r e l a x  n o w ,  d e a r ,
c o n t i n u o u s l y  g e t t i n g  y o u r s e l f  w o r k e d  u p  w i l l  o n l y  m a k e  t h e  p a i n  w o r s e , ”
s h e  a s s u r e d  m e .  



I  k n e w  I  d i d n ' t  h i t  t h e m  t h a t  h a r d .  I  k n e w  t h i s  w a s n ' t  d o n e  o n  p u r p o s e ,
b u t  s o m e h o w  i t  s t i l l  h a p p e n e d  a n y w a y .  G o d ,  h o w  d i d  I  l e t  t h i s  h a p p e n ?
T h a t  w a s  t h e  n e w  q u e s t i o n  g o i n g  t h r o u g h  m y  h e a d .  A f t e r  a  s h o r t  w h i l e  m y
d a d  c a m e  b a c k  t o  s e e  m e ,  a n d  t h e  t e a r s  s t a r t e d  a g a i n .  I  f e l t  s o  b a d  f o r
p u t t i n g  h i m  t h r o u g h  a l l  o f  t h i s .  I  m a d e  h i m  w o r r i e d .  I  c a u s e d  h i m  s o  m u c h
s t r e s s .  H e  a s s u r e d  m e  e v e r y t h i n g  w a s  o k a y .  H e  k e p t  c r a c k i n g  j o k e s  l i k e ,
“ C o m e  o n  k i d d o  i f  y o u  w a n t e d  a  n e w  c a r  a l l  y o u  h a d  t o  d o  w a s  s a v e  u p  a
l i t t l e . ”

 I  a p p r e c i a t e d  h i m  t r y i n g  t o  h e l p  b u t  i t  d i d n ' t .  H e  f i l l e d  m e  i n  o n  a l l  1 5
p e o p l e  w a i t i n g  i n  t h e  f r o n t  o f  t h e  h o s p i t a l  f o r  m e .  I  f e l t  s o  s m a l l .  I  f e l t
w o r s e  n o w  t h a n  E V E R  i n  m y  l i f e .  A l l  t h e s e  p e o p l e  w e r e  h e r e  a n d  I ' m  o k a y .
W a s  I  o k a y ?  I  h a v e n ' t  t a l k e d  t o  a n y  d o c t o r s  y e t  a n d  I  h a d  t o  p e e  s o  b a d .
W h a t  i f  I  w a s  i n t e r n a l l y  b l e e d i n g ?  W h a t  i f  I  w e r e  e x t e r n a l l y  b l e e d i n g  b u t
n o  o n e  c o u l d  s e e  i t  b e c a u s e  I ’ m  l a y i n g  d o w n ?  A f t e r  t h a t ,  t h e  t e a r s  c a m e
f l o o d i n g  i n  a g a i n .  I  f e l t  s o  g u i l t y  f o r  m a k i n g  e v e r y o n e  c o m e  t o  t h e
h o s p i t a l  w h e n  t h e r e  w a s  n o t h i n g  w r o n g  w i t h  m e .  I t  f e l t  s o  s e l f i s h .

 O n e  b y  o n e  m y  f a m i l y  a n d  f r i e n d s  b e g a n  t o  c o m e  b a c k  a n d  s e e  m e ,  s o  I
f o r c e d  m y s e l f  t o  p u l l  i t  t o g e t h e r .  T h e y  a l l  h a d  t h e  s a m e  p u f f y  b l o o d s h o t
e y e s  a n d  r o s y ,  r e d  c h e e k s .  I  t h i n k  m y  s i s t e r ’ s  e y e s  w e r e  t h e  w o r s t .  M a y b e
i t ’ s  b e c a u s e  s h e ’ s  f a i r  s k i n n e d  w i t h  b l u e  e y e s ,  s o  i t  w a s  m o r e  n o t i c e a b l e
o r  m a y b e  s h e  w a s  j u s t  t h a t  d i s t r a u g h t .  

T h e y  a l l  a s s u r e d  m e  t h e y  w e r e n ' t  w o r r i e d ,  “ Y o u ' r e  a  t o u g h  c o o k i e , ”  t h e y
a l l  s a i d  i n  o n e  w a y  o r  a n o t h e r .  “ W e  w e r e n ' t  w o r r i e d  f o r  o n e  m i n u t e ! ”  B u t
t h e i r  e y e s  s a i d  s o m e t h i n g  e l s e .  

M y  b o y f r i e n d ,  t h e  u s u a l  t o u g h  g u y ,  l o o k e d  w o r s e  t h a n  a n y o n e .  “ I  d i d n ' t
k n o w  w h a t  t o  t h i n k …  I  t h o u g h t  y o u  d i e d ”  h e  s a i d .  

W a s  i t  b a d  t h a t  m a d e  m e  a  l i t t l e  b i t  h a p p y ?  I  a p p r e c i a t e d  t h a t  h e  w a s
w o r r i e d  a b o u t  m e .  F o r  a  s p l i t  s e c o n d  I  f e l t  l i k e  I  m a t t e r e d ,  l i k e  r e a l l y
m a t t e r e d  a n d  s o m e h o w  t h a t  m a d e  m e  f e e l  a  l i t t l e  b i t  b e t t e r .  H i s  t o u c h
s e e m e d  t o  m a k e  t h e  p a i n  i n  m y  h e a r t  g o  a w a y  b u t  i t  b r o u g h t  m o r e
f e e l i n g s  o f  g u i l t .  J u s t  l i k e  m y  d a d ,  I  f e l t  h o r r i b l e  f o r  s t r e s s i n g  h i m  o u t  t o o .

A f t e r  w h a t  f e l t  l i k e  3  h o u r s ,  b u t  w a s  p r o b a b l y  o n l y  4 5  m i n u t e s ,  a  n u r s e
c a m e  t o  t a k e  m e  a w a y .  S h e  s a i d  I  h a d  t o  g e t  a n  X - R a y  a n d  t h e n  I  c o u l d
F I N A L L Y  p e e !  T h e  s c a n s  t o o k  l o n g e r  t h a n  I  l i k e d  b u t  t h e y  a l l  c a m e  b a c k
c l e a r .  I  w a s  f i n e ,  s o  t h e y  s a i d .  I  a s k e d  a  m i l l i o n  q u e s t i o n s .  “ W h a t  c a n  t h e
s c a n s  s e e ?  W h a t  C A N ' T  t h e  s c a n s  s e e ?  S h o u l d  I  g e t  a  h e a d  C T ?  I  w a t c h  a
l o t  o f  G r e y ' s  A n a t o m y ,  s o  I  p r e t t y  m u c h  h a v e  m y  d o c t o r a t e  i n  g e n e r a l
m e d i c i n e . ”  



T h e  d o c t o r s  l o o k e d  a t  m e  l i k e  I  w a s  c r a c k i n g  j o k e s ,  b u t  I
 w a s  n e v e r  s o  s e r i o u s  i n  m y  l i f e .  T h e y  t r i e d  t o  e x p l a i n  t o
 m e  w h a t  s h o c k  w a s  a n d  t h a t  t h a t  i s  w h a t  I  w a s  g o i n g  
t h r o u g h .  “ T h e  p a i n  y o u ’ r e  f e e l i n g  r i g h t  n o w  w i l l  f a d e ,  y o u
j u s t  h a v e  t o  r e l a x . ”  

W h y  w a s  t h a t  s o  e a s y  f o r  t h e m  t o  s a y ?  S h o r t l y  a f t e r  b e i n g
p u t  b a c k  i n t o  m y  s p o t  i n  t h e  h a l l w a y ,  i t  w a s  c o n f i r m e d  I  
c o u l d  p e e .  T h e y  s a i d  t h e  a l l o w a n c e  o f  a  p o t t y  b r e a k  w a s
p r o o f  I  w a s  j u s t  f i n e .  “ T H A N K  G O D ! ! ! ! ”  I  s a i d  a  l i t t l e  t o o
l o u d l y .  

T h e  o l d e r  w o m a n  p l a c e d  i n  t h e  h a l l w a y s  b e h i n d  m e  
c h u c k l e d  a n d  t h a t  s m a l l  s o u n d  f l i p p e d  m y  m o o d  a r o u n d .  I
 k n e w  I  w a s  i n  p a i n ,  b u t  o b v i o u s l y  s h e  w a s  t o o  i f  s h e  w a s  
i n  t h e  h o s p i t a l .  T h e  b r i e f  s e c o n d  t h a t  s h e  l a u g h e d  m a d e  m e  f e e l  l i k e  I  d i d
s o m e t h i n g  r i g h t ,  f i n a l l y .  I  m a d e  s o m e o n e  f e e l  s o m e t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  p a i n !  

A f t e r  I  c a m e  b a c k  f r o m  t h e  b a t h r o o m  t h e  n u r s e  w a s  t h e r e  w i t h  d i s c h a r g e
p a p e r s  a n d  I  w a s  a b l e  t o  l e a v e .  I  g a t h e r e d  m y s e l f  t o  f a c e  e v e r y o n e  i n  t h e
w a i t i n g  r o o m  a n d  t h e  g u i l t  c a m e  r u n n i n g  b a c k  t o  m e .  I  s h o u l d ' v e  d i e d .
M a y b e  I  s h o u l d  h a v e  b r o k e n  s o m e t h i n g .  S h o u l d  I  h a v e  m o r e  b r u i s e s ?  M y
t h o u g h t s  r a n  w i l d .  I  f e l t  s o  b a d  a b o u t  w o r r y i n g  e v e r y o n e  a n d  t h e r e  w a s
‘ n o t h i n g ’  w r o n g  w i t h  m e .  I  g u e s s  I  s a i d  m y  t h o u g h t s  o u t  l o u d  t h i s  t i m e
b e c a u s e  m y  b o y f r i e n d ' s  m o m  t a p p e d  m e  o n  t h e  f o r e h e a d .  “ D o n ' t  y o u  e v e r
s a y  s o m e t h i n g  l i k e  t h a t  a g a i n ! ”  A f t e r  t h a t  w e  a l l  r e l e a s e d  a  m u c h - n e e d e d
l a u g h .

I  d r o v e  h o m e  w i t h  m y  b o y f r i e n d  t h a t  n i g h t .  H e  d i d n ' t  w a n t  t o  l e a v e  m y
s i d e .  A s  b a d  a s  i t  s o u n d s ,  i t  w a s  n i c e  t o  b e  w o r r i e d  a b o u t  f o r  o n c e .
T h i n k i n g  t h o s e  t h o u g h t s  o n l y  m a d e  m e  f e e l  w o r s e  t h o u g h .  I  f e l t  s a f e  i n  t h e
p a s s e n g e r  s e a t .  I  w a s n ' t  i n  c o n t r o l  a n d  f o r  o n c e  i n  m y  l i f e  I  w a s  m o r e  t h a n
o k a y  w i t h  t h a t .  T h e  l a s t  t h i n g  I  w a n t e d  w a s  t o  g e t  b e h i n d  t h e  w h e e l  o f  a
c a r .  W e  p u l l e d  o u t  o f  t h e  p a r k i n g  l o t  a n d  h e a d e d  h o m e .  I  w a s  a b o u t  4 - 5
t o w n s  a w a y  f r o m  m y  o w n ,  b u t  I  w a s  e x c i t e d  a b o u t  t h e  d r i v e .  I t  g a v e  m e  a
c h a n c e  t o  j u s t  b r e a t h e  a n d  r e l a x .  H e  a s k e d  i f  I  w a n t e d  s o m e t h i n g  t o  e a t ,
a n d  I  d i d  b u t  I  c o u l d n ' t  s t o m a c h  a n y  f o o d .  W e  p u l l e d  i n t o  t h e  n e a r e s t  g a s
s t a t i o n ,  a n d  h e  g r a b b e d  m y  f a v o r i t e  s n a c k s  f o r  m e  a n y w a y .  W h y  d i d
s o m e t h i n g  l i k e  t h i s  h a v e  t o  h a p p e n  f o r  m e  t o  r e a l i z e  I ' m  n o t  a l o n e ?  

W e  p u l l e d  o u t  o f  t h e  p a r k i n g  l o t  t o  g o  h o m e .

 * S C R E E E E E E E E C H H *  B A N G !
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 S o f i a  W a l k e r  s a t  i n  h e r  c r i m s o n  r e d  H o n d a  A c c o r d ,  f i n d i n g  h e r s e l f  u n a b l e
t o  m o v e .  L a s t  n i g h t ,  h e r  e x - h u s b a n d  o f  s i x  m o n t h s ,  S e b a s t i a n  W a l k e r ,  h a d
s e n t  h e r  a  t e x t  a s k i n g  i f  s h e  w a s  a b l e  t o  m e e t  h i m  a t  t h e  o l d  d i n e r  o n
M a p l e  W a y  t h e  n e x t  d a y .  W i t h o u t  q u e s t i o n ,  s h e  h a d  a c c e p t e d  h i s
i n v i t a t i o n ,  b u t  i n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  d a y ,  s h e  f o u n d  h e r s e l f  q u e s t i o n i n g  h e r
d e c i s i o n ,  b u t  i t  w a s  t o o  l a t e  t o  g o  b a c k .

 T a k i n g  a  s l o w ,  d e e p  b r e a t h ,  S o f i a  f i n a l l y  y a n k e d  t h e  k e y s  o u t  o f  t h e  c a r ’ s
i g n i t i o n  a n d  o p e n e d  t h e  d o o r ,  s t e p p i n g  o u t .  S h e  t o o k  t h e  c l i p  o u t  o f  h e r
n e a t  u p d o ,  l e t t i n g  h e r  w a v y  b r u n e t t e  h a i r  f i n d  a  h o m e  o n  h e r  s h o u l d e r s .
S h e  w a l k e d  s l o w l y  t o  t h e  f r o n t  d o o r  a n d  s t o p p e d .  S h e  f e l t  b u t t e r f l i e s  i n
h e r  s t o m a c h  a s  s h e  t h o u g h t  a b o u t  w h a t  t h e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  h e r  a c c e p t i n g
h i s  i n v i t a t i o n  c o u l d  m e a n .   S o f i a  s t o o d  t h e r e  f o r  a  m i n u t e ,  b u t  b e f o r e  s h e
c o u l d  t u r n  a r o u n d  a n d  b o l t ,  a  n i c e  e l d e r l y  m a n  w h o  w a s  w a l k i n g  o u t  o f  t h e
d i n e r  h e l d  t h e  d o o r  f o r  h e r .  S h e  f a k e d  a  s m i l e  a n d  t h a n k e d  t h e  m a n
b e f o r e  e n t e r i n g  t h e  d i n e r .  

A s  S o f i a  s t e p p e d  i n s i d e  t h e  d i n e r ,  h e r  e y e s  g l a n c e d  a r o u n d  t h e
e s t a b l i s h m e n t  t o  s e e  i f  s h e  r e c o g n i z e d  a n y b o d y  t h e r e ,  s e c r e t l y  p r a y i n g
n o n e  o f  h e r  f r i e n d s  w o u l d  s e e  h e r  t h e r e  j o i n i n g  h e r  e x - h u s b a n d  f o r  l u n c h .
A s  s h e  w a s  g l a n c i n g  a r o u n d ,  s h e  h a d  s e t  h e r  s i g h t s  o n  S e b a s t i a n .  H i s  h a i r
w a s  a  b i t  d i s h e v e l e d ,  h i s  f a c e  l o o k e d  l i k e  h e  h a d n ’ t  s h a v e d  i n  a  f e w  w e e k s ,
a n d  h i s  e y e s  d i d n ’ t  m e e t  h e r s .  H i s  e y e s  s e e m e d  t o  b e  g l u e d  o n  t h e  m e n u
t h a t  w a s  s i t t i n g  i n  f r o n t  o f  h i m .

 “ H e y ,  S e b . ”  S o f i a  s a i d  s o f t l y  o n c e  s h e  r e a c h e d  h i s  t a b l e .  H i s  e y e s  l i t  u p
t h e  w a y  t h e y  d i d  t h e  d a y  h e  f i r s t  s a w  h e r .

 “ S o f ,  h e y !  H e r e ,  u m ,  h a v e  a  s e a t . ”  S e b a s t i a n  s a i d ,  p o i n t i n g  t o  t h e  e m p t y
s e a t  a c r o s s  f r o m  h i m .  

 A f t e r  a w k w a r d l y  t h a n k i n g  h i m ,  S o f i a  t o o k  a  s e a t .  S e b a s t i a n  w a s  s i l e n t ,  n o t
r e a l l y  l o o k i n g  i n  S o f i a ’ s  d i r e c t i o n  a s  s h e  w a s  l o o k i n g  a t  h i m .  

 “ S e b ,  h o n e y ,  w h y ’ d  y o u  c a l l  m e  h e r e ? ”  S o f i a  f i n a l l y  q u e s t i o n e d  a n d
s e e m e d  t o  q u e s t i o n  h e r s e l f  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s .  S h e  h a d n ’ t  c a l l e d  S e b a s t i a n
‘ h o n e y ’  s i n c e  t h e y  w e r e  m a r r i e d .  T h a t  q u e s t i o n  s e e m e d  t o  h a v e  t a k e n
S e b a s t i a n  a b a c k  a s  w e l l .

 “ I  j u s t  w a n t e d  t o  t a l k , ”  h e  s a i d  s o f t l y .  

The Diner on Maple Way
By: Ariana Nelio



 “ A b o u t ? ”  S o f i a  i n q u i r e d  w i t h  a  b i t  o f  a n  a t t i t u d e .  

 “ W h a t  h a p p e n e d …  w h a t  h a p p e n e d  w i t h  u s . ”  S e b a s t i a n  f i n a l l y  g a v e  i n .
S o f i a  c o u l d  t e l l  t h a t  h e  w a s  t r y i n g  t o  h o l d  b a c k  t e a r s .  

 “ I  d o n ’ t  r e a l l y  g e t  w h a t  y o u ’ r e  h i n t i n g  a t . ”  

 “ I  w a n t  t o  k n o w  w h e r e  t h i n g s  w e n t  w r o n g .  I  w a n t  t o  k n o w  w h e n  y o u  f e l l
o u t  o f  l o v e  w i t h  m e . ”  S e b a s t i a n  k e p t  l o o k i n g  d o w n  a t  h i s  m e n u ,  t r y i n g
t o  a v o i d  e y e  c o n t a c t  w i t h  S o f i a .  

“ O k ,  s o  y o u  w a n n a  k n o w  w h e r e  t h i n g s  w e n t  w r o n g ?  L e t ’ s  f i g u r e  i t  o u t . ”  

S e p t e m b e r  8 t h ,  2 0 1 1

 S o f i a  H e n d e r s o n  j u s t  s t e p p e d  i n t o  h e r  f r e s h m a n  y e a r  B i o l o g y  c l a s s .
S h e  h a d  n e v e r  b e e n  s o  n e r v o u s  f o r  a n y t h i n g  i n  h e r  e n t i r e  l i f e .  S o f i a
w a s n ’ t  t h e  b e s t  s t u d e n t  i n  h i g h  s c h o o l  s o  s h e  k e p t  h e r  f i n g e r s  c r o s s e d
t h a t  c o l l e g e  w o u l d  t r e a t  h e r  a  b i t  b e t t e r .  

 H e r  p a l m s  w h e r e  s w e a t i n g  a s  s h e  w a l k e d  a r o u n d  t h e  l a b ,  u n a b l e  t o
f i n d  a  s e a t .  H e r  e y e s  f e l l  o n  h i s  o n e  b o y  w i t h  s t r a g g l y ,  l o n g  b l a c k  h a i r
w h o  w a s  s t a r i n g  a t  h i s  l a b  t e x t b o o k .  S o f i a  s h r u g g e d  h e r  s h o u l d e r s  a n d
s t a r t e d  t o  w a l k  u p  t o  h i m .  

 “ H e y ,  i s  t h i s  s e a t  t a k e n ? ”  S o f i a  a s k e d .  T h e  b o y  s l o w l y  l i f t e d  h i s  e y e s  t o
m e e t  h e r s .  S o f i a  s e e m e d  t o  h a v e  t a k e n  h i s  b r e a t h  a w a y  s i n c e  h e  f a i l e d
t o  a n s w e r  r i g h t  a w a y .  

 “ N o t  a t  a l l .  H a v e  a  s e a t , ”  t h e  b o y  s m i l e d  a t  h e r ,  “ I ’ m  S e b a s t i a n . ”
S e b a s t i a n  s t u c k  h i s  h a n d  o u t .

