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R achel looked over her shoulder nervously 
and turned back to the boy crouching on 
the ground. The dark, cool winds of late 
autumn bristled through her light pink 

jacket as if it weren’t there, and a shiver ran down her 
spine and throughout her crossed thin arms. There 
were lampposts that illuminated the sidewalks near 
the Middle School, dimly lit from age but standing tall 
in unison. They were standing at a small skate park 
that was located in a wide, spacious park. Soccer fields 
sprawled out past the beaten parking lot. It was the 
perfect location for early Saturday mornings of getting 
shin guards on and pulling a plastic red wagon full of 
Capri-Suns and cleats to a freshly painted plot of grass. 
Rachel knew of this weekly fall and spring routine all too 
well—her sister loved playing with their father as the 
coach, proclaiming their victories as the Lightning Squad. 
She had never come out to the park in the middle of 
the night until now, and the lack of parents cheering on 
their kids as siblings chattered on the skate park made 
her uneasy. 
 “I don’t think we should be here,” she said to the 
boy who was still crouched. 
 He didn’t seem to acknowledge her comment. His 
face wasn’t visible as his large black hood was pulled 
up, matching perfectly with his dark jeans and black 
sneakers. His hand was holding a bottle of spray paint, a 
commodity he said he found in his father’s garage and 
sneakily hid behind his back as he made his way to the 
front door. Rachel asked him as they walked their way 
to the park if his family knew where he was, to which he 
scoffed and said that she should mind her own business. 

 The side of the ramp was almost covered in paint, 
mainly red and black but hints of white to accent shapes 
and curves. The boy who had been crouching down 
stood up and wiped his right palm down his jeans. A 
streak of red smeared off and stained them. 
 “Good thing I don’t like these jeans that much,” he 
laughed to himself. He looked up and met his friend’s 
gaze, her eyes staring daggers into his own.
 “We shouldn’t be doing this. It’s not right.”
 “It’s like a piece of untouched land, all to ourselves.”
 “All to yourself. I don’t want anything to do with this.”
 The boy pulled off his hood and revealed a head 
of blonde hair, thick long strands draping over his eyes 
and prompting him to move them off of his forehead 
with his empty hand. The other hand still held the can of 
white spray paint. 
 “You said you were okay with coming. Better to go 
in pairs, you know.”
 “You said that you just wanted to goof around in the 
park, not come down here and vandalize public property!” 
The girl exclaimed, frustrated with his lack of judgement. 
 “Whatever. We won’t get caught; there’re no 
cameras out here. I only want to do one more side of 
this thing and then we can leave, okay?”
 Rachel said nothing. She looked down at her feet, 
which almost blended in with the darkness that enveloped 
the small concrete area. It was like she was planted into the 
hard, cold ground with the shadows like chains making her 
every step heavy and hesitant. Not even the camera flash 
on her cell phone could be bright enough for her to see 
one foot from the other. She wondered how he was able 
to see what he was doing without good lighting. 

Jeremy’s Cards
Claire Pardus
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 The boy picked up a can of black spray paint and took 
his tools to the other side of the ramp with Rachel trailing 
behind him. The two were facing a building that was across 
the street from the skate park. Lampposts revealed the 
small concrete steps that led up to the doors. The paint on 
the outside was visibly peeling and the gutters were full of 
dead leaves from the previous week’s rainstorms. 
 As her friend crouched down once again and began 
spraying the permanent markings, Rachel thought back 
to when she first met Jeremy in a summer day camp 
program. The two were in the same session, every week 
from Monday to Friday from 
nine in the morning to three 
in the afternoon. They made 
houses out of colored popsicle 
sticks, drew art of what their 
fantasy pet would be, chased 
each other around on the green 
and white playground equipment 
that seemed brand new at the 
time, and even went on field 
trips to the town’s pool if the 
weather was warm enough. 
Jeremy even taught her how to play a multitude of card 
games, bringing a beaten deck to school every day so 
the two could take twenty minutes out of recess to 
play on a wooden table or under the shade of a tree. 
They were inseparable, and from then on they had a 
strong friendship through grade school. As freshmen in 
high school, they both knew that things would change 
and they would eventually drift apart to find their own 
callings. That’s what Jeremy’s two older brothers told 

them one time when she came over to hang out with 
him, gushing about how they never talk to the people 
they used to hang out with in eighth grade.
 The change in Jeremy seemed like it happened 
overnight. One day he was a bright ray of sunshine 
and laughter to not cracking any of the same jokes 
that he used to. His quirky T-shirts changed into baggy 
long sleeves, and his blue eyes were less than radiant 
whenever Rachel finally got his attention for something.
  And for the hard truth, it frightened Rachel. 
 “Remember when we used to run around here 

before our parents picked us up?” 
Jeremy asked, snapping Rachel out 
of her nostalgia. 
 “How could I not?”
 “Those were good times.” 
Rachel could barely make out the 
words as he lowered his voice to 
almost a whisper. The November 
wind howled through the tree line 
once more, slicing through the girl’s 
jacket like daggers. 
 “Yeah,” she said.

 The boy stood up once more, content with the 
artwork he had made. It was generally the same style 
and idea that was plastered on all the other surfaces he 
had covered: red and black shapes resembling hearts, 
spades, and clovers, almost as if he had taken the 
wallpaper from the Red Queen’s castle and plastered it 
about to create his own little wonderland. 
 Both of them stood there, with one of them admiring 
his work and the other putting it together in her head. 

The change in Jeremy seemed 
like it happened overnight. 
One day he was a bright ray 
of sunshine and laughter to 
not cracking any of the same 
jokes that he used to. 
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 “Why did you want me to come here with you? 
You know I wasn’t going to agree with any of this,” 
she asked hesitantly, breaking the minutes of silence 
between the two. 
 Jeremy looked at Rachel somberly. She could tell 
this struck a nerve with him. The two of them being 
here, standing at a park they practically grew up in, 
the flashbacks of schoolyard memories and being the 
duo that always stuck together through thick and thin. 
Rachel was about to turn away, answering her own 
question, but not before the boy grabbed her hand that 
hung down to her side. Her face flushed warmly as she 
turned back towards him.
 “Because I don’t want to forget.”
 “Forget what?”
 “You. Our friendship. The memories. I… I don’t 
want to grow up yet.” His face was cold and stony, but 
his voice choked on something that he struggled to 
keep down within himself.
 

“I’m not going anywhere. It’s only our first year of high 
school, nothing’s happened.” She placed her other hand 
on top of his, cupping it. His fingers were long, bony and 
cold. 
 “We’re still friends,” she said in a reassuring tone.
 He looked into her brown eyes and blinked, 
unchanging in emotion. He pulled his hand out of 
Rachel’s hold and turned to the mess of cans that were 
scattered around the park. He breathed in deeply, 
exhaling a visible puff into the chilly midnight air. 
 “We should probably clean this up,” he said.
 “I’ll go work on the bottles by the railing,” she replied.
 The two broke off from each other and cleaned up 
the mess that he had left behind. Putting the cans into 
the plastic crate the boy had originally brought them in, 
the two walked away from the skate park and down the 
street, looking down and clearly seeing their shoes in 
the lamp light that illuminated the way home. 
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Boxes and space
Clutter like it’s a wall
In a room and disturbed
I sit.
Every piece, every article I move
It never goes away.
They travel from one place to the next
Like birds in migration.
They find a home temporarily
Never really knowing their place.
It keeps me safe like
The warmth of a hug. 
Until I question my comfort
When he can’t read my body language.
I sit 
As if I knew where I was
As if I enjoyed it.
Did I?

 

The Safety of My Mind
B’Nasia Dell
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I will never forget the first time I dressed like a 
man in front of my grandmother. This was not 
the first time I’d chosen to present myself as 
male in front of others. In fact, I’d been making 

this slow social transition for months at college. This 
was just the first time my grandparents would be 
seeing me since my mother informed them that I 
had come out as transgender. I knew she would 
disapprove, and I knew she was not about to keep 
her opinions of my “choices” as my family liked to call 
them to herself. My grandmother had never been the 
type of person to remain silent about her thoughts 
when the family was involved. In her mind, her opinion 
was a lot more important than it actually was. Her 
expressions were more often than not subtle though 
not absent. Snide remarks or her infamous “mhmm” 
were typically her weapons of choice.
 The day she came over to my house she was 
picking up my sister and me to take us out to lunch at 
Cracker Barrel. I had mixed feelings about this lunch. 
On the one hand, transitioning was exciting, but, on the 
other hand, I was afraid to face my grandmother whom 
I knew thought that all LGBT+ people had “the gay 
demons.” When she came in, she greeted my sister first, 
hugging her and telling her how beautiful she looked. 
When she turned to me, she fell silent, looking me up 
and down with a criticizing eye. It was at this time that 
I was anticipating a comment about my appearance. 
Unlike my sister, I was not beautiful. I was dressed in a 
baggy green Henley, ill-fitting khaki cargo shorts, some 
brown dad sandals, and had my dark curls shoved in 
a backwards snapback cap. Much to my surprise, she 

said nothing about my questionable attire. Instead, she 
reached out her arms for a hug. 
 “Mimi!” she cried, “how’s my wonderful 
granddaughter?” There it was, her subtle protest. I smiled 
sheepishly and accepted her affections.
 “I’m doing good,” I lied. 
 No one corrected her. Not me, not my mother, nor 
my sister. I was after all, not a man in their eyes. As for 
me I was bound by an unspoken obligation to endure 
her treatment. To correct or deny her the satisfaction of 
disregarding my identity was disrespectful to her. Ironic. 
 Our grandfather was waiting in the passenger seat 
of the car. He very seldom came inside the house when 
my grandmother dropped by. He was old, tired, but 
sweet. Given he suffered from dementia I held little to 
no expectations for him to remember my new name 
and pronouns. He was just happy to see me at all. I 
could be content with that. I greeted him with a smile 
and took my seat in the back of my grandmother’s Ford 
beside my sister. 
 The car ride to Cracker Barrel was very uneventful 
as far as I remember. For this, I was glad. I wasn’t about 
to volunteer conversation, too many questions she might 
ask that I didn’t have the answers to. Not any she wanted 
to hear anyway. The alternative was sitting silently for the 
whole twenty minutes and allowing the AM radio gospel 
music to fill the silence. When we arrived at Cracker Barrel 
we were greeted by the hostess, a bubbly young woman 
with more energy than I could ever dream of having. 
 “How many?” she asked us. 
 My grandmother could have said what a normal 
person would say, “Four adults,” but she didn’t. 

Lost Women
Miles Cotton
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 “Yes, I need a table for me, my husband, and my 
two lovely granddaughters,” she replied. 
 Her obstinance made me cringe. I knew I was not 
passing but she didn’t have to single me out like that. 
The hostess didn’t care what gender we were; she just 
needed to know how many people to seat. 
 The hostess smiled at us before informing us there 
would be a thirty-minute wait, and recommended that 
we meander through the gift shop to pass the time. 
Personally, I found the gift shop terribly boring. Cracker 
Barrel is very country in terms of 
aesthetic appearance and the food 
they serve. So naturally the items 
they sell resemble that. The shop 
had a rustic feel to it. Deep wood 
beams above us on the ceiling, 
and dark wood floors beneath. 
In one section was a plethora of 
candy and soda pop wrapped in 
vintage packaging; in another there 
were wheelbarrows, faux rusted watering cans, and farm 
themed candles, and of course you don’t forget the 
apparel of fashion trends at least five years dead. 
 It was while we were perusing the candy that my 
grandmother noticed I was slouching and had my hands 
shoved deep in my pockets. 
 “Take your hands out your pockets,” she demanded. 
“It’s not ladylike.”
 “I’m just holding my keys,” I told her. I was fibbing, 
but it was the best excuse I had. 
 My grandmother didn’t buy it. Again, she asked me 
to remove my hands, and while she was at it, she made it 

a point to remind me how very-ladylike I was dressed. 
 I removed my hands from my cargo shorts, but I 
put them back the second her attention drifted from 
me. I felt safer with them there. Something about that 
gesture made me feel like people were perceiving me in 
a more masculine way. Sounds silly nowadays, but at the 
time, that was how I coped with distress. 
 It was me who volunteered to take my sister and 
wander off on our own. The further I could get from 
our grandma the better! Her presence was making me 

uncomfortable. It was embarrassing 
the way she needed everyone to 
know I was ‘female’ as if anyone even 
cared. These people were strangers 
I would likely never see again. There 
was little point in asserting my 
gender identity according to her as 
fervently as she was, and yet…
 Even from a distance she 
criticized my behavior. The gift shop 

wasn’t small, but it was just small enough that dodging 
her entirely was impossible. I snapped to attention every 
time her voice cut through the ambient country music. 
She didn’t even have to say “pockets.” Her agitated voice 
shouting my dead name across the room was more 
than enough to spur me into obedience. These micro 
conversations we shared happened time and time again 
as I moseyed around the gift shop playing a dreadful 
game of cat and mouse with my grandmother. My sister 
had no interest in listening to my subtle complaints about 
our grandmother. I found this disappointing given she 
loved to complain. 

This was just the first time 
my grandparents would be 
seeing me since my mother 
informed them that I had 
come out as transgender.
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 Eventually we were forced to return to my 
grandparents as we were expected to be seated soon. 
It took my grandmother a minute to notice I was again 
disobeying her. She was absorbed in whatever strange 
candy had caught her eye. It was the assortment of 
unconventional licorice flavors on a shelf level with 
my hips that would be my undoing. Once her eyes 
wandered low enough to catch sight of my hands she 
seized me by the wrist and pulled my hands from my 
pockets by force. 
 “Only lost women dress like men,” she asserted. 
“Women who let the devil trick them.”
 She looked at my sister for confirmation. “Isn’t that 
right?” she pressed. 
 I could see it in my sister’s 
expression that she didn’t understand 
the question, but that didn’t stop her 
from agreeing. She wouldn’t say it 
out loud herself, but she nodded her 
head to my grandma’s question. My 
grandfather said nothing; to be frank 
I don’t even think he was paying the 
three of us any attention. I hadn’t expected him to rescue 
me anyway; all my hopes had been on my sister whose 
response deeply disappointed me. 
 I felt so betrayed. I was expecting my sister to 
change the topic, a classic maneuver, but she did not. 
My grandmother could have said I was going straight 
to hell and she wouldn’t have lifted a finger to defend 
me. Why? Maybe because she still thought that I might 
magically change my mind about being transgender if 
enough people dissuaded me, or perhaps it was our 
father’s wrath should we disrespect his mother that 
made her complicit. Regardless, neither of these things 
made me hate her any less at that moment. Her actions 
encouraged my grandmother to continue chastising me, 
and for that I could not forgive her. Physically I shrunk in 

submission. I surrendered my antics for now; the battle 
for comfort has been lost. I felt so small in the shadow of 
my family’s refusal to accept me for who I was. 
 We were seated shortly after I’d been declared 
properly possessed. I had little interest in carrying out 
the remainder of our time at Cracker Barrel. My appetite 
was gone, my mood was low, I just wanted to go home. It 
disgusted me that my rather public humiliation was a thing 
of the past for everyone else; my family had all but moved 
on now that they’d established I was simply wrong. 
 Passively, I listened to the shallow conversations 
held between my grandmother and my sister about 
my sister’s boyfriend, marriage, being honorable to God 
(which was just a fancy way to tell my sister to save sex 

for marriage). It was all boring and 
painfully heteronormative. I hated 
the way my grandmother celebrated 
my sister’s questionable relationship 
solely because it was between a man 
and a woman. It made me resent my 
sister just a little bit more by how 
invested our grandmother was in her 

relationship. Politely, I declined any cue my family offered 
to include me in the conversation, I had little interest in 
participating in their girl talk.
 In time I was left to my country style food to eat in 
peace. I sought entertainment in the chaos that ensued 
around us in the restaurant. At the table just behind 
ours, a waiter dropped a glass and spilled soda pop all 
over the floor. Another table behind my grandmother 
was filled with a family bearing only teenage sons. Their 
chatter was boring, mostly about sports and college plans. 
The shattered soda pop was far more interesting as the 
table was populated by an entitled group of individuals 
who seemed to be pleased by nothing. I eavesdropped 
on their drama and even watched as the manager began 
offering them free items to diffuse the situation. 

