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Dear Readers,

I think we can all agree that it has been a crazy year and 
that it has had an effect on all of us. Even though the year 
ended in a pretty anti-climatic and stressful way, all of us at 
The Muse looked at each other and said, “Let’s keep going. 
Why not?” Which exactly what I thought, even when I had the 
chance to opt-out of the class. I couldn’t find a reason for me to 
not stay and make this magazine. Nothing could tell me to not 
make this collection of expression, and it’s the expression from 
students and my peers that told me to stay. I like to consider 
myself an artist and someone who seeks to create emotion 
through artistic expression, so reading the stories students sent 
and seeing the art created, really meant something to me as an 
artist and a student.

A lot of the stories and art were sent by people I don’t really 
know, but these stories are beautiful, sad, heartfelt, relatable, 
and expressive. I may not know a lot of the authors personally, 
but knowing their name and reading their pieces changes them 
from a person I would simply walk past in the halls. Once I had 
read the stories and saw the art I realized how important this 
magazine is. This magazine represents so much more than our 
creative and talented minds, but it’s the meaning behind it all 
that shows how strong we are, and how strong this community is. 
I can say that I am incredibly proud to be a part of it.

Thank you to all who contributed and thank you to  
those who will read and admire these wonderful pieces of art  
and expression.

Thank you, sincerely,

Trenton Stewart, co-editor

Letters from the Editors: 
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Dear Readers, 

This year of 2020 has brought several hardships that have 
changed the school year as we know it. Throughout this difficult 
and unknown time, The Muse has continued to persevere 
and has endeavored to showcase this year’s talented student 
writers. The Muse magazine has always aimed to present a 
true representation of our students’ thoughts and feelings, and 
due to the bleak context of this year’s magazine, the tone is 
darker than in previous years and represents some of the fearful 
thoughts and feelings of our students. However, even in this 
time of change and fear, there is, and will always be, hope to 
guide us through and act as a beacon in the dark, and we hope 
that some of the beautiful stories in this year’s magazine are 
able to act as that beacon for those who need it. 

I would like to give special thanks and consideration to the 
graduating seniors of 2020, specifically to one Trenton Stewart, 
without whom this magazine would not have come to fruition. 
In this difficult time, Trenton has stuck by The Muse and has 
devoted his time to bettering the magazine. Not only that, 
but Trenton has also kept me on track and on top of my work 
through AP exams, and this year’s magazine would not be where 
it is without his support. I would also like to give thanks to Mrs. 
Trimm, Mr. Weatherly and Mr. Holley, for their support of The 
Muse magazine. 

As you read this year’s Muse Magazine, I sincerely hope 
that the stories move you like they have moved me, and that 
you understand all of the effort and work that was put into the 
creation of the magazine. 

Sincerely,

Arden Tapp, co-editor 

Letter from the Editor



4 MBHS The Muse  2020

Full Bodied Shell by Trenton Stewart

The Muse Staff
Trenton Stewart - Co-Editor
Arden Tapp - Co Editor

The Muse Advisor
Denise Trimm

The Muse Layout Designer
Gary Weatherly

The Muse Cover Art

The Muse is the publication of 
The Muse Literary Staff of
Mountain Brook High School. ©2020

NOTE: 
This magazine is interactive.  Clicking on titles in the Table of 
Contents will take you to the story, poem, artwork or photograph.  
Clicking on “MBHS The Muse 2020” at the bottom of the page 
will return you to the Table of Contents

Arden Tapp is a junior and the co-editor of The Muse magazine. Arden 
uses Muse to connect to other writers and to explore her imagination 
through writing. Arden is always eager to adventure into new territories 
in her writing and endeavors to always improve her skills.

Trenton Stewart, is the co-editor of The 
Muse. He is set to attend SCAD in  
January. Trenton appreciates art.  He 
loves to draw, write, and play music. 
Trenton makes highly mechanical designs 
with Legos, and displays them at  
Brickfair, a massive convention for 
legos. He uses his imagination and  
creative mind every day to make art 
and strives to get better with every-
thing he creates. “I love what I do, I 
never want to stop, and I love that I can 
share some of it with you all through 
The Muse.”
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He sank his fingers into her hair. Massaging soap into the 
long, wet locks, he watched the soap flow from the dark strands 
and down her back. Her tears flew unrestrained down her face 
and her body shook with sobs. The room’s name was silence. 
It stood an unforgiving contradiction, an oxymoron, and it was 
clear from the darkness of her hair to the porcelain white of 
her shoulders, the stark silence, and the utter despair that hung 
unspoken on her lips. Every intake was a reminder. He stood 
above her, soothing her, wanting to wash away her sorrow with a 
comb and bottle of conditioner. Neither knew quite what to say, 
nor what to do, yet their ashen souls could hear the words that 
silence had rendered dim and useless.

“I love you” his soul whispered.

“I can’t” hers sobbed back. 