 “ S o f i a .  S o f i a  H e n d e r s o n . ”  S o f i a  s t u c k  o u t  h e r  h a n d  a n d  m e t  i t  w i t h
S e b a s t i a n ’ s .  I t  w a s  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  t h e y  t o u c h e d .  

D e c e m b e r  1 2 t h ,  2 0 1 1

 “ I  c a n ’ t  b e l i e v e  t h i s  s e m e s t e r  i s  o v e r  a l r e a d y , ”  S o f i a  s a i d  w i t h  r e l i e f  a s
s h e  a n d  S e b a s t i a n  w a l k e d  o u t  o f  t h e i r  b i o l o g y  c l a s s  f o r  t h e  l a s t  t i m e .  

 “ I  d e f i n i t e l y  w o u l d  h a v e  f a i l e d  i f  I  d i d n ’ t  h a v e  y o u  t o  c h e a t  o f f  o f  t h e
w h o l e  t i m e , ”  S e b a s t i a n  s a i d .  H e  l a u g h e d  w h e n  S o f i a  p l a y f u l l y  p u n c h e d
h i s  a r m .  

 “ W e l l ,  w h a t  a r e  y o u  g o n n a  d o  w i t h o u t  m e  n e x t  s e m e s t e r ? ”  S o f i a  l o o k e d
a t  S e b a s t i a n ,  w h o  l o o k e d  g e n u i n e l y  u p s e t .  



 “ D r o p  o u t .  C r y .  N e v e r  s h o w  u p .  F a i l .  I  c o u l d  g o  o n  a n d  o n . ”  S e b a s t i a n
s m i l e d .  “ L i s t e n ,  s i n c e  t h i s  s e m e s t e r  i s  o v e r  a n d  w e  c a n  f i n a l l y  s t o p  t a l k i n g
a b o u t  b i o l o g y  c r a p ,  I  w a s  w o n d e r i n g  i f  y o u ’ d  w a n n a  g o  o u t  w i t h  m e
s o m e t i m e ? ”

 “ S e b a s t i a n  W a l k e r ,  a r e  y o u  a s k i n g  m e  o u t  o n  a  d a t e ? ”  S o f i a  b l u s h e d .  
 “ W h a t d y a  s a y ,  S o f ? ”  

 “ Y e s . ”

D e c e m b e r  1 5 t h ,  2 0 1 1

 S o f i a  s t a r e d  a t  h e r s e l f  i n  t h e  m i r r o r ,  p l a y i n g  w i t h  e v e r y  s t r a n d  o f  h e r  h a i r
t o  m a k e  s u r e  t h e y  w e r e  a l l  p e r f e c t l y  p l a c e d .  S h e  a p p l i e d  a  l i g h t  p i n k  l i p -
g l o s s  t o  h e r  l i p s  a n d  h e r  o u t f i t  w a s  f i n a l l y  c o m p l e t e .  S e b a s t i a n  w o u l d  b e
h e r e  a n y  m i n u t e ,  a n d  s h e  c o u l d n ’ t  h a v e  b e e n  m o r e  n e r v o u s .  

S o f i a  w a s  p l a y i n g  a r o u n d  w i t h  h e r  f i n g e r s ,  a  t i c  s h e  h a d  d e v e l o p e d  a n y t i m e
s h e  w a s  f e e l i n g  a n y  s o r t  o f  a n x i o u s n e s s ,  w h e n  s h e  h e a r d  s o m e o n e  k n o c k
a t  t h e  d o o r .

 K n o c k !  K n o c k !  K n o c k !

 S o f i a  s c u r r i e d  t o  t h e  d o o r  a n d  s w u n g  i t  o p e n  r e v e a l i n g  a  v e r y  c l e a n e d - u p
S e b a s t i a n  w i t h  a  b o u q u e t  o f  b e a u t i f u l ,  m u l t i - c o l o r e d  f l o w e r s  i n  h i s  h a n d .
 
 “ I  w a s n ’ t  s u r e  w h a t  k i n d  o f  f l o w e r s  y o u  l i k e d ,  s o  I  g o t  a l l  o f  t h e m , ”
S e b a s t i a n  s a i d .  

 A  s m i l e  c r e e p e d  u p  o n  S o f i a ’ s  f a c e  a s  s h e  t o o k  t h e  f l o w e r s  f r o m  h i s  h a n d s
a n d  p l a c e d  a  k i s s  o n  h i s  c h e e k .  H o w  d i d  h e  k n o w  r o s e s  w e r e  m y  f a v o r i t e ?  S h e
t h o u g h t  t o  h e r s e l f .  “ Y o u  d i d n ’ t  h a v e  t o  d o  a l l  o f  t h i s . ”  S o f i a  s m i l e d  a s  s h e
s m e l l e d  t h e  f l o w e r s .  

 “ I  w a n t e d  t o . ”  S e b a s t i a n  s m i l e d  s e e i n g  S o f i a  s m i l e .  

 “ L e t  m e  j u s t  p u t  t h e s e  i n  w a t e r  a n d  I ’ l l  b e  r i g h t  o u t . ”  S o f i a  r a n  t o  t h e
k i t c h e n  a n d  c a m e  b a c k  a  f e w  s e c o n d s  l a t e r  w i t h  h e r  p u r s e ,  a n d  s h e  a n d
S e b a s t i a n  w e r e  o u t  o n  t h e  r o a d .  

 S e b a s t i a n  h a d  p l a n n e d  t h e  p e r f e c t  d a t e .  T h e y  d r o v e  a r o u n d  v a r i o u s
n e i g h b o r h o o d s ,  l o o k i n g  a t  C h r i s t m a s  l i g h t s ,  b l a s t i n g  C h r i s t m a s  m u s i c ,  a n d
l o o k i n g  a t  t h e  l i g h t  s n o w f a l l .  S o f i a  c o u l d n ’ t  e v e n  t h i n k  o f  a  b e t t e r  d a t e .  



 “ P u l l  o v e r  h e r e  r e a l  q u i c k ! ”  S o f i a  f r a n t i c a l l y  s a i d  t o  S e b a s t i a n ,
p o i n t i n g  a t  a  h o u s e  o n  t h e  r i g h t .  A s  s o o n  a s  t h e  c a r  s t o p p e d ,  s h e  h a d
h o p p e d  o u t  o f  t h e  c a r  a n d  l a i d  o n  t h e  l a w n  o f  t h e  h o u s e .
 
 “ U m ,  S o f ,  w h o ’ s  h o u s e  i s  t h i s ? ”  S e b a s t i a n  q u e s t i o n e d .  

 “ C a n ’ t  y o u  s e e  t h e  f o r - s a l e  s i g n ? ”  S o f i a  l a u g h e d ,  “ I ’ v e  l o v e d  t h i s  h o u s e
e v e r  s i n c e  I  w a s  a  k i d .  E v e r y  t i m e  I  p a s s  i t ,  I  a l w a y s  i m a g i n e  m y s e l f
l i v i n g  i n  i t  s o m e d a y .  B u t  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  I  l o v e  t h e  s n o w  a n d  I  j u s t
w a n n a  l a y  w i t h  y o u  f o r  a  w h i l e . ”  S o f i a  m o t i o n e d  f o r  S e b a s t i a n  t o  l a y  o n
t h e  s n o w  w i t h  h e r ,  a n d  h e  d i d .  

 B o t h  l a i d  i n  t h e  s t a r f i s h  p o s i t i o n  o n  s o m e  r a n d o m  l a w n ,  c o v e r e d  i n
s n o w ,  a n d  n e i t h e r  o f  t h e m  c o u l d  b e  h a p p i e r .  S e b a s t i a n  i n t e r l a c e d  h i s
f i n g e r s  w i t h  S o f i a ’ s  a n d  b o t h  l a i d  i n  s i l e n c e ,  e a c h  f e e l i n g  e u p h o r i a
f r o m  t h e  o t h e r ’ s  p r e s e n c e .  

 J a n u a r y  1 2 t h ,  2 0 1 7

 “ J u s t  s o  y o u  k n o w , ”  S o f i a  s t a r t e d ,  “ T o  t h i s  d a y ,  t h a t  w a s  t h e  b e s t  f i r s t
d a t e  I ’ v e  e v e r  h a d . ”  S h e  g a v e  a n  a w k w a r d  s m i l e  a t  S e b a s t i a n ,  w h o  s t i l l
s e e m e d  t o  h a v e  t r o u b l e  m a k i n g  e y e  c o n t a c t  w i t h  h e r  f r o m  t h e  o t h e r
s i d e  o f  t h e  t a b l e .  

 “ H a v e  y o u  b e e n  o n  o t h e r  f i r s t  d a t e s  s i n c e  w e  b r o k e  u p , ”  w a s  t h e  o n l y
t h i n g  S e b a s t i a n  s e e m e d  t o  g e t  o u t .  

 S o f i a  l o w e r e d  h e r  h e a d  i n  e m b a r r a s s m e n t .  S h e  h a d ,  b u t  S e b a s t i a n
d i d n ’ t  n e e d  t o  k n o w  t h a t .  

D e c e m b e r  1 5 t h ,  2 0 1 2

 T o d a y  w a s  S o f i a  a n d  S e b a s t i a n ’ s  o n e  y e a r  a n n i v e r s a r y .  S e b a s t i a n  s a i d
t h a t  h e  h a d  a  h u g e  d a t e  p l a n n e d  f o r  t o n i g h t ,  w h i c h  m a d e  S o f i a  e x c i t e d
b u t  a l s o  e x t r e m e l y  n e r v o u s .  

 S e b a s t i a n  a r r i v e d  a t  S o f i a ’ s  h o u s e  o n  t i m e  w i t h  o n e  t h i n g  i n  h i s  h a n d .
A  b l i n d  f o l d .  

 “ W h a t  t h e  h e l l  i s  t h a t ? ”  S o f i a  l a u g h e d  w h e n  s h e  s a w  i t .  

 “ I ’ m  g o n n a  n e e d  y o u  t o  w e a r  i t .  I t ’ s  a  s u r p r i s e , ”  S e b a s t i a n  s a i d  w i t h  a n
e x c i t e d  s m i l e  o n  h i s  f a c e .  

 D e f e a t e d ,  S o f i a  r e p l i e d ,  “ O k a y . ”  A n d  w o r e  t h e  b l i n d f o l d .  

 S o f i a  r o d e  i n  t h e  c a r  a s  S e b a s t i a n  d r o v e  f o r  a b o u t  t w e n t y  m i n u t e s
u n t i l  t h e  c a r  c a m e  t o  a  s u d d e n  s t o p .  



“ I ’ l l  b e  r i g h t  b a c k .  K e e p  t h a t  b l i n d f o l d  o n ! ”  S e b a s t i a n  s a i d  a s  h e  j u m p e d
o u t  o f  t h e  c a r .  

A  c o u p l e  o f  m i n u t e s  l a t e r ,  S o f i a ’ s  d o o r  s w u n g  o p e n ,  a n d  S e b a s t i a n  g r a b b e d
h e r  a r m ,  h e l p i n g  h e r  o u t  o f  t h e  c a r .  H e  g u i d e d  h e r  a  f e w  s t e p s  a n d  t o l d
h e r  s h e  c o u l d  t a k e  o f f  h e r  b l i n d f o l d .

 S o f i a  t o o k  o f f  h e r  b l i n d f o l d  r e v e a l i n g  a  h o u s e .  T h e  h o u s e .  T h e  h o u s e  t h e y
l a i d  i n  f r o n t  o f  d u r i n g  t h e i r  f i r s t  d a t e .  B u t  t h e r e  w a s  a  s i g n  o u t  f r o n t  o f
t h e  h o u s e .  “ J u s t  s o l d . ”

 S o f i a  w a s  s t a r i n g  a t  t h e  h o u s e  i n  a s t o n i s h m e n t  a s  S e b a s t i a n  s t a r t e d ,  “ I
b o u g h t  i t  t h e  d a y  a f t e r  o u r  d a t e .  M y  f a t h e r  a g r e e d  t o  p u t  i t  i n  h i s  n a m e  i f
I ’ l l  g i v e  h i m  p a y m e n t s .  E v e n  t h o u g h  I ’ l l  p r o b a b l y  o w e  h i m  f o r  t h e  r e s t  o f
m y  l i f e ,  i t ’ l l  b e  w o r t h  i t  t o  b e  a b l e  t o  s h a r e  a  h o m e  a n d  a  l i f e  w i t h  y o u . ”

 C o v e r i n g  h e r  m o u t h  i n  a w e ,  s h e  t u r n e d  a r o u n d  t o  S e b a s t i a n  w h o  w a s  o n
h i s  l e f t  k n e e  w i t h  a  b l a c k  b o x  i n  h i s  h a n d  h o l d i n g  a  g l i m m e r i n g  r i n g .  I t
t o o k  S o f i a  e v e r y t h i n g  s h e  h a d  t o  h o l d  b a c k  h e r  t e a r s .  

 “ S o f i a  G r a c e  H e n d e r s o n ,  I  l o v e  y o u .  I  l o v e  y o u  s o  m u c h .  I  k n o w  w e ’ v e  o n l y
b e e n  d a t i n g  a  y e a r ,  b u t  I  w a n t  t o  s p e n d  t h e  r e s t  o f  m y  l i f e  w i t h  y o u .  I  w a n t
t o  l i v e  i n  t h i s  h o u s e  w i t h  y o u .  I  w a n t  t o  r a i s e  k i d s  w i t h  y o u .  I  w a n t  t o  g r o w
o l d  w i t h  y o u .  I  c a n ’ t  i m a g i n e  m y  l i f e  w i t h o u t  y o u  i n  i t .  I  d o n ’ t  w a n t  t o
i m a g i n e  a  l i f e  w i t h o u t  y o u .  S o ,  w i l l  y o u  m a r r y  m e ? ”

 S o f i a  w i p e d  t h e  t e a r s  t h a t  w e r e  c o m i n g  d o w n  f r o m  h e r  f a c e .  “ Y e s .  Y e s .
Y E S ! ”  S h e  y e l l e d  e x c i t e d l y .  

A f t e r  S e b a s t i a n  p l a c e d  t h e  r i n g  o n  h e r  f i n g e r ,  s h e  j u m p e d  i n t o  h i s  a r m s
s c r e a m i n g  i n  j o y .  S o f i a  c o u l d  b e t  o n e  h u n d r e d  p e r c e n t  t h a t  t h e i r  n e w
n e i g h b o r s  c o u l d  h e a r  t h e m  i n  t h e i r  h o m e s ,  b u t  s h e  s i m p l y  d i d  n o t  c a r e .
S h e  d i d n ’ t  h a v e  a  s i n g l e  c a r e  i n  t h e  w o r l d .

J a n u a r y  1 2 t h ,  2 0 1 7

 S o f i a  p l a y e d  w i t h  h e r  w e d d i n g  r i n g  a s  s h e  a n d  S e b a s t i a n  t a l k e d  a b o u t
t h e i r  e n g a g e m e n t  s t o r y .  S h e  n e v e r  h a d  t h e  c o u r a g e  t o  t a k e  i t  o f f — e v e n  s i x
m o n t h s  a f t e r  t h e i r  d i v o r c e .  S h e  e v e n  l o o k e d  a t  i t  t h e  s a m e  w a y  s h e  d i d  t h e
f i r s t  n i g h t  S e b a s t i a n  p u t  i t  o n  h e r  f i n g e r .



J u n e  2 8 t h ,  2 0 1 3

 S o f i a  H e n d e r s o n  c h a n g e d  h e r  n a m e  t o  S o f i a  W a l k e r  o n  t h i s  d a y .  H e r
w e d d i n g  w a s  e v e r y t h i n g  s h e  c o u l d  h a v e  e v e r  w a n t e d .  S e b a s t i a n  a n d  S o f i a ’ s
c l o s e s t  f r i e n d s  a n d  f a m i l y  g a t h e r e d  i n  t h e  b a c k y a r d  o f  t h e i r  d r e a m  h o m e
w a t c h i n g  t h e  c e r e m o n y .  S e b a s t i a n  c r i e d  w h e n  h e  s a w  S o f i a  w a l k  d o w n  t h e
a i s l e  w i t h  h e r  f a t h e r ,  w h i c h  p r o m p t e d  e v e r y o n e  e l s e  t o  s t a r t  c r y i n g .  H e  s a w
h i s  l i f e  i n  h e r .  S h e  s a w  h e r  l i f e  i n  h i m .  S o f i a  a n d  S e b a s t i a n  m a d e  e a c h
o t h e r  c o m p l e t e .  F o r  a  l i t t l e  w h i l e ,  a t  l e a s t  a n d  t o  t h e m ,  t h a t  w a s  a l l  t h a t
m a t t e r e d .  

A p r i l  2 4 t h ,  2 0 1 5

 T h i s  w a s  t h e  d a y  S o f i a  l e a r n e d  t h a t  t h e i r  f a m i l y  w o u l d  b e  g r o w i n g  b y  o n e .
S o f i a  w a i t e d  a n x i o u s l y  u n t i l  S e b a s t i a n  c a m e  h o m e  f r o m  w o r k  t o  g i v e  h i m
t h e  n e w s .  A l l  d a y ,  s h e  l o o k e d  u p  f u n  a n d  e x c i t i n g  w a y s  t o  t e l l  y o u r  h u s b a n d
t h a t  y o u ’ r e  h a v i n g  a  b a b y ,  b u t  s h e  n e v e r  s e t t l e d  o n  a n y .  
 “ H e y ,  h o n e y ,  w h a t ’ s  u p ? ”  S e b a s t i a n  q u e s t i o n e d  w h e n  h e  w a l k e d  t h r o u g h
t h e  d o o r ,  k n o w i n g  r i g h t  a w a y  t h a t  S o f i a  w a s  a c t i n g  d i f f e r e n t .  

 “ I ’ m  p r e g n a n t , ”  S o f i a  b e a m e d ,  h a n d i n g  S e b a s t i a n  t h e  t e s t .  

 “ W e ’ r e  g o n n a  h a v e  a  b a b y ? ”  S e b a s t i a n  s o f t l y  r e s p o n d e d ,  p r o m p t i n g  S o f i a  t o
s h a k e  h e r  h e a d  i n  e x c i t e m e n t .  H i s  e n t i r e  l i f e ,  S e b a s t i a n  o n l y  w a n t e d  o n e
t h i n g —  t o  b e  a  f a t h e r .

 “ W e ’ r e  g o n n a  h a v e  a  b a b y . ”  S h e  c o n f i r m e d .  

S e b a s t i a n  g r a b b e d  S o f i a  g e n t l y  a n d  h e l d  h e r .  S o f i a ’ s  a r m s  w e r e  w r a p p e d
a r o u n d  t h e  n a p e  o f  S e b a s t i a n ’ s  n e c k .  B o t h  e x p e r i e n c i n g  p u r e  j o y .  

J a n u a r y  1 2 t h ,  2 0 1 7

 “ Y o u ’ r e  r e a l l y  g o i n g  t o  b r i n g  u p  J a c k ? ”  S o f i a  a s k e d  d e f e n s i v e l y .  

 “ S o f ,  w e  h a v e  t o .  Y o u  k n o w  t h a t ’ s  w h e n  w e  c h a n g e d , ”  S e b a s t i a n  r e p l i e d .

 S o f i a  s h o o k  h e r  h e a d ,  k n o w i n g  t h a t  h e  w a s  r i g h t .  

 J a c k  w a s  a l w a y s  s u c h  a  s e n s i t i v e  s u b j e c t  t o  S o f i a .  S h e  n e v e r  e v e n  t a l k e d
a b o u t  h i m  t o  a n y o n e  e l s e  a f t e r  w h a t  h a p p e n e d .  

J u l y  3 r d ,  2 0 1 5

 T o d a y  w a s  t h e  d a y  t h e  d o c t o r  c o u l d n ’ t  f i n d  J a c k s o n  W a l k e r ’ s  h e a r t b e a t
a n y m o r e .  S o f i a  w a s  h y s t e r i c a l  i n  t h e  d o c t o r ’ s  o f f i c e ,  l o o k i n g  t o  S e b a s t i a n
f o r  c o m f o r t ,  b u t  h e  w a s  c o m p l e t e l y  n u m b .  H i s  f a c e  h e l d  n o  e x p r e s s i o n .  

 



A f t e r  t h e y  l e f t  t h e  d o c t o r ’ s  o f f i c e ,  S o f i a  t r i e d  t o  p r o m p t  a  c o n v e r s a t i o n
b e t w e e n  S e b a s t i a n .  