“Only lost women dress 
like men,” she asserted. 
“Women who let the 
devil trick them.”
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 I had no qualms about staying quiet in the car 
once we left Cracker Barrel. The time spent there had 
taught me plenty about what to expect from my family 
regarding my situation. I could not wait to be away from 
them. I had decided I was calling my partner when I was 
home to tell them all about my terrible time. After that 

lunch, there was nothing I craved more than to speak to 
someone who had no reservations about my identity. I 
knew they would listen to me, let me get out all those 
negative emotions, and divert my attention away from 
it all at least for a little while. That was what I needed. 
Someone to listen and accept me trans and all. 
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A s I lay on the uncomfortable, blue-gray, 
padded hospital bed, watching the monitor 
and listening to the little heartbeats, I 
am wondering what life will be like six 

weeks from now. Do I have enough diapers? Are the 
cribs put together correctly or did I miss a screw in 
the process of putting them together? Am I prepared 
enough? I only have a short amount of time to make 
sure everything is perfect for them. I look up at the 
nurse. Her red, curly hair is frizzy and wild. She smells 
of peonies and citrus. She is silently scanning my belly 
and clicking to take pictures. Why 
hasn’t she said anything to me? She 
is usually very talkative. The silence 
leaves me alone with my thoughts. 
She takes one last snapshot of my 
future, and hands me a couple of 
paper towels. “Wipe all that off, 
honey. The doctor will be in to see 
you shortly.” 
 I get all the sticky, cold goop from my belly before 
I sit up. In order to sit up, I must roll to my left side 
and push myself up with both arms because my belly 
is so big. I finally get to a sitting position and take a 
moment to ready myself for standing. I push myself off 
the hospital bed, pull my pants back on, and try to find 
a comfortable position on the blue-gray padded chair 
while I wait for the doctor. The chair is lumpy and cold. 
My back is stiff and my tummy is so big, it does not want 
to stay in my maternity pants. My thoughts wander to 
my preparedness again. I really do not think that I am 
ready yet. The knock at the door startles me from my 

anxious thoughts. When he enters, I can see that the 
doctor is concerned. He looks tall while I am looking 
up at him. He is wearing his white lab coat and light 
blue scrub pants. I wonder if he was doing a procedure 
before this. 
 “Tara, we need to do an emergency C-section 
today.” I cannot stop the dizzying thoughts. My brain has 
automatically gone to the worst possible place. I am 
afraid that I am losing the babies. 
 “What’s wrong with my babies?” His facial 
expression goes from concerned to professional in less 

than a second. 
 “The girls have started what 
we call twin-to-twin transfusion.” 
 I am confused. I wish he 
would speak to me in a less technical 
way. “What is that? What does it 
mean?” The doctor is handing me 
a packet of paper that looks to be 
an explanation of what is happening 

with the babies. 
 “Baby A has started taking all of Baby B’s 
nutrients.” Okay, this sounds dangerous. My head is 
spinning, I am feeling flushed. This is going to happen 
today? I am not ready. 
 “Can we do it tomorrow?” I ask. 
 The doctor chuckles at this. “No Tara, you don’t 
understand, Baby B has no more fluid in her sac.” He is 
moving across the room, inching toward the door. “You 
have three hours. Be at Labor and Delivery at twelve 
please,” he demands. With that, he ushers me out the door.
 As I am walking out of the office, I realize that 

Emergency: The Journey
Tara Nalker

The knock at the door 
startles me from my 
anxious thoughts. When 
he enters, I can see that 
the doctor is concerned.



13 Prairie Voices 2021-22

the hospital is huge. I begin the long walk from the 
office to the parking garage. The hospital smells of 
sanitizer and alcohol prep pads. All the walls are a very 
relaxing off-white and the floor that I stare at while I 
am walking is marble tile with lines of black all over. I 
dial my mom while trekking the long halls, waddling my 
way toward my car. Ugh. She is not answering. What 
is her work number again? 719-9007. Yep. I type those 
numbers into the keypad. 
 “Bright Horizons, this is Susan, how may I help you?” 
answers the receptionist. 
 “May I please speak to Kim?”  
I ask. 
 “Would you mind holding for 
a second?” she asks. 
 Before I can answer her, I am 
on hold. There is no music when 
you are on hold; there is too much 
silence. 
 “What’s up?” my mom finally answers. She must 
know it’s me. She never answers the phone like that.  
I panic. 
 “You need to come home now. I need to have an 
emergency C-section. There is something wrong with 
the girls,” I blurt. 
 “I’m on my way.” She hangs up. I finish the walk 
to my car, which by this time, is only a few more steps 
away. I open the car door and plop into the driver’s seat. 
Plopping seems to be the only way I can effectively get 
into the car without pain in my knees.
 The drive home from the hospital usually takes 
about thirty-five minutes. I am pulling into my driveway 

twenty-five minutes later. I do not even know how I 
got here; I do not remember driving at all. As I pull 
myself out of my car, I fumble with my house keys; 
we do not lock the door though. I feel dazed, like 
I’m not even here. Someone else has control of my 
body and I am just along for the ride. I walk through 
the front door and am immediately hit with the 
smell of lavender and vanilla. It smells like the candle 
I extinguished before I left for the doctor’s office is 
still burning. I check to make sure that it is not still lit, 

though I vividly remember blowing 
it out. It is not lit and covered. 
 I walk through the sunlit 
living room to the girls’ nursery. I 
sit in my favorite place to sit: the 
rocking chair I bought to rock 
my babies when they will need 
comfort. I start thinking again. I am 
not ready. I don’t have everything 

I need. I don’t have everything they need. I wish I had 
more time. My tummy begins to rumble. “I haven’t 
even eaten yet!” I exclaim. Tears are streaming down 
my face. I didn’t even realize I had started crying. I try 
to stop. It’s too late. The flood gates have opened, and 
my emotions are in control.
 I hear the front door open. 
 “Where are you?! How much time do we have?!” 
my mom yells. 
 I reply, “I have to be there at twelve. They started 
twin-to-twin transfusion.”
  I hear her footsteps fast through the living room. 
When she gets to the nursery door, she walks over to 

I start thinking again. I 
am not ready. I don’t have 
everything I need. I don’t 
have everything they need. 
I wish I had more time.
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me and kneels in front of me, rubbing my knees, telling 
me that everything will be fine. She doesn’t realize that 
I’m not ready. The house is not ready. The nursery is 
not ready. Nothing is ready. 
 My mom picks up my hospital bag, the one I got 
ready a month ago just in case. She is staring at me like I 
did something wrong. I’m thinking too loud. 
 “Did you hear me? Everything will be fine. We have 
to go. Get up, I’m driving,” she commands. 
 I heave-ho myself out of the chair. Getting up 
after I am down has gotten harder over the last few 
months, and the sound that comes out of me as I get 
up startles me.
 The walk to the car feels almost like the walk of 
shame. I can’t stop crying and I feel ashamed. I thought 
I had time. I thought I could put the finishing touches 
on everything in the coming weeks. I’m out of time.
 “Get out of your head, it’s too dark in there,” 
my mom demands. I look at my mom; her face looks 
worried. She is holding back tears and she is fidgety. 
She might be as anxious as I am. I don’t know how to 
feel anymore. 
 I plop down in the uncomfortable passenger seat, 
fasten my seatbelt, which is almost too tight to buckle 
because of my belly, and off we go. I recline the seat and 
put my head back. I begin to think of all the things that 
need to be done before the girls come home. Check 
the cribs, put all the diapers in the correct place, make 
sure the dressers are fully stocked. There really is not 
much to do, I realize. Relaxing, I close my eyes. This is 
the first time since this morning I am not freaking out.  
I decide, in that moment, to enjoy my newfound calm. 
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The Loss and Love of Animals
Arianna Sprenger

In springtime, we find their skeletons on the far side 
of Curley Road, past our property line. The meat is 
stripped and the bones weathered, but scraps of fleece 
remain, making us certain that we failed exceptionally 
at shepherding these poor sheep, certain that this pile of 
bones is what our care has made.
   – Margo Stein “Depredations”

It was Thanksgiving when she died. I dumped 
their food into the bowl, and they raced out, a 
tangle of feathers and feet, all trying to fill their 
beaks as fast as they could. All but one. I quickly 

ran to grab the padlock key that opened the back 
door of the house to reveal what was inside. I kind of 
already knew, you always kind of know. I swung the 
doors open and there she was, her neck was flat on 
the floor, but elongated and snake-like. When ducks 
die, their necks collapse down in front of them, as if 
their heads somehow become heavier and wobbly 
right before the end. She wasn’t actually dead, but 
not completely alive either, on the verge of crossing 
over to the afterlife. She was slowly blinking, and 
foamy saliva was dripping from her beak. Our family 
was leaving to spend the holiday with our extended 
family. I could have lifted her out of the little house, 
but I didn’t know what was wrong with her or how 
to fix it. So I left her there, and I knew she would 
be dead by the end of the day, I just didn’t want to 
watch. We buried Maple when we arrived home, and 
I cried. Slumped in her impromptu grave was my loss 
and failure. Everything that I did or didn’t do, all of 
the signs that I missed.

As someone who has been around animals for 
my entire life, I have had many experiences with losing 
them, and the pain that it brings. I have dealt with the 
death of livestock as well as the death of pets, and in 
my experience, there is a big difference between the 
two. When a pet dies, it feels like the loss of a family 
member, as pets are part of the family. There is a deeper 
sadness in your heart, and the grieving process is longer; 
the pain can stay with you forever. The loss of livestock 
(say a goat out of an entire herd) feels more like defeat, 
and the grieving process gets suppressed. In a way it 
has to, as you have to care for the rest of the animals 
who are still living, and not lose your sanity as a farmer. 
Because farm animals are different from typical pets, 
it is expected of us as farmers that we move on with 
business as usual.

This expectation is a key example of disenfranchised 
grief, which “refers to grief that cannot be openly 
acknowledged” (Chur-Hansen 16). Disenfranchised 
grief is something farmers often struggle with, as they 
are forced to grieve quickly, if at all, to tend to other 
purposes (Chur-Hansen). “Livestock are different to 
companion animals such as dogs and cats in a number 
of ways… In addition, farmers and their families may 
consider animals within their livestock as pets, such as 
lambs and sheep, goats, alpaca, calves and cows or bulls 
and so on. Regardless of the type of animal, it is the 
meaning of the animal for that person that is important 
in terms of the grief that may occur after loss” (Chur-
Hansen 14-19).  Waking up to find dead animals in the 
morning is extremely eerie and chilling, and forces one 
to pause for a moment just to think. 



16 Prairie Voices 2021-22

On the other side of the spectrum is the loss of 
animal companions. There is nothing quite like the 
bond that forms between pets and their owners. 
While many still refuse to acknowledge the death of 
pets to be as important as the loss of human family 
members, viewing companion animals as part of the 
family is becoming a more common mindset. In terms 
of death and grieving, this viewpoint is abundantly clear 
when observing the usage of pet burials, cremation 
services, and gravestones (Reisbig et al. 126). 

My first ever experience 
with the death of an animal 
was my beloved companion 
dog that belonged to my 
grandparents. Kinder had been 
my best friend since I was born. 
She was a yellow Labrador 
with large brown eyes and a loving personality. My 
parents had originally adopted her, and named her 
after the German word for children. Kinder and I 
would sit under the kitchen table and she would let 
me brush out her fur and make tiny bracelets and hats 
for her out of paper. She would never bite or flinch, 
even when I would adorn her in those make-shift 
accessories. My grandma would always try to get me 
to stop putting my face so close to the dog’s. 

“If Kinder bites you I’m not going to feel bad,” she 
would say (even though she would have).

“Kinder won’t bite me,” I would respond. “She 
would never bite me.”

I was right; she never did. She was so gentle 
around everybody, especially me. Whenever I stayed 

at my grandparents’ house, we would always take her 
for a walk. If anybody started falling behind us, Kinder 
would stop to make sure they were still there and 
keep checking until they caught up. I had always wished 
that Kinder could have been my dog, and that my 
parents didn’t give her to my grandparents. I wanted 
to spend every day with her. 

One day in the beginning of summer, my mom, 
brother and I were sitting in our parked car when 
she informed us that Kinder had died. My brother 

started bawling, and I kept 
asking questions about what 
had happened. I cried about 
Kinder a lot after that day, but 
not in the moment; I don’t know 
why. I wasn’t with her when she 
died, but she threw up, had a 

heart attack, and died in my grandpa’s lap. I’m glad I 
didn’t have to see her die, but I wish I could have said 
goodbye to her. 

I did finally get my own puppy when I was seven, 
which felt like an eternity considering I had been asking 
for a dog since I could talk. We named her Buttercup, 
and adopted her the spring before we lost Kinder. 
We had actually introduced the two of them once, 
but that was the only time they had together. Simply 
having Buttercup in my life was an important coping 
mechanism for me, and I don’t think I could’ve handled 
that loss without her. 

Buttercup was not the only coping method I 
used to handle Kinder’s death. I would also draw her 
frequently, anywhere I could. Any of my childhood 

When a pet dies, it feels like 
the loss of a family member, 
as pets are part of the family.
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art projects, birthday cards, or loose-leaf worksheets 
were sure to have little doodles of her on them. I 
would tell stories about her to all of my friends, and 
write about her in school. 

