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Letter from the Editor 
 
As I looked at my cursor blinking in front of an edited 
personal essay I had completed, I paused. After my 
fingers had just flown across the keyboard for a good two 
hours, the first thought that came to mind was, “Should I 
honestly send this to anthologies and magazines like I 
planned to?” 
 
What I shared was something that even today as I look at 
it gets me a little choked up. I reflected back in a time in 
my life that was hard, was a struggle, was a mind-fuck. 
What would my family think of me if this got published 
and they didn’t agree with it? They didn’t think it was a 

good idea to share. That perhaps they would be embarrassed on my behalf. 
 
Then realized that this wasn’t about them. This was about me. I wrote something 
because I wanted people to feel the feelings I felt at that point in time in my life. To 
get an insight to what happened. And I’m glad I did hit the submit button when I did 
in November 2018 right before the deadline. 
 
This month is about personal essays. Creative non-fiction has always been one of my 
favorite type of literature to read and write. The contributors to the May edition of the 
Book Smuggler’s Den are all very brave to have sent me their stories that are close to 
their heart. 
 
As always, a huge shout out to all of you who submitted! 
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Rosemary Summers 
Melinda Jane 

 
peaks of fitted energy 
emerge at day break 
 
Settle in for heating rays 
gearing for the raid today 
 
tissue my fine lean body 
under lace sunblock webs 
closing recesses, gypsum dry leaks 
 
lilting cotton dress 
feet bare 
freedom, leisurely 
washing words 
figuring out 
what symbols to attend 
 
I play with the moods of this abode 
close out the mellophone lives 
burrowing worms 
hyper-flight insects 
Galago Galahs 
coral grains lifting 
from pepperoni holes 
 
Jokes exchanged, Larrikins on 
Trills, teeming peep 
Surly, churlish Corellas 
 
dosage of 
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acoustic sounds surround 
salt-shaker Magpies 
oscillogram on their manor 
fossicking 
tiger snakes on wings 
these Majors feast 
 
Shorn rams, buffed 
nudged knee-high 
rye rue 
grass variants arrays 
 
Rosemary Summers coyly purrs 
sudden joy at this repose 
tu-whit, tu-whit, tu-whoo... 
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Secret 
Anastasia Jill 

He is grounded in plywood, 
a man of words cold as water. 
 
He doesn’t like it 
when someone rocks the boat. 
 
Imagine if he met me, 
born with the ocean in hand: 
 
I’d reach in his pocket, find the fetish 
for tsunami backed women 
with strong heads. 
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Roaring Stream 
Anastasia Jill 

 
A mountain of pelvis 
is covered with skin 
That fills a milky stream -- 
 
I love that stream. 
I love this man 
like tectonic plates 
love to roar. 
 
His chest is soft, 
malleable dirt 
in my totalitarian 
hands. 
 
I claim this land. 
I claim this man 
like natural disaster 

claims tributary  

6 



Right This Way 
Dave Neilsen 

 
I am fond of the old trees 
in city parks 
cut off from the forests 
of their youth. 
 
The wind is the same 
as through the woods 
at high elevation. 
 
Walking the little paths 
beneath them, there is 
a premonition 
of wolf and bear watching us 
through blue millennia 
of time. 
 
At dusk the voices of tree women 
howl softly. 
They don’t ask us 
for meaning, 
they may or may not be 
in pain. The moss 
wraps round them 
like a garment. 
 
When they fall over the trail 
the rangers take chain saws, 
and we walk 

right through them.  
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Reminiscence 
Liv Francis-Pape 

 
Jenny inhales on her cigarette and wonders how flammable her turquoise jumper is. A 
cloud is making love to her ears, pressurized thoughts in a propane tank resting just on 
her narrow shoulders. She tries not to spend too long on one or the other, tries to let 
them scurry over her - freezing in their presence like a B horror movie caricature. Her 
lips are sore. She thinks about Amy Winehouse lyrics, briefly, and lets them pass too. 
She thinks about canoeing as a child and skinny dipping in the rain as a teenager. But 
mostly she doesn’t let herself think about the house in Berkhamsted. About the, now 
bare, cupboards on her side of the bed. She tries to pretend she didn’t leave her 
grandmother’s crystal paperweight on the desk as she left. The little paper robins sat 
in the center, perched below oil painted clouds. She doubts he’ll have kept it, knowing 
how much it meant to her. She half expected him to hold it hostage, being so fond of 
leverage.  
 
She can hear the neighbor playing the harmonica over the fence. It grates against her 
tunelessly.  
 