 “ T a l k  t o  m e ,  p l e a s e . ”  S o f i a  p l e a d e d  w i t h  h e r  h u s b a n d .  

 T h e  c a r  r i d e  w a s  s i l e n t .  I t  s e e m e d  l i k e  e v e r y t h i n g  a f t e r  J a c k  w a s  s i l e n t .  

O c t o b e r  1 0 t h ,  2 0 1 5

 T o d a y  w a s  t h e  d a y  S o f i a  h a d  d i s c o v e r e d  S e b a s t i a n ’ s  s e c r e t  s t a s h  o f
a l c o h o l  u n d e r  h i s  s p o t  i n  t h e i r  b e d .  S o f i a  p i c k e d  u p  e x t r a  h o u r s  a t  w o r k
a f t e r  t h e  l o s s  o f  h e r  c h i l d  t o  h e l p  c o p e ,  b u t  i t  w a s n ’ t  e n o u g h .  S h e  n e e d e d
h e r  h u s b a n d ,  w h o  s e e m e d  t o  t r y  t o  b a n d a g e  t h e  a c h e  w i t h  a l c o h o l .  

 S o f i a  l a i d  i n  b e d ,  a l o n e ,  r e a d i n g  h e r  b o o k .  S e b a s t i a n  s t u m b l e d  i n  t h e
r o o m ,  r e e k i n g  o f  a l c o h o l ,  n o t  s a y i n g  a  s i n g l e  w o r d .  S o f i a  d e c i d e d  t o  b r e a k
t h e  a w k w a r d  s i l e n c e .  

 “ D o  y o u  n e e d  h e l p ? ”  

 S e b a s t i a n  s i t s  u p ,  “ W h a t ? ”  H i s  s e n t e n c e  l e a v e s  t h e  a r o m a  o f  a l c o h o l .  H e
g e n u i n e l y  l o o k e d  s u r p r i s e d  b y  h i s  w i f e ’ s  a c c u s a t i o n s .

 “ I  f o u n d  y o u r  p i l e  o f  a l c o h o l .  I ’ m  a s k i n g  y o u ,  a s  y o u r  b e s t  f r i e n d ,  a s  y o u r
w i f e ,  d o  I  n e e d  t o  g e t  y o u  h e l p ? ”  

 “ W h o  a r e  y o u  t o  c o m e  t o  m e  a s k i n g  t h a t ?  W h o  d o  y o u  t h i n k  y o u  a r e ? ”

 “ I  a m  y o u r  W I F E .  Y o u ’ r e  n o t  t h e  o n l y  o n e  w h o  l o s t  s o m e o n e  h e r e .  I  l o s t
m y  s o n  t o o .  A n d  a t  t h i s  r a t e ,  I ’ l l  l o s e  m y  h u s b a n d . ”  

 S e b a s t i a n  l o o k e d  a t  S o f i a  w i t h  a  l o o k  o f  r a g e  t h a t  s h e  h a d  n e v e r  s e e n  i n
h e r  w h o l e  l i f e .  I n s t e a d  o f  r e p l y i n g  t o  h e r ,  S e b a s t i a n  t u r n e d  t h e  l i g h t  o f f
a n d  w e n t  t o  s l e e p .  T h a t  w a s  t h e  l a s t  t i m e  t h e y  h a d  e v e r  s l e p t  n e x t  t o  e a c h
o t h e r ,  a n d  t h e r e  w a s  n o  l o v e  i n  t h a t  b e d r o o m .  

J u n e  1 2 t h ,  2 0 1 6

 T o d a y  w a s  t h e  l a s t  d a y  S e b a s t i a n  a n d  S o f i a  W a l k e r  w e r e  a  m a r r i e d
c o u p l e .  T h e y  n e v e r  s p o k e .  T h e y  n e v e r  a t e  t o g e t h e r .  E v e r  s i n c e  S o f i a
c o n f r o n t e d  S e b a s t i a n ,  h e  s l e p t  o n  t h e  c o u c h  n e x t  t o  a  b o t t l e  o f  a l c o h o l .
S o f i a  w a s  m e n t a l l y  e x h a u s t e d .  S h e  w a s  d r a i n e d .  

 S o f i a  h a d  w o k e n  u p  o n  J u n e  1 2 t h  a n d  t o l d  S e b a s t i a n  t h r o u g h  c o p i o u s
a m o u n t s  o f  t e a r s  s h e  w a s  s t a y i n g  w i t h  h e r  m o t h e r  a n d  t h a t  s h e ’ d  s e n d
o v e r  d i v o r c e  p a p e r s .  S e b a s t i a n  w a s  t o o  i n t o x i c a t e d  t o  k n o w  w h a t  s h e  h a d
s a i d .  



S e b a s t i a n  w o k e  u p  i n  t h e  m o r n i n g  o f  J u n e  1 3 t h  w o n d e r i n g  w h e r e  h i s  w i f e
w a s ,  t h e n  h e  c h e c k e d  t h e  m a i l .  D i v o r c e  p a p e r s .  

J a n u a r y  1 1 t h ,  2 0 1 7

 S o f i a  h a d  h e a r d  f r o m  S e b a s t i a n  t o d a y .  T h i s  w a s  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  S e b a s t i a n
h a d  r e a c h e d  o u t  t o  h e r  s i n c e  s h e  l e f t .  T h e  f i r s t  t i m e .  H e r  h u s b a n d ,  h e r
b e s t  f r i e n d ,  t h e  f a t h e r  o f  h e r  c h i l d ,  t o o k  s i x  m o n t h s  t o  f i n a l l y  r e a c h  o u t
a f t e r  s h e  l e f t .  S h e  h a d  n o  o t h e r  c h o i c e  t h a n  t o  g o .  S h e  d e s e r v e d  c l o s u r e .
S h e  n e e d e d  t o  k n o w  w h y .  

J a n u a r y  1 2 t h ,  2 0 1 7

 “ S o f i a ,  I - I  a m  s o  s o r r y .  I ’ m  s o b e r .  I ’ m  t o g e t h e r .  I  g o t  a  b e t t e r  j o b .  W e  s t i l l
h a v e  o u r  h o u s e .  W e  c a n  h a v e  a  b e t t e r  f u t u r e .  I  k n o w  i t .  W h y  d o n ’ t  y o u
g i v e  u s  a  s e c o n d  c h a n c e ? ”  S e b a s t i a n  p l e a d e d .  

 S o f i a  g o t  u p  f r o m  t h e  t a b l e  a n d  s t o o d  b e s i d e  S e b a s t i a n ,  t a k i n g  h i s  f a c e
i n  h e r  h a n d s ,  “ S e b a s t i a n ,  y o u  w e r e  t h e  f i r s t  m a n  I  e v e r  l o v e d .  Y o u  w e r e
t h e  o n l y  m a n  I  t h o u g h t  I ’ d  e v e r  l o v e .  B u t  s i x  m o n t h s .  S i x .  T h a t ’ s  h o w  l o n g
i t  t o o k  y o u  t o  r e a c h  o u t .  Y o u  a r e  m y  p e r s o n ,  S e b .  I f  w e  a r e  t r u l y  m e a n t  t o
b e ,  t h e  u n i v e r s e  w i l l  e v e n t u a l l y  b r i n g  u s  b a c k  t o g e t h e r ,  I  p r o m i s e  y o u .  F o r
r i g h t  n o w ,  I  n e e d  t o  l e t  y o u  g o .  Y o u  n e e d  t o  l e t  m e  l e t  y o u  g o . ”  S o f i a
p l a c e d  a  k i s s  o n  h i s  c h e e k .  

 “ I  w i l l  a l w a y s  l o v e  y o u ,  S o f i a  G r a c e  H e n d e r s o n . ”  S e b a s t i a n  w h i s p e r e d .  
 “ G o o d b y e ,  S e b a s t i a n . ”  S o f i a  c h o k e d  o u t  a n d  a f t e r  a l l  t h e s e  m o n t h s ,  s h e
t o o k  o f f  h e r  w e d d i n g  r i n g  a n d  p l a c e d  i t  o n  t h e  t a b l e  i n  f r o n t  o f  S e b a s t i a n .  

S o f i a  d e s p e r a t e l y  w a n t e d  t o  t e l l  S e b a s t i a n  t h a t  s h e  l o v e d  h i m ,  b u t  t h e
w o r d s  w o u l d n ’ t  c o m e  o u t .  H e r  b r a i n  w o u l d n ’ t  l e t  h e r  s a y  i t .  S h e  t o o k  o n e
l a s t  l o o k  a t  h i m  a n d  w a l k e d  o u t  o f  t h e  d i n e r  a n d  b a c k  i n t o  h e r  c r i m s o n
r e d  H o n d a  A c c o r d .
 
 U n b e k n o w n s t  t o  S o f i a ,  t h a t  w o u l d  b e  t h e  l a s t  t i m e  s h e  e v e r  s a w
S e b a s t i a n  W a l k e r .  H e  h a d  l i e d  t o  h e r — S e b a s t i a n  w a s  a n y t h i n g  b u t  s o b e r .
T h e  o n l y  t h i n g  h e  e v e r  i m p r o v e d  o v e r  s i x  m o n t h s  w a s  i m p r o v i n g  h i s  l i e s
a n d  h i d i n g  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  h e  w a s  a l w a y s  u n d e r  t h e  i n f l u e n c e .  A f t e r
S e b a s t i a n  l e f t  t h e  d i n e r ,  h e  w o u l d  g e t  i n t o  a n  a c c i d e n t  t h a t  w o u l d  c l a i m
h i s  l i f e ,  a n d  S o f i a  w o u l d  f i n d  o u t  a  f e w  h o u r s  l a t e r .  T h e  p a r a m e d i c s  w o u l d
o n l y  f i n d  o n e  t h i n g  o n  h i s  p e r s o n ,  S o f i a ’ s  w e d d i n g  r i n g ,  s t i l l  h e l d  e v e r  s o
t i g h t l y  i n  h i s  g r a s p .  

 W i t h  S e b a s t i a n  s t i l l  s i t t i n g  i n  t h e  d i n e r ,  S o f i a  b r o k e  d o w n  i n  h e r  c a r .
R a i n  d r o p s  p a t t e r i n g  o n  h e r  c a r  w i n d o w s ,  d r o w n i n g  o u t  t h e  s o u n d s  o f  h e r
c r i e s .  F o u r  w o r d s  k e p t  c o u r s i n g  t h r o u g h  h e r  h e a d ,  h e r  v e i n s ,  a n d  h e r
h e a r t .  A f t e r  a l l  t h i s  t i m e ,  a l l  t h i s  p a i n ,  t h e  o n l y  t h i n g  t h a t  S o f i a  c o u l d
t h i n k  w a s  ‘ I  s t i l l  l o v e  h i m . ’

T H E  V A N G U A R D   |    



W a l k i n g  u p  t h e  s t o n e  s t e p s  o f  t h e  f u n e r a l  p a r l o r ,  K e l s e y  c o u l d  b a r e l y  m o v e
h e r  l e g s .  T h e  f u n e r a l  h o m e  w a s  e n o r m o u s .  I t  h a d  a  h u g e  r o o f  w i t h  p o i n t e d
s p i r e s ,  a n d  a l l  t h e  s i d i n g  w a s  b u i l t  u s i n g  l a r g e  b r o w n  s t o n e s .  T h e  p l a c e
l o o k e d  l i k e  i t  w a s  a b o u t  1 0 0  y e a r s  o l d ,  w i t h  w a l l p a p e r  t h a t  h a d  y e l l o w  s t a i n s
n e a r  t h e  b o t t o m  o f  i t  a n d  c h a i r s  w i t h  c u s h i o n s  w e r e  s a g g i n g  t o  t h e  f l o o r .  S h e
c o u l d  s m e l l  t h e  s c e n t  o f  f r e s h l y  b r e w e d  g r e e n  t e a  a n d  n e w l y  c u t  r o s e s .
U s u a l l y ,  K e l s e y  l o v e d  t h e  s m e l l  o f  t e a  a n d  f l o w e r s ,  b u t  a l l  s h e  c o u l d  f e e l  w a s
s u f f o c a t e d  b e c a u s e  o f  a l l  t h e  e m o t i o n s  i n s i d e  h e r .  H e r  h e a d  h u n g  l o w ,  a n d
h e r  e y e s  w e r e  g l a s s y  a s  s h e  m a d e  h e r  w a y  i n t o  t h e  p a r l o r .  A l l  t h e  w a y  t h e r e ,
h e r  m o m  c l u n g  t o  K e l s e y ’ s  b r o t h e r  J e f f  a s  i f  h e r  l i f e  d e p e n d e d  o n  i t .  T h e y
h a d n ’ t  l e f t  e a c h  o t h e r ’ s  s i d e  s i n c e  t h e y  h e a r d  t h e  n e w s .  I t  h a d  b e e n  f i v e  d a y s
s i n c e  s h e  h e a r d  a b o u t  h e r  b e l o v e d  g r a n d m o t h e r ’ s  p a s s i n g .  I t  h a d  b e e n  a
s u r p r i s e  f o r  h e r ,  b u t  a p p a r e n t l y  n o t  f o r  t h e  r e s t  o f  h e r  f a m i l y .  
  
“ S t a g e  f o u r  p a n c r e a t i c  c a n c e r , ”  h e r  m o t h e r  h a d  t o l d  h e r  i n  a  w a y  t h a t  K e l s e y
c o u l d  s e e  w a s  v e r y  r e m o v e d .  “ T h e y  g a v e  h e r  s i x  m o n t h s ,  b u t  w e  h a d  a  f u l l
y e a r  w i t h  h e r .  Y o u r  g r a n d m o t h e r  k n e w  h o w  h a r d  t h i s  w o u l d  b e  f o r  y o u ,  a n d
s h e  d i d n ’ t  w a n t  t o  w o r r y  y o u  w i t h  t h e  d e t a i l s . ”
 
 K e l s e y  c o u l d n ’ t  b e l i e v e  t h a t  s h e  h a d  b e e n  k e p t  o u t  o f  s o m e t h i n g  s o  s e r i o u s .
I t  w a s n ’ t  f a i r .  S h e  c o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  s o  m u c h  m o r e  s u p p o r t i v e  h a d  s h e  k n o w n .
T h e  p a s t  f i v e  d a y s  h a d  b e e n  s o  h a r d  f o r  h e r .  S h e  h a d n ’ t  e a t e n  a  f u l l  m e a l  a n d
h a d  b a r e l y  g o t t e n  o u t  o f  b e d  i n  t h e  m o r n i n g .  S c h o o l  w a s  o u t  o f  t h e  q u e s t i o n
b e c a u s e  s h e  c o u l d n ’ t  t a k e  t h e  s y m p a t h e t i c  s t a r e s  o f  h e r  f r i e n d s  a n d  t h e  “ i t ’ s
g o i n g  t o  b e  o k a y ”  a n d  “ s h e ’ s  i n  a  b e t t e r  p l a c e ”  c o m m e n t s  a n y m o r e .  S h e
w a n t e d  t o  t a l k  t o  s o m e o n e ,  b u t  n o  o n e  u n d e r s t o o d  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  s h e  a n d
h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  s h a r e d .  H e r  m o m ,  w h i l e  s h e  h a d  b e e n  u p s e t ,  h a d  g r o w n
a p a r t  f r o m  h e r  m o t h e r  o v e r  t h e  p a s t  f e w  y e a r s .  E v e r  s i n c e  t h e i r  f i g h t ,  t h e i r
r e l a t i o n s h i p  h a d n ’ t  b e e n  t h e  s a m e .  

“ W h y  c a n ’ t  y o u  t r e a t  K e l s e y  l i k e  J e f f , ”  s h e  h a d  o n c e  h e a r d  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r
s a y  t o  h e r  m o m .  “ I t ’ s  n o t  f a i r .  Y o u  h o l d  h e r  t o  a  s t a n d a r d  t h a t  y o u  w o u l d
n e v e r  e x p e c t  o f  J e f f .  A n d  w h e n  s h e  d o e s n ’ t  l i v e  u p  t o  i t ,  y o u  t e a r  h e r  d o w n
w h i l e  y o u  c o d d l e  y o u r  s o n .  I t  b r e a k s  m y  h e a r t  t o  s e e  h e r  t h i s  u p s e t  a l l  t h e
t i m e . ”  

 “ M o m ,  I  f r a n k l y  d o  n o t  s e e  h o w  a n y  o f  t h i s  i s  y o u r  b u s i n e s s ,  b u t  w h a t  I  w i l l
s a y  t o  y o u  i s  t h a t  I  t r e a t  K e l s e y  a n d  J e f f  t h e  s a m e .  I t ’ s  n o t  m y  f a u l t  t h a t  J e f f
i s  t h e  e a s i e r  c h i l d ,  a n d  o u r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  m u c h  s m o o t h e r , ”  s h e  h a d  h e a r d
h e r  m o m  r e s p o n d .  

The Goodbye
By: Madison Laganella



I t ’ s  t r u e ,  K e l s e y  a r g u e d  w i t h  h e r  m o m  m o r e ,  w h i l e  J e f f  w a s  a l w a y s  g i v e n  t h e
t h i n g s  t h a t  K e l s e y  h a d  t o  f i g h t  f o r .  H e  w a s  a l l o w e d  t o  g o  o u t  a n d  b r e a k
c u r f e w ,  w h i l e  K e l s e y  g o t  i n  t r o u b l e  f o r  b e i n g  e v e n  a  m i n u t e  l a t e .  H e r
g r a n d m o t h e r  h a d  u n d e r s t o o d  h e r  a n d  h a d  c o n s t a n t l y  r e m i n d e d  h e r  t h a t
s h e  w a s  l o v e d  a n d  c a r e d  f o r  e v e n  w h e n  s h e  d i d n ’ t  s e e  i t .  

“ I  k n o w  h o n e y , ”  s h e  w o u l d  s a y .  “ I t  i s  n o t  f a i r ,  b u t  s o o n  t h i s  w i l l  a l l  b e  o v e r .
Y o u  h a v e  t w o  y e a r s  t i l l  y o u  g e t  t o  g o  o f f  t o  c o l l e g e ,  a n d  m a y b e  y o u  c a n
w o r k  o n  b u i l d i n g  a  b e t t e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  h e r  t h e n .  Y o u  k n o w  h o w  t h e  o l d
s a y i n g  g o e s ,  ‘ A b s e n c e  m a k e s  t h e  h e a r t  g r o w  f o n d e r . ’  M a y b e  s o m e  t i m e
a p a r t  w i l l  b e  g o o d  f o r  y o u . ”  

T h e  i d e a  o f  h a v i n g  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  b y  h e r  s i d e  w h e n  s h e  w a s  d r o p p e d  o f f
a t  c o l l e g e  h a d  m a d e  K e l s e y ’ s  h e a r t  w a r m  w i t h  j o y .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  h e r
g r a n d m o t h e r  w o u l d  n e v e r  b e  a b l e  t o  s e e  h e r  g r a d u a t e .  K e l s e y ’ s  e y e s
s t a r t e d  t o  w a t e r  a g a i n .  S h e  h a d  n o  i d e a  h o w  s h e  w a s  g o i n g  t o  g e t  t h r o u g h
t h i s .  T h e r e  w e r e  p e o p l e  e v e r y w h e r e .  S o m e  w e r e  a d m i r i n g  t h e  c o l l a g e s  o f
p h o t o s  t h a t  l i n e d  t h e  r i g h t  s i d e  o f  t h e  r o o m ,  w h i l e  o t h e r s  t o o k  t h e i r  s e a t s
i n  t h e  s e a  o f  c h a i r s  t h a t  h a d  b e e n  p u t  o u t  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  t h e  f l o o r .  W h i l e
s h e  s a t  i n  o n e  o f  t h e  c h a i r s  i n  t h e  b a c k  o f  t h e  p a r l o r ,  s h e  t r i e d  t o  k e e p  h e r
e y e s  t r a i n e d  o n  t h e  p a t t e r n s  t h a t  l i n e d  t h e  t a c k y  r e d  c a r p e t  b e n e a t h  h e r .
H e r  m o m  w a s  s t a n d i n g  n e x t  t o  J e f f  b y  t h e  a i s l e ,  s h a k i n g  h a n d s  w i t h  p e o p l e
o f f e r i n g  c o n d o l e n c e s ,  a n d  h u g g i n g  p e o p l e  a s  t h e y  c r i e d  o n  h e r  s h o u l d e r .
E v e r y  n o w  a n d  t h e n  K e l s e y  w o u l d  s e e  J e f f  h u g  t h e i r  m o m  o r  s q u e e z e  h e r
h a n d .  I t  w a s  a  s w e e t  g e s t u r e  t h a t  s h e  w i s h e d  s h e  c o u l d  b e  a  p a r t  o f .
H o w e v e r ,  s h e  k n e w  t h a t  i t  w o u l d n ’ t  b e  t h e  s a m e  i f  s h e  s t o o d  u p  t h e r e  w i t h
t h e m .   