In the article “Resolving Child and Adolescent 
Traumatic Grief: Creative Techniques and 
Interventions,” the authors state a list of creative 
therapies which include journaling, creative writing, 
painting, and drawing.  “Interventions using creative 
modalities are helpful, as people are often able to 
express feelings or experiences 
through creative venues such as 
poems, drawings, and songs in a 
way they are not able to express 
verbally,” (Edgar- Bailey and Kress). 
While I remember my drawings as 
a way for my younger self to keep 
Kinder’s memory alive, I was in fact 
using them as part of my grieving 
process to cope with her death.

Rescuing animals is somewhere in between raising 
livestock and caring for pets. It is in a sense setting 
yourself up for failure, as the animals are more likely to 
die. I’ve volunteered at a local rescue farm for a handful 
of years now, and while I have learned so many things 
about caring for sick animals, it has also taught me the 
emotional risks of adopting animals in poor condition. 
Every farm that raises livestock has to manage the death 
of their animals; it is an inevitable part of the lifestyle. 
Raising livestock that already have pre-existing illnesses 
or poor genetics is a sure-fire way to burden yourself 
with loss. I discovered very early that I couldn’t do it 

myself; the constant death is too much to deal with and 
sometimes it just feels wasteful.

 Alo was the rescue bird that never was saved 
from his fate. I found him when I was about ten; he 
was sitting on the ground about a foot away from a 
tree and the nest was nowhere to be seen. There 
was a short debate about what to do with the baby 
robin, as we had never encountered any fledglings 
that survived a fall out of the nest. We put together 
a little nest for him inside of an office box and picked 

up mealworms from the pet store 
to feed him. I called my great-aunt 
who had cared for many birds before, 
and she told me to feed him the 
mealworms with a pair of tweezers. 
I created a routine to care for him 
and would continually add shredded 
paper to the nest to keep it clean.

After a couple weeks, Alo was 
starting to flutter around, but was still tiny enough to 
hold. He liked to perch on the edge of his nest, so I 
had to keep the box lid on in case he got out. One day, 
we decided to go to my grandparents’ house to visit 
with the family. My aunt, uncle, and little cousin were 
there as well. I brought Alo along so he wouldn’t be left 
alone with Buttercup, but I was also excited to show 
him to everybody. He was starting to get antsy inside 
the box, so I brought him outside to perch in a shrub. 
My three-year-old cousin Aiden was excited to touch 
the little bird, and I let him pet Alo while I held him. We 
decided we should bring him some bath water since he 
was already outside. I started walking inside, but then 

Rescuing animals is 
somewhere in between 
raising livestock and 
caring for pets. 
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hesitated when I got to the porch unsure if Alo was all 
right; the only one near him was Aiden. My aunt was on 
the porch too, smoking a cigarette. 

“Go grab the water, I’m watching them,” she 
told me, so I left to prepare a bowl and warm water. 
When I came back out with the bath, my baby bird 
was motionless, his eyes closed and legs curled up. I 
remember asking questions, but nobody told me what 
had happened; they weren’t watching. What happened 
to him? Is he still alive? Why wasn’t she watching them? I 
remember my aunt asking Aiden what happened to Alo, 
and his response was heartbreaking.

“I held the birdy and I squeeze,” 
he explained. I can’t remember what 
anybody said or asked him next. I 
don’t think I really cared. I cried for a 
long time after that, and I was mad at my aunt for being 
so negligent, and at myself for leaving. I wasn’t supposed 
to be mad at a three-year-old, but I was secretly mad at 
Aiden too. 

I have the most regret over Alo’s death than any 
other animal I have lost, mainly because it could have 
been so easily prevented. My feelings about Alo’s 
sudden mortality are best explained by Natalie Kathleen 
Rochester. “When one loses a companion animal 
suddenly, whether to death or by another means, denial 
is often quickly felt very strongly. Because the owner 
does not have time to process the spontaneous event 
to make sense of it, confusion and guilt are also very 
common grief responses. Guilt may stem from the 
fear of the owner’s carelessness in preventing such a 
situation” (7). It was my carelessness and my desire to 

save Alo that ultimately led to his death, yet in the larger 
reality of nature, he was destined to die as soon as he 
fell out of the nest. It was my attachment to him and 
my investment in his life that caused his sudden death to 
make me feel so guilty.

Through my years of caring for livestock, pets, and 
rescue animals, I was lucky to have a support system in 
my life to help me cope and understand the importance 
of grieving animals. In my process of exploring the 
human-animal bond and its losses, I have discovered 
that there are many people unable to cope with the 

death of their animals because it is not 
considered a grief-worthy event in our 
culture. “Many people have continuing 
problems coping with the death of 
a pet because family, friends and 

society in general do not judge it as an event worthy 
of much grief. In Western culture there are few socially 
sanctioned rituals or mechanisms through which grief 
and mourning can be expressed” (Chur-Hansen). 

I did get the chance to mourn my animals, and of all 
the ways that people manage this trauma, I have practiced 
most of them. I have suppressed my feelings to maintain 
my credibility as a farmer, and focused on the other tasks 
required of me. I have used living pets to help me recover 
from dead ones. I utilized my childhood creativity to 
harness the mechanisms of art and storytelling. I painted 
gravestones and cried during the burials. I have sat with 
the burden of guilt and healed myself only with time. 

Through these experiences I have realized that the 
inevitable loss of any animal, of any kind, is worth the 
love and support you gain from having them in your life. 

“I held the birdy and I 
squeeze,” he explained.
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Sad Drum
Martha Machuca

I am the sad drum.
Missing the beat and the sound of your voice
Empty vibrations left to fill the unfillable void.
Neglected—forsaken.
Left to ensnare this isolation.

Once in tune to the bangs and thumps and the taps.
Unspoken conversations with scales on the verge of collapse.
Deserted—Discarded
Joining the orchestra of the brokenhearted.

The pitter-patter of memories resounding alone in my head.
Striking the tender stitches of the love I tried to mend.
Relinquished—forgotten
Misplaced with all the unwanted.
I am the sad drum.

Reuel Crook, soda-fired stoneware
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S tumbling about the dark room, Christina 
struggled to find the light switch. This new 
apartment was a little bit bigger than her last, 
but it had a very similar layout. She walked 

slowly and took very small steps to avoid kicking or 
tripping over the scattered boxes that contained all of 
her twenty-nine years of life. With arms outstretched, 
she walked only about six feet before her pinky 
slammed against the wall. “Owww,” she sleepily 
whined. As soon as she felt the protruding switch, 
she pushed it down, something that annoyed her. 
She immediately thought how backward everything 
seemed to be lately and that included her current living 
arrangement. Once the light was on and her eyes had 
adjusted to the brightness, she looked around until she 
found her warm Christmas-themed robe stretched 
out on the floor and covered the small teddy she was 
wearing, the only two things she managed to unpack 
after a long weekend of moving from one apartment 
to another.

She walked out, dragging her feet and hanging 
her head, exaggerating every movement, and followed 
the noise, all the while wishing she was back in her 
bed. Down the hall, leading into the second bedroom, 
she could see the soft golden light shining underneath 
the closed door. She was afraid of this. It was her first 
night here and she felt the guilty annoyance looming 
above her. She knew it would be difficult to adjust to 
living with any other person, and this was looking to 
be 100 times more challenging. In her sleepy mind, she 
remembered why she had chosen to be there and 
straightened up and opened her eyes wide.

She made a small fist and tapped her knuckles 
lightly on the door, feeling a small throb on her pinky. 
When no one spoke, she gently turned the knob and 
opened the heavy door a few inches, big enough for her 
to poke her head through. “You okay?” she asked.

“Yea, ‘course I am,” the old man said. The old 
man was rummaging through old suitcases which laid 
open on top of his queen-sized bed. The pink floral 
bedspread was being suffocated by letters from old 
friends and family, old newspapers which dated back 
decades, expired passports, yellow stained pictures of 
people he knew at some point in his life, cassettes that 
he couldn’t play anymore because it was hard to find a 
working cassette player, random pieces of jewelry which 
were not worth much, rubber bands by the dozens, and 
a mixture of batteries of all different shapes and sizes. 
He had emptied out the suitcases and seemed to be 
focused on finding something.

“Whatcha doing?” asked Christina, clearing her 
throat to get the raspiness out.

“Nothing,” he said in a singsong voice.
“Do you know what time it is?” she asked.
“Early.”
“Grandpa, it’s three in the morning.” She was 

starting to feel the annoyance take over as she opened 
the door wider and got a clear view of what was 
happening. Five of the drawers on the dresser were 
slightly pulled out, pieces of fabric hanging for dear life. 
The top left drawer was slanted downward, sagging 
and defeated. She could see corners of more papers 
and trinkets of all shapes and sizes, and of course more 
of the white plastic edges of old cassette tapes trying 

Batteries, Rubber Bands and Old Cassettes
Martha Machuca
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to avoid their plummeting doom. The rest of the tiny, 
cluttered room contained another dresser that was 
taller and narrower. This one also had colorful fabrics 
that peeked out, curiously. There was an old broken 
boxed TV that was used as a stand for a slightly newer 
and smaller working one. Next to the bed stood a 
small wooden stool he was using as a bedside table. A 
porcelain cross was dead center holding a few rubber 
bands on one side and a broken watch trying to keep 
balance. There was a rosary that hung on the crucified 
Jesus, which made it look like it was 
far too heavy for Him to wear. On 
the left-hand side of Jesus, there 
were three remote controls stacked 
one on top of the other. On the 
other side, there was a cheap digital 
clock that flashed 12 o’clock in big 
red font.

“Yea, it’s early,” he repeated, moving his head back 
and forth. No one piece of forgotten treasure could 
hold his attention for more than a second.

“What are you looking for?” She felt herself getting 
irritated and took a deep breath.

“Nothing,” he said, sounding quite annoyed himself.
“Grandpa, you need to go back to sleep. THIS is 

why you end up going to sleep when the sun’s still out.” 
She tried to say this in a gentle tone but changed her 
mind at the last minute. She wanted him to know that 
she was upset. She wanted him to understand that it 
was not okay to be up at 3 a.m. ready to start the day 
and waking people up, especially since some of them 
had to be up in a few hours. 

She rolled her eyes and looked up towards the 
ceiling searching for answers on what to do. “Grandpa, 
please go back to bed. Here let me help you move 
things.” She started to walk into the cramped bedroom, 
but he immediately turned to her and looked at her 
defiantly, which made her stop dead in her tracks. 
“Grandpa, please, I need to go to bed. I gotta wake up 
early tomorrow.”

“Then go! No one is stopping you!” he grunted.
Angry and annoyed she turned around and 

stomped towards her room. She 
slammed the door behind her, yanked 
the robe off, and with one fell swoop 
she threw it on the floor and herself 
on the bed. Why on God’s green 
earth did I agree to do this?! 

With this thought, she was 
taken back to the previous week. 

She thought of her grandmother dressed in all white, 
looking nothing like herself. She thought of how funny 
it was that all of a sudden, people came out of the 
woodwork, crying her loss. She thought of how unfair 
it was that the day of her funeral the weather turned 
nice and it was a beautiful, warm, and sunny Sunday 
in May. The perfect day for most. Then, she thought 
of how funny her grandmother was, without meaning 
to, confusing one grandchild for another. She thought 
about the times she walked in the same apartment 
she was now living in and how she forced herself to 
eat her grandmother’s cooking, even though it had 
recently become too salty and she didn’t have the 
heart to say anything. She thought how much she 

She thought how much 
she missed her and how 
much easier it would be 
if he had taken her place. 
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missed her and how much easier it would be if he had 
taken her place. Instantly she felt that nasty guilt creep 
up again and with this, she wiped the tears that flowed 
quietly down her temples. With a heavy heart and a 
heavy sigh, she turned and managed to fall asleep.

Three hours later, she was woken up by the soft 
bells on her phone. She immediately pressed the side 
buttons and fell back asleep. Precisely nine minutes 
later, the soft bells rang again. She groaned not wanting 
to wake up. Not wanting to face what was out there. 
She heard rustling outside her door 
which made her sleepiness disappear 
suddenly. She shot out of bed, fished 
for her robe, opened the door, and 
looped her head around only to find 
the old man standing in the hallway 
that led into the shared bathroom 
and his room, looking confused.   
 “Grandpa, you okay?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” he had his brows furrowed 
as he looked from one piece of furniture to the next, 
avoiding eye contact.

“What are you looking for?” she ignored the grumpy 
mood he seemed to grow over the last three hours.

“Nothing,” he said.
She threw up her arms, exasperated, and walked 

past him and went into the bathroom and got ready 
for work.

* * *
She took the long way home. She wasn’t in the 

right mood to be in the apartment with him. She felt 

sleepy and resentful. She struggled to remember how 
much she loved him but was reminded of how much 
her grandmother did and put a little more pressure on 
the gas pedal.

Walking in her new-ish apartment, she found him 
standing by the living room window, watching outside. 
“Hi grandpa, whatcha watching?” she asked, forcing 
herself to sound a little more playful.      

 “Nothing,” the old man said.
 “I’m starting to think that’s your new favorite 

word.” She wasn’t in the mood to 
take everything personally, so she 
tried to sound more teasing. “Did 
you find what you were looking for 
earlier?”

 “I wasn’t looking for anything,” 
he turned around, let out a big yawn. 
That’s when she noticed the new 

necklace he wore, a women’s necklace. The same one 
that her grandmother had worn most of her adult life 
but had to stop wearing because of her last stay at the 
hospital. “I’m going to bed now. ‘Night.” 

She removed her hand from her O-shaped 
mouth, swallowed hard, and said with a quavering 
whisper “good night, grandpa, good night.” She 
understood then. She understood the lament of a 
husband missing his wife. She understood that their 
pains were different. Neither of them better nor 
worse than the other. Their hearts just splintered in 
different directions. Different but the same.  

Their hearts just 
splintered in different 
directions. Different 
but the same.  
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The Barn
Ciara White

I hadn’t been to the barn in years. There wasn’t 
necessarily a reason why I stopped visiting. No 
inciting incident. Week by week, I simply spent 
less time at the barn and more time on my 

business initiative, and what was once a pivotal part 
of my life became a relic of an older time. It began to 
slip my mind completely, remaining forgotten unless 
specifically mentioned. Even then, I would cast it 
aside—disregard the barn and all the time I spent 
building it—out of disinterest. 

But now… simply the thought of the barn was 
enough to threaten my composed 
resolve, nagging at my conscience 
and begging to be visited. Begging 
to be seen and acknowledged, it 
pulled at my feet, forcing me from 
my office and out onto the pasture 
and the tufts of overgrown grass, 
even after all this time apart.