As she stubs the cigarette out she has a sudden, inexplicable memory - of renting a 
pirated copy of ‘Cannibal Holocaust’ from a friend at school, Doug and her curled 
under a crocheted blanket with a bowl of untouched popcorn. She watched through 
her fingers for most of the carnage but, as the credits rolled, Jenny noticed that Doug 
was sound asleep. Who sleeps through this amoral blood bath? She couldn’t help 
clocking how beautiful he looked though, eyes fluttering, almost frustratingly 
porcelain. She brushed his dyed blue fringe from eyes and they stayed like that for a 
while. Never had voyeurism felt so serene. Somewhat biblical. He is as wearing his 
rainbow braces, she remembered because the next day he had a Y-shaped tan line on 
his back. She teased him mercilessly. The blue hair decision didn’t help his cause. He 
still became head boy though, even looking like a Smurf.  
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Something snaps her back to the sky, a lawnmower in the distance? The violence of 
the wind edging closer and closer? She isn’t sure. She picks up her coffee and goes 
back to the patio doors.  
 
“Millie, come here girl,” Jenny whistles. Her golden retriever springs towards her, tail 
windmilling at 50 mph, and she slides the glass shut behind them. She goes to feed 
Millie and switches the radio on. Ed Sheeran sings something that sounds like almost 
all others of his, and she tries to stop her head from spinning again. She presses her 
forehead against the cool stonework of the wall. She can’t bring herself to look over at 
the cabinet, the envelope, the self-righteous ‘Sign here’ dots. Lily is still asleep 
upstairs, she can hear the audiobook still humming. She wants to go and watch her 
sleep but isn’t sure she can control her tear ducts enough, she doesn’t want to worry 
that gorgeous little head anymore. She has Doug’s eyes, curious, mischievous, so 
much so that all she has to do is forget herself for a beat and she can imagine she’s 
sixteen again, staring at him for an hour before the alarm clock sounded out as a call 
to prayer.  
 
Instead, she gets a glass of water and swallows the memory.  
 
Jenny gazes at the fairy lights in the window, replacing Doug memories with herself. 
She strains to rewrite her veins, to recall what she used to be before him. Who was 
that girl? Was she strong? No, she couldn’t have been. She pretended to be strong, she 
used to sit in windows and play the violin like nothing else mattered. She let her hair 
sprout down to the curve of her buttocks, she wore dungarees and baked pasta dishes. 
In the window, she can see how unlike that girl she is now. Calloused, loneliness 
smearing grease on her forehead. Mid-thirties and sadder than she has ever caught 
herself being. A glimmer of who she thought she’d be. Too much oil in water, 
spitting, caring, aching. Stuck.  
 
Who knew adulthood would be so fireless?  
 
Not all of us want to turn our sin into profit. But, seemingly, for some, it comes 
naturally. Doug seemed so light, easy, gentle until he wasn’t. Until the mask gets 
removed and you see dirt just under the skin.  
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Millie looks pleadingly up at Jenny as she places a bowl of chicken and rice on the 
floor. Jenny fiddles with her bra strap and notes how large it feels on her now. She 
needs to go shopping. When did she last eat? Yesterday? The memory escapes her.  
 
Three things still paint the inside of her skull, not shaken by tapping her head.  
1: ‘I’ll never wake up next to him again’  
2: ‘How can I get the paperweight back?’  
3: ‘Should I call him?’ She can’t exercise the slippery insistence of each thought.  
 
She looks at the ceiling, there being some odd catharsis in looking upward. Upward to 
some molecular hope, some entity that she has never given more than a minute’s 
thought to. She closes her eyes are tries to pray like they do in the movies, she has 
only prayed once in her tatty life. When her father left, she looked up the mold 
ordaining the tactile ceiling of her childhood home and said one sentence. One line 
that has stuck with her ever since: ‘Please, let life get better.’. She murmurs the same 
sentiment now, hearing Millie scoffing her dinner, feeling her gut swirling in violent 
bubbles.  
 
Jenny returns to the room before her, grasping at any grounding piece of furniture that 
she can. Her thoughts won’t listen, they’re unsure how to.  
 
She locates her phone and re-downloads ‘Plenty of Fish’. This is not the first time she 
has deleted it and changed her mind. But at this throbbing moment of enmity, oozing 
pain, she needs a stranger to touch her. She needs an unknown hand getting to know 
her curves and lines, a scar from a lego incident, a bruise from a door handle. She 
needs fingers, fingers she can close her eyes to and imagine Doug is still that 
peacemaker he was at seventeen.  
 
The app pops up eagerly, with hundreds of unnoticed matches. She picks one at 
random and types in the first line: ‘Hi. I need some fun, you game?’. Jenny’s unsure 
why she chose such adolescent lexis, maybe it’s human nature. Dumb yourself down 
for something you desire.  
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She wonders why her cheek is wet and tacky. She stares at the stranger’s bubbles, 
wondering what he is typing.  
 
A quiet, warm tear pauses on the tip of her nose and she waits. 
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I Pray 
Darren Tio 

 
“I pray to the God of War, so that I, Markus son of Mark, may bring glory to our 
nation by fighting the oncoming battle.” 
 