A s  s h e  w a t c h e d  m o r e  a n d  m o r e  p e o p l e  g a t h e r  a t  t h e  s e a t s  i n  t h e i r  n i c e s t
b l a c k  d r e s s e s  a n d  s u i t s ,  s h e  t h o u g h t  a b o u t  h o w  s i l l y  t h i s  a l l  w a s .  T h e y
w e r e  a l l  c r y i n g  a n d  l i t t l e  d i d  t h e y  k n o w ,  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  w o u l d  h a v e  h a t e d
s e e i n g  i t .  T h e  l a s t  f u n e r a l  s h e  a t t e n d e d  w a s  f o r  h e r  c o u s i n  S t e v e  w h o  d i e d
o f  o l d  a g e ,  a n d  s h e  a n d  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  h a d  b e e n  t h e r e  t o g e t h e r .  A s  t h e y
h a d  b e e n  w a l k i n g  u p  t h e  a i s l e  t o  s a y  t h e i r  l a s t  g o o d b y e s ,  K e l s e y  h a d
s t a r t e d  c r y i n g .  H e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  h a d  t a k e n  h e r  h a n d  a n d  h e l d  h e r  c l o s e .

 “ Y o u  k n o w  w h a t ,  K e l s e y ,  I  r e a l l y  d o  n o t  s e e  t h e  p o i n t  i n  t h e s e  f u n e r a l s .
W h a t  d e a d  p e r s o n  w o u l d  w a n t  t o  s e e  a  b u n c h  o f  t h e i r  r e l a t i v e s  g a t h e r e d
a r o u n d  t o g e t h e r  c r y i n g  o v e r  t h e m .  I  m o s t  c e r t a i n l y  w o u l d  n o t , ”  s h e  h a d
s a i d .

 “ B u t  g r a n d m a ,  I ’ m  g o i n g  t o  m i s s  S t e v e .  H e  w a s  a l w a y s  s o  g o o d  t o  u s  a l l .
R e m e m b e r  t h a t  t i m e  w h e n  h e  d r e s s e d  u p  a s  S a n t a  f o r  C h r i s t m a s ,  a n d  h e  l e t
u s  t a k e  t u r n s  s i t t i n g  o n  h i s  l a p , ”  K e l s e y  h a d  s a i d .  



 “ I  d o ,  b u t  i f  t h e r e  i s  o n e  t h i n g ,  I  h a v e  l e a r n e d  i n  m y  l i f e  i t  i s  t h a t  l i f e  i s
f o r  t h e  l i v i n g .  T h e r e  i s  n o  u s e  c r y i n g  o v e r  t h i n g s  y o u  c a n  n o t  c o n t r o l ,  a n d
t h e r e  i s  n o  u s e  s p e n d i n g  y o u r  e n t i r e  l i f e  m o u r n i n g  t h o s e  w h o  a r e  n e v e r
c o m i n g  b a c k .  W h a t  y o u  s h o u l d  d o  i n s t e a d ,  i s  l i v e  t h e  b e s t  l i f e  p o s s i b l e ,  a n d
h o l d  t h o s e  y o u  h a v e  l o s t  c l o s e  t o  y o u r  h e a r t .  T h a t  w a y ,  n o  m a t t e r  w h e r e
y o u  a r e ,  t h e y  w i l l  a l w a y s  b e  w i t h  y o u . ”  

E v e n  t h o u g h  K e l s e y  t r i e d  t o  r e m e m b e r  w h a t  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  h a d  t o l d  h e r
t h a t  d a y  s h e  c o u l d  n o t  h e l p  b u t  s t i l l  b e  e m o t i o n a l .  T h a t  m o t h e r l y  w i s d o m
w a s  s o m e t h i n g  s h e  w o u l d  n e v e r  g e t  b a c k .
 
K e l s e y  c o u l d n ’ t  w a i t  t o  l e a v e  t h e  f u n e r a l  h o m e .  T h e  b r i g h t  o v e r h e a d  l i g h t s
o f  t h e  t h r e e  c h a n d e l i e r s  t h a t  h u n g  a b o v e  w e r e  s t a r t i n g  t o  g i v e  h e r  a
h e a d a c h e .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  s h e  s t i l l  h a d  t o  s u r v i v e  t h e  l u n c h e o n  a f t e r w a r d s
w h e r e  s h e  w a s  s u r e  s h e  w o u l d  h a v e  t o  t a l k  t o  s o m e b o d y  a b o u t  h o w  s h e
w a s  d o i n g .  T h e  l u n c h e o n  w a s  b e i n g  h e l d  a t  o n e  o f  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r ’ s
f a v o r i t e  I t a l i a n  r e s t a u r a n t s ,  P a t r i z i o ’ s ,  a n d  a l l  K e l s e y  c o u l d  t h i n k  a b o u t
w a s  t h e  l a s t  t i m e  s h e  h a d  b e e n  t h e r e .  

  “ G r a n d m a ,  I  h a v e  s o m e  e x c i t i n g  n e w s ”  K e l s e y  h a d  s a i d ,  w h i l e  t h e y  w e r e
s i t t i n g  a  P a t r i z i o ’ s  o v e r  t w o  p l a t e s  o f  t h e i r  b e s t  f e t t u c c i n i .  “ I  r e c e i v e d  a
l e t t e r  f r o m  N o t r e  D a m e  y e s t e r d a y ,  a n d  I  j u s t  h a d  t o  t e l l  y o u  i n  p e r s o n .  I
g o t  i n !  I  a m  g o i n g  t o  m y  d r e a m  s c h o o l  w i t h  a  f u l l  a c a d e m i c  s c h o l a r s h i p ! ”

  “ O h  m y  g o o d n e s s ,  K e l s e y !  T h a t  i s  s o  e x c i t i n g , ”  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  h a d
e x c l a i m e d ,  h e r  e y e s  f i l l i n g  w i t h  t e a r s .  “ I  j u s t  k n e w  y o u  h a d  i t  i n  y o u .  Y o u ’ r e
g o n n a  m o v e  o n t o  b i g g e r  a n d  b e t t e r  t h i n g s .  H o w  d i d  y o u r  m o t h e r  t a k e  t h e
n e w s ? ”  

  “ S h e  w a s  e x c i t e d , ”  K e l s e y  h a d  s a i d ,  h e r  e y e s  l o o k i n g  d o w n  a t  t h e  t a b l e ,
“ b u t  s h e  h a d  t o  r u s h  t o  t a k e  J e f f  t o  s o c c e r  p r a c t i c e ,  s o  w e  d i d n ’ t  g e t  a
c h a n c e  t o  t a l k . ”

 “ I  s e e , ”  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  h a d  s a i d ,  w i t h  a  p a i n e d  l o o k  i n  h e r  e y e s .  “ H o w
a b o u t  w e  c e l e b r a t e  y o u r  g o o d  n e w s  w i t h  s o m e  c h e e s e c a k e ?  I  k n o w  i t ’ s  y o u r
f a v o r i t e . ”

  “ Y o u  k n o w  m e  s o  w e l l ,  G r a n d m a !  Y o u  a l w a y s  h a v e , ”  K e l s e y  h a d  s a i d ,  w i t h
a  r e n e w e d  s m i l e  t h a t  h a d  r e a c h e d  h e r  e y e s .  

 T h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  d i n n e r  t h e y  s p e n t  p l a n n i n g  o u t  h o w  h e r  d o r m  w o u l d  l o o k ,
w h a t  k i n d  o f  r o o m m a t e  s h e  w a n t e d ,  a n d  w h a t  c l a s s e s  s h e  w a s  h o p i n g  t o
t a k e .  K e l s e y  h a d  l e f t  t h e  r e s t a u r a n t  w i t h  a  s m i l e  f r o m  e a r  t o  e a r .  S h e  h a d
b e e n  s o  e x c i t e d  f o r  h e r  f i r s t  d a y  o f  c o l l e g e ,  w h e r e  s h e  c o u l d  b e  f r e e  t o  l i v e
w i t h o u t  t h e  t h r e a t  o f  h e r  m o t h e r  l o o m i n g  f r o m  b e h i n d ,  a n d  w i t h o u t  t h e
s t a n d a r d  o f  h e r  p e r f e c t  b r o t h e r  t o  l i v e  u p  t o .  T h i n g s  h a d  b e e n  f i n a l l y
s t a r t i n g  t o  t u r n  a r o u n d  f o r  h e r ,  a n d  s h e  h a d  b e e n  e x c i t e d  t o  s e e  w h a t  l i f e
h a d  i n  s t o r e  f o r  h e r  i n  t h e  f u t u r e .  

    



 “ H e y ,  K e l s e y , ”  h e r  m o t h e r  c a l l e d ,  b r i n g i n g  h e r  m i n d  b a c k  t o  t h e  f u n e r a l .
“ W h y  d o n ’ t  y o u  s t a n d  u p  a n d  s h a k e  h a n d s  w i t h  p e o p l e  f o r  a  w h i l e .  Y o u r
b r o t h e r  a n d  I  a r e  g o i n g  t o  g o  o u t s i d e  f o r  a  f e w  m i n u t e s  a n d  g e t  s o m e
a i r . ”

 “ Y e a h ,  w h a t e v e r ,  t h a t ’ s  f i n e ,  M o m , ”  K e l s e y  s a i d  w i t h  a  s i g h .

 K e l s e y  w a l k e d  o v e r  t o  w h e r e  h e r  m o m  a n d  J e f f  h a d  b e e n  s t a n d i n g .  H e r
l e g s  w e r e  s h a k i n g ,  a n d  h e r  e y e s  w e r e  s t a r i n g  a t  t h e  f l o o r .  O n e  b y  o n e
c h u r c h  m e m b e r s ,  n e i g h b o r s ,  f r i e n d s ,  a n d  f a m i l y  o f  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r
c a m e  u p  a n d  g a v e  h u g s  a n d  a p o l o g i e s  t o  h e r .  S h e  h e a r d  s t o r y  a f t e r
s t o r y  a b o u t  h o w  w o n d e r f u l  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  w a s  a n d  h o w  s h e  h a d  c a r e d
f o r  s o  m a n y  p e o p l e .  I t  t o u c h e d  K e l s e y ' s  h e a r t  b u t  b r o k e  h e r  d o w n  a l l  a t
t h e  s a m e  t i m e .  W h y  d i d  i t  h a v e  t o  b e  h e r ?  K e l s e y  n e e d e d  h e r  m o r e  t h a n
a n y t h i n g  a t  t h i s  v e r y  m o m e n t ,  a n d  s h e  w a s n ’ t  t h e r e  f o r  h e r .  S h e  w o u l d
n e v e r  a g a i n  b e  t h e r e  f o r  h e r .  I t  w a s n ’ t  f a i r .  A l l  t h e s e  p e o p l e  a r o u n d  h e r
w e r e  c r y i n g  o n  t h e  s h o u l d e r s  o f  a n o t h e r  p e r s o n  o r  w e r e  t a l k i n g  a b o u t
t h e  p a s t  w i t h  p e o p l e  w h o  l o v e d  t h e m  a n d  w e r e  w i l l i n g  t o  l i s t e n .  H e r
g r a n d m o t h e r  h a d  b e e n  t h a t  p e r s o n  f o r  h e r ,  a n d  n o w  K e l s e y  h a d  n o  o n e .  

K e l s e y  w a t c h e d  J e f f  a n d  h e r  m o m  w a l k  b a c k  i n t o  t h e  r o o m  a r m  i n  a r m ,
a n d  s h e  s u d d e n l y  h a d  a n  u r g e  t o  t r y  a n d  m a k e  h e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  h e r
m o m  r i g h t .  S h e  w a l k e d  o v e r  a n d  g r a b b e d  h e r  m o m  b y  t h e  a r m .

 “ H e y  m o m ,  I  r e a l l y  n e e d  t o  t a l k  t o  y o u .  C a n  w e  g o  o u t s i d e  f o r  a
m i n u t e ? ”  s h e  a s k e d .  

  “ S u r e  s w e e t i e , ”  s h e  s a i d ,  “ J e f f ,  g o  s t a n d  b y  t h e  d o o r  a n d  t h a n k  p e o p l e
f o r  c o m i n g .  I ’ l l  b e  j u s t  o u t s i d e  w i t h  y o u r  s i s t e r  i f  y o u  n e e d  m e . ”

 K e l s e y  a n d  h e r  m o m  w a l k e d  o u t  o f  t h e  r o o m ,  d o w n  t h e  h a l l w a y  o f
m o u r n e r s  w a i t i n g  t o  s a y  t h e i r  f i n a l  g o o d b y e s ,  a n d  d o w n  t h e  s t e p s  o f  t h e
p a r l o r  u n t i l  t h e y  g o t  t o  t h e  l a r g e  o a k  t r e e  w i t h  a  s w i n g i n g  c h a i r
u n d e r n e a t h  i t .  A s  t h e y  s a t  i n  t h e  c h a i r ,  K e l s e y  c o u l d  f e e l  h e r  h e a r t
b e a t i n g  a  m i l e  a  m i n u t e .  H e r  h a n d s  w e r e  g e t t i n g  c l a m m y ,  a n d  h e r  v o i c e
s t a r t e d  t o  s h a k e  a s  s h e  s a i d ,  “ M o m ,  I  r e a l l y  t h i n k  i t ’ s  t i m e  t h a t  y o u  a n d  I
w o r k  o u t  o u r  r e l a t i o n s h i p . ”

 “ N o w ,  K e l s e y , ”  h e r  m o t h e r  s a i d ,  s o u n d i n g  s h o c k e d .  “ D o n ’ t  y o u  t h i n k  I
h a v e  e n o u g h  o n  m y  p l a t e  t o  d e a l  w i t h .  I ’ m  a b o u t  t o  b u r y  m y  m o t h e r . ”

 “ Y o u  d o n ’ t  t h i n k  t h i s  i s  h a r d  f o r  m e  t o o ? ”  K e l s e y  s a i d ,  t h e  h u r t  c l e a r  i n
h e r  v o i c e .  “ S h e  w a s  m y  b e s t  f r i e n d ,  a n d  n o w  t h a t  I  l o s t  h e r ,  I  d o n ’ t  h a v e
a n y o n e .  Y o u  a n d  J e f f  h a v e  e a c h  o t h e r ,  w h o  d o  I  h a v e ? ”

    



 “ K e l s e y ,  I  d o  n o t  k n o w  w h a t  y o u ’ r e  t a l k i n g  a b o u t .  J e f f  a n d  I  a r e  b o t h  h e r e
f o r  y o u  i f  y o u  n e e d  a n y t h i n g , ”  h e r  m o t h e r  s a i d  s o u n d i n g  i r r i t a t e d .  

 “ T h i s  i s  t h e  p r o b l e m ,  m o m .  Y o u  g e t  m a d  w h e n e v e r  I  b r i n g  i t  u p ,  b u t  y o u
a n d  I  d o n ’ t  h a v e  t h e  s a m e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  y o u  a n d  J e f f  h a v e .  I  c a n ’ t  t a l k
t o  y o u  a b o u t  m y  l i f e  t h e  w a y  g r a n d m a  a n d  I  u s e d  t o , ”  K e l s e y  s t a t e d .  

 “ K e l s e y ,  I  d o n ' t  h a v e  t i m e  f o r  m o r e  f a m i l y  d r a m a  r i g h t  n o w .  I  h a v e  t o  g o
b a c k  i n s i d e  a n d  b e  s u p p o r t i v e  t o  e v e r y b o d y .  W e  w i l l  t a l k  a b o u t  t h i s  a t
a n o t h e r  t i m e , ”  h e r  m o t h e r  s a i d ,  a s  s h e  g o t  u p  a n d  w a l k e d  b a c k  i n s i d e .

I ’ m  g l a d  s h e  i ’ s  b e i n g  s u p p o r t i v e  o f  s o m e b o d y ,  K e l s e y  t h o u g h t .  I  j u s t  w i s h
s h e  w o u l d  s u p p o r t  m e .  K e l s e y  s a t  o n  t h e  s w i n g  a n d  l e t  i t  r o c k  h e r  b a c k  a n d
f o r t h .  T h e  w i n d  f e l t  s o  g o o d  o n  h e r  f a c e ,  a n d  t h e  c a l m ,  c o o l  a i r  a l l o w e d
h e r  t o  t a k e  t h e  f i r s t  d e e p  b r e a t h s  s h e  h a d  s i n c e  s h e  f o u n d  o u t  a b o u t  h e r
g r a n d m o t h e r ’ s  d e a t h .  A s  s h e  w a s  r e l a x i n g ,  s h e  t h o u g h t  o f  h e r
g r a n d m o t h e r  a g a i n .  S h e  t h o u g h t  a b o u t  a l l  t h o s e  t i m e s  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r
w o u l d  c o m f o r t  h e r  w h e n  s h e  w a s  u p s e t ,  a n d  a l l  t h e  t i m e s  s h e  w o u l d  m a k e
h e r  l a u g h  s o  h a r d  h e r  s t o m a c h  h u r t .  S h e  t h o u g h t  a b o u t  a l l  t h e  s t o r i e s  s h e
u s e d  t o  t e l l  h e r  a b o u t  w h e n  s h e  w a s  a  k i d ,  a n d  t h e  e n d l e s s  a m o u n t s  o f
g o o d  m e m o r i e s  s h e  h a d  w i t h  h e r .  T h e r e  w a s  o n e  m e m o r y  t h a t  h a d
p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t u c k  o u t  t o  h e r .  I t  w a s  r i g h t  a f t e r  K e l s e y  h a d  f o u n d  o u t  h e r
b e s t  f r i e n d  h a d  m a d e  a  b u n c h  o f  n e w  f r i e n d s  a n d  d i d n ’ t  w a n t  t o  k e e p
h a n g i n g  o u t  w i t h  h e r .  

 “ S o m e t i m e s  h o n e y , ”  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  h a d  s a i d ,  i n  t h e  s o o t h i n g  v o i c e  s h e
h a d  u s e d  w h e n e v e r  K e l s e y  h a d  a  r o u g h  d a y ,  “ p e o p l e  a r e  o n l y  m e a n t  t o  b e
i n  y o u r  l i f e  f o r  a  c e r t a i n  a m o u n t  o f  t i m e .  T h e y  t e a c h  y o u  t h i n g s  a b o u t
y o u r s e l f ,  o r  t h e y  h e l p  y o u  l e a r n  l e s s o n s ,  a n d  t h e n  t h e y  l e a v e .  T h e r e  i s
n o t h i n g  w r o n g  w i t h  t h a t  b e c a u s e  t h o s e  m o m e n t s  m a k e  y o u  w h o  y o u  a r e ,
a n d  t h o s e  p e o p l e  y o u  e n c o u n t e r  w i l l  h e l p  t o  c h a n g e  y o u  f o r  t h e  b e t t e r .
U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  n o t h i n g  l a s t s  f o r e v e r  a n d  t h e  b e s t  t h i n g  y o u  c a n  d o  i s  l e a r n
w h e n  t o  l e t  g o , ”  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  h a d  t o l d  h e r ,  i n  t h a t  v o i c e  t h a t  h a d
m a d e  K e l s e y  f e e l  l i k e  e v e r y t h i n g  w o u l d  b e  o k a y .  T h e y  h a d  s h a r e d  a  h u g ,
a n d  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  a n d  s h e  h a d  s p e n t  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  d a y  b a k i n g  c o o k i e s
a n d  l a u g h i n g  a t  a l l  t h e  c o r n y  j o k e s  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  h a d  t o l d .  