Her eyes full of longing and regret, she needed more. She 
craved more than the loneliness that each false declaration of 
love left her in. Each one had heard her secrets but refused to 
listen. To them, she was too far gone, and they needed a golden 
girl after all. She was tired of the shame that came with their 
eyes on her wrists. She was sick of the assumptions and the 
laughing, the pointing. She was drowning in herself, gasping in 
the murky, thick waters that filled her lungs with every breath. 
So she just sat there, body contorted and eyes hiding, letting 
him try to wash the darkness from her hair 

There was an inevitability in her eyes, he’d always known 
this was where she’d sit --fully clothed in the tub, wishing she 
wasn’t so alone. He’d tasted it for years, with every new break 
of her clay heart, with every single man who’d come and gone, 
leaving her with the responsibility of their gross actions, he’d 
always known. And he’d tried. No matter how many razors he’d 
taken, no matter the advice he’d given, no matter the years 
that he’d spent neglecting him and focusing on her, in plainly 
standing next to her, she’d never seen him as he saw her. And 

Silence
Brynn Ainsley Hannon
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for the first time in all those years, he allowed himself to cry for 
her. His soul was breaking in tandem with hers, his heart already 
the gravel beneath their feet.

And his lament was present. She could feel the sorrow in his 
hands as they intertwined with her curls, tugging softly as he 
leaned down to kiss the top of her head, her temple, then  
forehead. Still, he said nothing. His lips lingered on her brow 
before he pulled gently away and let out the drain. He lifted her 
from her place and held her heart to his own. Their pain braided 
together and their breaths stilled in reaction to the pangs in 
their blood. Soft and tranquil, they understood each other. 

He wrapped her in a large grey towel, handed her the 
sweats, and stepped out to let her change. He stood directly 
outside of the door, and although the wracking sobs had  
dissipated, in their place were silent, breathless tears that 
scared them more than the passionate and hot tears. With his 
forehead to the door frame, he stood to wait. He wished he 
could call out and ask her if she was okay, however, he felt he 
already knew the answer.

So he remained silent. Little did he know, she stood still 
on the other side, listening to his quick breathing, wishing she 
could reach out, but she refused to allow her heart that  
privilege. And she too said nothing. Who opened the door,  
neither knew, but what they did know was the way they held 
each other when it did. Needy and desperate, the pair swayed 
slowly. Their fingers found one another and meshed, their  
swaying became a gentle dance. The dynamic of the room had 
shifted unbeknownst to them, and while silence remained the 
keeper of the room, an aura of serenity had blown in, as if the 
warm winds of autumn had once again come early. 

The two now pewter souls didn’t recognize this, but rather 
searched the other’s tear-stained face, seeking an answer to a 
question both refused to ask --could this be real? They held one 
another until he finally let go and bore her over to the couch, 
laying her down and tucking the blanket around her fragile, 
shaking shoulders. His thumb fell onto her tear tracks before he 
leaned down, closed his weeping eyes, and kissed her forehead. 
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And then he broke the silence. What fell out wasn’t the 
declaration of love that his soul pressed him to say. It wasn’t 
a bit of hope, the broken words of it’s going to be ok. Indeed 
not, those words are tarnished and cold. Rather the breaker of 
silence was an everyday phrase, and as soon as it stepped from 
his lips, they were both quietly sedated and they found new 
peace.

“I’m here,” he said

And that was all. 
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I Dream in Waves
Trenton Stewart
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I opened my eyes to a familiar ceiling, and sat up on the 
couch in my Grandmother’s house.

So many things had changed since the last time I had been 
there.

The wallpaper had aged. The repetitive pattern of small 
pink roses on a cream background was yellowed and stained, 
some spots of color worn off over the years. The antique 
wooden side tables were chipped at the edges where they had 
been bumped and scraped. Picture frames hung crooked on the 
walls and the pictures inside them were creased and cracked. 
The shag rug underneath my bare feet was matted, and I felt 
the springs of the couch dig into my butt. My grandmothers 
wicker rocking chair creaked and squeaked as she knitted. 

“Hey, Mimi,” I said, my voice wavering and confused. 

“Hello, Anne.” She didn’t even look up from her knitting 
needles when she replied, only continued to focus on her project. 
The methodical, steady tink as the needles clicked against each 
other was the only sound that filled the room. 

“Why are you here?” I asked hesitantly. 

“I live here,” Mimi scoffed. “Where else would I be?” 

“But--”

“Don’t talk back, Anne. It’s impolite.” She said, lifting her 
yarn. The knit was an ugly yellow color, so bright that it was 
almost offensive. 

“Mimi, I--”

“I think this would look good on you.” She commented  
passively, continuing as if I never said anything in the first 
place. “It compliments your eyes.”

“Mimi, why--”

“And it’s a nice wool blend, so it-”

“MIMI!” I shouted.

Mimi slowly lowered the yarn, staring at me incredulously. 

I Opened My Eyes
Ardent Tapp
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“Anne,” she said. “Don’t raise your voice indoors; it’s not ladylike. 
And especially not at your elders.”

I sighed. “I’m sorry, Mimi. It’s just-”

“And don’t interrupt people either, you’ll never get a husband 
if you act like that.”

I heaved a frustrated sigh. 

“I know, Mimi.”

“Don’t think that I won’t bend you over my knee. You may 
be bigger, but that doesn’t make you can do whatever you want 
without the consequences.”

“I know, I know, but--”

“Don’t make excuses, Anne.”