“I, Gregorious son of Greg, pray to the God of Battle to grant us a worthy bout so that 
we may prove ourselves as the greatest warriors of the land.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Victory, so that she may grant us her blessing to achieve 
her namesake.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Blades to keep my sword sharp, so that it may cut through 
my enemy.” 
 
“And I pray to the Gods of Armor to keep my armor strong to withstand a blow from 
the enemy.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Defeat so that he may avoid us on this day.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Good Fortune to smile upon us today.” 
 
“And I pray to the Sun God to grant us a wonderful weather where we will slaughter 
our enemy.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Dry Grass to grant us her blessing so that we may not slip 
and fall as we rush to the field.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Leather Straps so that my armor will not release from my 
body due to faulty craftsmanship.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Sight so that I may see the wretched enemies before me.” 
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“And I pray to the God of Hearing so that I may hear my enemies approaching.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Smell so that I may smell my enemies before me.” 
 
“Smell?” 
 
“Shut up Gregorious. And I pray to the God of Horses to braven our steeds.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Horses’ Sexual Urges so that our steeds will control their 
lust and not attempt to mount on another instead of our riders.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Time to end this battle before lunch.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Restrooms to provide adequate and clean bathrooms after 
the battle. Please.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Marriage to keep my wife safe and satisfied. Wait I’m 
sorry, I just mean safe.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Death to grant those of us that do not survive a safe passage 
to the afterlife.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Life so that he may keep his eyes on the God of Death.” 
 
“Umm, Markus.” 
 
“Shush Gregorious I’m praying to the God of Silent Prayers.” 
 
“Yeah I know but, doesn’t the enemy seem to be coming closer?” 
 
“Wait wha- Oi! Can whoever is praying to the God of Loud Praying keep it down 
please! Oh yes it does seem that they are getting closer. I pray to the God of Air 
Resistance so that they may slow our enemy down.” 
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“And I pray to the God of Clean Pants to keep us from crapping ourselves.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Bleeding so that if we were cut down it would be a quick 
death.” 
 
“And I pray to the God of Clean Language to forgive me for saying that we are fu-”  
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The Yellow Trike 
Holly McNeill 

 
I lost my children in the spring of 2011. Though there were other restarts in my life, 
none would be as significant as this one. 
 
After work on a July evening, like all evenings since mid-March, I would drive the six 
miles back to Penrod Lane. There, I stayed alone in the house I bought especially for 
the boys. It sat in the St. Anthony school district, one of the finest the Minneapolis 
metro area had to offer. But that didn’t matter anymore. They weren’t even speaking 
to me. 
 
The previous spring had marked the end of an eight-year crusade for my sons, then 
ages 13 and 15. I had won many battles over that time, but it didn't appear as though I 
had won the war. 
 
Work had kept me occupied since they left. Preparing my team for our first overseas 
trip to Cairo, my career had always been there for me. Our firm, one of the largest 
architectural practices in the country, was hired to do the interior planning for a large 
hospital complex in Makkah, Saudi Arabia. I was the project manager. Still, I could 
only hide in my work for so long. 
 
On the home front, it was time to face the change. I put the house up for sale the 
month before. Lately, I had been spending my evenings boxing up old family 
memories and getting ready for the yearly neighborhood garage sale. That year, it 
conveniently occurred when I was downsizing significantly, from a family of three to 
a family of one; removing all the things from my home that, as an early empty nester, 
I no longer needed. 
 
I spent hours in agonizing debate clearing out the boys’ closets and going through 
their youthful treasures. When I had moved back to Minnesota with them, five years 
before, they brought along all of their childhood effects. Yet, when they went to live 
with their father, they left everything behind. Now it was up to me to decide what to 
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keep and what to let go. What a struggle it was to put a 50-cent or a dollar price tag on 
items that, to me, seemed priceless and carried so many memories. 
 
“You did it right,” my father would often tell me. “You were right to stick with it, to 
fight for those boys.” 
 
It is so amazing to me how life keeps sending you the same lessons over and over 
again until you learn what you are meant to learn. This time, it was my turn to be 
alienated. I thought of my father and how he must have felt when we were small. Dad 
had kept our beds made and ready for us, year after year, hoping for reconciliation. 
 
You see, it was never a matter of whether or not I would lose the boys. It was always 
a question of how long I could hold onto them – how long I could be a part of their 
lives. In the beginning, my ex-husband dictated my time with the children as an 
evening a week and alternating weekends. Damn, so young back then, five and seven, 
they were innocent, full of life and had no idea what was coming. But I did. I insisted 
on equal time. Clark refused. 
 
This initiated the first custody battle, which ensued for over six months during the 
divorce itself. Appointed by the judge for the court-ordered child custody evaluation, 
we met tirelessly with Dr. Janz. A levelheaded man, he always wore a suit and donned 
a bald hairstyle – even before it was popular. He and his colleagues administered 
inkblot and IQ tests, psychological evaluations and interviews. 
 