Maybe this will make up for lost 
time, I thought as I crested the hill 
on my property.

The day before me was fading, the sunlight barely 
peeking out just above the horizon, wavering. Almost 
gray, the rest of the sky lacked any vibrancy or color. It 
was completely—and oddly—dull. I tried not to pay too 
much attention to it, but I still wondered what it meant.

The barn rose into my field of vision. My stature 
immediately faltered, slackening and threatening to buckle. 

I hadn’t realized how things could change so 
rapidly without your presence… how the world 
continued to spin—to persist—even if you gave it 

little attention. How, even despite the countless nights 
spent here, I wasn’t truly involved with the barn at 
all. Though I had brought it into existence, it was not 
under my control.

The panels on the barn were coming loose, and a 
few of them lay sprawled and discarded atop the straw 
floor, torn from its rightful place. I could hear other 
panels rattle with the wind, a constant creaking sound 
signaling their inevitable fall. Weathered down by the 
storms, even the red coat of the panels had faded to a 
muted brown.

“A relic of an older time,” I said 
to myself, frowning.

I tried not to breathe too 
heavily as I squeezed through the 
door—the stench of the barn was 
nearly intolerable, though I couldn’t 
quite pin its origin. The straw 
under my feet gave little protest, 
little resistance, and cracked easily 
under my weight.

How long had it been since 
anyone spent time here? 

The space around me felt untidy, unkempt. I feared 
touching something for the sake of getting dirty… until 
I saw the bench. A wrenching pang of sadness shot 
through my heart, a ghost of the excitement I once felt 
for this barn. The bench had been the final addition, a 
beautifully crafted piece that we put in the corner of the 
barn. The perfect spot to rest, read, or simply watch.

As I approached it, I noticed all the cobwebs that 
covered it, forming a chaotic sort of pattern. I frowned, 

But now… simply the 
thought of the barn 
was enough to threaten 
my composed resolve, 
nagging at my conscience 
and begging to be visited.
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debating my options. I glanced down at my hands. My 
shoes. And then the straw beneath me. Hesitantly, I 
grasped a handful of straw and swatted at the bench, 
flinching as I saw the cobwebs jostle around.

When I was certain that it was cleared, I sat down. 
For a moment, it felt as though life had paused—
the wind, the creaking of the panels, everything had 
stopped—and I was the focus. A spectacle for the 
rest of the world to see, where my fate would either 
prove to be entertaining and unfortunate or lucky and 
twisted. I waited and waited, preparing for my verdict.

Nothing happened. The bench supported  
my weight.

I let out a deep breath, closing my eyes. 
“Thank—”

—CRACK! I was suddenly jolted towards the ground 
as the sound rang through my ears. The wood beneath 
me splintered into two irreparable fragments, broken.

I didn’t yelp, didn’t scream. I just sat in the dirty 
straw, gazing upon the broken piece of furniture with 
an emotion I couldn’t quite describe. I willed myself to 
keep it together, as if I were in a competition against the 
world to keep my composure.

But then the dam finally burst, and all the tears—
the tears pent up over the years—finally spilled over.
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Vultures
John R. Beranek

“G rief can kill you.” She told me as the 
coffee splashed into the mug set 
before me, filled almost to the top 
before she stopped pouring and 

looked at me with great seriousness.  
 “But only if you let it.” 
 I stared at the coffee in front of me and watched 
as the steam circled into the air and my mind began 
to wonder to dark places. Places plagued with 
encompassing dooms and crippled endings where 
vultures endlessly fly in circles. The sound of my 
grandmother sitting back down into her chair across 
from me pulled me from my spiraling thoughts. 
 I wondered if it would ever 
stop. The thoughts, the grieving. 
So, I asked her. 
 “Grieving doesn’t ever stop 
though, does it?” She looked at me 
with pain in her eyes, and I know 
she noticed the pain in my own. 
But her pain looked as though it 
had been there for decades, from 
a time long before I was born.
 After getting married at 18, only 10 years had 
passed before the man she loved was diagnosed with 
kidney disease. With the accumulating doctor bills 
piling up on the kitchen counter, she went back to 
work. And three days a week she took on the role of 
his nurse, hooking him up to the dialysis machine in 
their living room while hoses filled with toxic blood ran 
to the bathtub in the other room and their three boys 
tried to stay out of the way.

 Through it all, she never complained once. Only 
one fear ever crossed her mind, and that was the 
thought that her children could have this disease as 
well and potentially be thrown down the same narrow 
and debilitating path. My grandfather urged her to have 
them tested, which she did, and the results were good. 
Better, even. She was told that her oldest son, Jimmy, 
was a kidney match to his father and could be his 
donor. But her husband refused it, telling Jimmy and his 
mother, that he needed it more.
 On a snowy day in December she finally got a call 
that a kidney was available for her husband and with 
great excitement and anxiety, she drove him to the 

hospital. But it mattered little by 
then, as the kidney dialysis machine 
that kept him alive all those years, 
had weakened his heart. After his 
transplant, it wasn’t long that he 
suffered a heart attack and died at 
49. After his passing, she dedicated 
her life to her home and children. 
But it was on another fateful day 

that she received a call from Jimmy, telling her that 
they found cancer in his stomach. She hollered at him 
on the phone telling him that the doctors have to be 
mistaken. They weren’t. 
 She helped him through his treatment, taking care 
of him at his home while his wife had to work. One 
evening she heard him on the phone, while she was 
washing dishes in the kitchen, telling his friend that he 
was going to fight this cancer and beat it. Only to tell 
her later on that he was really sick and could tell that 

I stared at the coffee in 
front of me and watched as 
the steam circled into the 
air and my mind began to 
wonder to dark places. 
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his situation wasn’t good. And on a cold October day, 
Jimmy’s father-in-law approached her while she stood, 
washing more dishes, and told her that Jimmy was 
gone. Screaming and pounding her fist into his chest, 
she let it all out and lost consciousness in his arms. 
 And there we sat, in her kitchen, not even 15 
years since the passing of Jimmy, and a month after 
burying my dad, her youngest son. 
 She took a sip of her coffee as she thought about 
my question. Setting her mug down, she began to 

touch her wedding ring, perhaps unknowingly, that laid 
still wrapped around her finger and looked at me again 
with her tear-filled eyes. 
 “No,” she answered. “You never recover from the 
loss of a child, that I know.” But in a quick movement, 
she pointed her finger at me. “Courage, Johnny. Grief 
and fear are very serious, debilitating, vultures and you 
can’t stop them. But master them, and you will have 
the courage to keep moving forward.”
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Never Forget
Michelle Zaslavskaya

I am a descendent of a Holocaust survivor, a Jew, 
my great-grandfather. My great-grandfather, 
Yosef Braverman, was born on July 21, 1927, in a 
small town called Kazatin. Yosef was your typical 

fourteen-year-old boy who happened to grow up in a 
Ukrainian-Jewish household. As he grew older, he had 
a pretty normal life for a young adult. He was getting 
an education, he had friends, he came from a wealthy 
family—he had the luxury of a nice home, food on his 
table—and so forth. His father, Grigori Braverman, 
happened to have his own real-estate business and his 
mother, Clara Braverman, was a stay-at-home mother 
who cared for him and his sister, Roza. 
 One day, Grigori and Yosef 
needed to go to the store to 
pick up a few things to bring 
back home. When they got 
back home, they noticed their 
neighbors outside crying and 
my great-grandfather rushed 
inside the house to find it wrecked and empty. His 
neighbors told Grigori and Yosef that his mother 
and five-year-old sister were taken by the Germans. 
They told them they were taken to the mass graves. 
Grigori and Yosef drove to where the Nazis were 
stationed, not far from their house. Once they 
arrived, it was too late. My great-grandfather saw 
how the Nazis lined up women and their young 
children in a single file line and shot them to death. 
When the Nazis happened to see Grigori and Yosef, 
they were taken away to a town called Zhmerinka in 
Ukraine to a concentration camp. 

 During their time in the concentration camp, 
Grigori encouraged my great-grandfather which helped 
him build strength and courage to persevere in the 
hope for a brighter future.   
 My great-grandfather and his father fled the 
concentration camp successfully with the help of 
Gypsies and fellow Jews. My great-grandfather made 
sure that his father made it back to their hometown—
Kazatin. Yosef knew he needed to fight the Nazis and 
not many people were willing to fight back. Yosef found 
an anti-Nazi partisan group while his father hid out in 
their hometown. People in their hometown hid Grigori 
in the basement or in the attic from the Germans while 

my great-grandfather fought.    
 In conditions of famine, 
epidemics, and death in ghettos, 
camps, and secret shelters, 
people showed strength of spirit 
and humanity by helping each 
other, caring for their loved ones, 

and supporting the weak. Jews remained to be Jews, 
remembered their roots, and continued to preserve 
their religious traditions. The Holocaust was the 
destruction of many innocent souls. By its scale and 
nature, the Holocaust is the greatest tragedy of the 
people, the greatest in the history of their existence. 
Although the Holocaust was considered to be a horrid 
place in time, people must acknowledge that there are 
holocausts still happening in our world today, and in 
order to prevent them, everyone needs to hear stories 
like Yosef Braverman’s. If we do not educate ourselves, 
how can we prevent anything from happening?

I am a descendent of a 
Holocaust survivor, a Jew,  
my great-grandfather.
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T here is a common argument that graphic 
novels are important because they 
can greatly aid in a child’s literary skill 
development, especially for those with 

learning disabilities. In fact, the Yale Center for 
Dyslexia and Creativity even called graphic novels a 
“great equalizer” because of their abilities to provide 
additional information and context clues through the 
usage of images (Barrett). Other arguments state that 
graphic novels serve as a great introduction to more 
classic or complicated texts 
(Barrett). However, I don’t agree 
with this whole argument. These 
ideas mistake and undermine the 
true value and literary power 
graphic novels hold. Saying 
that graphic novels should be 
used to help with literary skill 
development in young children 
implies an age limit for graphic 
novels. This “age limit” simply 
does not exist, as many credited authors have created 
autobiographies and complex graphic novels made 
specifically for older audiences. In addition, saying 
that graphic novels are only an introductory form 
of literature for more complex texts completely 
discredits the graphic novel as its own form of art, 
one which is often more powerful and complex 
than traditional literature or movies. Graphic novels 
should no longer be dismissed as “the other” form 
of literature, or as literature for children. They are a 
unique art form that not only uses words and images 

to portray a message, but actually combines them to 
create a new multimodal form of literacy.  

Graphic novels have certain unique features 
which make them complex and powerful art forms. 
The words alone in graphic novels create their own 
prominent and important feature. Because of the 
speech bubble and narration writing style that is used 
in graphic novels, the amount of words that can fit on 
a page is limited. This means that authors of graphic 
novels choose their words meticulously, making sure 

that every word adds to the story 
and holds meaning. However, this 
attention to detail does not just 
stop at the word choice, but can 
even translate over to word fonts 
(Pedri). 

A great example of this 
is in Alison Bechdel’s graphic 
novel Fun Home. Bechdel 
often includes certain words 
or phrases in an image of a 

handwritten letter or incorporates it in some way in 
her illustrations. However, to convey the importance 
of some of these words and phrases, she repeats them 
in her own narration. For example, Bechdel includes 
an image of a letter with the word “obtunding” 
underlined with a question mark next to it. Then on 
the next page, Bechdel takes that word and actually 
uses it in her own narration (Bechdel 222-223). 
In emphasizing a word for “deadened” or a “dull” 
sensation, Bechdel can stylistically convey to readers 
how she is feeling during this section of the novel.  

An Overlooked Art: The Uniqueness of Graphic Novels 
Amelia Shingle  

They are a unique art form 
that not only uses words and 
images to portray a message, 
but actually combines them 
to create a new multimodal 
form of literacy.
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In addition, Bechdel’s varying word font also 
demonstrates the importance of words in graphic 
novels. For example, when authors incorporate the 
use of italic or bold fonts, it can create an emphasis on 
certain words and can even create a new mood in that 
page or panel (Barrett). Bechdel uses different fonts 
in her novel Fun Home to create more personalized 
characters and convey a certain mood. Every time 
there is an image of a written letter, Bechdel chooses 
to mimic the exact handwriting of the real-life letter in 
order to capture the true characteristics of that person 
in her life (Gonder). This not only brings a deeper 
meaning to the words she puts 
on the page, but also brings the 
characters to life for readers. 

This also comes across when 
she begins talking about her 
obsessive-compulsive disorder 
(OCD). Bechdel illustrates 
sloppy letters with various pencil 
stretch marks over them to convey how consumed she 
feels by her OCD (Bechdel 148). When authors like 
Bechdel choose certain fonts for their writing, it adds to 
the story in a way other written texts cannot. Classic 
books contain cover to cover pages of text, but because 
graphic novels do not fit this standard, authors have the 
ability to create variety in their style choices and can 
therefore convey more meaning to readers.  

The illustrations themselves also hold significant 
meaning in graphic novels. The absence of words is an 
extremely important and unique feature of graphic 
novels that almost no other media has. As seen with 

many graphic novels, “silent pages” consisting of single 
colored panels or broken patterned panels convey 
a change in emotion or pace for the reader (Delkic). 
This can evoke certain reactions within readers, like an 
increase in stress or confusion, which creates a whole 
new dynamic when reading the novel (Delkic). When 
reading a book or watching a movie, audiences are 
placed almost as a third party, watching the action 
happen from afar. Graphic novels invite readers to 
feel the same discomfort or change in emotions the 
characters are experiencing. This kind of writing can 
help readers empathize with the characters and feel 

the emotions themselves.  
One of graphic novels’ most 

iconic and well-known features 
are their panels. Once again, 
this feature is seen in no form 
of media aside from graphic 
novels and is a major attribute 
to the uniqueness and power 

of graphic novels. Illustrators and writers use paneling 
to their advantage, creating underlying messages and 
themes throughout their novels. In fact, “comic layout 
is just as important as the storyline” because it helps 
readers feel what the characters are going through 
(Pres). A strategic shift in panel styling can even add to 
this effect. 

In Tom King and Mitch Gerads’ Mister Miracle, a shift 
from six, round-edged square panels per page to nine, 
sharp-edged rectangular panels per page creates the 
illusion of a cage for the main character (King and Gerads 
7-14, 19). This illusion is further emphasized at times 

Graphic novels invite readers 
to feel the same discomfort 
or change in emotions the 
characters are experiencing. 
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when one image is broken up between the nine panels 
as opposed to nine different images (King and Gerads 
115). This can create a closer relationship between the 
characters and readers, allowing them to be transported 
into another world and really feel each character’s 
emotions, in this case, the feeling of being trapped.  