“BUT,” I continued, “you weren’t listening to me.”

Mimi sighed, exasperated and annoyed. “Well I’m listening 
now,” she said.

“Why are you here?” I asked. 

Mimi scoffed. “I already told you, Anne. I--”

“NO! No, that’s not what I meant.” I said. “Why are you here?”

“What are you even talking about, Anne?”

“Mimi,” I said slowly, “you’re dead.”

Absolute silence. 

Mimi wasn’t even moving; she looked like she had frozen 
in place. Like someone had pressed the pause button on her 
life. Her hair didn’t even waver from the air conditioner above 
her head. Her wicker chair stopped rocking. Everything just 
stopped. 

“Mimi?”

Her head turned to me, neck twisting her head towards me 
in short jerks. 

“Why did you have to say something?” she asked. Her eyes 
were blank, just the pure white of her iris.

 “Mimi?!”

 A cold drop of something hit my skin. I looked up.
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 Black liquid dripped from the ceiling, pouring down the 
floral wallpaper, pooling at the edges of the room. Engulfing 
everything.

 “Mimi?!” I said, looking back at her old wicker rocking 
chair. 

 It was empty.

 “Mimi?! MIMI?!” I screamed, bolting off of the couch and 
running over to the empty space that she used to occupy. The 
black liquid already reached my ankles. It was cold and thick, 
hindering my movement towards the empty chair. 

 All that is left behind is the ugly yellow knit and an  
embroidered pillow. 

 HOME IS WHERE YOU’RE HAPPIEST, it mocked. I pick up 
both and throw them over my shoulder and they disappear  
immediately in the pure black liquid that now reaches my 
knees. I can’t even see the obnoxious yellow of the yarn after 
it slips under. 

 “Why did you have to say something?” A voice wailed. It 
sounded like it was coming from all around me, no specific 
point of origin. 

“MIMI?!” I screamed. “Mimi where are you?!”

“Why did you have to say something?”

I pushed off of the old wicker chair to propel myself forward, 
yelling out my grandmother’s name. I tripped on something 
hidden under the liquid, my head dipped underneath and left 
me blind. I saw nothing but black. 

.oO0Oo.

I opened my eyes to a familiar ceiling, and bolted up on the 
couch in my Grandmother’s house.

My breath was heavy as I looked around the room. The 
wallpaper was no longer covered in black. I could see the  
repetitive pattern of small pink roses on a cream background 
that was yellowed and stained, some spots of color worn off 
over the years. The antique wooden side tables were chipped 
at the edges where they had been bumped and scraped; there 
was no black liquid trapped in the creases and the wood wasn’t 
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stained. Picture frames hung crooked on the walls and the 
pictures inside them were creased and cracked, never showing 
any hint that they were once saturated with liquid. The shag rug 
beneath my bare feet was matted, and I felt the springs of the 
couch dig into my butt, neither of which were damp or stained. 
My grandmothers wicker rocking chair creaked and squeaked as 
she knitted with a terrible yellow yarn.

“Did you have a nightmare, Anne?” Mimi asked. 

“No,” I said, sitting up quietly. I looked at the door in the 
far corner of the room. “I was just startled.” My eyes flickered 
back to Mimi and then to the door again. I eyed both with 
moderate suspicion. 

“What startled you?” she asked. 

“Nothing much.” I said, bracing myself.

“Well then--”

I sprinted across the room towards the door, grabbing the 
handle and yanking it open. There was nothing but pure white. 

I ran. 

I ran and ran and ran, but there was only white. My lungs 
burned and my legs ached so I slowed to a stop. I bent over, 
clutching my knees and trying to catch my breath. I pressed my 
eyes closed for just a moment. 

.oO0Oo.

 I opened my eyes to a familiar ceiling, and sat up on the 
couch in my Grandmother’s house.

 My lungs still ached and my legs still hurt, but it was all 
for nothing. I was in the same spot that I started. 

“Are you okay, Anne?” Mimi asked. 

I didn’t answer. I was so close, I was sure. If I had run just a 
little bit further, for just a little bit longer, I would have gotten 
somewhere eventually. I had to have. There wasn’t a place that 
existed that had that much empty space. Right?

“Don’t ignore your elders, Anne,-” Mimi said. “I asked if you 
are okay.”

I looked at her, and then at the door. One more chance was 
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all I needed.

I sprinted to the door. I grabbed the handle and yanked. It 
didn’t budge. 

I pulled harder. 

Nothing.

Again.

Nothing.

I feel a cold, thick liquid pool around my ankles. 

Again and again and again and again.

“Let me out!” I screamed, pounding my fist against the door. 
Tears flowed down my face. “Let me out, let me out, let me 
out,” I sobbed, my sweaty hands pressed flat against the cool 
surface of the door. 

The black had reached my knees now, and I was tired. I 
turned my back to the door, and slid down against it and pulled 
my legs into my chest. 

The black liquid almost felt alive as it wrapped around my 
body, pressing against me on all sides. My eyes were puffy and 
red and tingly from all the crying.

I stared into the abyss, and the abyss engulfed my everything. 

.oO0Oo.