Towards the end of the process, the evaluator said, "Well, you are both good parents, 
but one of you got an A, and one of you got a C." 
 
His statement sent my anxiety reeling. I simply couldn't afford to be the one who got 
the C; the risk was too high. I asked Dr. Janz to wait on publishing his report to the 
court and requested a final meeting with him and my estranged husband to try, once 
again, to agree on 50/50. And meet we did. After a long conversation about split 
weekend and holidays, it appeared promising. 
 
“Well,” commented the evaluator, “it sounds like we are actually getting there.” 
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“Are we, Clark?” I asked, turning to my soon-to-be-ex-husband. “Are we talking 
about 50/50?” 
 
Clark was angry from the onset of the divorce. I knew that. Perhaps if I wouldn’t have 
bolted so quickly from our marriage things might have been different – maybe. The 
crazy part is, without that fatal blow that took down our kingdom, I may have never 
woken up. Certainly, I wouldn’t have gotten this far. 
 
“Maybe someday I will give you 50/50,” Clark replied, so sure he had been the one 
who got the A. 
 
With that, the meeting ended. There was nothing left to do but wait for Dr. Janz to 
decide who got custody. Waiting was sheer hell. Not because I was scared to be alone 
or that it would mean seeing the children less. I was afraid because I knew my 
alienation from the boys was a real possibility. From experience, I can tell you that 
alienation to a young child means parental abandonment, pure and simple. I knew full 
well what this type of targeted manipulation did for a young child's sense of 
belonging, self-esteem, and confidence. 
 
I couldn’t let that happen again. I wouldn’t allow them to sustain that kind of crushing 
blow. Yet, without the A, I would be powerless to help them navigate what was to 
come. Without the A, history would repeat itself. 
 
The thought that terrified me was that I was equally responsible for creating this 
situation. 
 
How the hell did I get back here? 
 
At the time, I had little compassion for myself. I held no regard for my lost innocence 
or wounds of my youth. I didn’t understand how savagely I had been treating myself 
nor how I tried to bury whatever ailed me by covering up my shame. Still, we all 
make choices. And the decisions I made got me right back here - to where I was as a 
child. Only, this time, I was the parent. 

17 



 
A couple of weeks later I got a message from my attorney’s office, "The custody 
evaluation has arrived, and your copy is waiting here for you.” 
 
I couldn’t have gotten to her office faster to pick up the report. Nervously, I sat in my 
car for a while just staring at the envelope. The evaluator’s full report was 68 pages 
long. Dr. Janz had filled it with all kinds of details about Clark, the children, and 
myself: our personalities, our strengths, our weakness, careers, intelligence, schooling, 
the events of our lives, and what caused the divorce itself. But all that would have to 
wait. I was looking for one thing and one thing only. There, on the bottom of page 16, 
I found it. The evaluator had pulled the trigger. 
 
I got the A. 
 
A feeling of relief fell over me. So grateful, I sat and cried. Victory - the chance to 
make this right - was won that day. Only, if we were indeed rehashing the past, I knew 
the real war had yet to begin. This decision from the court would send Clark into a 
dark place and our lives into peril. 
 
The first battle was the most intense, but many others ensued over the years. The boys 
were consistently under pressure to express their disdain for me, and their desire to 
live with their father. It was horrible. Worse still, I had zero resolve to deal with my 
own life crashing down. How was I to protect two young boys who found themselves 
smack dab in the middle of the wreckage? 
 
But these were my boys. I stayed in it. I had to. My concept of what love even was 
back then was pretty messed up. Still, I knew one thing for sure; I loved my children 
with all of my heart. I could see the conflict and turmoil in their eyes. I wasn’t about 
to give up on them. 
 
“Excuse me, how much do you want for this small tricycle?” 
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The sale came so quickly. This woman’s inquiry took me by surprise. She just looked 
at me for an answer. I recalled the times the boys would play on the small trike. Hell, 
we bought it, ourselves, second hand. 
 
After a few moments of awkward silence, I softly answered, “I’m sorry, but that 
tricycle is not for sale.” 
 
Yes, I thought, this garage sale, scratched up yellow plastic trike with orange tassels, I 
am keeping. 
 
Amy, one of my dearest and oldest friends, with her mother, Paulette, had agreed to 
help me with the sale that day. Amy was a great coach, encouraging me to take a 
picture of an item, tag it, and move on. We set up some lawn chairs in the driveway as 
I watched their childhood effects disappear – the ones I could part with anyway. 
 
“Amy thinks you should rent out your house and move in with her," Paulette stated 
out of the blue. "That would be great for both of you.” 
 
Ever since her sister moved out, the loft in Amy’s home was open. Both Paulette and 
Amy had previously mentioned the prospect of me moving in. I told them I had been 
considering it. I honestly didn’t know what I was going to do after the sale of the 
house, if it sold at all. 
 