Though words and illustrations separately hold 
significant meaning in graphic novels, the combination 
of the two is what makes this form of art truly special. 
Graphic novels have a unique 
quality about them that 
enhances the story when 
bringing both literature and art 
together. Books and movies 
create boundaries for audiences 
by only opening one source of 
creativity. However, as editor 
Gal Beckerman explains, graphic 
novels extend beyond the 
boundary of language alone 
and add art into it. He offers the idea that “something 
really special...can happen when you bring together 
images and words in the way comics do” (qtd in 
Delkic). Working together, authors and illustrators of 
graphic novels can convey certain hidden or underlying 
emotions to readers that are not outright stated 
in the dialogue. In some cases, when written text 
is combined with seemingly contradictory images, 
readers find a whole new meaning to the panels. 

For example, again in Mister Miracle, there are 
many instances when the two main characters are 
fighting a war but are talking about renovating their 

home (King and Gerads 144-154). The pairing of 
word and image in this case allows King and Gerads to 
convey to readers a whole new theme to their book, 
allowing readers to see that people deemed “heroes” 
are still just ordinary people, a theme that might not 
have been seen with just using text. 

Because of this word and illustration combination, 
the way one reads a graphic novel is drastically different 
from consuming any other form of media. Other books 

are read left-to-right and word-
for-word. While most would 
argue the same occurs in graphic 
novels, there is more to this 
idea than one might think. Even 
though the words might be read 
left-to-right like a traditional 
novel, there is a unique aspect to 
graphic novels that lets readers 
take more information at 
first sight and then work through 

the written text. When flipping through a graphic novel, 
the visual stimuli of the illustrations allow readers to 
“take everything in all at once and then start to work 
through the pages” (Gonder). Other literature and 
even movies put a limit to what readers or viewers 
can take in at a time, limiting it to certain words or 
scenes. However, in graphic novels, these boundaries 
are broken, allowing readers to take in multiple forms of 
information at once. 

For example, in Tom King and Mitch Gerads’ Mister 
Miracle, there are many times when the left and right 
pages have very different and even contrasting colors. 

Working together, authors and 
illustrators of graphic novels 
can convey certain hidden or 
underlying emotions to readers 
that are not outright stated 
in the dialogue. 
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Sometimes, the left page is light, filled with pastel blues 
and soft whites, while the right page is covered in deep 
red and black coloring. Even the lines that separate the 
panels come into play here, as the left lines are colored 
white while the right lines are colored black (King and 
Gerads 196-197). Even before reading the words on 
the page, readers can tell just by the color contrast that 
these two pages will be flipping between the worlds of 
the main character’s heaven and hell.  

Graphic novels’ unique nature should be used today 
more than ever. Technology continues to shape our 
world, and in our everyday lives, social 
media often runs how we think. We 
often “obtain instant information from 
the Web; or participate in a virtual 
environment through gaming or in a 
virtual world” (Walsh). These changes 
are reaching into the education 
system and changing the way students learn. Research 
has shown that multimodal literacy surrounds children 
and adults in their everyday lives and thus should be 
translated over to the classroom. Multimodal literacy 
refers to the “interacting with multimedia and digital 
texts” along with “reading, viewing, and responding to” 
and even producing these (Walsh). In this case, graphic 
novels are positioned to be this multimodal form of 
literacy. They are the “merger between image and 
word” and combine our usage of screen and written 
text in one cohesive form (Gonder). A study at the 
United Kingdom Literacy Association found that “the 
navigation of screen-based texts frequently involves 
‘radial browsing,’” something that is very different to 

traditional left to right treading (Walsh). This is one of 
the fundamental characteristics of graphic novels and is 
why it serves as the perfect form of multimodal literacy. 

Graphic novels can even incorporate the element 
of sound, another aspect of multimodal literacy. 
Through their various changes in fonts and use of 
onomatopoeia, authors can convey sound in graphic 
novels that is very challenging to do in other forms 
of media. Even on video, sounds are only expressed 
audibly, whereas in graphic novels, they are expressed 
visually and textually, making them almost audible. This 

adds another layer to multimodal 
literacy. English and writing classes 
for all ages, from kindergarten to 
college level, should incorporate 
graphic novels into their curriculum 
as a form of multimodal literacy 
because it encompasses everything 

technology and other advances have exposed us to.  
Film and written text are both very common 

modes of entertainment and education, often leaving 
out the importance of graphic novels. Graphic novels 
are not just for kids, but for all ages, as they provide 
a medium for entertainment and education that 
others cannot. Reading graphic novels is extremely 
important today because of their ability to uniquely 
relay messages and emotions to readers, creating a 
personalized connection with each character. They are 
able to enhance storytelling experiences by creating 
a multimodal form of literacy that is a cross between 
illustration and text, something that no other medium 
of art can do.  

Graphic novels’ unique 
nature should be used 
today more than ever. 



36 Prairie Voices 2021-22

Works Cited 
Barrett, Lindsay. “Graphic Novels Should Play a Bigger 

Part in Your Classroom. Here’s Why.” We Are 
Teachers, 12 Oct. 2017, www.weareteachers.com/
graphic-novels-in-the-classroom

Bechdel, Alison. Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic. 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 2006. 

Delkic, Melina. “How Graphic Novels and Comics Can 
Move a Story.” The New York Times, 29 May 2018, 
www.nytimes.com/2018/05/28/insider/graphic-
novels-comics-book-review.html.  

Gonder, Patrick. Personal Interview. 05 May 2021. 
King, Tom (w) and Mitch Gerads (a). Mister Miracle. DC 

Comics, 2019. 
Pedri, Nancy. “Mixing Visual Media in Comics.” Image 

Text,  imagetext.english.ufl.edu/archives/v9_2/
introduction/introduction.shtml.  

Pres, Danny. “Panels and Bubbles.” The 
Graphic Novel, 25 Oct. 2015, graphicnovel.
umwblogs.org/2015/10/25/panels-and-
bubbles/#:~:text=It%20assures%20the%20
smooth%20transition,their%20placement%20
is%20also%20important.  

Walsh, Maureen. “(PDF) Multimodal Literacy: 
What Does It Mean for Classroom Practice?” 
ResearchGate, 1 Jan. 2010, www.researchgate.
net/publication/267398684_Multimodal_literacy_
What_does_it_mean_for_classroom_practice.  
 



37 Prairie Voices 2021-2237Stephanie Luc, oil painting



38 Prairie Voices 2021-22



39 Prairie Voices 2021-2239Yang Sung, oil painting



40 Prairie Voices 2021-22

The Recovery of a People Pleaser
Annie A.

P astel pink carnations sit on my window in 
a newly cleaned pickle jar as I pace in my 
own mind. My hands are frozen, applied to 
the laptop keyboard like wet paint, textured 

and moveable but irrevocably present in a way I can’t 
quite control. The screen of what has now become my 
instrument of life blurs in my vision save the focal point 
of the bottom of an e-mail draft page. With love? Best 
wishes? Regards? Warm regards? With gratitude? How 
does the signature of this e-mail welcome and goad 
the recipient to reply while remaining unburdensome? 
The pandemic has taken from me the ability to diffuse 
my needs into a small, smile-accompanied whisper of 
an ask and required they be the direct demand for 
attention that an e-mail or phone call represents. 

The ability to diminish these needs was taught to 
me by both men and women. Men, who in my teen 
years taught me that being noticed could be dangerous, 
or equally badly, construed as overbearing, “bitchy” 
behavior. Women, who taught me to seek safety in 
silence and compliance to avoid being obnoxious or 
shamefully needy. To be perceived, I learned, was to 
feel shame. Attention-seeking actions, words, thoughts 
and ideas were not only defined as asking for assistance, 
but also feeling emotion. Like a corporate workplace, 
my adolescent emotions were policed to be expressed 
only in private. What human has the natural ability to 

diminish basic needs and feelings at a young age without 
creating an unfulfilled need to be acknowledged? The 
valuation of items of self and existence as shameful 
naturally creates the subconscious need to be seen, 
which in turn would cause attention-seeking behavior, 
which in turn would be shamed. 

This maddening cycle was unsurvivable. Breathless 
at any suggestion I had a want, need, emotion or idea, 
my life functioning required a neutral and dismissive 
temperament. Too sensitive, I was informed, were 
people like me who could not invalidate and dissolve 
the existence of themselves throughout their days. It 
was implied through indirect lessons that there was 
a magnificent, all-knowing and all-superior “other” 
outside of me that was essential to please. The focal 
point of all things in my life function was like a spiked 
collar around my waist, pointing everywhere except to 
me. No introspection, metacognitive thinking or other 
self-examination was allowed unless it was repairing the 
“problem” I posed to others. 

This is not to say I was miserable and blame 
everyone else for my suffering; in fact, I was miserable 
and blamed myself for thinking I was suffering. A 
person without an identity who existed on the flowing, 
never-dried river of other people’s needs and requests 
whether they were actually assigned to me as a duty 
or not, I had nothing wrong with my life and so I 
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shouldn’t have been sad. But I was! I was very, very sad! 
I went from person to person begging them through 
attempting to please them to just once, tell me who I 
am and give me permission to exist, think, and feel. I 
built my own prison emotionally and reinforced it with 
new tungsten welded on by the fuel of self-fear using 
the torch of self-hatred. The breakage of this pact with 
myself not to exist would never have occurred, had I 
not been a terrible person 
for two weeks. 

In January of 2021, I was 
cheated on by someone 
I love very, very dearly. It 
destroyed me emotionally, 
and it broke down my safe 
cage of people pleasing like 
opening a can of tuna with 
a claymore bomb. Previous 
to the revelation of this happening, I had been trying to 
help him through his depression and cling to his pieces 
of intermittent love. I sewed him custom clothes, I let 
his mental health drag mine down, I completely melted 
down who I was and what I needed from him to try 
and “repair” the relationship. When the bomb dropped, 
however, I stopped. I allowed myself, for the first time 
in a very long time, to be angry with someone I love. 

I screamed, I fought and I told him I hated him. And I 
did. I hated him, and myself, for what had happened 
and how I had allowed myself to believe the problems 
with our relationship were my fault. For the two weeks 
following, I was incredibly mean. I lashed out at him, I 
stopped talking to friends, and I cried and kicked and 
yelled and threw my pillows around the room. I forced 
him to apologize, to feel horrible for what he’d done 

and how he’d let me try to 
please him while he was 
treating me with such little 
respect it was unbearable 
to think about. Then, the 
metamorphosis began. 

I began to grow selfish 
with my time, emotions and 
love. I learned to restrict it, 
to fight back when it was 

over requested. I asserted what I needed and who I 
wanted to talk to. The ability of a people pleaser to 
say “no” is sometimes hindered, but this new fury in 
me created a Captain America shield of self-love that 
protected me from my own instinct to compromise 
my desires for others. Now I no longer respond to 
relationship failures with excessive gifts or trying to “fix” 
someone. I just have a hard time signing off on e-mails. 

To be perceived, I learned, was 
to feel shame. Attention-seeking 
actions, words, thoughts and ideas 
were not only defined as asking for 
assistance, but also feeling emotion.  
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Sally’s Seashell Expedition
Eric Polanski 

S ally sells seashells by the seashore. Sally’s 
business is failing. Even before the pandemic, 
Sally’s numbers were way down year after 
year. Sally is confused because tourism by the 

seashore has been booming for over a decade. The 
seashore is more popular than ever, but still, Sally’s sales 
have been dropping. 
 Sally has been exploring a number of options to 
increase her seashell business. First, she diversified and 
began selling sea glass, coral, vials of sand, driftwood, 
and a number of other items from the seashore. It was 
a sound strategy in that the cost for these items, just like 
her seashells, was zero. Sally would arrive early before the 
tourists, comb the beach, collect her bounty, and head 
to her stand. Even with the expanded product line, sales 
continued to dwindle.
 Sally also toyed with her inventory, going from 
offering a limited number of items at higher prices to 
increase the appearance of rarity, like the Gucci of 
seashell selling, to offering a plethora of everything 
under the sea at low prices in an effort to be the Wal-
Mart of seaside knick-knacks. Again, neither approach 
worked, and it got so dire that Sally considered giving 
up the seashell selling game. She had a cousin Peter 
who was making a killing in the pickled pepper business, 
and he said he could always use someone with Sally’s 
enthusiasm and perseverance.
 Sally was determined, no matter what, to succeed 
at selling seashells by the seashore. One slow day, while 
rearranging the starfish and conches, it occurred to her 
that maybe she had a location issue. Selling seashells by 
the seashore always made sense to her since she was 

so close to her supply, but she realized she was selling 
items that seashore visitors could just pick up for free 
themselves. Why would you buy one of Sally’s seashells, 
even if they were polished, when there were thousands 
scattered along the seashore you could grab for free? 
Sally decided to pack up the whole operation and move.
 Sally headed west to open shop in one of the 
driest states in America, Nevada. Peter Piper’s sister, 
Betty Botter, Sally’s cousin, had been distributing butter 
all across the nation. Sally, knowing this, reached out 
to Betty for assistance in shipping seashells from the 
seashore to her daily. Sally’s shells were the talk in Las 
Vegas, and it seemed everyone had to have one.
 Sally soon started expanding her business, selling 
seashells in Arizona, Colorado, and New Mexico. 
Sally’s seashells boomed in popularity. Word spread 
throughout the country of these very special seashells, 
and the demand increased rapidly. Sally started 
researching how to start an online business to meet the 
needs of hungry consumers. With the help of Woody 
Woodchuck, a programmer, Sally was able to design 
and publish her website in a short span of a few days. 
 Sally became the biggest distributor of seashells 
worldwide. This multi-million-dollar public corporation 
hit the stock market with record highs. To thank Peter 
Piper and Betty Botter for their support and belief in 
her abilities, Sally gifted them a sizable percentage of 
her company. Sally moved back to the seashore, where 
it all began. 
 Every time you go to the seashore, think about 
Sally and how she was able to turn a simple idea into a 
very profitable and successful business. 