I opened my eyes to a familiar ceiling, and knew that I was 
on the couch in my grandmother’s house. 

I didn’t sit up.

I didn’t move.



17 MBHS The Muse  2020

Ella McDonald
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 Crunch. 

 It’s enough to send a shiver down my spine, and the wet, 
sloppy sound of him masticating follows soon after. He chews his 
food like an obnoxious teenage girl smacks  bubblegum, that is 
to say, loud, open-mouthed, and covered in spit. 

 Swallow. Crunch.

 We’re stopped at the worst red light in town, on the 
hottest Sunday of the year because he wanted to go to Taco 
Bell, and of course, I had to drive. It turns out that driving 
drunk is a fantastic way to get your license revoked, and while 
most people don’t need to be told that, Jeremy seemed to have 
missed out on the memo. 

 Swallow. Crunch.

 A spurt of juice flies from his mouth and lands on my 
dashboard, immediately cooking in the sweltering heat. The 
odor of not-quite-meat and slimy lettuce hangs still in the air 
of the stuffy car because the AC is broken and even though the 
windows are open, there isn’t even a slight breeze to carry 
away the smell and alleviate the heat.

 Swallow. Sneeze. Smear. Crunch.

 The red light turns green, so I shift my car into gear and 
sputter slowly down the road to home, or at least the meager 
apartment that we bought together. He teeters forward and 
turns on the radio, immediately changing from my preferred 
station to some quasi-band that screams more than sings. The 
dial is wet and sticky with snot when his fingers leave it.

 Swallow. Crunch.

 We prattle past the rundown Shell station and the  
dilapidated laundromat. Jeremy fumbles the extra-large cream 
soda that’s sweating less than he is, and sucks the straw into his 
mouth just as we lurch over the bumpy, old bridge. The drink 
doesn’t spill, but the straw jams into his open mouth. “Be 
careful!” He yells. “That hurt!”

Taco Bell Burrito
Arden Tapp
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 I don’t respond.

He scoffs. “Women.”

 Crunch.

I feel a primal urge to swerve the car past the flimsy railing 
of the bridge, to take both of us out of our misery and plunge us 
deep into the river. To suffocate the smell and short out the 
radio and carry away the filth and grunge with a heavy blanket 
of water. It would only take a twitch, a single jerk of the steering 
wheel, and I would be clean.

Swallow. Crunch.

I keep driving. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the ring 
of grease that his lips left on the straw and the nugget of soggy 
beef that fell onto the lid. 

Swallow.

He crumbles up the tin foil wrapper of the burrito and 
shoves his trash into the empty cup holder next to his drink.  
The pop as he sucks his fingers clean almost seems to ring in my 
ears as I pull into the parking lot. He’s opening the door before  
I get in my spot.

“Thanks, babe.” He says, kissing my cheek and leaving his 
seat. There’s a smear of grease where his lips were. 

Taco Bell burrito.
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JM Turner
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I was sitting on the steps of the porch after I took off my 
black coat and threw it behind me. I had loosened my tie and 
left the top button of my white dress shirt undone. The rain was 
hitting me and I was letting it. I reached my arm back and dug 
through my coat pocket to pull out my pack of cigarettes and 
my grandfather’s old lighter. I leaned down between my legs and 
used my hand to cover the cigarette from the wind and rain as 
I lit it. Once I lit the cigarette, I put the pack and lighter back 
in my coat pocket. As I took in puffs of smoke, I watched each 
raindrop fall and crash. My hair was getting wet and my bangs 
started to fall over my face. I took the cigarette out of my 
mouth and blew out a cloud of smoke. As I was moving my  
cigarette back to my mouth as I hear behind me, 

“Mom always hated when you smoked, you know?” I turned 
my head slightly and saw my brother Cato standing out of the 
corner of my eye. I didn’t feel like talking though, so I remained 
silent. “Aren’t you getting cold just sitting in the rain like that?” 
Cato asked. I shrugged my shoulders, but I didn’t care. Cato 
then stands next to me,

“You know, I guess it is kind of a nice day for it…” I looked at 
him with a puzzled look on my face, 

“...It’s just fitting really. The rain can do a lot of things.” 
Cato was getting wet standing beside me, but he sat down next 
to me anyway. Cato takes the cigarette from my hand and  
examines it with a slight grin. He then lightly sets the cigarette 
between us. 

“She loved you, you know’?” My head perked up and my eyes 
widened. 

“And it wasn’t your fault it happened Luke. The doctor said 
mom didn’t have long and she knew that… she had just enough 
time to say goodbye to everyone.” I started crying when he 
brought up mom. 

“The day before she died, I went to see her early in the 
morning,” I started to curl up into a ball. 

It’s a Good Day for the Rain
Trenton Stewart
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“And she told me about the poem you wrote for her.” I felt a 
chill throughout my body and was getting tense just by hearing 
him speak. 

“A poem about a man who died and begs God to let him live 
one more day to tell a woman he was never brave enough to tell 
her that he loved her.” I started violently gripping my knees and 
pulling on my pants. Cato waits and takes a minute just to look 
and grin out into the rain. 