K e l s e y  d i d  n o t  r e a l i z e  t h a t  s h e  h a d  b e g u n  c r y i n g  a g a i n .  T h e  t e a r s  c a m e
r u s h i n g  o u t  o f  h e r  l i k e  a  d a m  t h a t  h a d  j u s t  b r o k e n ,  a n d  i t  f e l t  s o  g o o d .  I t
w a s  a  f e e l i n g  t h a t  s h e  h a d  b e e n  n e e d i n g  f o r  a  l o n g  t i m e ,  a n d  o n l y  j u s t  n o w
h a d  s h e  r e a l i z e d  i t .  E v e r y  d a y  t h a t  s h e  s t r u g g l e d  w i t h  h e r  m o m  w a s
a n o t h e r  l e s s o n  m a k i n g  h e r  s t r o n g e r  f o r  h e r  f u t u r e .  T h a t  f r i e n d  t h a t  l e f t
h e r  f r e s h m a n  y e a r  t a u g h t  h e r  t o  c h e r i s h  h e r  f r i e n d s  w h i l e  s h e  h a s  t h e m .
A n d  t h e  h e a r t b r e a k  s h e  s u f f e r e d  w h e n  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  d i e d  t a u g h t  h e r  t o
h o l d  t h o s e  s h e  l o v e d  n e a r  a n d  d e a r  t o  h e r  h e a r t .  



E v e n  t h o u g h  t h e y  m a y  n o t  l a s t  f o r e v e r ,  t h e y  a r e  a l w a y s  t h e r e
b e c a u s e  s h e  w i l l  n e v e r  f o r g e t  t h e m .  

 “ O k a y  g r a n d m a , ”  K e l s e y  s a i d .  “ I  a m  l e t t i n g  y o u  g o ,  b u t  I  p r o m i s e  t h a t
o n e  d a y  i n  t h e  f u t u r e  w e  w i l l  m e e t  a g a i n .  I  w i l l  b r i n g  w i t h  m e  a l l  t h e
w o n d e r f u l  m e m o r i e s  I  h a v e  e x p e r i e n c e d  a n d  l e s s o n s  I  h a v e  l e a r n e d
o v e r  m y  l i f e ,  a n d  I  w i l l  s h a r e  t h e m  w i t h  y o u .  U n t i l  t h e n ,  I  w i l l  u s e  t h e
a d v i c e  y o u  h a v e  g i v e n  m e  t o  g u i d e  m e  t h r o u g h  t h i s  c r a z y  l i f e .  I  w i l l
n e v e r  f o r g e t  y o u ,  a n d  I  w i l l  l o v e  y o u  a l w a y s .  I  h o p e  I  m a k e  y o u
p r o u d .  L o v e ,  K e l s e y . ”  

 

T H E  V A N G U A R D   |    



H a i l e y  a n d  h e r  c a t  R a m o n a  h a v e  b e e n  i n s e p a r a b l e  s i n c e  t h e  t w e n t y - t w o -
y e a r - o l d  p i c k e d  u p  t h e  s m a l l  f e l i n e  f r o m  t h e  s h e l t e r  t h r e e  y e a r s  p r i o r .
R a m o n a  i s  a n  e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y  s t u n n i n g  c a l i c o  w i t h  s i x  l a r g e  p a t c h e s  o f
b r o w n  a n d  b l a c k ,  w i t h  a  f e w  h i n t s  o f  o r a n g e  s c a t t e r e d  o n  h e r  f l u f f y  w h i t e
f u r .  H e r  h u g e  r e f l e c t i v e  g r e e n  e y e s  c a n  a t t r a c t  j u s t  a b o u t  a n y o n e  t o  t h i s
s w e e t ,  l o v a b l e  c a l i c o .  

R e g a r d l e s s  o f  t h i s  f e l i n e ’ s  b e a u t y ,  t h e  c a t  w a s  s t u c k  a t  t h e  s h e l t e r  f o r
o v e r  e i g h t  m o n t h s  b e c a u s e  o f  a n  u n f o r t u n a t e  d o g  a t t a c k  t h e  s u m m e r
b e f o r e  H a i l e y  a d o p t e d  h e r .  T h i s  d o g  a t t a c k  i s  b e l i e v e d  t o  h a v e  m a d e  t h e
t i n y  c a t ’ s  b e h a v i o r  c h a n g e ,  m a k i n g  h e r  m o r e  r e s e r v e d  a n d  e x t r e m e l y
h o s t i l e  t o  c h a n g e s  i n  h e r  e n v i r o n m e n t .  T h i s  d o g  a t t a c k  a l s o  r e s u l t e d  i n
h e r  n o t  b e i n g  a b l e  t o  f a r e  w e l l  w i t h  o t h e r  a n i m a l s  o r  s m a l l  c h i l d r e n .  W h e n
o t h e r  c a t s  t r i e d  t o  p l a y  w i t h  h e r ,  s h e  w o u l d  l a s h  o u t  a n d  a t t a c k  t h e m .  S h e
c o u l d  n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  t h e  o t h e r  f e l i n e  h a d  n o  i l l  i n t e n t  a n d  o n l y
w a n t e d  t o  p l a y .  S h e  s a w  t h e i r  a d v a n c e s  a s  t h r e a t s  t h a t  s h e  m u s t  p r o t e c t
h e r s e l f  f r o m .  T h e s e  b e h a v i o r s  c a u s e d  t h e  s h e l t e r  t o  v i e w  t h e  p o o r  k i t t e n
a s  a n  o u t - o f - c o n t r o l  b u r d e n  w h i c h ,  w i t h o u t  e x c e p t i o n ,  t h e y  d i r e c t e d
p e o p l e  a w a y  f r o m  a d o p t i n g .  T h i s  l e f t  t h e  s m a l l  k i t t e n  l o n e l y  a n d  i s o l a t e d
w i t h  s l i m  h o p e  o f  a d o p t i o n .

W h e n  H a i l e y  w a s  a t  t h e  s h e l t e r ,  t h e  m a l e  w o r k e r  h a d  w a r n e d  h e r  o f  t h e s e
" b e h a v i o r a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s . ”  H a i l e y  h a d  a s s u r e d  h i m  t h a t  s h e  w o u l d  m a k e
s u r e  t o  k e e p  t h e  k i t t e n  s a f e  a n d  t h a t  t h e  c a t  w o u l d  s o l e l y  b e  l i v i n g  w i t h
h e r .  H a i l e y  n e g l e c t e d  t o  n o t e  t h a t  s h e  l i v e d  w i t h  h e r  p a r e n t s .  

T h i s  f a c t ,  h o w e v e r ,  d i d  n o t  m a t t e r  m u c h  b e c a u s e  H a i l e y  r a r e l y  s a w  t h e m ,
a s  s h e  t e n d e d  t o  s t a y  i n  h e r  r o o m  i n  t h e  a t t i c .  T h i s  w a s  f o r  m o s t  o f  t h e
t i m e  u n l e s s  n e c e s s a r y .  H e r  p a r e n t s  w e r e  q u i t e  t r o u b l e d  p e o p l e  t o  s a y  t h e
l e a s t .  H e r  f a t h e r  w a s  a  h e a v y  d r i n k e r  b u t  l u c k i l y  n o t  a  v i o l e n t  d r u n k .
H o w e v e r ,  h e  r a r e l y  p a i d  t h e  b i l l s  b e c a u s e  o f  h i s  u n e m p l o y m e n t  a n d
s l o p p y  l i f e s t y l e .  T h i s  c a u s e d  t h e  h o u s e  t o  b e  w o r n  d o w n  a n d  i l l  k e p t .
H a i l e y  h e r s e l f  a t  o n l y  n i n e t e e n  h a d  t o  w o r k  f u l l  t i m e  a t  a  l o c a l  c a f é  t o
m a k e  s u r e  t h e y  w e r e  n o t  e v i c t e d .  H a i l e y  a t  t h e  t i m e  w a s  a l s o  i n  h e r  f i r s t
y e a r  a t  a  l i b e r a l  a r t s  c o l l e g e  h o p i n g  t o  o n e  d a y  b e c o m e  a  w r i t e r .   

W h e n  H a i l e y  h a d  t o l d  h e r  f a t h e r  t h a t  s h e  w o u l d  b e  a t t e n d i n g  c o l l e g e  h e
w a s  t o t a l l y  i n t o x i c a t e d .  H e  i m m e d i a t e l y  l a s h e d  a t  h e r .  “ I f  y o u  g o  t o
u n i v e r s i t y ,  y o u  w i l l  b e  k i c k e d  o u t  o f  t h i s  h o m e . ”   

H a i l e y  s t a r t e d  t o  w e e p  k n o w i n g  t h a t  a  c o l l e g e  d e g r e e  w a s  t h e  o n l y  w a y  f o r
h e r  t o  m a k e  a  s t a b l e  l i v i n g  i n  h e r  w r i t i n g  c a r e e r .  “ I  w i l l  w o r k  d o u b l e  s h i f t s
t o  h e l p  p a y  b i l l s  h e r e ,  P a ,  I  p r o m i s e , ”  H a i l e y  b e g g e d  h e r  f a t h e r .   
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H e r  f a t h e r  n o d d e d  h i s  h e a d  s e l f i s h l y  a l l o w i n g  h i s  d a u g h t e r  t o  p a y  m o r e
b i l l s  f o r  h i s  h o m e  t h a n  h e  e v e r  h a d  w h i l e  l i v i n g  t h e r e .  
H a i l e y ’ s  m o t h e r  w a s  n o t  m u c h  b e t t e r  c o m p a r e d  t o  h e r  f a t h e r .  S h e  w a s  a
v e r y  s h r e w d  m i d d l e - a g e d  w o m a n .  H e r  m o t h e r  a l w a y s  h a d  a  c r i t i q u e
a b o u t  s o m e t h i n g  b u t  w a s  f a r  f r o m  p e r f e c t  h e r s e l f .  T h e  w o m a n  c o u l d
a l w a y s  b e  s e e n  w i t h  a  f a c e  c a k e d  o f  b l u s h  a n d  f o u n d a t i o n .  H e r  m o t h e r
a l w a y s  w o r e  s o  m u c h  t a c k y  b l a c k  m a s c a r a  t h a t  i t  w a s  a  w o n d e r  t h a t  t h e
c h e a p  e y e l a s h  g l o w  d i d  n o t  f a l l  i n t o  t h e  w o m a n ’ s  c o f f e e  e a c h  m o r n i n g .

H e r  m o t h e r  w o r k e d  a t  a  l o c a l  d i n n e r  w h e r e  s h e  w o u l d  a l w a y s  c o m e
h o m e  a n n o y e d  t h a t  t h e y  w o u l d  n o t  l e t  h e r  g o  o n  e n o u g h  s m o k e  b r e a k s
d u r i n g  h e r  s h i f t .  H a i l e y  a l w a y s  h a t e d  t h e  i r o n y  t h a t  h e r  m o t h e r  a n d  h e r
h a d  t h e  s a m e  t y p e  o f  j o b s  i n  t h e  f o o d  i n d u s t r y ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  t h e y
w o r k e d  a t  d i f f e r e n t  e s t a b l i s h m e n t s .  O b t a i n i n g  h e r  b a c h e l o r s  i n  t h r e e
y e a r s  w a s  H a i l e y ’ s  o n l y  h o p e  o f  g e t t i n g  o u t  a n d  s t a r t i n g  a  w r i t i n g
c a r e e r .

T h i s  i m m e n s e  a m o u n t  o f  p r e s s u r e  o f  w o r k i n g  f u l l  t i m e  a n d  a t t e n d i n g  a
p r e s t i g i o u s  u n i v e r s i t y  c a u s e d  H a i l e y  t o  m a t u r e  q u i c k l y .  S h e  k n e w  t h a t
s h e  w o u l d  b e  f i n e  a d o p t i n g  a  c a t .   

T h e  e m p l o y e e  a t  t h e  s h e l t e r  h a d  q u i c k l y  i n t e r r o g a t e d  H a i l e y  a b o u t  t h e
c a l i c o ,  a g a i n  w a r n i n g  h e r  o f  t h e  c a t s  “ h o r r i d  w a y s . ”  A l l  t h e  w o r k e r s  a t
t h e  s h e l t e r  h a d  b e e n  s h o c k e d  t h a t  H a i l e y  w a n t e d  t o  l o o k  a t  s u c h  a
“ t r o u b l e  f e l i n e . ”  

H a i l e y  a c c e p t e d  t h e  c a t  w i t h  o p e n  a r m s  c h o o s i n g  n o t  t o  b e l i e v e  t h e
n e g a t i v e  m y t h s  a b o u t  t h i s  c a t .  H a i l e y  h e r s e l f ,  u n d e r s t o o d  w h a t  i t  w a s
l i k e  t o  b e  t r a p p e d  s o m e w h e r e  s h e  d i d  n o t  w a n t  t o  l i v e .  S h e  k n e w  t h a t
t h e  c a l i c o  m i g h t  j u s t  n e e d  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  h a v e  a  l o v i n g  h o m e .  

H a i l e y  u l t i m a t e l y  h o p e d  t h a t  s h e  a n d  t h i s  c a t  c o u l d  b r i n g  e a c h  o t h e r
s o m e  c o m f o r t  a n d  j o y  a n d  e v e n t u a l l y  b e c o m e  t h e i r  o w n  l i t t l e  f a m i l y .
H a i l e y  a s s u m e d  o n c e  s h e  g o t  t h e  c a t  u p  t o  h e r  a t t i c  a n d  s e c u r e d ,  t h a t
t h e  c a t  w o u l d  s t a r t  t o  w a r m  u p  t o  h e r .   L u c k i l y ,  H a i l e y  t u r n e d  o u t  t o  b e
r i g h t  a b o u t  t h i s .

  A s  s o o n  a s  H a i l e y  g o t  R a m o n a  t o  h e r  r o o m  i n  t h e  a t t i c  t h e  c a t
i n s t a n t l y  f e l t  a t  h o m e .  R a m o n a  l e a p t  a r o u n d  t h e  r o o m ,  r u b b i n g  h e r
s m a l l  d e l i c a t e  f a c e  o n  e v e r y  p i e c e  o f  f u r n i t u r e  i n  t h e  r o o m ,  m a r k i n g  i t
a s  h e r  o w n .   T h e  c a t  k n e w  t h a t  s h e  w a s  f i n a l l y  h o m e  a n d  a w a y  f r o m  t h e
c h a o s  o f  t h e  s h e l t e r .  A f t e r  e x a m i n i n g  e v e r y  s q u a r e  i n c h  o f  t h e  r o o m  t o
m a k e  s u r e  t h a t  i t  w a s  a l l  h e r s ,  R a m o n a  s e t t l e d  d o w n  n e a r  H a i l e y  o n  t h e
l a r g e  q u e e n - s i z e d  b e d  i n  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  r o o m .  H a i l e y  l o v e d  t o  s e e
h e r  s m a l l  n e w  f r i e n d  b e c o m e  a c q u a i n t e d  w i t h  t h e  b e d r o o m  t h a t  w o u l d
n o w  b e  h e r  n e w  h o m e .  H a i l e y  h a d  p r a y e d  t h a t  t h e  c a t  t h a t  s h e  p i c k e d
w o u l d  a p p r e c i a t e  t h e  b e d r o o m  a n d  f u r n i t u r e  t h a t  s h e  h a d  p r o v i d e d .
H a i l e y  k n e w  t h a t  s h e  w a n t e d  t h i s  c a t  t o  b e c o m e  a n  i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  h e r
d a i l y  l i f e .   



S h e  a n d  R a m o n a  b o n d e d  l i k e  n o  o t h e r .  W h e n  H a i l e y  w o k e  u p  e a c h
m o r n i n g ,  s h e  a w o k e  t o  a  s m a l l  f u r  f a c e  s t a r i n g  b a c k  a t  h e r ,  r e a d y  t o  s t a r t
t h a t  d a y ’ s  a d v e n t u r e .  O v e r  t h e  t h r e e  y e a r s ,  t h e  t w o  h a d  b e e n  t h r o u g h  a  l o t
t o g e t h e r .  T h e  c a t  h a d  s e e n  H a i l e y  t h r o u g h  e n d l e s s  n i g h t s  o f  s t u d y i n g  o r
c o m i n g  h o m e  o t h e r  n i g h t s  e x h a u s t e d  f r o m  a  l o n g  s h i f t .  H a i l e y  a l w a y s  k n e w
R a m o n a  w o u l d  b e  h a p p y  t o  s e e  h e r  w h e n  s h e  c a m e  h o m e ;  s e e i n g  R a m o n a
m a d e  H a i l e y ’ s  w h o l e  d a y  b e t t e r ,  a n d  t h e  c a t  j u s t  l o v e d  t o  h a v e  a  h o m e .
H a i l e y ’ s  p a r e n t s  w e r e  n e v e r  a r o u n d ,  s o  R a m o n a  b e c a m e  H a i l e y ’ s  f a m i l y .
L u c k i l y ,  w i t h  t h e  c o m f o r t  o f  t h i s  s m a l l  f e l i n e  a n d  t h e  s e l f  d e t e r m i n a t i o n
t h a t  H a i l e y  p o s s e s s e d ,  s h e  g r a d u a t e d  w i t h  h e r  b a c h e l o r ’ s  a t  t w e n t y - t w o .  A
f e w  m o n t h s  a f t e r  g r a d u a t i o n  s h e  w a s  a b l e  t o  g e t  a  j o b  w i t h  a  w e l l - p a y i n g
m a g a z i n e  c o m p a n y .

H a i l e y  w a s  n o t  t h e  o n l y  o n e  w h o  h a d  f l o u r i s h e d  s i n c e  t h e  a d o p t i o n .  T h e
c a t  h a d  d e v e l o p e d  q u i t e  a  p e r s o n a l i t y  s i n c e  s h e  w a s  b r o u g h t  h o m e  w i t h
H a i l e y .  T h e  f e l i n e  w a s  a d v e n t u r o u s  a n d  o f t e n  t r i e d  t o  l e a v e  t h e  r o o m  w i t h
H a i l e y  w h e n  H a i l e y  w e n t  o u t .  H a i l e y  r a r e l y  a l l o w e d  t h e  c a t  t o  r o a m  h e r
f a m i l y ’ s  h o m e  w i t h o u t  h e r  b e c a u s e  o f  i t s  p o o r  c o n d i t i o n .  H a i l e y  a l s o  d i d
n o t  l e t  R a m o n a  o u t  o f  h e r  r o o m  a l o n e  b e c a u s e  s h e  k n e w  t h a t  h e r  f a m i l y
w a s  n o t  a t  a l l  f i t  t o  b e  a r o u n d  t h e  s m a l l  f e l i n e .  W h e n  s h e  d i d  a l l o w
R a m o n a  o u t  o f  t h e  r o o m  w i t h  h e r ,  s h e  m a d e  t h e  t i n y  c a t  s t a y  p e r c h e d  o n
h e r  s h o u l d e r s  t h e  e n t i r e  t i m e .  H a i l e y  t r a i n e d  R a m o n a  t o  s i t  o n  H a i l e y ’ s
s h o u l d e r s  f o r  s a f e t y  i n  a n  e m e r g e n c y .  T h i s  u s e f u l  t r i c k  h a d  n o t  y e t  b e e n
n e e d e d  f o r  a n  e m e r g e n c y  b u t  r a t h e r  c a m e  i n  h a n d y  w h e n  H a i l e y  w a n t e d
R a m o n a  b y  h e r  s i d e .  T h e  c a t  w o u l d  s i t  u p  t h e r e  a n d  f l i c k  h e r  w i r y  t a i l
b o a s t f u l l y  a s  H a i l e y  q u i c k l y  w a l k e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  h o u s e  t r y i n g  n o t  t o  s t a r t
a n y  f i g h t s  w i t h  h e r  d e a d b e a t  p a r e n t s .   

T h i s  m o r n i n g  H a i l e y  a n d  R a m o n a  w e r e  d o w n s t a i r s  t r y i n g  t o  c o l l e c t  t h e i r
b r e a k f a s t  w h e n  R a m o n a  w a s  a l m o s t  k n o c k e d  o f f  H a i l e y ' s  s h o u l d e r s  b y
H a i l e y ' s  o a f  o f  a  f a t h e r .  T h e  f a t h e r ' s  b r e a t h ,  a s  u s u a l ,  s t i l l  r e e k e d  o f  G i n
f r o m  t h e  n i g h t  b e f o r e .

" H e y ,  w a t c h  i t ! ”  H a i l e y  s c r e e c h e d  c l u t c h i n g  h e r  f e l i n e  r i g h t  b e f o r e  t h e  c a t
s l i p p e d  o f f  h e r  s h o u l d e r s .  R a m o n a  h i s s e d  a t  t h e  m a n .  T h e  l a r g e  o g r i s h
m a n  j u s t  g r u n t e d  a s  a  r e s p o n s e  a n d  c o n t i n u e d  h i s  w a y  t h r o u g h  t o  t h e
p a r l o r .