43 Prairie Voices 2021-2243Daniela Santiago, oil painting



44 Prairie Voices 2021-22

The Mumble Kid
Damian Jones

E ver since I was a kid, I’ve had a bit of a 
problem when it came to mumbling. I 
always found myself repeating what I said, 
even though I was convinced I said it with 

an appropriate speaking voice. For the longest time, 
every conversation I had was always riddled with, 
“What was that?” and “Say again?” I felt like I was 
talking through some barrier I just couldn’t seem to 
overcome. Yet when I was at home with my father or 
his family, I never once had someone say “speak up” 
when I spoke to them.
 Come to find out, it’s a 
family tradition!
 Everyone’s family has a 
unique tradition of some kind. 
Be it a snack you only ever 
have and make with Grandma 
or a joke that only you and 
your uncles get, there’s a 
tradition that’s personally 
formed between generations. 
In my family, it’s a “mumble language” that’s been 
supposedly developing for four generations. My family’s 
history is a mishmash of many different dialects and 
regions, ranging from Chicago city slickers to Texan 
ranchers. Yet when these cultures began to combine, 
they accidentally forgot to bring out the volume that 
both cultures are known for.
 The best part is that even with this lack of volume, 
in family situations we can talk to each other across the 
room without ever really raising our voices! It’s not rare 
that my grandmother, among plenty of other chatter 

and music, has mumbled to me across the room and I’ve 
managed to pick up on every word she said. When I talk 
to my aunts on the phone, we hardly ever speak clearly 
and to outsiders it sounds like low-voiced gibberish; but 
to us, we’re having an in-depth conversation about how 
embarrassing I was as a kid!
 The better part of my mumbling habits is that I 
tend to speak very fast, especially when I’m short on 
time. This tempo coupled with the low volume leads 
to endless replies of “Huh?” and “What was that?” 
I won’t argue with anyone who characterizes me 

as impatient because it’s the 
honest truth. I’m the kind of 
person who wants to spend as 
little time doing what I don’t 
want to do as possible. Now, 
due to my more introverted 
nature, this sometimes includes 
conversations. I don’t mean to 
rush the conversation because 
I don’t like talking to others, 

but more because I really want to get back to finishing 
my work on time. This leads to me spitting an entire 
response out at sixty words a minute and leaving the 
other party in the dust. Yet both these quirks have led 
to some very interesting characterizations of me. I tend 
to be described as “to the point” and “bossy” because 
of my fast speaking, and yet also “around the bush” and 
“reserved” due to my mumbling. Which of these is true 
is honestly dependent on how you want to interpret 
my mannerisms. Personally, I see myself as a bit of a go-
getter who could use some more assertive habits.

The best part is that even with 
this lack of volume, in family 
situations we can talk to each 
other across the room without 
ever really raising our voices!



45 Prairie Voices 2021-2245Margaret Kilbane, watercolor painting

 I’ve honestly resigned myself to always talking like 
this. It feels so uncomfortable and ingenuine when 
I take the time to slow down and speak at a higher 
volume, especially since I use much simpler words 
to ensure I actually pronounce them. It feels like I’m 
dumbing myself down for the sake of something 
trivial. Despite my mannerisms being acknowledged 
from time to time, I’ve never been discouraged from 

speaking the way I do; and I’m thankful that it’s been 
this way. The whole fast-paced mumble habit has led 
me to never be much of a disturbance in a library, and 
I’ve never once woken up a baby. 
 I carry a unique little tradition when I mumble-
talk, and I’m proud to say that not many others can 
speak my family’s “mumble language”!
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My Kind of Language
Emily Nguyen

“T roi oi!” There it is—all it takes is a 
stubbed toe or a special deal on 
concert tickets, and my Vietnamese 
comes rolling out. Although my 

native tongue is English, a part of me feels incomplete 
without expressing myself in Vietnamese. The 
Vietnamese language is unique and has its subtleties, as 
all languages do. When I speak it, it has its own rhythm 
and melody. I have a Southern Vietnamese accent, and 
every word is like a gentle wind on an autumn day. It 
evokes a warm, cozy feeling, somewhat like sitting next to 
the fireplace during the winter. 
The actual language resembles 
a birdsong because of the way 
it seems to flutter along like 
the wings of a hummingbird. 
Vietnamese is a bridge to my 
people, my culture, and my past. 

Although I was born in the 
U.S., I lived in Vietnam for three months every summer 
for four years. I entered my parents’ home country with 
little knowledge of the Vietnamese language. Although 
initially difficult, I adapted very quickly to the language 
because of exposure from my parents at home. I wanted 
to delve into the culture that represents the other half 
of me. I soon began to differentiate between English and 
Vietnamese. English stresses certain syllables and leaves 
the others unstressed. However, Vietnamese has six 
distinct tones, and each tone is an inseparable unit of a 
word. Perhaps due to this quality, the language may sound 
harsh to many foreign ears. However, to me, it sounds 
musical and remarkable, emphasized to indicate emotion. 

Since it’s a tonal language, it’s difficult to even whisper it 
because I have to enunciate every word to produce a 
certain pitch, and it sounds like I’m “singing.” My pitch can 
create a tone that is flat, high, low, or neutral. Without 
Vietnamese, I would not enjoy the opportunity to 
become an artist, a musician, just by speaking.

I vividly remember my cousin teaching me the 
different tones in Vietnamese. For example, “dưa,” 
“dừa,” and “dứa” are three different fruits, namely 
watermelon, coconut, and pineapple.  If I wanted 
to order pineapple juice, but I did not know how to 

pronounce the word “dứa” 
correctly, I may end up drinking 
coconut or watermelon juice. 
“Dua” isn’t the only word that 
gives the language its music-
like quality; there are plenty of 
Vietnamese words that apply the 
same concept of different tones 

and pronunciation of the syllable. As the words spill out, 
voices float between shrill pitches and throaty noises 
that somewhat sound like somebody getting punched 
in the stomach. When I say, “Viet Nam,” I express the 
two words like an explosion instead of an implosion. 
Vietnamese words tend to flow together into an endless 
drumbeat, leaving me way behind if I lose track of the 
rhythm. It’s like playing an instrument, and in the event 
where I cannot achieve the note or even miss the note, 
the whole piece feels a bit odd. Maintaining the rhythm 
enables me to speak with purpose and passion.  

At the end of each summer, I said my farewell to 
Vietnam. Then, I had to resume school in America. 

This is my kind of language: 
Vietnamese. It allows me to 
connect with myself and others 
in a way English cannot.
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Initially, I had to transform my Vietnamese thoughts 
into English words, so I used pictures to represent 
what I wanted to express. Soon I learned how to speak 
flawless English, although at times I still utter strains 
of broken phrases like “let I show you” or “let I go 
eat lunch now” during school hours. These “broken” 
phrases greatly channel my inner Vietnamese-American 
self. Although the broken phrases are grammatically 
incorrect in English, expressing them allows me to 
embody a piece of my identity despite the location. 
When I am passionate about what I am talking about, 
I forget about grammar and structure and just let 
everything pour out, bad “I”s and all. This is my kind 
of language: Vietnamese. It allows me to connect with 
myself and others in a way English cannot. 
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My Archnemesis
Finn Repp

I imagine that most people, when asked to describe 
their relationship with their archnemesis, would 
start by describing an entity that is fully separate 
from themselves. Instead, I will be describing my 

own brain. You might be thinking something along the 
lines of “How could one’s archnemesis be their own 
brain?” Well, my brain doesn’t start on command, ever. 
This is because I have depression, autism, and a few other 
mental diagnoses. This set of diagnoses makes it very 
difficult for me to be productive, although some days 
(and some years) are admittedly worse than others. I am 
constantly having an internal dialogue with myself, and 
much of it consists of convincing myself 
to fulfill my responsibilities. One could 
argue that my brain is not the same thing 
as me, and the issues I am having are just 
a consequence of living in a human body, 
but then I would have to say that my body 
is actually my archnemesis, and that just 
doesn’t have the same ring to it.
 So why am I not getting along with my brain, or, 
why am I not getting along with myself? Well, if you had 
a coworker or a roommate who was fun to be around, 
but became argumentative and childish when asked to 
do any work, you might like them as a person, but be 
deeply irritated with them. Or maybe you have a cat 
that walks on your keyboard and gets in the way every 
time you try to work, without fail—both analogies 
are pretty accurate. I am quite happy with myself as 
a person, but my prefrontal cortex regularly stands 
between me and everything I want to achieve. As such, 
there’s a bit of a love-hate relationship going on. Your 

roommate might only ever be awake at unusual hours 
of the day, and refuse to do their dishes, but they aren’t 
so bad once you get them to listen to you.
 Of course, there have been people in my life whom 
I haven’t exactly gotten along with, some of whom I 
would consider to be enemies. But in those situations, 
I can simply cease speaking to them, physically distance 
myself from them, or cut ties entirely. None of these 
are an option when I am the person I’m not getting 
along with, and that is what sets my brain apart from 
any other enemy I have had. Especially in the last year, 
it has been incredibly difficult to find the motivation 

to do the things I need to do. My mental 
health thrives on socialization and being 
out of the house doing things, but that has 
not been an option because of COVID 
restrictions. However, if I were to abandon 
my responsibilities entirely, I would be the 
one to suffer for it—which is the source of 
conflict. The internal dialogue I mentioned 

is a little like talking to a five-year-old. It usually goes 
like this: “Okay, you need to do some work now. If you 
can work for half an hour, you can have a snack after. 
If you finish this whole assignment, you could maybe 
even have a nap.” And repeat, until my assignments are 
completed. This is because of my executive dysfunction. 
Unless an assignment is inherently entertaining to me, 
and not many are, I will have to argue with myself to do 
it—and you can probably see how that could get pretty 
irritating in a very short period of time. Seriously, you 
try arguing with a five-year-old three or four times a day 
and see how fast you get tired of it.

How could one’s 
archnemesis be 
their own brain?
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 Despite this, I manage to win the battle against my 
brain often enough that my GPA is where I want it to 
be. I suppose that fits with the classic story of a hero 
and a villain, right? The hero always wins, although 
usually it doesn’t involve quite as much napping as this 
story does. In reality, it’s just a process of setting up 
my mood and my environment so that I have optimal 
conditions to work in, and I am slowly perfecting that 
process. I am better able to function when I set aside 
time to take small breaks every so often, and a little 
bit of caffeine also works wonders. I can only imagine 
how much closer to achieving my goals I would be if 
I didn’t always have to convince myself to work, and 
that is why I believe my brain is my archnemesis.
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The Fight Beyond the Trench
Chase White

A s the soldiers sat in boredom, the daily 
hordes of artillery fire rang out from the 
skies above. The ground above them 
shook, as if God himself was punching 

the scarred Earth. There was one explosion. Two. 
Five. Thirteen. It eventually grew to an immensely 
high amount in which even the most battle-hardened 
soldier could no longer bear. However, the deafening 
attack had stopped almost instantly, which resulted in a 
relieved but subsequently terrifying silence. 
 The shriek of the commander’s whistle had then 
initiated the charge. Hundreds of soldiers ran out 
from their makeshift bunkers and 
climbed upon the slippery walls 
of their fortified trench lines. 
Many were shot within seconds 
while others collapsed in fear. 
However, one soldier in particular 
had successfully accomplished the 
goal that many could not—he 
was alive after exiting the trench. Tom, an eighteen-
year-old from a poorer area of Chicago, was alone and 
immobile behind a mound of dirt topped with barbed 
wire, shrapnel, and deceased men. He was afraid. He 
was confused. Tom wanted to know why he was in 
this senseless war. Moreover, he thought about why, of 
course, he would be the only one that had made it into 
the No Man’s Land.
 The soldier slowly raised his head above the debris 
to see what the other side had truly looked like. In most 
cases, Tom felt as if he was shooting at nothing, and 
when they received fire, he could typically never see the 

source. This frustration remained true as he peered into 
the utterly destroyed land. He only saw the ghastly fog, 
dead men and horses, uprooted trees, and the oceans 
of water that filled in the deepest craters. With the lack 
of enemy combatants—and/or the lack of gunfire—
Tom rushed deep into the land and took cover behind 
a decapitated British tank. This was as a result of the 
wishes of his commander, who would repeatedly order 
the soldiers to push towards the enemy trenches as far 
as they could.
 Tom continued to run until he could no longer. 
The frustration and confusion set upon his mind, as he 

was evidently lost in the area that 
would typically receive the most 
attention. However, as the young 
soldier took his surroundings into 
consideration, he noticed that the 
land itself turned from a void into 
another place. Through the mist, 
he saw the most luxurious city 

that sparkled in white marble and cobblestone streets. 
Its citizens were dressed with elegant clothing that 
expressed their wealth, and even more surprising, every 
single person seemed happy, healthy, and content.
 The portal itself took in nearly the entire 
landscape of the barren land. Tom could no longer see 
his trench, nor could he see anything on the opposing 
side. It was only himself, a few meters of dirt, and 
the clouded depiction of this oasis that the soldier 
speculated at. As he stepped towards the portal, 
there was no noise. There was no gunfire. There was 
nothing that burdened a young, lonely soldier. It was 

Through the mist, he saw 
the most luxurious city that 
sparkled in white marble 
and cobblestone streets. 
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a paradise that transported him away from the hellish 
life he had. He took another step. The magnificent 
storefronts and streets of this voided heavenly land 
had resembled the architecture of other French cities; 
however, Tom knew that this place was much grander. 
Besides, nearly every place in western Europe was at 
least somewhat affected by the war.
 Finally, Tom took his final step towards the portal. 
It seemed like all of life had come to a halt. The fog 

dissipated and the dirt terraformed into the white 
sparkling marble that Tom had seen. The muddy, blood-
soaked clothes that the soldier wore changed into the 
most spotless and well fitted suit. The portal filled in 
the deadly war around him, ultimately entrapping him 
into this new realm. The gray, smoky sky bleached into a 
crisp blue. The air no longer reeked of gunpowder and 
stench, but rather a smell of comfort and beauty. The 
portal depicted the land without war.
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A Happily Ever After
Luke Johnson

E very night, as children are tucked into bed, 
they listen with droopy eyes to their guardians 
reciting well-known tales of princesses 
and magic. What they do not know is that 

important morals and lessons are being woven into their 
brains that will stay with them all their lives. Some people 
say fairytales have too much gore and unpleasant imagery 
to be subtle for children, not to mention outdated 
social standards and unrealistic expectations. However, 
they do not understand the crucial role they play in the 
development of a child. Fairytales teach children right 
from wrong, how to endure sadness and hardship, and 
most of all, how to get their happily ever after. 
 Despite the outdated ideals, gory imagery, and 
wayward fantasies they create, children’s stories are an 
essential part of human development and help prepare 
them for real life. In several versions of Cinderella, we 
see morals that all of society agrees are necessary to 
be a positive functioning member of society. These 
include being kind, humble, and acting against those 
who would seek to do them harm. 
 In Arthur Schlesinger Jr’s work titled “What Great 
Books Do for Children,” this connection between 
fairytale adventures and real-world problems is made 
clear. Even though children are using their imaginations 
when they read stories, they are embarking on “voyages 
of discovery,” where they learn about “the anxiety 
of loneliness, the terror of rejection, the need for 
comradeship, the quest for fulfillment, the struggle 
against fate, victory, love, death” (481) which are all 
things they might not yet have experienced but will have 
to at some point in the future. 