“Mom and dad both were never happy with your ‘actions’,” 
he said as he lifted up the cigarette between us, “...but mom 
said, after hearing your poem, she believes you’ll be okay and 
you’ll find a spot just for you in the world.” I was shaken by 
what he told me, and my tears hit the ground as fast as the rain. 

“She wanted to go, knowing that out everything that might 
happen… you would find the right path. She did love you, Luke.” 
Cato then stands up, and the water is dripping from his black 
coat and hair. He turns around and puts his hands in pockets, 

“You don’t have to hide anything ever, no reason not to tell 
the world everything you write. Because anything written, could 
be exactly what someone, somewhere, needed to read to find 
a sense of hope… never stop writing… Mom would hate to see 
that.” Cato then walks back into the house where the whole 
family was gathering after the burial, while I stayed curled up 
in the rain. As the rain hit my shoulders and polluted my sight 
I felt as if I knew purpose. I turned around to reach into my 
coat’s breast pocket when I accidentally grabbed my pack of 
cigarettes, I looked at the half-used pack and then tossed them 
over my shoulder. I dug back through the coat pocket and pulled 
a piece of paper and a pencil. On one side of the paper was the 
poem I wrote for my mother. I turned the paper on the opposite 
side, laid it in my lap, took a long look out into the rain, and I 
wrote... 
Rain can do a lot of things 

I like to cry in the rain,

So no one can see my tears,

Because from what I’ve seen,

Time Stands Still only in rain.
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I was never able to 

Be What you wanted from me,

But I’m sorry that I can’t 

Remember Where I went wrong

I like to sit in the Rain,

And let myself wash away,

Remember the old, 

And start something new.

I stood above mother’s grave

Then wisdom sat next to me

To make me learn life lessons

And tell me why the rain falls

I never forget the rain

As they are drops from the past

And today I beg to God

To give me one more day...

To change  
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Lauren Shonk
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The full moon appeared from behind one cloud and  
disappeared behind another. When it appeared, it briefly  
illuminated the forest path that connected the major metropolis 
to the two small villages that surrounded. The city the moon 
illuminated had recently experienced an economic boom, which 
had allowed the city to suck the life out of the small villages it 
bordered, forcing many of its residences to seek work and  
entertainment in the city. Those who refused to leave their 
childhood homes faced long treks home along the beaten path 
almost every night. On the night in question, two young women 
were slowly walking home side by side with little interaction.

“It was a fun night,” one girl murmured, “We should do this 
more often.”

“Sure,” the other girl said nonchalantly, “definitely.”

They continued walking in silence for several minutes until 
the first girl suddenly stopped in her tracks. She stood silently 
for a moment as the other girl slowed, realizing that she was 
walking alone.

“Barb?” she called back, “why did you stop?”

“Look at that patch of flowers, Ruth,” Barb murmured softly.

Ruth slowed to a stop and turned to face Barb, who was 
standing silently, facing out towards the woods. She slowly 
walked back towards where Ruth was standing and stood silently 
next to her.

“See how that patch of flowers is divided in two by that one 
lone oak tree?” Barb whispered. “It is the one patch of flowers 
in this entire forest and yet it is still split in two.”

“Beautiful,” Ruth said and immediately turned to continue 
walking home. Barb quickly jogged to keep up with her and 
slowed when she was a few paces behind her. They continued 
their trek in silence waiting for the light of their village to appear 
on the horizon.

“I wish there were more flowers near our home,” Barb said, 

Another Crushed Flower
Marielle Cornes 
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“but the city and trees are crowding all of them out.”

“Why does it matter?” Ruth asked. “The flowers have just 
been replaced by bigger and better things.”

“Because they are all special and unique and the world 
keeps tearing them apart.”

“I guess.”

Barb quickened her pace so her stride matched Ruth’s. They 
both stared straight ahead, trying to ignore the other.

Ruth finally broke the silence by crying out, “how come you 
are the flower of the village?”

“What do you mean?”

“You are the village’s little princess. Why did they side with 
you? What more have you done for them than I have?”

Barb stayed silent while the lights of the village were slowly 
turning into a blur. She slowly turned her head towards the sky 
and let the dimmed light of the moon reflect off of her through 
the mist of a cloud. When she finally felt her pain fade, she 
turned to face Ruth.

“I have done nothing.”

“Maybe your actions may reflect that, but your thoughts and 
words certainly have done more than enough.”

After another moment of silence Barb softly said, “This is his 
fault. He came between us”

“No,” Ruth replied, “it’s our fault. No one else can be 
blamed.”

“If it is our fault, we can be the ones to resolve it.”

“No.”

With that, Ruth and Barb reached the entry to their small 
village and Ruth quickly disappeared into the shadows. Before 
she was completely out of sight, she called back to Barb, saying, 
“no matter what you do, you can’t fix what’s already broken.”

Barb leaned back against the fence that surrounded their 
home and slowly sank to the ground with Ruth’s final words 
echoing in her head. With tears brimming in her eyes, she 
reached out and picked a single flower that was growing between 
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the bricks that lined the paths. After a moment of staring at it, 
she slowly crushed the flower in her fist and let the wilted body 
drop to the ground. Looking to the moon for guidance, she knew 
what she had to do.