“The boys. Have you heard from them?” Amy asked, seeing the pain on my face. 
Family and friends asked me this question often. The answer was always the same - 
no. I hadn't heard from them, and I didn't expect they would ever be back to live with 
me. But, I did hold out hope for our relationship. In my heart, I knew they knew I 
loved them. History did not repeat itself, not entirely anyway. With all my dedication 
- baseball games, home cooked meals, late night talks, unicycle parades, road trips, 
and family outings - I knew they knew. 
 
Lightheartedly, but sternly, Paulette would continue her line of questioning. But it was 
ok. I needed it, I suppose. Besides, she was like a mother to me. 
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So why wouldn’t you move in with Amy? - Do you like living here on your own? - 
Do the boys really expect you to sit here month after month, hoping they will visit? 
 
“Mom, stop.” Amy reeled her back in, “How long has it been Holly? Four months?” 
 
I nodded yes. That fateful March would mark the end of the eight-year war when my 
younger son, Zac, came to me and announced, “Mom, I am going on vacation with 
Dad, and I am not coming back. I am going to live with him.” 
 
Damn, this wouldn’t be the first time something like this had happened. Every 
incident in this tug-of-war represented another slip of the rope from my calloused 
hands. I feared if I let go too soon, the boys would forget me. They would feel that I 
had abandoned them when that was the last thing I ever intended to do. 
 
I explained to Zac that it doesn’t work that way. He just looked at me. I tried to 
contact Clark to find out what was going on. He didn’t return my emails or phone 
calls. Hanging my head in despair, I found myself feeling defeated and alone. 
 
I knew this could eventually happen. I had ‘won’ the custody battles; I had gotten the 
‘A’. But there was always the possibility when the boys got older they would go live 
with their father. I checked it out with experts, as I wanted to do the right thing. They 
told me that unless their father was completely unstable, it was better for them to have 
a relationship with him, then no relationship at all. I understood that they would 
eventually leave, and I would be alone. 
 
The previous fall, having turned 15, my older son, Nate, went to live a majority of the 
time with his Dad. Not wanting to separate the boys for too long, I agreed to let my 
younger son go that coming fall. I was okay with that. It was the way it all went down 
that was so unsettling. I was trying to get Zac help in school before he went. More 
than once he had been identified as having attention issues. He needed to get some 
assistance put in place. 
 
That was not to be. 
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Even at his young age, Zac had tried to stay neutral over the course of the war. In 
truth, he didn't want to leave his home and his friends in St. Anthony. He was happy 
there. But, at the moment of his announcement, it felt like three against one. All I 
could do was hope it wasn't true. Later that week, I received a phone call from the 
school. 
 
“Hello, this is Mrs. Donahue, “ said the vice-principal. “I wanted to call and let you 
know that Zac has been saying goodbye to all of his friends. It’s very strange. He is 
telling his teachers he will not be returning." 
 
Her words were just a confirmation. From experience, I could see what was to come. 
Armed on my side of the rope with only my resolve, I had been losing ground for a 
while now. 
 
This event would be the finishing blow. 
 
Have I been able to hold on long enough? 
 
When spring vacation came, Zac left with his father and, as he said, did not return. I, 
once again, contacted my attorney only to find out it would be a complicated process 
and battle in civil court to get him back. In the meantime, Clark was keeping him out 
of school where he was falling further and further behind. I was torn on what to do. 
Zac had to get back to school. 
 
If I stayed in the fight, he could potentially end up in court - testifying against me. I 
couldn't do that to him. Something inside me was saying that I had done enough. I had 
fought well. Knowing it would be a long and torturous time for Zac, I decided not to 
pursue enforcing the custody I already had. Instead, I took off my armor, laid down 
my sword, and left that battlefield, forever. 
 
I didn’t lament over any of it: having been embroiled in what seemed to be unending 
custody battles, spending tens of thousands of dollars on court case after court case 
just trying to hold on to them. I did it faithfully and with no doubt in my mind that it 
was the right thing to do. 
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And though they decided to leave, I held nothing in my heart for them but 
unconditional love. They are my children. What else is a mother to do? 
 
But Paulette was right. I shouldn't wait in vain for their return. It was late in the 
afternoon when I had more time to reflect on Amy’s offer. My primary concern was 
not having a place for my boys to stay, if they did come back. Amy assured me they 
would be welcome in her home. There was an empty guest room with their names on 
it. 
 
The sale was quieting down but not before a lot of items had gone. I took advantage of 
the lull and walked through the house, first to the family room downstairs, often 
crowded with my sons' and their friends, and then past the boys' rooms and their 
empty beds. I said a quiet goodbye to the life we had together. 
 
At the close of the sale, I pulled the small yellow tricycle with the orange tassels and a 
plastic, yellow Tonka dump truck, still covered in dried mud. I kept the boys’ blankets 
that my sister sent them from Korea, as well as Nate’s miniature motorcycles and 
Zac’s Mexican jumping bean collection. As the day drew to a close, I took down the 
For sale sign in my yard. And, in the end, I decided to go. 
 