 Similarly, Maria Tatar, in her piece titled “An 
Introduction to Fairy Tales,.” states that children live in 
a “world ruled by adults” and this creates a confusing 
environment for a child, who can’t seem to control the 
world around them (482). They have bedtimes and 
restrictions on sugar consumption, which in their minds 
is entirely unneeded and unfair. This creates a certain 
gratification when “defeating those giants, stepmothers, 
ogres, monsters, and trolls known as grownups” (482). 
 Of course, as a child grows into an adult, they begin 
to see things from an adult perspective: why we need 
sleep, why we shouldn’t eat whatever we want. But 
where do these morals come from? Tatar argues that 
“[w]hether we are aware of it or not, fairy tales have 
modeled behavioral codes and developmental paths, 
even as they provide us with terms for thinking about 
what is happening in our world” (482). What does this 
mean in the grand scheme of things? Fairytales create 
grand adventures where children are the stars and 
can thwart the evil in their world. It gives them a sense 
of hope and happiness, which prepares them to face 
hardships in the real world. Then as children grow older, 
the lessons and morals told in these stories travel with 
them and help prepare them for future challenges.
 Some people believe that fairytales only portray 
outdated ideals, and concepts too dark or dangerous 
to be presented to children. Jack Zipes in his article 
“Sexist Values and a Puritan Ethos” points out the 
dangerous flaws in the beloved fairytale, Cinderella. 
He reveals several questionable plot points that could 
influence a child’s view of the world, like “Why is 
the stepmother shown to be wicked instead of the 
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father? Why is Cinderella essentially passive? Why do 
girls have to quarrel over a man?” as well as “Are all 
men handsome? Is marriage the end goal in life? Is it 
important to marry rich men?” (506). 
 While these are fair and valid points, they fail 
to realize the benefits of asking these questions. 
Cinderella can teach children to be kind and virtuous, 
even against great malice. It teaches children the 
importance of dreaming, making the best out of their 
situation, and the necessity 
of standing up for oneself. 
Fairytales are meant to be taken 
symbolically, not literally. The 
prince is rich, this is true, but he 
is also rich in love and makes 
Cinderella feel valuable and 
respected. The stepmother is 
wicked because she is the villain, 
and she has her own reasoning 
for being cruel to Cinderella. 
 There is this modern notion that children must be 
sealed away from all the dark and nasty of the world, 
that they should only learn about it when they are 
older. However, teaching children only about sunshine 
and rainbows just leaves them more confused and 
scared when they are faced with darkness and storms. 
In order to reach adulthood, children have to “mature” 
which here is defined as “having reached the most 
advanced stage in a process.” In order to truly mature 
they have to learn the good and the bad of life, not just 
the good. Is the idea of mothers dying or grandmas 
getting eaten by wolves or being lost and kidnapped 

by witches that will eat you scary? Yes, but so is death, 
war, sickness, disease, loneliness, kidnapping, and 
abuse. Fairytales act as a vaccine: a small dose of the 
harsh reality to prepare children for the horror they 
will have to face in the real world.
 The concept of fairytales spans both nations and 
generations. These stories are designed for children’s 
entertainment and moral teachings. Classic tales such as 
“Cinderella” and “Sleeping Beauty” have had multiple 

reboots and variations, showing 
not only their popularity but 
their importance. Some call them 
timeless, but some call them relics 
of a dark past meant to scare 
children and teach them to be 
obedient and complacent. 
 In the article “From 
Sleeping Beauty to the Frog 
Prince—Why We Shouldn’t 

Ban Fairytales,” Michelle Smith comes to the rescue of 
these classic tales by proving their worth. As parents 
push for certain stories to be banned for unpleasant 
imagery and twisted morals, Smith calls parents to 
“take a more active role in students reading rather 
than restrict their access to certain stories” (1) and she 
suggests an easy way to do this is by having parents 
evaluate a character’s questionably harmful behavior 
by placing it within the context of the story. 
 Fairytales fall under scrutiny for a lot of different 
reasons. In the case of “Sleeping Beauty,” the prince’s 
lack of consent is the main issue most parents have with 
the story. Instead of censoring the book and keeping the 

Fairytales teach children 
right from wrong, how to 
endure sadness and hardship, 
and most of all, how to get 
their happily ever after.



54 Prairie Voices 2021-22

story away from kids, they should become familiar with 
the story, and also have the problems explained and 
addressed. After reading it with them, parents should 
sit down and talk with their son or daughter about 
why the prince shouldn’t have done that. Maybe that’s 
too much parenting for some adults to handle, and 
they would rather bore their children to death before 
ever having difficult conversations with them. These 
dark and unpleasant concepts must be brought to a 
child’s attention, so they know what to do when these 
situations inevitably arise. No, you cannot kiss someone 
if they are unconscious or uncomfortable. It is not okay 
for someone to violate your body in any way without 
your consent, even if the person thought what they 
were doing was the right thing. 
 The true beauty of fairy tales is that they can be 
translated into these real-world lessons, but they don’t 
have to be. They can take children off to their own 
fantasy world where they are in control and there is a 
happily ever after. In real life, little girls don’t fall down 
rabbit holes, pumpkins don’t turn into coaches, and teen 
girls don’t fall into a coma at the sight of blood. Why 
should a fairytale have to play by the same rules as our 
world? There is an important lesson hidden between 
the words, and those values should not be ignored. 
However, in some cases, the child simply needs a 
distraction, an escape, or a sea of words to fall asleep to. 
It all depends on the developmental needs of a child. 
 It is also important to address “wonderful” violence. 
After Cinderella’s wedding the stepsisters are attacked 
and “Pigeons peck out one eye out of each of them” 
(Grimm 492) or in the Chinese version where Yeh-

Hsien’s special pet fish is murdered in the most grisly 
manner. The stepmother “chopped its head off and 
killed it’’ (Ch’Eng-Shih 492). The examples go on and on. 
The huntsman that the Evil Queen hired to kill Snow 
White, the stabbing pain the Little Mermaid felt with 
every step she took, the thorns that blinded Rapunzel’s 
prince, and the almost beheading of dear Alice Liddle. 
Why is children’s literature filled with as much gore as 
an episode of Game of Thrones? Well, in some cases, it is 
a punishment against the wicked. The stepsisters’ eyes 
were pecked out because they were blind with their own 
vanity and greed. It warns children of the consequences 
of being cruel. It also can make the good parts of the 
story seem all the better. Sure, the prince is blind, but in 
the end, he and Rapunzel get to be together. We see this 
even in real life. If life was just peachy fine all the time, it 
wouldn’t truly be life. What makes the good moments 
even better is all the pain, suffering, and hard work that 
came before. Happily ever after is earned, not given.
 Fairytales are wondrous things. They can be an 
escape from daily life as well as firm reminders of the 
consequences of our reality. Some say these stories are 
relics, meant to be left in the pages of rotting books and 
forgotten forever. However, if you look at the impact of 
these simple tales across the globe, across the ages, in pop 
culture and deep within humanity’s heart, to try and deny 
the value they hold is a foolish task. Children will learn 
about the real world soon enough; and it’s best to prepare 
them for it. That way, no matter the challenge life throws 
in their face, they always keep that crucial hope and 
lessons that fairytales provide: the hope to have a happy 
ever after and the motivation and tools to get there.



55 Prairie Voices 2021-2255Daniela Santiago, oil painting

Works Cited
Ch’Eng-Shih, Tuan. “A Chinese ‘Cinderella’.” Writing  

and Reading Across the Curriculum, edited 
 by Laurence Behrens and Leonard J Rosen, 

Fourteenth Ed, Pearson, 2018, pp. 492-494.
Grimm, Jakob and Wilhelm “Ashenputtel.” Writing  

and Reading Across the Curriculum, edited by
 Laurence Behrens and Leonard J Rosen,  

Fourteenth Ed, Pearson, 2018, pp. 488-492.
Schlesinger Jr, Arthur. “What Great Books do for 

Children.” Writing and Reading Across the
 Curriculum, edited by Laurence Behrens and 

Leonard J Rosen, Fourteenth Ed, Pearson,  
2018, pp. 480-481.

Smith, Michelle “From Sleeping Beauty to the Frog 
Prince-why we shouldn’t ban fairytales.”   
The Conversation 2018. 

Tartar, Maria “An Introduction to Fairy Tales.” Writing  
and Reading Across the Curriculum, edited

 by Laurence Behrens and Leonard J Rosen, 
Fourteenth Ed, Pearson, 2018, pp 482-484.

Zipes, Jack “Sexist values and Puritan Ethos.” Writing  
and Reading Across the Curriculum, edited

 by Laurence Behrens and Leonard J Rosen, 
Fourteenth Ed, Pearson, 2018, p. 506.



56 Prairie Voices 2021-22

Better Late Than Never
Ciara White

T he ring of the doorbell hung in the air for a 
moment too long, as if it demanded to be 
acknowledged and heard.

My stomach dropped nauseatingly low 
into my stomach. The doorbell hadn’t rung in years, 
though I never could forget the distinct sound it made. It 
haunted me, almost a reminder of my unending isolation.

But it wasn’t unending… apparently. Could 
someone really be at the door?

No. I waved off my fear, rolling my eyes at my 
nonsense. The doorbell was certainly just broken, just 
like every other thing in this run-down house.

But then it rang again, more urgently than before.
My mouth turned to cotton. I slowly approached the 

door and stared at it, hoping the solid wood would fade 
and give me a glimpse of what waited on the other side.

I debated my options. Waiting out this mystery 
didn’t seem impossible, but the paranoia bubbling in my 
stomach was intolerable. So, with a bout of courage, I 
swung the door open.

I was greeted with a man in a vibrant blue shirt and 
hat. In his hands were a couple of square, flat boxes.

When I didn’t say anything, he spoke for me. “Your 
pizza is here!”

The initial shock was too much to process. “What?”
“The pizza you ordered,” he lifted the boxes in the 

air, smiling.
I blinked. “I didn’t order any pizza.”
“Okay,” he shrugged. “Perhaps someone else 

ordered it? Someone in your family?”
There was no one else, I thought. I buried my face 

into my hands, my thoughts moving far too fast to be 

productive. “I’m sorry—how are you here?”
He frowned, looking perplexed. “I took my 

company’s delivery car?” He gestured behind him. Sure 
enough, a tiny black car sat in my driveway, being the 
first to inhabit that space in many, many years. “We at 
Domino’s guarantee fast and friendly delivery.”

“Okay, stop!” I squeezed my eyes tight. I could 
hear the desperation in my voice, and I hated how it 
sounded. “I’m the only one… I’ve been the only one.”

His eyebrows furrowed. “I’m not sure what you 
mean. I’m just doing my job, ma’am.”

Could he really have been here the whole time?
I couldn’t believe it. “How long have you had this job?!”
He opened his mouth to respond, but then shut it 

quickly. “I… I don’t remember.”
“Well, do you remember what you did before 

work today?”
I watched as he acknowledged the predicament 

before him, searching for memories that must not have 
been there. He didn’t seem to remember anything…

So then how was he here? Where did he come from? 
Why did he wake up after all this time just to deliver 
pizzas? Why him? Why now?

I had so many questions, and there was only one 
way to get answers.

“Do you…” I started, feeling nervous, “want to 
come in and share the pizza with me?”

A wide grin spread across his features. “I would 
love to!”

I smiled back, then opened the door wide, 
surprised at how relaxed I felt with the idea of some 
company, even if unexpected.



57 Prairie Voices 2021-2257Daniela Santiago, oil painting



58 Prairie Voices 2021-22

I ’ve always been jealous of birds and their ability 
to fly. When I look at my friends and family, all I 
can think about is how they are the blue jays and 
the hummingbirds of the wild. Not only are they 

beautiful and interesting creatures, but they have the 
power within them to soar to great heights and get lost 
in the clouds. Me? I’m a penguin. Awkward and always 
susceptible to danger, I am one of the only birds who 
will never see the sunset from above the horizon. But 
then I’m reminded, as I enter 
my mom’s room and see all 
the stuffed penguins lying on 
top of her dresser shelves, that 
those awkward and clumsy little 
creatures are her favorite animal. 
Not a hummingbird. Not a blue 
jay. A penguin. Now of course 
this poses a major question: if 
my mother can like penguins 
despite all their flaws, why can’t I? Well, it all goes back 
to November 2020. And the month that I found my 
wings.

Back then, I was still in the midst of what would 
go down as the worst year of my life, and the ice 
surrounding my home had just begun to melt faster. 
The country was in oblivion and people were beginning 
to wonder if things would ever get back to the way 
they once were. I didn’t even think I would make it past 
eighteen, much less live through a global pandemic, so 
I was still trying to wrap my head around everything. 
Unfortunately, what started as a month of growth 
ended with me in an ambulance fighting for my life. 

They say that when you die you can see your 
soul remove itself from your body, almost like a bird 
that finally had the opportunity to break free from the 
cage it was trapped in its whole life. But the only thing 
I remember seeing is the look of pure disappointment 
interlaced with horror on my mother’s face as they 
carted me away. It made me rethink everything, like 
whether I’d be missed. Would I be leaving behind a 
legacy? And how would my mother ever be able to look 

at penguins the same now that I 
was gone?  

Later when I was being 
admitted and they asked if I 
could recall what happened, I 
simply stated the truth. “I, Molly 
Allison Scalf, was tired of being 
on a planet that did not want 
me there, so I decided to take 
matters into my own hands.” 

The nurse only shook her head at my sarcasm, and I 
could tell she’d heard that shtick a million times because 
I have said it a million times before. She then proceeded 
to give me a pair of those hospital socks that never quite 
fit the way they’re supposed to before wheeling me into 
the place I thought I’d never end up back in. 

Now the thing about psych wards is that you 
never know what you’re going to get when you walk 
through the doors. It all depends on which batch of 
inpatients you’re stuck with, the hospital itself and its 
program, and the food. Because I was eighteen, they 
put me in an adult ward, and I soon found out that 
I was the youngest one there. Things were smooth 

Finding My Wings
Molly Scalf

Back then, I was still in the 
midst of what would go down 
as the worst year of my life, and 
the ice surrounding my home 
had just begun to melt faster. 
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sailing for the first couple of days. I was asleep most of 
the time, and when I wasn’t napping, I was attending 
groups and visiting my psychiatrist. 

It wasn’t until the fourth day that things started to 
turn around. My old roommate was just discharged and 
a girl around my age ended up taking her place. Her 
name was Isabel, and I will never forget the first time 
I laid eyes on her. Bruises covered the expanse of her 
body while her lip was merely held together by a pair 
of stitches, and don’t even get me started on the bags 
under her eyes. I was immediately 
drawn to the look of contempt 
on her face and the way she went 
looking for a good book to read 
as soon as she got there instead of 
interacting with the other patients. I 
would later find out why she was so 
angry with the world and why she 
felt like a caged bird, too. Her mother, a Muslim woman 
who believed violence is the only way to discipline a 
child, beat up her daughter for simply adhering to her 
own set of rules. She was choked and suffocated and 
thrown around her own home until a neighbor saw 
what was happening and called 911. 