Barb stood and walked towards the house located in the 
center of the village. She knocked on the door and it was slowly 
opened by an old man.

“Hello, father,” she said, “we need to discuss something.”

“Yes, my dear.”

“It involves the affairs of the village and how those have 
come to harm me,” Barb said maliciously, “and I want this problem 
gone forever.”

“What must I do so you can be happy again?” the old man 
inquired.

“Spread our story.”
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Sitting on this fallen tree, I can’t help but reminisce to when 
it stood.

I would come here when there was nothing else to do, which 
was pretty much all the time back then. I would come to talk to 
the trees and insects. I would come to dig for earthworms in the 
loamy soil, getting twigs in my hair and wet leaves plastered to 
my feet. I would come with friends.

“It’s a fairy kingdom!” I once proclaimed to Betty as we 
marveled at a rotting stump. Every little girl knows that when 
you find a fairy kingdom, it’s common courtesy to add some 
amenities. So off we went. We rustled through the leaves,  
scavenging for pebbles the fairies could use as seats and plucking 
red berries to stock the kingdom’s pantry.

“Have you ever seen them here?” Betty asked as we placed 
handfuls of moss on the stump so they could have a soft place to 
sleep.

“No.”

“Then how do you know they live here?”

“I just do. They like these kinds of places.”

But most of the time I would come by myself, although I 
wasn’t really alone. The trees breathed with me. I was nurtured 
by a birdsong fluttering in the breeze, the smell of decaying 
leaves, an inchworm prodding the air for something to explore. 
Time didn’t exist. All I saw was what was right in front of me, 
and in the days of fairies and bare feet, that was all that mattered. 
People always describe some untouched land as being the middle 
of nowhere. But in my little world, the woods next to my house 
were the middle of everything.

The woods were infinite. I really did think they went on forever 
and ever, perhaps to the beach or the North Pole. It never occurred 
to me that they could have defined borders. My neighborhood 
was an island in a sea of trees and wonder.

This fantasy world was snuffed out one day at summer 

The Highway’s Sigh
Walden Knott
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camp. I was digging a hole to China. For working with red clay, 
my pointy rock had made a considerable dent. The sun had 
extracted tiny beads of perspiration on the back of my neck. 
Nothing mattered except for the hole when I was in my primitive 
squat, hacking away at the ground.

Shadows of passing heads, cast by the fierce sun, glided 
across the hole in front of me. They were older girls, big kids, 
chatting among themselves. Then one of them threw a comment. 
A comment that punched me square in the nose and would leave 
a permanent scar.

“I wish we were still little kids and didn’t have to worry 
about getting fat.”

I could feel her jealous gaze on my back. Her fear, the  
possibility of becoming fat, had punctured my oblivion, and  
contaminated my livelihood. In retrospect, I wonder if she wanted 
me to overhear her.

Abandoning my hole to China, I carried that comment with 
me. I carried it to my cabin, where I did sit-ups, to the dining 
hall, where I skipped dessert, and back home, where I embarked 
on my first diet. But really, that comment had carried me -- 
away from childhood and into the real world. I didn’t spend 
much time in the woods after that.

In autumn, leaves falling from trees gave way to loose-leaf 
paper. Things mattered now: school, staying in shape,  
extracurricular activities. Time existed.

“Rough drafts are due Monday for peer edit…”

“You can’t just keep forgetting to do your homework! I’m 
going to check your agenda every night…”

“Be the best you with a Diorskin Perfecting Concealer…”

“Just try to start acting a little bit like a lady. You know, 
sitting up straight, shaving your legs…”

“Art on Monday at 3:30, soccer on Tuesday at 7:00, Girl 
Scouts on Wednesday at 3:00…”

“‘I lost 24 pounds on Nutrisystem!’ ‘I lost 37 pounds on  
Nutrisystem!’ ‘I lost…I lost…I lost…’”

Slow, deep breathing, I tell myself. Relax. Breathe in… But 
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something’s different, something I don’t remember before. I 
can still smell the petrichor and decaying leaves, but also the 
highway’s acidic breath. Opening my eyes, I realize I can  
actually see the highway through the tangled branches. Has this 
ever-flowing stream of cars really always been that close? Good 
things come from Sysco, announces an eighteen-wheeler as it 
barrels onward.

The actual size of the woods strikes me for the first time 
during this visit. They’re finite. In fact, they’re disappointingly 
small -- less than an acre, so I suppose it’s not even fair to really 
call them “woods.” How can the woods be so finite but the flow 
of cars be infinite?

To my left, buildings squat next to parking decks: office 
buildings where dads go but their kids don’t really know what 
their job is. To my right, my house. Behind me, a cookie-cutter 
gated community. And in front of me, the ever-sighing highway. 
I’ve always subconsciously known these things were there, just 
beyond the trees, but I guess I never wanted to admit it to myself. 
I refused to look at them. Or perhaps I was too busy looking at 
what was right in front of me.

The world presses in on the woods from all sides. Rather 
than being a sea of trees surrounding my neighborhood, the 
woods are an island in a sea of infrastructure. Cold, hard  
infrastructure. Its right angles threaten to suffocate this small 
patch of woods, To convert its organic forms into rigid structures. 
To steal its virginity.