H a i l e y ’ s  m o t h e r  w a s  s m o k i n g  o n e  o f  h e r  m o r n i n g  c i g a r e t t e s  w h i l e  i g n o r i n g
t h e  e v e n t s  b e f o r e  h e r .  H o w e v e r ,  H a i l e y  h e a r d  h e r  m o t h e r  s a y  u n d e r n e a t h
h e r  b r e a t h ,  " W h y  i s  t h a t  m a n g y  t h i n g  e v e n  o u t  h e r e ? "

H a i l e y  w a s  a b o u t  t o  r e s p o n d  t h a t  i t  w a s  t e c h n i c a l l y  h e r  h o u s e  t o o  w h e n
s h e  r e m e m b e r e d  t h a t  s h e  w a s  f i n a l l y  l e a v i n g  t h i s  g r u n g y  p l a c e  i n  t h r e e
d a y s .  S o ,  H a i l e y  s i m p l y  s p u n  a r o u n d  a n d  r e p l i e d ,  " S o r r y ,  w o n ' t  h a p p e n
a g a i n . "

H e r  m o t h e r  s c o f f e d  a n d  w e n t  b a c k  t o  r e a d i n g  h e r  n e w s p a p e r  a n d  h u f f i n g
a w a y  a t  h e r  c i g a r e t t e  a g a i n .



H a i l e y  d a s h e d  b a c k  t o  h e r  r o o m  w i t h  R a m o n a  f e e l i n g  a n  o v e r w h e l m i n g
s e n s e  o f  j o y  s t r i k e  h e r .  T h e  p o o r ,  f r i g h t e n e d  c a t ,  s t i l l  s h a k e n  u p  o v e r
t h e  w h o l e  d e b a c l e ,  u n l a t c h e d  h e r  t e n s e  c l a w s  f r o m  H a i l e y ’ s  s h i r t  o n c e
t h e y  w e r e  b a c k  i n  t h e i r  r o o m .  H a i l e y  h e l d  t h e  c a t  c l o s e  a n d  e x c l a i m e d  “ I
f o r g o t  w e  a r e  l e a v i n g  t h i s  h o r r i d  p l a c e  i n  t h r e e  d a y s ,  R a m o n a ! ”  

S h e  r e p e a t e d l y  k i s s e d  R a m o n a ’ s  s m a l l  f u r r y  h e a d .  T h e  f e l i n e  n u z z l e d
i n t o  h e r  r e l a x e d  a n d  h a p p y  o f  t h e  c h a n g e  i n  m o o d  f r o m  t h e  k i t c h e n .
H a i l e y  c o u l d  n o t  b e l i e v e  t h a t  s h e  h a d  f o r g o t t e n  h o w  c l o s e  t h e i r  m o v e -
o u t  d a t e  w a s ,  a l l  b e c a u s e  h e r  f a m i l y  c a u s e d  h e r  t o  b e c o m e  s o  f l u s t e r e d
d o w n s t a i r s .  L u c k i l y ,  s h e  w o u l d  n o t  h a v e  t o  d e a l  w i t h  t h e m  m u c h  l o n g e r .  

S h e  g a v e  a  d e l i g h t e d  s i g h  a n d  p l a c e d  t h e  c a t  o n  t h e  b e d  a n d  l o o k e d
a r o u n d  t h e  r o o m .  A n  a s s o r t m e n t  o f  s m a l l  a n d  l a r g e  b o x e s  s u r r o u n d e d
t h e  b e d .  S h e  b e a m e d  d o w n  a t  t h e  c a t  k n o w i n g  t h a t  t h e y  h a d  d o n e  i t .
S h e  w a s  a b o u t  t o  m o v e  o u t  w i t h  h e r  f u r r y  b e s t  f r i e n d  a n d  c o n t i n u e  w i t h
h e r  w r i t i n g  c a r e e r  d r e a m .  B o t h  H a i l e y  a n d  R a m o n a  s t a r t e d  a s  t r a p p e d
i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  u n d e s i r a b l e  l i v i n g  s i t u a t i o n s ,  a n d  n o w ,  w i t h  e a c h  o t h e r ’ s
h e l p ,  t h e y  w o u l d  b o t h  h a v e  t h e i r  d r e a m s  f u l f i l l e d .  T h i s  j o u r n e y  h a d  n o t
b e e n  e a s y  a n d  r e q u i r e d  m u c h  p a t i e n c e  f r o m  b o t h  p a r t i e s ,  b u t  n o w  i t
h a d  a l l  p a i d  o f f .  T h i s  w a s  j u s t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g …

 

T H E  V A N G U A R D   |    



D e a r  R e a d e r ,

C o n g r a t u l a t i o n s .  Y o u  b r o k e  o u t  o f  t h e  A b n o r m a l i t y  a n d  y o u  f a i l e d ,
j u s t  l i k e  e v e r y o n e  e l s e !  T h e  c r e a t o r s  h a v e  m a d e  t h i s  m e s s a g e
s p e c i a l i z e d  f o r  y o u ,  s o l e l y  y o u .  W e  a r e  b r e a k i n g  y o u  o u t  o f  t h e
A b n o r m a l i t y  t o  w r i t e  y o u  w a r n i n g s .  I  k n o w  i t ’ s  c o n f u s i n g  n o w .  W e  a r e
p l a c i n g  t h i s  i n t o  y o u r  s i m u l a t i o n ,  s o  i t  s e e m s  n o r m a l  t o  r e a d ,  b u t
r e a l l y  y o u ' r e  t h e  o n l y  o n e  r e a d i n g  t h i s .  R e a d  a s  y o u  m a y .  W e  a r e
t r a n s f e r r i n g  y o u ,  o n l y  f o r  a  f e w  m i n u t e s ;  d o n ’ t  w o r r y  e v e r y t h i n g  w i l l
b e  b a c k  t o  n o r m a l  s o o n .

W e l c o m e  h u m a n ,  y o u  a r e  l i v i n g  f o r  t h e  w o r l d  a n d  t h e  s w e e t ,  s w e e t
d i s t r a c t i o n s  w e  h a v e  p r o v i d e d .  Y o u  s e e ,  E a r t h  i s  m a d e  u p  o f  w o n d e r s ,
s o  m a n y  w o n d e r s ,  a n d  y o u  a r e  f a i l i n g  t o  r e a l i z e  i t .  T h e  s t a r s  t h a t
t w i n k l e  i n  t h e  n i g h t  s k y ,  t h e  l i t t l e  p i e c e s  o f  g r e e n e r y  g r o w i n g  f r o m
t h e  E a r t h ' s  s u r f a c e  f l o o r  a n d  a l l  o f  t h e  a n i m a l s  h u m a n s  a r e  a b l e  t o
c o m m u n i c a t e  w i t h .  W e  a l s o  c r e a t e d  s n o w ,  a  s o f t  b l a n k e t  f o r  t h e  l a n d .
R a i n ,  a  s h o w e r  f o r  t h e  E a r t h ’ s  p r o d u c e .  O c e a n s ,  f i l l e d  w i t h  a n i m a l s
f o r  y o u  t o  d i s c o v e r .  A l l  o f  t h i s ,  y o u  t a k e  f o r  g r a n t e d  a n d  y o u  s e e  a s
n o r m a l .  Y o u  f a i l e d  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  i n  w h i c h  y o u r  l i f e  i s  a l r e a d y  s e t  u p
f o r  y o u  i n  p l a i n  s i g h t .  

Y o u  w a k e  u p  i n  t h e  A b n o r m a l i t y  b y  w h a t  h u m a n s  c a l l  b i r t h ,  s e e
a l r e a d y  t h e  f i r s t  l i e  y o u  w e r e  t a u g h t .  Y e s ,  b i r t h e d  i n t o  E a r t h ,  o n c e
a g a i n ,  b u t  y o u  w e r e  a l i v e  m a n y  l i f e t i m e s  b e f o r e  t h a t ,  s o  a g e  i s  j u s t  a
c o n c e p t u a l  t h o u g h t  u s e d  t o  t r i c k  h u m a n s .  H u m a n s  h a d  l i v e d
n o r m a l l y ,  b y  h u n t i n g ,  b u i l d i n g ,  t r a v e l i n g ,  s l e e p i n g ,  a n d  l i v i n g  o f f  t h e
g r a i n s  o f  t h e  e a r t h  j u s t  l i k e  t h e  o t h e r  a n i m a l s  w h e n  w e  f i r s t  c r e a t e d
t h i s  A b n o r m a l i t y .
  
O n c e  w e ,  t h e  c o n t r o l l e r s ,  c a m e  t o  t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  w e  c r e a t e d  h u m a n s
a s  t h e  s u p e r i o r  s p e c i e s ,  w e  u s e d  h u m a n s  a s  o u r  t e s t  s u b j e c t s .
H u m a n s ,  y o u  s e e ,  a r e  s o  e a s i l y  m a n i p u l a t e d ,  s o  e a s i l y  c o n t r o l l e d ,  s o
e a s i l y  r e s p o n s i v e  b y  t h e  s i m p l e  t h i n g s  w e  p r o d u c e .

I t  w a s n ’ t  e a s y  a t  f i r s t  b e c a u s e ,  y o u  s e e ,  h u m a n s  l o v e d  E a r t h ,  l o v e d
t h e  c r e a t o r  a n d  t h e  c r e a t i o n .  Y e s ,  w e  t h e  c r e a t o r s  l o v e d  t h a t ,  b u t  w e
w a n t e d  t o  s e e  h o w  f a r  a n d  h o w  m u c h  s t r e n g t h  h u m a n s  h a d  f o r  t h e
l o v e  o f  E a r t h .  W e  h a d  t h r o w n  i n  s o m e  t e s t  s u b j e c t s ,  o n e s  w h o  c a m e
t o  E a r t h  w i t h  s u p e r i o r  k n o w l e d g e ,  o n e  o f  u s .  Y o u  m a y  k n o w  t h e
n a m e s ,  B e n j a m i n  F r a n k l i n ,  M a d a m e  C u r i e ,  T h o m a s  E d i s o n ,  A l e x a n d e r
G r a h a m  B e l l ,  y e a h ,  t h e y  a r e  a l l  o n e  o f  u s .  J u s t  t o  n a m e  a  f e w .  T h e y
w e r e  d i s g u i s e d  a s  h u m a n s  b u t  w e r e  o n e  o f  t h e  c r e a t o r s  t o  s e t  y o u  a l l
u p  f o r  d i s t r a c t i o n s  l i k e  t e c h n o l o g y  a n d  c a r s  l e a d i n g  y o u  a l l  i n t o  m o r e
d i s t r a c t i o n s .  E v e r  w o n d e r  w h y  t h e i r  k n o w l e d g e  w a s  s u p e r i o r ?  
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T h a n k s  t o  u s ,  w e  l e t  t h e m  j o i n  E a r t h  w i t h o u t  f o r g e t t i n g .  A f t e r  o n e  t h i n g
l e a d s  t o  a n o t h e r ,  b e f o r e  y o u  a r e  r e b i r t h e d  i n t o  a  h u m a n  y o u r  l i f e  i s  s e t
u p  f o r  y o u ;  y o u ' r e  b o r n ,  t h e r e ’ s  s c h o o l ,  c o l l e g e ,  c a r e e r ,  m a r r i a g e ,
c h i l d r e n ,  g r a n d c h i l d r e n ,  a n d  b y  t h e  t i m e  y o u  a r e  r e t i r e d . . . y o u  h a v e  l i t t l e
t i m e  b e f o r e  y o u  a r e  o u t  o f  t h e  A b n o r m a l i t y - - a  l i t t l e  g a m e  w e  c a l l  E a r t h .
N o w  y o u  m i g h t  w o n d e r  w h y  y o u  a r e  h e r e ,  i n  y o u r  h o u s e ,  o n  y o u r  b e d
r e a d i n g  t h i s  p a p e r .  Y o u  e n d e d  u p  h e r e  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  p a r t  o f  t h e  p l a n ,
p a r t  o f  t h e  m a t r i x  p l a n ;  y o u  a r e  c h o s e n .

N o w ,  n o r m a l l y ,  I  w o u l d  g o  a s  f a r  a s  t a k i n g  o f f  y o u r  V R  s e t  a n d  s h o w i n g
y o u  a r o u n d ,  b u t  y o u  a r e  n o t  r e a d y  f o r  t h a t  j u s t  y e t .  F o r  n o w ,  w e  w i l l  j u s t
l e t  y o u  b e l i e v e  t h i s  i s  a  p a p e r  s o m e  n i n e t e e n - y e a r - o l d  g i r l  w r o t e  f o r  a
c l a s s  t o  g e t  a  g r a d e .  

L i k e  I  s a i d ,  h u m a n s  a r e  s o  g u l l i b l e .  Y o u  a r e  n o t  r e a d y  f o r  t h e  r e v e a l  j u s t
y e t ,  b u t  I ’ l l  t e l l  y o u  a  l i t t l e  b i t  a b o u t  i t .  Y o u  a r e  c u r r e n t l y  s e t  u p  t o  a  V R ,
k n o w n  a s  a  v i r t u a l  r e a l i t y .  N o t  l i k e  t h e  o n e s  o u r  c r e a t o r s  o n  E a r t h  m a d e
t o  d i s t r a c t  y o u ,  n o .  T h i s  V R  h e a d s e t  i s  w i r e d  t o  y o u r  ‘ f o n k i t a ’ ,  o r  a s  y o u
h u m a n s  c a l l  i t ,  a  b r a i n .  Y o u r  ‘ f o n k i t a ’  t h e n  c o r r e s p o n d s  t o  t h e  f i v e
s e n s e s ,  s o  w h a t  y o u  s m e l l ,  s e e ,  t a s t e ,  t o u c h ,  a n d  h e a r  i s  a l l  p a r t  o f  t h i s
V R ,  c r e a t e d  b y  u s .  I t ’ s  a l l  f a k e  t h a n k s  t o  a d v a n c e d  t e c h n o l o g y  w e  h a v e
p r o d u c e d .  

O f  c o u r s e ,  h u m a n s  a r e  s m a r t ,  b e c a u s e  w e  c r e a t e d  t h e m  t o  b e  a  h i g h e r
c r e a t u r e  t h a n ,  l e t ' s  s a y ,  a  b u g ,  s o  h u m a n s  a r e  f i n d i n g  s m a l l  g l i t c h e s .  L i k e
t h e  f a c t  h u m a n s   c a n ’ t  s e e  c o l o r  i n  t h e i r  p e r i p h e r a l  v i s i o n ,  o r  w h e n
h u m a n s  l o o k  i n  t h e  m i r r o r  t o o  l o n g  t h e y  g e t  t o o  s c a r e d  b e c a u s e  h u m a n s
c a n ’ t  r a t i o n a l i z e  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e i r  t r u e  i d e n t i t y .  T h i s  i s  w h a t  h a p p e n s
w h e n  y o u  f o r g e t  e v e r y t h i n g .

W e  h a v e  b e e n  h e r e  f o r  y e a r s  u p o n  y e a r s ,  c r e a t i n g  t h i s  v i r t u a l  r e a l i t y
c a l l e d  E a r t h ,  w h i c h  w o u l d  b e  a  p e r f e c t  e x p e r i e n c e  f o r  c r e a t u r e s  o f  a l l
k i n d s .  S e e ,  y o u  w e r e  o n c e  a  c r e a t o r  l i k e  u s  t o o ;  y o u  j u s t  v o l u n t e e r e d  t o
g o  b a c k  t o  E a r t h  t o  h e l p  t h e  d i s t r a c t i o n s  a n d  m a k e  e v e r y t h i n g  s e e m
n o r m a l ,  w h e n  y o u r  m a i n  p u r p o s e  i s  t o ,  w e l l ,  f i n d  y o u r  p u r p o s e .  Y o u
p i c k e d  o u t  w h o  y o u r  p a r e n t s  a r e  a n d  w h a t  y o u r  p a t h  w o u l d  b e .  Y o u
m i g h t  w o n d e r  w h y  y o u r  l i f e  h a s  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a n d  w h y  y o u  f e e l  l i k e  y o u  a r e
s t r u g g l i n g  o r  w h y  y o u  c h o s e  t o  b e  a l i v e  d u r i n g  a  g l o b a l  p a n d e m i c .  T h i s  i s
a l l  d u e  t o  y o u ,  a l l  b e c a u s e  y o u  c h o s e  t o  l i v e  t h i s  l i f e .  Y o u r  h i g h e r  s e l f
k n e w  y o u  w e r e  s t r o n g  e n o u g h  t o  h a n d l e  t h i s  l i f e .  Y o u  a g r e e d  t o  f o r g e t
e v e r y t h i n g ,  a l l  y o u r  p a s t  l i v e s ,  u n t i l  y o u r  b r a i n  d i e s .  T h e n  t h e  a l a r m  w i l l
g o  o f f  a n d  w e ’ l l  r u s h  t o  t a k e  o f f  y o u r  h e a d s e t .  

T h e n  y o u  c a n  c h o o s e  t o  b e c o m e  a  c r e a t o r  o r  s e e  i f  y o u  c a n  b e a t  a l l  t h e
d i s t r a c t i o n s  a g a i n .  I f  y o u  d e c i d e  t o  c o m e  b a c k  t o  E a r t h ,  y o u  c a n  p i c k
y o u r  e x a c t  l i f e .  T h i n k  o f  b i g  w i n d o w s ,  l i k e  a n  o b s e r v a t i o n  w i n d o w ,  t h a t
s h o w  s n i p p e t s  o f  t h e  l i f e ,  l i k e  a  f i l m  t r a i l e r ,  y o u  c a n  c h o o s e  f r o m .  A n d
w i t h  t h o s e  d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  y o u  c a n  t r y  t o  b r e a k  o u t  o f  t h e  A b n o r m a l i t y .  I t ’ l l
b e  m u c h  e a s i e r  t o  e x p l a i n  e v e r y t h i n g  t h e n  b e c a u s e  y o u  w i l l  b e  d e a d ;
t h e n  a l l  o f  y o u r  m e m o r i e s  o f  b e i n g  o n e  o f  u s  w i l l  f l o w  b a c k  t o  y o u .  



O h ,  a n o t h e r  t h i n g ,  y o u r  b o d y  i s  j u s t  a  c o n t a i n e r  f o r  y o u r  s o u l .  Y o u r
s o u l  i s  w h a t  a n d  w h o  y o u  a r e  i n  e v e r y  l i f e .  Y o u  a p p e a r  i n  a  d i f f e r e n t
b o d y  e a c h  t i m e  y o u  r e t u r n  t o  E a r t h .  E v e n  y o u r  d o g  ( s e e ,  I  k n o w  y o u
h a v e  a  d o g ! )  i s  o n e  o f  y o u  t o o ;  t h e y  j u s t  a g r e e d  t o  c o m e  b a c k  a s  a  d o g
i n  t h i s  l i f e ,  t o  h e l p  c u r v e  t h e  d i s t r a c t i o n s .  

O n c e  y o u  r e t u r n  t o  E a r t h ,  y o u  f o r g e t  e v e r y t h i n g  a n d  b e c o m e  a  h u m a n ,
w h e r e  w e  t h e  c r e a t o r s  a r e  u s i n g  y o u r  c o n t r a c t  t o  m a n i p u l a t e  y o u  a n d
c o n t r o l  y o u  a s  t h e  h u m a n  y o u  a r e .  W e  h a v e  o n l y  h a d  a  f e w  m i l l i o n
s u r p a s s  t h e  d i s t r a c t i o n s  a n d  a n o t h e r  f e w  m i l l i o n  t h a t  f o u n d  l o o p h o l e s ;
w e  c o u n t  t h e m  t o o .  I n  t h e  g r a n d  s c h e m e  o f  t h i n g s ,  t h a t ' s  n o t  a  l o t  o f
p e o p l e  c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e  v a s t n e s s  o f  h u m a n  h i s t o r y .  T h e i r  r e w a r d  f o r
p a s s i n g  t h e  t e s t  i s  t h e i r  l i f e ,  t o  t h e m s e l v e s ,  i n  t h e i r  c o n t r o l  i n s t e a d  o f
o u r s .

H e r e  i s  h o w  y o u  s u r p a s s  t h e  d i s t r a c t i o n s .  D o n ’ t  l i v e  l i f e  l i k e  e v e r y o n e
e l s e .  E v e r  n o t i c e  t h e  p e o p l e  w h o  a r e  m i l l i o n a i r e s ,  d i d n ’ t  g o  t o  c o l l e g e ?
T h e y  a r e  n o t  l i v i n g  a  n i n e  t o  f i v e  j o b .