“So, what happened after that?” I remember asking 
her as the two of us sat across from each other on our 
unmade beds. 

“After I got here [the hospital] the police went 
through their domestic dispute protocol and asked me 
if I wanted to press charges.” 

“And what did you say?” Isabel began fiddling with 
the sheet on the mattress before looking up at me, 

confliction written all over her strained features. 
“I said no.” 
“Oh.” A tension-filled silence then fell upon 

us, every unsaid word left high and dry like birds in 
a storm. I wanted to ask her why. Why would she 
choose to go back home if she knew the devil was 
waiting for her with open arms?

As if reading my mind, Isabel smiled a little bit 
before saying, “Abuse looks different in every case. For 
some, it’s their husband or boyfriend that are alcoholics. 

For others, it’s their siblings whose 
rage is fueled by jealousy. But for 
me, it’s my mom. My birth giver.” 
She paused and laughed a little 
at the made-up term before 
continuing. “Anyway, it’s different 
when a parent abuses you because 
they’re the ones who are supposed 

to love you no matter what. And even though my mom 
hates me, I would still do anything for her because she’s 
my mom, my “birth giver.” And I think I at least owe her 
that.” The nurse came in and told us to come down for 
dinner before I could respond, but I know Isabel was 
smart enough to interpret what I was trying to tell her 
with my body language.

You are not alone. And for once in my life, I didn’t 
feel like I was either.

I gained a sister that day. And it wouldn’t be until 
a few months later that I’d fully understand what those 
days of sharing a room with her would mean for me 
and my healing. We laughed. We cried. We told each 
other things that we’d never told anyone else. And 

A tension-filled silence 
then fell upon us, every 
unsaid word left high and 
dry like birds in a storm.  
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when it came time for me to leave Good Samaritan, I 
told her thank you. I thanked her for reminding me that 
wings are used to fly and swim. I thanked her for being a 
light in a tunnel that had been dark for too long. 

I thanked her for saving my life.
“What are you going to do after you get out of 

here?” she asked me while I was 
packing up all my things. I stopped 
putting away the books that my 
dad had brought me to read so 
I could think about her question. 
My immediate response was 
that I would just go back to the 
way things were and hope that 
that would be enough to get 
me through the days. But then I 
thought about Isabel and how she would be walking 
right back into a tornado after she got discharged. I 
looked out the barred-up windows that provided our 
only source of sunlight. And then I glanced back at my 
roommate and smiled softly.

“I think I’m going to go skydiving.” 
When the hospital was getting redone, they left 

a wall in the middle of the unit, and throughout the 
years, patients have written down words of wisdom on 
it for the ones who follow in their footsteps. I wrote 
two things on that wall. The first was something meant 
for not just Isabel’s eyes but for anyone who needed to 
know that they aren’t alone. 

It’s never too late to turn everything around.
The second thing I wrote was for me and my 

personal growth. It was a token to where I’ve been, 
where I’m at, and where I have yet to go. When I look 
back on 2020 in ten years, I don’t want to compare 
my ice age to the drought of my peers. I don’t want to 

reflect and feel like a failure like I 
wasn’t enough. The reality is that 
I’ve already spent enough time 
putting myself down for growing 
at a different rate than everyone 
else around me. I need to learn to 
love myself for who I am, not for 
whom I want to be. And maybe 
someday down the line, I can look 
at myself in the mirror and feel 

comfortable knowing that Isabel is looking up at the 
same stars that I am and that, hopefully, she’s okay. 

I was here.
In that hospital. On this planet. It may not seem like 

much, but my existence means something and to me, 
that’s enough. 

I don’t want to compare my 
ice age to the drought of my 
peers. don’t want to reflect 
and feel like a failure like I 
wasn’t enough.  
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A men. I released my cold and sweaty palms 
from my parents’ hands and fixed my collar 
in the rearview mirror. I sank into the back 
seat. I quickly wiped my hands on my black 

dress pants that I had just purchased the day before and 
glanced out the window to check for cars. Downtown 
Skokie looked pretty good that Thursday evening. 
Robust trees lined the side of the street we parked 
on. On the other side, blocky buildings were squeezed 
together, forming a wall of different browns and grays. 
A rush of sound came in as I opened the door. The 
obnoxious buzz of cicadas accompanied by the roaring 
cars passing by filled my ears. I made my way around the 
car and started to walk towards our destination.

I could make out the faint footsteps of my parents 
behind me as we got closer and closer. A Catholic 
church towered over us as we made our way towards 
the corner. It stood tall and dominant over the 
downtown area, creating the fork between two roads. 
I gazed upwards at its peak, focusing on the cross that 
sat on it. It was seemingly pressed against the sky with 
popcorn clouds scattered around it. I reminded myself 
of the prayer I had just said. 

I gazed downwards in front of me, noticing how 
much closer I had gotten. I could suddenly feel my heart 
beating. Right as I was about to turn around the corner, 
I noticed that the footsteps behind me had stopped.

“Stop. Michael...wait for me and your dad.”
I unclenched my fists and glanced over my 

shoulder. My mom and stepdad stood about ten 
feet behind me with distraught faces. I picked up my 
feet and dragged myself towards them, avoiding eye 

contact so they wouldn’t see my wet eyes. I grasped 
my mom’s hand and stood between them; we walked 
together. My mom rubbed my arm up and down with 
her other hand.

“We’re going to do this together, Michael,” she 
warmly reassured me.

We had finally turned the corner. Upon seeing it, 
my heart sank into my stomach. I knew this was going 
to be the hardest thing I’ve done in my life. Illuminated 
next to the front door, a sign read ‘HABEN FUNERAL 
HOME & CREMATORY.’

We were seconds away from entering the funeral 
home. Royal blue canopies and curtained windows 
decorated the front of the brick building, accompanied 
by a small garden of lush greenery. The odor of 
cigarette smoke curdled in the air as countless people 
chattered. The swarm of black hockey jerseys, suits, 
button-ups, and dresses parted, as my party and I 
walked up the ramp. I took a deep breath, went under 
the castle-like archway, and opened the chocolate 
brown doors. 

The first thing I noticed was the smell; it was an 
unforgettable one. A cocktail of aromas attacked my 
mask—nauseating embalmment chemicals, fragrant 
tiger lilies, cigarette residue, and fruity perfumes. The 
floor consisted of an aged navy-blue carpet, with oddly 
mesmerizing floral patterns. Vertical dingy yellow and 
cold beige lines were plastered on the walls. A lonely 
large cabinet stood against the wall farther down. It 
matched the chestnut brown color of the wall’s trims. A 
small screen welcomed us as we walked in. Raul Antonio 
Bravo Campos...3:00 PM - 8:00 PM. An arrow directed us 

Catharsis
Michael Jeon
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to the right. Down the hall, I could see people walking 
out the back entrance to the parlor. Their glassy eyes 
and wet masks indicated that they had just seen him. 
This would be the first time in over two years that I’d 
be seeing my biological father again. My heart began to 
pound once more, knowing that he’d be the one in the 
casket.

I entered the parlor. I could feel everyone’s eyes 
on me. My pulse was ringing through my body. They 
all knew who I was.

“Ese es el hijo de Raul,” an older Mexican woman 
whispered.

“That’s his son,” another 
person said.

“He’s so big now,” a familiar 
face murmured.

I scanned the crowd for my 
grandmother. I finally saw her and 
made my way over. She looked exactly the same from 
the last time I had seen her with my dad. Her reddish-
brown curly hair and glasses remained the same. This 
time she was wearing a cardigan over her shoulders. 
She must’ve needed the warmth on a day like this. I 
embraced her with a hug.

“It’s good to see you again,” I quietly said.
“It’s good to see you too, mijo. Thank you for 

coming. Thank you. I’ve been waiting for you. I’ve 
been waiting to see your eyes. Just like your father’s,” 
she replied. 

I choked up and glanced down at her face to get 
a closer look. Her eyes looked sorrowful, like she had 
cried out all of her tears. She was wearing a colorful 

sequined mask, so I couldn’t completely see her face. 
As I was about to say something, she spoke again.

“It is what it is, mijo. There’s nothing we can do 
about it.”

I gently nodded, gave her another hug, and 
passed her on to my mom. I wished I had said more 
to her, but at that point in time, the gravity of the 
event was just too much. My mom began to sob as 
she hugged my grandmother. I moved on as they 
spoke.

A gallery of poster-boards lined the left side of the 
parlor. On them, collages of my father. Scanning over 

them, I saw countless snapshots of 
him playing hockey, partying, and 
spending time with me. Only two 
of those things were his priorities 
in life. All the photos I saw myself 
in brought back memories I didn’t 

know I even had. My eyes began to tear up as I saw my 
younger self smiling ear to ear with my father. During 
those times I was naive to the man my father truly was. 
As I matured and started to put the pieces together, I 
began to see him less. Only one out of the hundreds of 
images in the gallery depicts me as a young adult.

I zigzagged my way closer to the front. My mom 
and stepdad caught up to me and stood by my sides, 
giving me a sense of warmth. I made eye contact with 
my grandfather. He looked out of it. His eyes darted 
around the room, looking for the next person to 
welcome in. He loudly embraced each of them and 
started to sputter out words. I don’t blame him. This 
is something he never could have prepared himself 

My heart began to pound 
once more, knowing that 
he’d be the one in the casket.
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for. Nobody was ready for this. I wrapped my arms 
around him and he immediately began to cry into 
my shoulder. His arms squeezed me like a vise as I 
rubbed his back with my hand. We didn’t exchange 
any words. He trembled and finally let go, extending 
his arms out in the direction of my father. It was time.

My pulse rang even louder. The noise around 
me was flushed out as I heard my heartbeat. Chills 
ricocheted throughout my body. I blankly stared at 
the backs of the people in front of me, dreadfully 
waiting for my turn. They moved and I saw him. At that 
moment in time, my world was completely changed. 
Grief hit me like a truck. All of my previous emotions 
were sucked out of my body, being replaced with an 
unforgettably intense feeling of misery. I shoved my 
hands in my pockets and quietly sobbed, knowing I 
couldn’t make a scene. My heart was violently shaking 
inside of my chest as my mask got soggier by the 
second. I shut the floodgates and closed my eyes. 
Water still leaked out as I tried to take a deep breath. 
My hearing slowly started to return and I became 
aware that my parents were crying as well. 

I knew I had things I wanted to say to my father 
before saying goodbye, but the emotion was too much. 
I couldn’t piece the words together in my brain. I tried 
to speak and instead let out a big sigh. I smeared the 
tears off of my face and stepped to the side, letting the 
next people up. The stares were still there. 

I squeezed my way through the crowds and 
stepped outside. I dropped myself onto a metal bench, 
pulled out my phone, and began to write two pages 
worth of final words for my father.
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Annie A is a college junior majoring in chemistry 
who takes her mind off the heavy sciences by writing 
reflections and short stories. Someday, she hopes to 
practice medicine and moonlight as an author.

John R. Beranek is a junior at Lake Forest College 
who is studying creative writing. He has plans to 
become a teacher and use his love for writing and 
literature to inspire others. 

Miles Cotton, a gender and sexuality studies major 
at CLC, enjoys capturing different thoughts, feelings, 
and experiences in both fiction and nonfiction writing, 
and hopes to become a counselor for LGBTQ+ youth 
in our school systems, the person that many LGBTQ+ 
adults wish they had when growing up.

B’Nasia Dell is a 22-year-old sophomore and writing 
tutor at CLC. She has participated in a number of 
art shows such as the 2020 Skyway Creative Writing 
Contest; 21st Annual Fear No Art Show; and The 
North Suburban Conference Art Show. She is 
interested in majoring in English, social work, or 
botany. In her free time, she enjoys petting her cats, 
watering her plants, and learning about everything 
under the sun. 

Michael Jeon is a nursing student and avid Marvel 
fan. He enjoys spending his free-time through a 
plethora of hobbies such as: fishing, biking, cooking, 
weightlifting, and watching films.

Luke Johnson loves writing, and takes pride in being 
part of the Church. He puts all of his heart into what 
he does.

Damian Jones writes: “As I go into my second and 
final year at CLC I think about the social climate I’m 
going into as a criminal justice major. Though I may 
have anxiety about classes, there’s none present 
when I think about the positive impact I wish to bring 
into the field.” 

Martha Machuca is a junior at Lake Forest College 
where she is pursuing a double major in English and 
education. During her time at CLC, she developed 
an appreciation and love for writing and knowledge. 
Martha was also a CLC finalist in the 2020 Skyway 
Writers Contest.

Tara Nalker loves writing about her life and 
experiences. Her goal is to have a novel published at 
some point in her busy life.

Emily Nguyen is currently attending nursing 
school at CLC as a first-semester student to pursue 
becoming an RN nurse. Whenever she is not 
studying nursing, she is writing or reading because it 
allows her to delve into a whole new universe where 
she can express her thoughts. She enjoys traveling, 
writing narrative essays, singing karaoke, and listening 
to Vietnamese music.

Writers’ Profiles
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Claire Pardus has grown up in Gurnee, Illinois, and is 
pursuing an English major and communication minor 
to work in public relations or screenwriting. In her 
downtime, she enjoys writing short stories, listening to 
theatrical soundtracks and playing with her three cats.

Eric Polanski is a first generation American who is 
heavily involved in the CLC Community. In his free 
time, he likes to read, play chess, and play Pokémon.

Finn Repp is an avid sci-fi reader and lover of all 
things biological, and aspires to one day work either in 
medicine or ecological research. In the meantime, they 
tend to chickens, potted plants, two cats, and a dog.

Molly Scalf writes: “I’m just a girl - but depending on 
how good of a life I live, that should be enough. I wish 
to change the world, but for right now I will settle for 
changing my own.”

Amelia Shingle is studying forestry with a focus 
on ecosystem restoration and management and a 
minor in soil science. She loves the natural sciences 
and is excited to work outdoors to help restore 
natural habitats. She can always be found hiking and 
hammocking in trees, especially with a good book. 

Arianna Sprenger is pursuing a degree in viticulture 
and enology with a concentration in sustainable 
orchard practices at Cornell University. Her hobbies 
include playing harp, gardening, spinning yarn, and 
playing with her goldendoodle, Buttercup.

Chase White, a second year CLC student, is a 
criminal justice major, who plans to focus his career on 
federal law enforcement. He loves to play basketball 
and video games with his friends. 

Ciara White is a creative writing student at CLC who 
plans to transfer to Lake Forest College. She loves to 
read and write, and is super honored that some of her 
pieces are featured in this edition.

Michelle Zaslavskaya is a junior at Lake Forest 
College who is majoring in psychology. 
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