Maybe the buildings and concrete are jealous of this little 
patch of trees. I don’t blame them. Maybe they want the land  
to be clear-cut, the trees hauled off for lumber, and all the 
earthworms and fairies that used to live here to be homeless.

As I rise from the log, I can feel that the bark has left damp 
spots on my shorts and imprints on the backs of my thighs. My 
Fitbit has just told me to leave. I walk towards the world just 
beyond the trees, the world that I will never be able to let go 
of.
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How could this happen
In such a short time

only seconds

From the bar door to my car
Only a block away

so close

A hand over my mouth
I couldn’t scream

let me go

Against the rough brick
Behind an old dumpster
I cried

stop

“Stay still”
He huffed

too much

I could only feel pain
In the end

help

I couldn’t breathe
I couldn’t think

Blink: read backwards and forward
Arden Tapp
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75.38, a number I will never forget. It was the number my 
mother obsessed over as she sat at the kitchen table paying our 
Discover bill for that past month.

“Paper towels, pencils, deodorant, detergent,” her eyes 
thoroughly examined each item on the receipts, reading them 
aloud with satisfaction as she compared them to the bill. “Good 
job girls. Now we just have to do it again next month,” she said 
to my sister and me.

Although we could hear the weakness in her voice, we allowed 
ourselves to relish in that victory together, but it only lasted a 
moment.

“Oh my gosh!” Her voice cracked, and the tears instantly 
welled up in her eyes. “Why, why, why.” She was now holding 
the American Express bill. “Over $150 on a dress for that stupid 
dress. What was I thinking?”

My sister then felt the need to scream, agreeing that yes 
that was stupid, and my mom herself was also stupid. At the 
time my sister was ten years old, so screaming and storming 
to her room was an acceptable response. This was definitely 
“above her pay grade.” It was above all of our pay grades.

I never expected to be attending a budget meeting at the 
age of thirteen, but more than that, I never expected to be  
consoling my mother, who had become completely hysterical 
over a bill. As much as I wanted to let myself break down and 
cry with her, I couldn’t. Her head lying limp on my shoulder, I 
stroked her hair as I held my phone to my ear using my shoulder. 
I then called the boutique, inquired about their return policy, 
and assured my mother we would return it first thing tomorrow 
for a full refund. My guess was that she bought that dress “before.” 
We talked about the “before” a lot. “Before” meaning before 
my dad lost his job.

I don’t even remember the words my mother used when she 
told me or the look on her face, but I do remember my  
seventh-grade self attempting to process what I’d just heard.  

75.38
Laurel Hand
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Naturally, I imagined it as it happens in movies, specifically the 
Kit Kittredge: An American Girl movie set in the Great Depression. 
The husband comes home from work unexpectedly early with his 
brown leather briefcase in hand, head hung low with an expression 
of shame and rejection.

“Hey Honey,” says the wife while hugging her husband 
around the neck. “Why are you home early today?”

“Well, sweetie. They let me go today.”

And cut. Scene over. That’s it. After that, I soon realized 
that the movie doesn’t accurately capture the scene itself or 
even remotely begin to explore its aftermath.

My relationship with my mother functioned for better or 
worse like a friendship with mutual trust, understanding, and 
respect. My mom had always told me everything, and that’s how 
I liked it. I liked sitting at the end of her bed every night and 
hearing her describe in detail, with hand motions and all, the 
superficial mom drama that happened at the PTO meeting that 
day or the “adult problems” she faced. But I didn’t want to hear 
everything anymore because everything now included my dad’s 
depression and suicidal thoughts.

“Mom, I have a math test tomorrow. I can’t do this anymore.” 
That was the nicest way I could think of to say leave me alone 
without crushing her.

“No, Laurel. Don’t leave. Please don’t leave. Just a few 
more minutes. We need to figure this out. What do we do? I 
don’t know what to do. He won’t sleep. He thrashes and tosses 
and turns all night every night, crying out to me for help. Saying 
things like ‘I’m just as much of a failure as my drunk of a father. 
The girls will hate me. I’ve let you guys down. I can’t even provide 
for my own family. I can’t do this anymore. Y’all would be better 
off without me because you’d at least have life insurance money.’”

To this day I don’t know how she expected me to help or 
why she thought I wanted to know all of these things. If she 
didn’t know what to do, my thirteen-year-old self obviously 
didn’t know. After she was finally able to compose herself, she 
concluded every late-night kitchen table conversation the same 
way, by reminding me that I couldn’t tell anyone. Absolutely 
no one. Because this would be an embarrassment, and people 
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would no longer look at us the same. She even went as far as 
to say they would look down on us. I’ve never been good at 
internalizing things. I have to talk through things in order to 
cope and process, but I could tell she was being serious, so I 
never said anything. Day after day I battled my own struggles 
alone, afraid to burden my mother with any of my issues that 
now seemed extremely trivial, but more than that I worried 
about my father. I feared for his life and wanted to help, but I 
couldn’t.