T h o s e  p e o p l e  f o u n d  j o y  i n  t h e m s e l v e s  a n d  d i d  n o t  n e e d  v a l i d a t i o n  i n
g r a d e s .  E v e r  n o t i c e  t h e  h a p p i e s t  p e o p l e  f i n d  j o y  i n  t h e  s m a l l  t h i n g s ,
l i k e  a d v e n t u r e s  a n d  s u n s e t s ?  E v e r  n o t i c e  t h e  p e o p l e  w i t h  p e a c e  o f
m i n d  f i n d  m e d i t a t i o n  a s  a  r e l i e f  f r o m  t h e  e v e r y d a y  w o r l d ?  W e  w a n t
t h a t ;  t h a t  i s  y o u r  s o u l  p u r p o s e .  W e  w a n t  y o u  t o  b r e a k  a w a y  f r o m  t h e
g r a y  w o r l d  a n d  f i n d  t h e  l o v e  f o r  y o u r s e l f  a n d  e v e r y t h i n g  a r o u n d  y o u .
H a v e  y o u  n o t i c e d  t h e  h e a l t h i e s t  p e o p l e  f i n d  l o v e  w i t h i n  t h e m s e l v e s ?
T h e y  g o  r u n n i n g ,  r e a d i n g ,  a d v e n t u r i n g  o u t s i d e ,  s h o w  a p p r e c i a t i o n  f o r
t h e  c r e a t o r ,  s h o w  a p p r e c i a t i o n  f o r  t h e  t r e e s  a n d  l a n d .  T h e s e  p e o p l e
a r e  g e t t i n g  c l o s e r  t o  t h e i r  h i g h e r  s e l f .

E v e r y t h i n g  y o u  d o  i s  c r e a t e d  o u t  o f  h a b i t .  B r e a k  o u t  o f  i t  n o w ;  t h i s  i s  a
w a r n i n g  y o u  a r e  f a i l i n g .  T h e  e n d l e s s  t i m e  s p e n t  s e e k i n g  v a l i d a t i o n
f r o m  o t h e r s  n e e d s  t o  e n d .  T h e  d i s t r a c t i o n s  l i k e  T i k T o k ,  I n s t a g r a m ,
F a c e b o o k ,  a l l  c r e a t e d  b y  p e o p l e  w e  s e n t  d o w n  t h a t  k n e w  t h e i r
i n t e n t i o n .  T h e  e n d l e s s  a m o u n t  o f  t i m e  s i t t i n g  i n  y o u r  r o o m  d o i n g
s c h o o l  w o r k .  T h e  e n d l e s s  a m o u n t  o f  t i m e  s p e n t  f i n d i n g  a  t r u e  l o v e  o r  a
f u t u r e  j o b .  T h e s e  a r e  a l l  v a l i d a t i o n s  f r o m  s o m e o n e  e l s e  t h a t  y o u  l e t
a f f e c t  y o u r  l i f e .  T h e s e  a r e  t h e  d i s t r a c t i o n s ,  t h e s e  a r e  t h e  t h i n g s  y o u
f e e l  y o u  n e e d  t o  d o  t o  f i t  i n ,  t h a t  y o u  n e e d  t o  d o  t o  b e c o m e  s o c i e t y ' s
i d e a  o f  p e r f e c t .  G u e s s  w h a t ?  Y o u  a r e  f a i l i n g .  L e a r n  i n d e p e n d e n c e ;
l e a r n  t h a t  t h e  o n l y  p e r s o n  y o u  h a v e  f o r  t h e  r e s t  o f  y o u r  l i f e  i s :
y o u r s e l f .  

D o  y o u  r e a l l y  w a n t  t o  l o o k  b a c k  a t  l i f e  a n d  t h i n k  y o u  d i d n ’ t  f u l f i l l  i t ?
T h e s e  t h i n g s  a r e  h o l d i n g  y o u  b a c k  f r o m  y o u r  h i g h e r  s e l f .



T h e  s e c o n d  s t e p  i s  l e a r n i n g  t o  b e  g r a t e f u l  w i t h  w h a t  y o u  h a v e  a n d  r a i s i n g
y o u r  a w a r e n e s s  o f  y o u r  e n e r g y .  H u m a n s  c a n  m a n i f e s t  e v e r y t h i n g  a r o u n d
t h e m .  H a v e  y o u  e v e r  n o t i c e d  w h e n  t h i n g s  s e e m  d o w n ,  e v e r y t h i n g  a r o u n d
y o u  s e e m s  b l u e ?  O r  w h e n  y o u  a r e  h a p p y  e v e r y t h i n g  a r o u n d  y o u  s e e m s
j o y f u l ?  I t ’ s  b e c a u s e  y o u  c o n t r o l  w h a t  y o u  s e e .  Y o u  a r e  w h a t  y o u  a t t r a c t .
M o o d  b o a r d s ,  d r e a m  s e t t i n g ,  a n d  T h e  L a w  o f  A t t r a c t i o n  a r e  a l l  w a y s  y o u
c a n  m a k e  t h e  m o s t  o u t  o f  y o u r  l i f e .  I t ’ s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  r e m e m b e r  t h a t  a
d r e a m  i s  o n l y  s c r a t c h i n g  t h e  s u r f a c e  o f  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .

T h e  f i n a l  s t e p  i s  t o  f i n d  l o v e  f o r  t h i n g s  o t h e r  t h a n  s o c i e t y ' s  s t a n d a r d s .
H u m a n s  a r e  t o o  b u s y  l i v i n g  i n  t h i s  g r a y  w o r l d  t h a t  a  w a t e r f a l l  i s  s o m e t h i n g
t h e y  t a k e  f o r  g r a n t e d  a n y m o r e .  T h e  s u n  s e t s  e v e r y  d a y  a n d  h u m a n s  t a k e  i t
a s ,  “ i t ' s  t i m e  t o  g o  t o  b e d  s o  I  c a n  w a k e  u p  f o r  w o r k  t o m o r r o w  m o r n i n g . ”
N o ,  g o  o u t  l o o k  a t  t h e  s t a r s ;  g o  s l e e p  o u t s i d e  f o r  a  n i g h t ;  g o  t a k e  a  d r i v e
w i t h  t h e  w i n d o w s  d o w n  b l a s t i n g  y o u r  f a v o r i t e  s o n g .  C l i m b  t h e  t a l l e s t
m o u n t a i n ;  g o  h i k i n g .  E n j o y  n a t u r e  f o r  w h a t  i t  i s .  

E s c a p e  w h a t  o t h e r s  e x p e c t  o f  y o u  b e c a u s e  w h a t  t h e y  e x p e c t  i s  f o r  y o u  t o
b e  l i k e  t h e m .  O t h e r s  e x p e c t  y o u  t o  l i v e  t h e  l i f e  t h e y  l i v e - - t h e  l i f e  s e t  u p  f o r
h u m a n s  b e f o r e  b i r t h .  B u t  y o u  h a v e  t i m e  t o  b r e a k  o u t  o f  i t .  L o o k ,  f r o m  m y
p e r s p e c t i v e ,  e v e r y o n e  i s  l i v i n g  t h e  s a m e  l i f e ,  j u s t  d i f f e r e n t  v a r i e t i e s .  A r e
y o u  l i v i n g  y o u r  l i f e ,  o r  a r e  y o u  j u s t  s u r v i v i n g  t o  b e  a  p a r t  o f  t h i s  s o c i e t y ?
 
I  a m  p r o u d  o f  y o u ,  t h o u g h ;  d o n ’ t  t a k e  i t  t o  h e a r t .  I  a m  p r o u d  o f  y o u  f o r
p u s h i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  o b s t a c l e s  l i f e  h a s  t h r o w n  y o u r  w a y .  I  a m  p r o u d  t h a t ,
e v e n  i n  y o u r  d a r k e s t  t i m e s ,  y o u  c h o s e  t o  s t a y .  T h e  E a r t h  n e e d s  y o u ;  w e
n e e d  y o u .  Y o u  a r e  s t r i v i n g ;  I  k n o w  t h a t  b e c a u s e  y o u  c a n  h a n d l e  t h e
o b s t a c l e s  a n d  y o u  a r e  n o w  a b l e  t o  t a k e  t h i s  w a r n i n g .  Y o u  a r e  n o w  a b l e  t o
t w e a k  t h o s e  t h i n g s  i n  y o u r  l i f e  t o  m a k e  i t  t r u l y  y o u r  l i f e .  I m a g i n e  w h a t  l i f e
w i l l  b e  l i k e  a s  s o o n  a s  y o u  d i s c o v e r  y o u r  t r u e  m e a n i n g  b e h i n d  t h e s e
d i s t r a c t i o n s .

A n d  t h e  r e a l  r e a s o n  y o u ' r e  r e a d i n g  t h i s ,  w e l l ,  i t ’ s  b e c a u s e  y o u  a r e  c h o s e n .
W e  s e e  v a l u e  a n d  p o t e n t i a l .  N o w  i t ’ s  t i m e  t o  t r a n s f e r  y o u  b a c k  i n t o  t h e
A b n o r m a l i t y ,  w h e r e  e v e r y t h i n g  a r o u n d  y o u  i s  f a k e .  W e  w i l l  s e e  y o u  m a n y
d e c a d e s  f r o m  n o w ,  a n d  i t  w i l l  a l l  m a k e  s e n s e .  A t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  d a y ,  y o u
a r e  o n l y  r e a d i n g  t h i s  p a p e r  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  p a r t  o f  t h e  s i m u l a t i o n .
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To Her,
 I’m seeing the pitch-black empty darkness of the night. Though I’m not quite looking at
anything, my eyes are fixed on the ink. It’s as if my eyesight will suddenly improve or a light
in the middle of the vacant night will make itself known. My gaze is fixed on the murkiness
like it is with you except I’m less timid now and more pensive. And I’m patiently
apprehending any kind of change in circumstances squashed into bed underneath the
covers with my eyelids closed but no such change presents itself; the air is still and
everyone is long asleep and I am tired but restless. I can hear the clock tick on the wall with
a consistent clunk and the dishwasher hum on the floor below if I listen hard. I focus on not
listening too hard. My mind wanders.

 I see the most beautiful girl in the world. When I look into her eyes for the first time, the
world behind it fades to white. Not blinded by beauty, because I can see, but I can only see
her. As if the day intends to shine a light the intensity and sincerity of a thousand suns on
my eyes, but she, with her back to it, keeps me from going blind. I enjoy her company from
afar and wait for a change in circumstance but none presents itself. I decided to seize the
opportunity. I can feel the pounding of my heart, like hefty waves are crashing into it a
thousand times a minute, in an empty parking lot near a dark green generator where I call
her number for the first time. I can hear the sound of my footsteps falling down a steep hill
towards your smiling presence on a brisk Monday afternoon and on a Saturday morning,
before a long and tiring shift, I can see you looking back at me with a smile under your
mask worth a hundred times more than any treasure. I can remember more if I think hard.
I try to think hard. My heart flutters as I melt into my pillow.

 Sincerely,
 Him

To Her:
By: Amiri Hayes
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No Regrets
By: Sara Pavesi






It feels like a fever dream
With the curtains drawn 
Moonlight pouring
Into a fishbowl of
blankets
We started swimming 
Side by side 
Circling closer until 
We were wrapped up 
In one another 
Breaching boundaries 
Tapping the glass 
Little cracks forming 
Until the break comes 
And the water pours out 
Except it fills us up more 
Drowning us out 
Before we even 
had a chance to float

Promises
By: Sara Pavesi

 
Moon shines bright on the ocean 
Salt air confidence flowing through my veins 
There was just enough light to show an outline
but little enough to leave room for imagination 
There was a different kind of intimacy between us

 Soul-bearing naked, deep flaws and all 
Letting our bodies do the talking our lips would never speak

The soft breeze carried any inhibitions away 
I can only fully be myself when I’m with you 
Being truly naked doesn’t just mean taking your clothes off

but pouring into one another like an hourglass that never runs out of
time 
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I didn’t know I had wings
Until I almost fell to my demise

Breaking free of the strings



I didn’t know I could fly
Because there were people who told me

Don’t even try



I didn’t know I could soar
Because they made me ashamed

For wanting more



I didn’t know the sky was not the limit
They told me it wasn’t possible

But I defied physics

Doubts
By: Esther Cénat 

Lady of the Sea
By: Dekovin McCauley
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Hands of Creation
By: Dekovin McCauley



Untitled

 By: Laura Donnelly
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 A Glitch in Time
By: Riley Dawson

   I t  d i d n ’ t  t a k e  l o n g  t o  d i s c o v e r  m y  a b i l i t y .  I
d o n ’ t  k n o w  w h y  I  w a s  c h o s e n  t o  b e a r  t h i s
b u r d e n .  B y  G o d  o r  a  f o r c e  o f  n a t u r e ,  I  d o n ’ t
k n o w .  I  w a s  b a r e l y  f i v e - y e a r s - o l d  w h e n  i t
h a p p e n e d  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e .  I  r e m e m b e r  i t  a s  i f
i t  w a s  c h i s e l e d  i n t o  m y  b r a i n .  A l l  t h e  t i m e s  I t
h a p p e n e d  a c t u a l l y .  T h e y ' r e  t h e  m e m o r i e s  t h a t
a r e  m o s t  v i v i d  f o r  m e ,  f o r  s o m e  r e a s o n .  

I  p e a k e d  i n  t h r o u g h  t h e  l i t t l e  w i n d o w  a n d  s a w  m y  c u p c a k e s  r i g h t  t h e r e  o n  t h e
t r a y .  T h e y  w e r e  p l u m p  a n d  w a r m  a n d  r e a d y  t o  e a t .  T h a t  w a s  f a s t !  I  t h o u g h t
w o w  t h i s  o v e n  i s  i n c r e d i b l e ,  m o m  d e f i n i t e l y  g o t  h e r  m o n e y ’ s  w o r t h ,  t h i s  t h i n g
i s  s t a t e  o f  t h e  a r t !  I  d i d n ' t  k n o w  i t  t h e n ,  b u t  i t  w a s n ’ t  t h e  o v e n .

   W h e n  I  w a s  a r o u n d  1 0  y e a r s  o l d ,  i t  h a p p e n e d  a g a i n .  I  w a s  i n  D i s n e y  W o r l d
w i t h  m y  f a m i l y .  I  w a s  i n  l i n e  f o r  m y  f a v o r i t e  r i d e ,  S p a c e  M o u n t a i n !  B u t  t h e  l i n e
w a s  s o o o  l o n g .  “ E m m a  y o u  c a n ’ t  g o  o n  t h a t  r i d e ,  j u s t  l o o k  a t  t h a t  w a i t  t i m e !  T h e
p a r k  i s  c l o s i n g  i n  2  h o u r s ”  M y  m o t h e r  s a i d  t r y i n g  t o  t a l k  s e n s e  i n t o  a  s t u b b o r n
t e n - y e a r  o l d .

   “ M o m ,  y o u  d o n ’ t  u n d e r s t a n d .  L a s t  y e a r  I  w a s  w a y  t o o  s h o r t  t o  r i d e  a n d  I  h a d
t o  w a t c h  M a y a  g o  w i t h o u t  m e !  I ' m  t a l l  e n o u g h  n o w  s e e !  L o o k  m y  h e a d  i s  l i k e  a n
i n c h  o v e r  t h e  h e i g h t  b a r ”

   B e f o r e  s h e  c o u l d  a r g u e  w i t h  f a c t s ,  m e  a n d  m y  s i s t e r  j u m p e d  r i g h t  i n  l i n e .  I
w a s  w i l l i n g  t o  w a i t  a s  l o n g  a s  i t  t o o k  b e c a u s e  I  w a s  g e t t i n g  o n  t h a t  r i d e !  

  
   I  s i t ,  a  m e r e  c h i l d ,  w i d e  e y e d  a n d  a w a i t i n g  t h e  d i n g  o f  m y  e a s y  b a k e  o v e n
t o  t e l l  m e  m y  c u p c a k e s  a r e  f i n i s h e d .  N o  f i v e - y e a r - o l d  I  e v e r  k n e w  h a d  a n
a t t e n t i o n  s p a n  o f  a  w h o l e  n i n e  m i n u t e s .  3 0  s e c o n d s  p a s s e d ,  a n d  I  p e a k e d  i n
t o  s e e  i f  t h e y  s t a t e d  r i s i n g  y e t . . .  n o p e .  L i k e  a n y  f i v e - y e a r - o l d  w o u l d  d o ,  I
s a n k  t o  t h e  f l o o r  i n  d e f e a t  w i t h  m y  h e a d  i n  m y  k n e e s  a s k i n g  G o d  a n d  m y
e a s y  b a k e  o v e n  t o  j u s t  h u r r y  u p  a l r e a d y .  D i n g -  w h a t ?  W a s  m y  o v e n  b r o k e n  o r
s o m e t h i n g ?  N o  w a y  t h e y  c o u l d  b e  d o n e  t h a t  f a s t .



   I  c h e c k e d  t h e  t i m e  o n  m y  n e w  m i c k e y  m o u s e  w a t c h ,  i t  r e a d  6 : 0 3  p m .  M y
e x c i t e m e n t  t h a t  s t a r t e d  a s  b a l l  o f  f i r e ,  h a d  q u i c k l y  f i z z l e d  d o w n  t o  n o t h i n g  b u t
a s h .  T h i s  w a s  t h e  m o s t  b o r i n g  h a l f  h o u r  o f  m y  l i f e  a n d  I ' v e  o n l y  m o v e d  l i k e  f i v e
f e e t !  I  t h o u g h t  I  m i g h t  d i e  o f  b o r e d o m  o r  o l d  a g e  b e f o r e  I  r e a c h e d  t h e  f r o n t .
O h  l o o k ,  t h e r e ' s  a n  a n t  o n  t h e  g r o u n d ,  h e ’ l l  p r o b a b l y  m a k e  i t  t o  t h e
f r o n t  b e f o r e  m e .  I  c h e c k e d  t h e  t i m e  a g a i n  t o  s e e  h o w  l o n g  I  h a d  l e f t  o f  m y  3
h o u r  w a i t .  M y  w a t c h  r e a d  6 : 0 8 .
 
   “ I  h a t e  w a i t i n g  f o r  f u n  s t u f f ,  i t ' s  s o  b o r i n g .  I  j u s t  w i s h  I  w a s  a t  t h e  f r o n t
a l r e a d y ! ”  I  s a i d  a l o u d  i n  d e f e a t .

   I  l o o k  u p  f r o m  m y  w a t c h  a n d  I ' m  n e x t  i n  l i n e !  W h a t  h a p p e n e d ? ?  D i d  I  f a l l
a s l e e p ?  N o ,  t h a t  w o u l d n ’ t  m a k e  s e n s e .  I  l o o k  b a c k  d o w n  a t  m y  w a t c h  a n d  i t
r e a d s  9 : 0 1 .  M a y b e  i t s  b r o k e n ,  i t  h a s  t o  b e .  B u t  h o w  d i d  I  g e t  h e r e  a n d  d i d
a n y o n e  e l s e  s e e  i t  t o o ?  I  t u r n e d  t o  a s k  m y  s i s t e r  i f  s h e  e x p e r i e n c e d  i t  t o o ,

   “ T h i s  w a s  t h e  l o n g e s t  t h r e e  h o u r s  o f  m y  l i f e  I ' m  s o  t i r e d  n o w ”  M y  s i s t e r
y a w n e d  t o  m e .  

   I  g u e s s  n o t .  W e  f i n i s h  t h e  r i d e  a n d  w a l k  d i z z i l y  o u t  p a s t  t h e  g i f t  s h o p  t o
m e e t  u p  w i t h  o u r  f a m i l y  o u t s i d e .  I t  w a s  d a r k  o u t  n o w .  T h a t  c a n ' t  b e ,  c a n  i t ?  

   W e  f i n i s h  t h e  r i d e  a n d  w a l k  d i z z i l y  o u t  p a s t  t h e  g i f t  s h o p  t o  m e e t  u p  w i t h
o u r  f a m i l y  o u t s i d e .  I t  w a s  d a r k  o u t  n o w .  T h a t  c a n ' t  b e ,  c a n  i t ?  

   “ C o m e  o n  E m  w e  h a v e  t o  g o  n o w ,  t h e  p a r k  i s  c l o s i n g ”  m y  m o t h e r  u r g e d .