I’ll rent out the house, I agreed with my old friends that day, and move into Amy’s 
loft. 
 
Ultimately, the battles that ensued, both in and out of the courtroom, not only brushed 
up against my faulty foundations but also did their share in bringing my wounds to the 
surface. It is amazing what you learn about yourself when you are in the challenge of 
your lifetime. 
 
An unexpected consequence of the boys’ exit stage left was the gift of precious time. 
Time by yourself is a teacher. At first the new normal felt isolating, but eventually, I 
discovered a quiet wisdom there. 
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Throughout the war, to gain strength, I started doing a lot of personal work. I began to 
recognize that my unresolved childhood trauma created a negative mindset from 
which I functioned. In defense of my children, I was compelled to change this 
mentality. And, in their absence, I wanted to expand on this journey started on the 
battleground. I would continue on my pilgrimage back to whatever it was I lost so 
long ago. 
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Janie Doe 
Michael Montoya 

 
The phone rang. It was my mother’s number. I reluctantly answered. “Hullo?” I asked 
unenthused. I wondered what she wanted this time. I was doing homework, and she 
always had a sixth sense, like she knew to bother me when I was super busy. But 
instead of her loud, obnoxious voice, I heard another woman’s voice crackle from the 
phone. 
 
“Are you Michael Montoya?” 
 
“Yes?” I replied, unsure of the question. 
 
“I have something to tell you…” 
 
In that moment, I just knew. My lungs pressed all the air from my body, like a brown 
paper bag being crushed underfoot. I don’t remember exactly what she said, but I 
knew the basic gist without having to hear the details. My mother was always so sick, 
marred from a life too rough. She partied hard in her younger days and had all the 
scars to prove it. 
 
I was shocked, yet not surprised. My mother was only 58 years old, but she had lived 
the lives of three people. Hell, by the time she died, she had gone by no fewer than 
two different first names, and four different last names! Like a chameleon, she was 
always under a state of camouflage, trying to blend in to an all-too-ugly world. 
 
I was relieved yet burdened at the same time. As her youngest child, I was also the 
most responsible one. My two older brothers are always in jail, so I had to plan and 
attend her funeral all by myself. I oversaw all the arrangements, but I was also the one 
financially accountable. I was the free one, yet I felt so enchained. I felt so angry at 
everyone and no one in particular. I needed to rest but had so much work to do. I was 
up, and down, and all around. Like riding on a reckless rollercoaster at the carnival, I 
felt nauseated by it all. 
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You never appreciate what you have until it is gone, so I am still trying to decipher it 
all. I stayed in the shower until all the hot water ran cold. I couldn’t stay in any longer 
and be pelted by the icy bullets, but I also didn’t want to have to step out and re-adjust 
to a world much too dry for my now parched persona. I felt so foreign. I am not quite 
the chameleon my mother was. 
 
I love to write. I most often write essays and poems. Sometimes I’ll write drama 
pieces. And on really rare occasions, I’ll write a short story. But for the very first time 
in my life, I had to write an obituary. What do I say? How do I honor her memory and 
remember her legacy? Should I focus on her past, or her present? For the first time in 
my writing career, I was at a loss for words. I am sure there is a proper format to 
writing these things, but then again, my mother 
was not a proper person. She proudly traveled her own path. 
 
She always used to say to me, “I’m rude, crude, and tattooed.” Also, “I’m evil, 
wicked, mean, and nasty. But only the good die young, so I’ll live forever!” Oh, how 
wrong she was. Wrong, for all the right reasons. Or was she right for all the wrong 
reasons? She must have been sweeter than she wanted to admit. I must have loved her 
more than I ever wanted to admit. 
 
As her youngest child, she used to refer to me as her “baby.” I would roll my eyes so 
hard, my eye sockets would vomit from the dizziness. But even though I am currently 
28 years old, and nowhere near my infancy anymore, I have never bawled so hard as I 
have this past month. Now there is nothing I want more than to have her ring me up 
on the phone, hear her deep, raspy smoker voice, and let her call me her baby one last 
time.  
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Who Am I? 
Kaloyan Tsvetkov 

 
I am Kiko. I am Nick. I am Jeff and Harry, Michael and Larry. I am all those people, 
yet I am still me. 
 
I have moved schools more times than I can remember, and each time I surprise 
myself. I am me, yet somehow I am not. Somehow I am a new person in the same 
body. A new name. Steve, no Max. Who am I? 
 
Who am I? Do you know who I am? Do you know who you are? 
 
I know myself, or at least I think I do. But why does my name change when I move 
schools? Why does this new school define who I am in the moment? I don’t want to 
be this new person, yet it seems like I don’t have a choice. People always say “you 
have a choice”, but does that quote include my personality? Or is that a “choice” I 
don’t have? 
 