   “ W h a t ?  I  w a s  o n l y  i n  l i n e  f o r  l i k e  5  m i n u t e s .  W h y  i s  i t  d a r k  o u t  n o w ? ”  I  a s k e d
d e s p e r a t e l y .  

   “ W h a t  d o  y o u  m e a n  s i l l y ,  w e  w e r e  i n  l i n e  f o r  3  h o u r s .  I  g u e s s  p l a y i n g  I  s p y
t h a t  w h o l e  t i m e  r e a l l y  k e p t  y o u  e n t e r t a i n e d . ”  M y  s i s t e r  s a i d  t o  m e .  

   I  s p y ?  I  d o n ’ t  r e m e m b e r  t h a t  a t  a l l .  I  g u e s s  I  s k i p p e d  t h e  l i n e ,  b u t  I  d i d n ’ t
r e m e m b e r  h a v i n g  f u n  w i t h  m y  s i s t e r .  I  t h o u g h t  t h e  m e m o r i e s  i n  b e t w e e n
w o u l d  c o m e  b a c k  t o  m e  b u t  t h e y  n e v e r  d i d .  I  t h o u g h t  i t  w a s  b e c a u s e  t h e y  w e r e
n o t  i m p o r t a n t ,  b u t  I  r e a l i z e d  n o w  t h a t  I  n e v e r  m a d e  t h e m  i m p o r t a n t .  



   M y  s i s t e r  m o v e d  a w a y  t o  c o l l e g e  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h a t  s u m m e r  a n d  w e  n e v e r
l i v e d  t o g e t h e r  a f t e r  t h a t .  S u r e ,  I  s a w  h e r  o c c a s i o n a l l y  b u t  i t  w a s  n e v e r  r e a l l y
t h e  s a m e .  A s  I  g o t  o l d e r ,  I  m i s s e d  h e r  s o  b a d l y ,  b u t  w h y ?  W e  n e v e r  h a d  a n y
f u n  t o g e t h e r  w h e n  w e  w e r e  y o u n g ,  n o t  t h a t  I  c o u l d  r e m e m b e r  a n y w a y .  I
t h o u g h t  a b o u t  t h a t  s u m m e r  i n  D i s n e y  b u t  a l l  I  r e m e m b e r  w a s  t h e  r i d e s .  I
d o n ’ t  r e m e m b e r  p l a y i n g  a n y  g a m e s  o r  s p e n d i n g  t i m e  w i t h  h e r .  W h y  d i d n ’ t  I
m a k e  m o r e  m e m o r i e s  w i t h  h e r ?

   A s  a  k i d  t h a t  s o u n d s  p r e t t y  g r e a t  r i g h t ?  N o  b o r i n g  w a i t i n g  a n y m o r e ,  I  c o u l d
j u s t  s k i p  t o  r e c e s s  o r  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  s c h o o l  d a y !  I  u s e d  t h i s  a b i l i t y  r e c k l e s s l y
u p  u n t i l  t h e  a g e  o f  3 0 ,  I  t h i n k .  T i m e  g e t s  a  l i t t l e  d i s t o r t e d  w h e n  y o u  m e s s
w i t h  i t .  B u t  u p  u n t i l  t h e n ,  I  d i d n ’ t  h a v e  a  c o n c e p t  o f  h o w  p r e c i o u s  t i m e  r e a l l y
w a s .  I  h a d  i t  a l l  a t  t h a t  a g e ,  r i g h t ?

   W h e n  I  w a s  1 3 ,  I  w a s  g e t t i n g  r e a d y  t o  g o  t o  m y  c o u s i n ’ s  s w e e t  s i x t e e n .  I t
w a s  s o  c o o l !  S h e  g o t  t o  w e a r  a  p r e t t y  d r e s s  a n d  d a n c e d  w i t h  h e r  f r i e n d s .  S h e
g o t  h e r  l i c e n s e  e a r l i e r  t h a t  d a y  a n d  w a s  c e l e b r a t i n g .  S h e  l o o k e d  s o  g r o w n  u p
I  c o u l d n ’ t  w a i t  t o  h a v e  a  s w e e t  1 6  o n e  d a y .  I  w e n t  t o  b e d  a n d  p r a y e d  1 6
w o u l d  c o m e  f a s t .  

   T h e  n e x t  m o r n i n g ,  t h e r e  w a s  a  l i g h t  k n o c k  o n  m y  d o o r ,  “ H a p p y  b i r t h d a y
E m m a .  G e t  u p  o r  y o u ’ l l  m i s s  y o u r  d r i v e r ' s  t e s t ”  m y  m o t h e r  s a i d  u r g e n t l y
“ W h a t ?  I ' m  o n l y  i n  m i d d l e  s c h o o l  m o m  w h a t  d o  y o u  m e a n ? ”  I  m o a n e d  u n d e r
m y  b r e a t h ,  t o o  t i r e d  t o  p r o c e s s  w h a t  s h e  j u s t  s a i d .

   I  l o o k e d  i n  t h e  m i r r o r  a n d  m y  s h o r t  b r o w n  b o b  a n d  r e d  f r a m e d  g l a s s e s  w a s
r e p l a c e d  b y  l o n g  d i r t y  b l o n d e  h a i r  a n d  c o n t a c t s .  W h e n  d i d  I  g e t  h i g h l i g h t s ?  I
l i k e d  i t  t h o u g h ,  I  l o o k e d  s o  m a t u r e !  I  w a s  a  w h o l e  5  f e e t  t a l l  n o w  a n d -  o m g
a r e  t h o s e  b r a c e s ? ?  

   N e e d l e s s  t o  s a y ,  I  d i d  n o t  g e t  m y  l i c e n s e  t h a t  d a y ,  b u t  I  d i d  g e t  a  h u g e
p a r t y !  A l l  t h e s e  p e o p l e  f r o m  m y  m i d d l e  s c h o o l  w e r e  s o  g r o w n - u p  n o w ,  t h e y
l o o k e d  s o  g r o w n  u p  t o o !  W h e r e  d i d  t h e  t i m e  g o ?  T h e n  I  r e a l i z e d  I  d i d  i t
a g a i n .  

   I  l o o k e d  a r o u n d  t h e  p a r t y  f o r  m y  m i d d l e  s c h o o l  B F F ,  M a d d y ,  b u t  s h e  w a s n ’ t
t h e r e .  M y  m o m  t o l d  m e  i t  w a s  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  f i g h t  w e  h a d  t w o  y e a r s  a g o  b u t
I  d i d n ’ t  r e m e m b e r  a  f i g h t  w i t h  M a d d y ,  w h y  w o u l d  w e  n o t  b e  f r i e n d s  a n y m o r e ?
I  t h o u g h t  I  w o u l d  j u s t  g o  t o  b e d  a n d  w i s h  t o  b e  1 4  a g a i n  s o  I  c a n  f i x  t h e
f i g h t .  I t  w o r k e d  t h e  o t h e r  t i m e s  w h e n  I  w a n t e d  t o  j u m p  f o r w a r d  s o  I  t h o u g h t
i t  h a d  t o  w o r k  a g a i n .  



   T h a t  n i g h t  I  p r a y e d  a n d  w i s h e d  t o  g o  b a c k  i n  t i m e  t h e  s a m e  w a y  I  d i d
w h e n  I  w a n t e d  t o  g o  f o r w a r d ,  b u t  I  s t i l l  w o k e  u p  1 6 .  I  d i d  e v e r y t h i n g  r i g h t ,
I  t h o u g h t  i t ’ s  n o t  f a i r !  I  c r i e d  w i s h i n g  I  c o u l d  g o  b a c k  a n d  f i x  t h a t  d a y .  I
c u r s e d  t h i s  a b i l i t y  f o r  m a k i n g  m e  l o s e  t i m e  a n d  m y  b e s t  f r i e n d .

   A f t e r  t h a t  d a y  I  r e a l i z e d  I  c o u l d  n o t  g o  b a c k ,  o n l y  f o r w a r d .  I  h a d  t o  m o v e
w i t h  t i m e .  I t  w a s  l i k e  f i g h t i n g  a  c u r r e n t .  I  c o u l d  l e t  i t  t a k e  m e ,  o r  I  c o u l d
s w i m  f o r w a r d  w i t h  i t ,  b u t  I  c o u l d  n o t  g o  a g a i n s t  i t .

   L i k e  I  s a i d ,  I  s t i l l  u s e d  t h i s  a b i l i t y  f o r  a  w h i l e .  W h e n  w a i t i n g  f o r  d i n n e r
t o  b e  r e a d y ,  o r  w h e n  I  w a n t e d  a  d r a i n i n g  w o r k  d a y  t o  j u s t  b e  f i n i s h e d
a l r e a d y .  W h e n  I  w a s  i n  c o l l e g e ,  I  w o u l d  p l a n  t r i p s  f o r  s p r i n g  b r e a k ,  b u t
w a i t i n g  f o r  i t  t o o k  f o r e v e r ,  s o  I  j u s t  w o u l d n ’ t !  I  d o n ’ t  r e m e m b e r
m u c h  f r o m  c o l l e g e  n o w .  J u s t  s o m e  p a r t i e s  a n d  v a c a t i o n s .  I  w o n d e r  i f  I  h a d
n i c e  r o o m m a t e s .  I  w o n d e r  i f  I  m a d e  a n y  f r i e n d s .

   A r o u n d  t h e  a g e  o f  2 7 ,  I  w a s  l i v i n g  i n  a  s m a l l  a p a r t m e n t  i n  T a m p a .  I  h a d
n o  r o o m m a t e  o r  p a r t n e r  t o  s h a r e  t h e  s p a c e  w i t h  a n d  r e n t  w a s  g e t t i n g
h i g h .  O n  m y  w a y  t o  w o r k  o n e  s p e c i f i c  m o r n i n g  I  h a d  a  s e r i o u s  c r a v i n g  f o r
a  F r e n c h  v a n i l l a  i c e d  c o f f e e .  I  h a d  n o t  h a d  b r e a k f a s t  y e t  s o  I  w a s  h o p i n g
t h i s  c o f f e e  w o u l d  c u r e  t h e  r u m b l e  i n  m y  s t o m a c h .  I  w a l k e d  d o w n  t h e  b l o c k
a n d  t h e  l i n e  l e d  o u t  t h e  s t o r e !  F r e e  c o f f e e  d a y  w a s  l i k e  a  h o l i d a y  f o r  t h e
l o c a l  t e n a n t s .  U g h  b u t  I  c o u l d n ' t  w a i t ,  I  w a s  s o  h u n g r y !  I  w a s  m o r e
c o n s c i o u s  o f  m y  a b i l i t y  n o w ,  b u t  w h a t  w o u l d  I  m i s s  i n  a  1 5 - m i n u t e  l i n e ?  I
t o o k  a  l o o k  a t  m y  w a t c h  t o  s e e  i f  I  w o u l d  h a v e  e n o u g h  t i m e  t o  g e t  t o  w o r k
a f t e r  t h i s ,  b u t  w h e n  I  l o o k e d  u p ,  m y  c o f f e e  w a s  i n  m y  h a n d  a n d  I  h a d  m y
o t h e r  o n  t h e  d o o r  r e a d y  t o  l e a v e .

   I  t h o u g h t  n o t h i n g  o f  i t  t h a t  t i m e ,  u n t i l  I  g o t  a  c a l l  l a t e r  t h a t  d a y  f r o m  a
r a n d o m  n u m b e r .  

   “ H e l l o ?  W h o  i s  t h i s ? ”  I  a n s w e r e d .

   “ U h  i t ’ s  M a t t h e w ,  y o u  g a v e  m e  y o u r  n u m b e r  a t  t h e  c o f f e e  s h o p .  I  w a s
j u s t  w o n d e r i n g  i f  y o u  s t i l l  w a n t e d  t o  g e t  d i n n e r  S a t u r d a y  l i k e  w e  p l a n n e d ? ”



   I  d i d n ’ t  r e m e m b e r  g i v i n g  o u t  m y  n u m b e r  t o  s o m e  r a n d o m  b o y !  I  d o
r e m e m b e r  o u r  d a t e  t h o u g h ,  a n d  a  l o t  m o r e  o f  t h e m .  A l t h o u g h  I  c a n ’ t
r e m e m b e r  m u c h  e l s e .  I  w o n d e r  i f  w e  e v e r  j u s t  h u n g  o u t  o r  d a n c e d  a r o u n d  i n
t h e  k i t c h e n  w h i l e  w a i t i n g  f o r  o u r  d i n n e r  t o  b e  r e a d y .  Y o u  k n o w ,  l i k e  t h e y  d o
i n  t h e  m o v i e s .  A l l  I  c a n  r e m e m b e r  w a s  a  l o t  o f  d a t e s .  I  g u e s s  I  h a d  s u c h  a
s t r o n g  i n f a t u a t i o n  w i t h  h i m ,  I  r e m e m b e r  t e l l i n g  m y  s i s t e r  o n  t h e  p h o n e  o n e
n i g h t  I  j u s t  c o u l d n ’ t  w a i t  t o  m a r r y  h i m .

   T h e  n e x t  d a y  I  w a s  a w o k e n  b y  a  s m a l l  c h i l d  w h o  a l m o s t  l o o k e d  l i k e  m e .  S h e
h a d  s h o r t  b r o w n  h a i r  a n d  t h e  s a m e  n o s e  a s  m e  b u t ,  h e r  e y e s  w e r e  b r o w n ,  n o t
b l u e  l i k e  m i n e .  H e r  f a c e  a l m o s t  l o o k e d  l i k e -  M A T T H E W ? !

   “ M o m ,  c a n  y o u  m a k e  m e  p a n c a k e s ? ”  s h e  a s k e d  m e .

   M o m ?  I  r o l l e d  o v e r  a n d  t h e r e  h e  w a s .  N o t  t h e  w a y  h e  l o o k e d  w h e n  I  w e n t  t o
b e d ,  h e  w a s  o l d e r  n o w ,  m a y b e  m i d  3 0 s .  S o ,  t h i s  i s  t h e  m a n  I  m a r r i e d ?  I  d i d n ’ t
e v e n  r e m e m b e r  m y  o w n  d a u g h t e r ,  b u t  t h e  l o v e  I  f e l t  f o r  h e r  w a s  u n d e n i a b l e .

   I  k n e w  f r o m  t h a t  d a y  o n  I  w a n t e d  t o  b e  p r e s e n t  f o r  e v e r y t h i n g .  I  h a d
m i s s e d  s o  m u c h  s o  f a r  w a i t i n g  i m p a t i e n t l y  f o r  t h e  n e x t  b e s t  t h i n g ,  b u t  n e v e r
s t o p p e d  t o  a p p r e c i a t e  t h e  t i m e  i n  b e t w e e n .
   
   N o w  I  l a y  i n  b e d ,  s u r r o u n d e d  b y  m y  l o v e d  o n e s .  I  a m  8 4  y e a r s  o l d  n o w ,
a b o u t  t o  t a k e  m y  l a s t  b r e a t h .  I  l i v e d  a  l o n g  l i f e ,  b u t  I  o n l y  h a d  a b o u t  5 0  y e a r s
t o  s h o w  m y s e l f  f o r  i t .  I  h a d  a  f e w  s c a t t e r e d  m e m o r i e s  h e r e  a n d  t h e r e  f r o m  m y
c h i l d h o o d .  A n d  I  w i s h e d  s o  b a d l y  t h a t  I  c o u l d  r e m e m b e r ,  b u t  n o t  m a n y  c o u l d
c o m e  t o  m i n d .  I  c a n ' t  s a y  t h o u g h  t h a t  m y  l i f e  w a s  b o r i n g ,  I  h a d  m o s t l y  f u n
m e m o r i e s  I  c a n  a d m i t ,  b u t  v e r y  f e w .  T h e  n o t  a s  t h r i l l i n g  m e m o r i e s  h o w e v e r ,
w e r e  t h e  o n e s  I  t h i n k  I  t r e a s u r e d  m o s t .  I  r e m e m b e r e d  g o i n g  t o  m y  d a u g h t e r ’ s
s o c c e r  g a m e s  i n  t h e  c o l d  w e a t h e r ,  a n d  a l t h o u g h  I  h a t e d  t h e  c o l d ,  I  n e v e r
s k i p p e d  a  g a m e .  I  w a s  a b l e  t o  w a t c h  h e r  g r o w  a n d  I  n e v e r  m i s s e d  a  m o m e n t
a g a i n .  

   N o w  t h e r e ' s  n o  t i m e  t o  g o  f o r w a r d  t o  a n y m o r e  e v e n  i f  I  w a n t e d  t o .  T h i s  i s
i t ,  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  l i n e ,  t h e  e n d  o f  m y  t i m e .  

   I  h a d  l i v e d  w h a t  f e l t  a s  t h o u g h  a  c o l l e c t i v e  5 0  y e a r s .  A t  l e a s t  t h a t ’ s  a l l  t h e
m e m o r i e s  I  h a v e  i f  y o u  s t r u n g  t h e m  s i d e  b y  s i d e .  W h y  d i d  I  n o t  c h e r i s h  t h e
t i m e  i n  b e t w e e n  m o r e ?  W h e n  I  w a s  y o u n g ,  I  w i s h e d  f o r  s u m m e r  w h e n  i t  w a s
c o l d ,  i n s t e a d  o f  s e e i n g  t h e  f u n  i n  w i n t e r .  I  n e v e r  l e a r n e d  h o w  t o  s k i ,  o r  r i d e  a  



s l e d ,  o r  m a k e  a  s n o w  a n g e l  a n d  f e e l  t h e  t r a n q u i l i t y  o f  l a y i n g  i n  t h e  w i n t e r
s n o w .  W h e n  i t  w a s  s u m m e r ,  I  g o t  h o t ,  I  w i s h e d  f o r  f a l l  o r  w i n t e r .  I  n e v e r  w e n t
t o  t h e  b e a c h  t o  s e e  t h e  o c e a n ,  I  n e v e r  l e a r n e d  h o w  t o  s u r f ,  o r  e v e n  m o w  t h e
l a w n .  H o w  I  h a t e d  t o  m o w  t h e  l a w n  i n  t h e  h o t  s u n .  O h ,  w h a t  I  w o u l d n ’ t  g i v e  t o
m o w  t h e  l a w n  o n e  m o r e  t i m e .

   I  w i s h  I  h a d  a p p r e c i a t e d  t h e  t i m e  i n  b e t w e e n .  I  a l w a y s  r u s h e d  t o  g e t  o v e r
t h e  b o r i n g  p a r t s ,  b u t  I  n e v e r  u s e d  t h a t  t i m e  t o  a p p r e c i a t e ,  j u s t  l i f e !  I t ' s
b e a u t i f u l ,  a n d  i t ' s  b o r i n g  s o m e t i m e s ,  b u t  t h a t ' s  o k a y ,  b e c a u s e  a t  l e a s t  I  w a s
a l i v e .  I f  o n l y  I  h a d  m o r e  t i m e .  W h a t  w o u l d  I  d -
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Be
By: Ria Rival

Just be
Be the warmth
Of a shoulder for fallen tears
Be the wisdom needed
When lost beyond your years
Be the emotion
That you yourself seek to feel
Be a seeker
Of truths and satisfactions
But also of love and passions
Be someone who never has to choose
But can show the world
That the choice is theirs.
Be one so kind and so pure
That putting yourself first
Makes the world brighter by the day.
Be the teacher
That teaches their students long after their gone
Be the one who can make mistakes
But lives without regrets
Be the one
Who feels so much
That it hurts
Because feeling is the only way to live
Feel every moment
In every way
That just being
Feels so alive.

Standstill
By: Ria Rival

Appreciation wanes in times we have the most
Giving us the least
In times we need the most
Left is but a ghost
Of the memories we thought we had
Thorns of a rose
That we wish them back so bad
 
We were in the rye.
The world stopped turning
So that even it could be there
Leaving a moment as the treasure it was
Never taken
Never moved
Under its barrier of trust
Keeping us eternally full
With enough love to last us lifetimes
Looking straight to the future with starlight in our
eyes
 
Walking on the moon
Now living among the stars
Choosing not to see
The magic that once seemed so far
What a life to live
In which we close our eyes to new
Leaving thorns so many
And roses so few
 
Do not decline the magic
The world sees you deserve
Just because the fear 
Throws you on a curve
Follow your path to wonder
With eyes wide open, for its the starlight you see
But still leave behind some rose petals
When you remember what used to be.

T H E  V A N G U A R D   |    



Untitled
 By: Rhiannon Atlee
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