I remember moving that first time. I had been at the school for many years. I was 
terrified. I was leaving my friends, the only people I had known for more than six 
years. Then all of a sudden, they were gone. And I had to move on to a new school 
with new teachers, new classmates, new friends, and a new name. 
 
We all want more friends, but deep down no one wants to make new friends. Deep 
down you just want to stay with your group of friends for the rest of your life. No 
school would get in your way. No job and no fight. You would be unstoppable 
together. Why doesn’t it work that way? 
 
That first day of school I remember being welcomed by these two boys. They were 
everything I liked in people. Or so I thought. 
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See, you don’t know a person until you’ve seen their dark side. They’re angry side. 
They’re sad side. Until then you’re just a passenger on the orient express, waiting for 
someone to die. 
 
They were the nicest people at this new school of mine. They shared their food and 
discussed topics I liked. I had made new friends without really trying. It’s not that I 
didn’t want new friends. I just didn’t want to say “we aren’t friends anymore”. Every 
friendship movie makes it seem so easy. “We’ve been friends for twenty years and 
nothing has gotten between us,” yet every time I move schools, my name changes and 
no one knows my old name. No one remembers my old name. 
 
My new friends didn’t know my old name. Why? I don’t know. Was I protecting my 
past self? Was I trying to close that door? Or was I just scared that if I showed them 
who Mike was; they would laugh in my face and leave me? Was that why I changed 
my name each time? So that Mike and Harry and Jonathan and Sam didn’t get hurt? 
 
I didn’t tell them about Mike, yet they still left me. I had been nothing but nice to 
them, I was Charlie now, and at the end they still left me. Laughed in my face, bullied 
me and left me there to be a lonesome wolf. I didn’t have a pack anymore. I didn’t 
have Charlie anymore either.  
 
I hated this new school. I had to say goodbye to Mike and now Charlie because of it. 
It was ruining my life. And then one day we had a new student; a lonesome wolf 
roaming the forest, looking for a pack. We clicked. We were best friends and no one 
would get between us. 
 
No one would get between us. 
 
No one would get between us. 
 
Life got between us. 
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I had to switch schools again. I had to say goodbye to this new name and this new 
friend I made. Again. I was broken. Was I ever fully fixed? Or had I just come with a 
malfunctioning part? 
 
I closed my eyes and when I opened them I was alone again. My best friend was gone. 
My name was gone. Everything was gone. Everything kept going away and I couldn’t 
do anything against it. I didn’t have the “choice” everyone says I do. And so began the 
long quest to find a new name. Who was this new person? Jack? John? Jose? I didn’t 
know. No one else did either. 
 
I have come to believe in a magic called faith. It couldn’t have been a coincidence that 
after I lost Charlie, this new person was sent to me. Sent to fill the pack. It was faith. 
And very narcissistic. Why would faith have her own folder for me? I wasn’t special. 
I was nothing; a broken piece of glass on the sidewalk that everyone would walk over 
without even noticing. So why would faith be so charitable and give me a new name 
and new friends right when I needed them the most? What did I do to deserve such 
charity? 
 
They were incredible. They were funny and crazy and energetic and loving. They 
were everything you wanted in a friend group. They were everything I wanted and 
nothing more. I didn’t care about the new converse sneakers I got. Or the new 
American Eagle jeans that fit me perfectly. All I wanted to do was be with them. I was 
functioning again. We did everything together. We join every single club in school. 
We went to every single party and ate every slice of pizza until there were no more 
slices left to be eaten. We were unstoppable. 
 
Until we were stopped. 
 
Goodbye Peter and Peter’s friends. You will all be missed. 
 
Faith was somehow unfaithful. She gave me everything and took it away in seconds 
like it was the last piece of cake at the birthday party. What gave her the right to do 
that? What gave her the right to play mind games with me? My whole life I’ve been 
nothing but nice to people. I have changed names to suit everyone and I’ve tried to 
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make people happy. So what gave Faith the right to take these precious things away 
from me? What gave her the right to ruin my life? They say that people blame others 
so that they don’t have to face the truth; so that they don’t have to come to terms with 
it. I never wanted to. Leaving the people you love most is the hardest task to ever do. 
 
Walking into a new country was the second hardest journey. I had no friends and I 
couldn’t speak the language. I was thrown in a lion’s den to survive on my own 
without a way out. But to be a survivor you have to be strong, brave, courageous even. 
I was none of those things. My body never gave up. But my mind did. 
 
I was sent to a language course with other students. And of course, Faith flew her way 
in and made things better. I wasn’t completely happy, but we all felt the same way, so 
we supported each other. We made plans to leave the hell whole we were in; we made 
plans to share an apartment when we went to college. We wanted to go to parties, but 
we never did. We planned and planned, and yet we never did anything. We were 
temporary friends. When the time came to move back to our original schools, we had 
a group hug and went our own ways. We changed our names ones again. 
 
The year to come was the worst year of my life. I was not accepted. I was hated on 
and ignored. I was a ghost. I wanted to appear, but it never worked. I had turned into 
Casper. My name was Casper. I was sad and depressed. I had suicidal thoughts, but 
just thoughts. I hated that people disliked me. I hated that no one wanted to talk to me. 
I hated that I was alone. 
 
I was alone. 
 
Suicide is never the answer, and I knew that, but my thoughts didn’t. They had no 
idea what was wrong and what was right, because if they did, they wouldn’t make me 
think of doing it. They wouldn’t make me say “I want to die”. I couldn’t let my 
thoughts get the best of me. So I took matters into my own hands. Without hesitation, 
I walked into the principal’s office and told them I wanted to move to a different 
school. I told them how terrible it has been and that I could not continue living like 
that. Surely, they were no help; because if you want something done, you have to do it 
yourself. So I went to the one person that was always there for me, even though I had 
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been pushing her away. My mom was the only person that could help me. She was the 
only one that could banish Casper. She was the only one that could free me. 
 
And she did.  
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Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban  
by JK Rowling 

Reviewed by Keegan Greenacre 
 
I really enjoyed reading Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban. It was a great read 
and I couldn’t put it down once I had started reading it. I noticed that this book went 
into some dark topics as the story progressed and it really shows how the books are 
evolving and changing with the characters. The topics were about Harry's parents 
dying and the people who are trying to hurt him. Even though the book has changed in 
some ways it is still very similar to the first two books the overall story hasn’t strayed 
far from the original concept. 
 
I enjoyed the change in the maturity of this book because it means that teens and 
adults can enjoy the books because it is aging along with the readers. It also allows for 
the book to transition into other topics that are for older audiences. The book follows a 
linear story, the plot is that the criminal Sirius Black broke out of Azkaban. Azkaban 
is the strongest wizard prison that exists it is used to hold the most wanted wizard 
criminals. The reason that Sirius Black is wanted is that it is believed that he killed 
Peter Pettigrew and some muggles. He was accused of a crime that he didn’t commit 
and was trying to find his godson Harry Potter to prove himself as innocent. 
 
Throughout the book, the main characters also learn lots of new things about each 
other and become stronger because of this. I was also surprised by the new teacher 
that was introduced and the plot twist that happens at the end including this new 
teacher. They also learn new magic that saves Harry’s life later in the book. I can’t 
wait to find out how they will end up using this new magic in the next books. 
 
There are a few things that I don’t really like about this book. The things that I don’t 
like are rather minor but at the same time really hurt the story as a whole. For 
example, Harry is warned and refuses to just listen to what people say. Countless 
times he has been warned not to go out without someone to protect him. Of course, he 
ends up doing it anyway and then he gets in big trouble which then leads to him get 
these books characters just lose all common sense when they are reacting to these 
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situations. They do stupid things that a normal person wouldn’t do and it just 
sometimes makes you want to facepalm. I get wanting to show how the characters 
would act but in most cases, the way they react is very cliche and they make the 
stupidest decision possible. I don’t know if the author is writing them that way 
because that’s how the character would act. Or if it is just a poor example of the 
author being rushed to finish the book. 
 
I’m also not sure as to why in this book she decided to have unnecessary drama that 
didn’t progress the story at all. There were so many times where characters would be 
fighting with each other and I feel like it was just put into the book to fill the pages. 
Throughout the story, it was mentioned multiple times that one of the characters 
dislikes the other's pet. Which did actually turn out to be an important thing in the 
story but as you are reading the story it just gets stupidly annoying constantly reading 
the same complaints about the pets. 
 
The book was rather boring at the start but if you can power through the start it gets 
much better. I also felt that it took a lot of rereading at some points to understand what 
had just happened or what event was going to happen soon. The way she made these 
hints meant that if you weren’t paying attention you would just miss important 
information and get completely lost in the story. Like the fact that Professor Lupin 
was a werewolf, there were so many hints dropped throughout the story which would 
have told you that something was off about him. But if you missed any of these hints 
you wouldn’t have any clue that Lupin was actually a werewolf. It was also hinted 
quite a few times that Hermione had something magical that allowed her to be in two 
places at once. This plays a massive part at the end of the story because it is the whole 
reason they are able to save their own lives when they are attacked at the whomping 
willow. 
 
My favorite quote that resonated with me from this book was, "Happiness can be 
found, even in the darkest of times, if one only remembers to turn on the light." I 
chose this quote because it's very true even in the darkest of times you can find 
happiness if you can find the light. Light in most cases would be a person who you 
can talk to or anything that can help you when life gets you down and you feel like all 
hope is lost. I know of many people who have had terrible periods of their life that 
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have been turned completely around and changed just because they found their ‘light’. 
Finding that person can save a life, that's another reason I chose this quote is because 
a close friend of mine was close to ending their own life but someone reached out to 
them and stopped them and they have told me how much their life has changed since. 
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