That same week, my dad picked me up from a friend’s  
birthday party. I haven’t talked to the birthday girl since junior 
high, but to this day her driveway will remind me of that day. 
The second I saw my dad’s car sitting at the bottom of her hill of 
a driveway my heart sank. Number 1, that wasn’t my dad’s car. 
That was the Chevrolet we were currently renting that smelled 
slightly of burnt cigarettes, but it was the best they had short 
notice I was told, and we needed it short notice. My dad’s car 
was the white Lexus that he’d had for as long as I could  
remember. I had never connected it to my dad’s job even though 
it was always filled to the brim with boxes of dental equipment 
and file folders. But now that’s all I could connect it to because 
when my dad’s job left the car did too. I reluctantly approached 
the car. Every step I took was weighed down by my waterlogged 
towel, and I still dripped of pool water. My dad asked how the 
party was, but I could tell that was the last thing on his mind. 
When I finally managed to make eye contact with him I saw his 
tired eyes and tear-soaked cheeks through the sunglasses and 
instantly wished I wouldn’t have glanced his way.

“Baby, I’m struggling right now, but I don’t want you to worry. 
Please try not to worry,” he said.

I worried.
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Being the youngest in my family, I was the last to find out. 
It was like a dream where you’re falling, but before you hit the 
ground you wake up. Suddenly, everything and everyone seemed 
to disappear except for her. My mom sat teary-eyed in front of 
me, her rosy cheeks were faded, her usual smile was nowhere 
to be seen. I had no idea what was going to happen, but she 
promised me that she wasn’t going to die. A promise she did 
not know if she was going to be able to keep. My mom had been 
diagnosed with stage three breast cancer. I was terrified of what 
was to come. Up until that day, cancer had been a foreign concept.

My relationship with my mom wasn’t ideal. We yelled. She 
cried. I didn’t want to spend time with her when I could be 
doing something else. I only felt more separated after I learned 
the news. My older sister was there for her. She did everything 
right and I was just there, watching from a distance. I didn’t 
know how to deal with everything so I didn’t, I let my mind 
pretend nothing was wrong. My life began to shift quickly. From 
my room, I overheard conversations that were not meant for 
my ears. Unfamiliar words like mastectomy and chemo echoed 
through the house.

Soon enough, my mom had her first surgery. The minutes 
seemed to pass by like hours. I found myself looking at the clock 
longer than I was looking at my friends surrounding me at the 
lunch table. They didn’t know how to help and my selfishness 
only made things worse. I wanted them to feel bad, to pity me 
and I didn’t know why. I was scared, lonely, and confused. The 
wide, open, noisy room slowly closed on me and I was left alone 
with my selfish thoughts. My concern for my mom outweighed 
my ego, but I still wanted people to focus on me. Is that human 
nature or a testament of a middle school girl’s dire need for 
attention?

My mom didn’t want me to see her in pain and to be honest, 
I didn’t want to either. The first time I had ever gotten to see 
her during a period of weakness was chemo. That day changed 
my life forever. We met my mom at the facility. The chemo 

Selfishness in a Time of Selflessness
Lauren Elizabeth Cotton
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room was near the top and had walls made of windows. Natural 
light flooded the room. For a place that holds so much pain and 
darkness, the scenery was beautiful. She smiled through it all, 
though her rosy cheeks were faded and her bright eyes tired. 
Seeing the process of her fighting for her life changed me. I 
suddenly realized my selfishness and greed. At that moment, the 
only thing that mattered was her. 

My own desires had blocked me from seeing my own purpose. 
I had made myself the main character in someone else’s story. 
From then on, things changed. Today, my mom is my best friend. 
We do everything together. I’d much rather be with her than 
with most of my friends. I am beyond lucky to have her in my 
life and intend to make the best of it and hopefully I can make 
up for the lost time in our story.

The Good Thing 
Walden Knott
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On the morning of July 25th, 2018, as summer drew to its 
end, my dad told me that me and my brothers were going to go 
to Over Easy for breakfast with our Uncle Jason. My mom had 
been in the hospital for the past week or so, but we didn’t think 
too much of it. About four years earlier, she had been diagnosed 
with breast cancer. Thankfully, she never had to go through 
major chemotherapy or experience any abnormal pains --so why 
would we think that this trip to the hospital would prove any 
differently? Surely she was just being tested for some minor 
problems and she would be back to normal in a few days. How 
could we have imagined that our lives would change monumentally 
in just a few hours? 

So, we thought of breakfast with Uncle Jason to be a surprise 
treat and not a way for our Dad to distract us from what was 
about to happen. As we entered the restaurant, we were greeted 
by the mesmerizing smells of freshly cooked bacon and sickly 
sweet syrup. The clamor of cooks in the kitchen could be heard 
along with the conversations of distant strangers awaiting their 
meals. If I wasn’t hungry before, I certainly was now. As soon as 
we were seated at a table, I scanned the menu to find something 
to eat. But before I even knew what to order, Uncle Jason received 
a call from my aunt: we needed to come to the hospital right 
away. Me and my brothers were confused when our uncle told us 
to put the menus down and leave. He apologized to the waitress 
who was about to take our order; he hadn’t even been able to 
finish his coffee.

 We got back in the car and rushed to Brookwood Hospital. 
The series of events that took place when we reached the  
hospital are both blurred and clear to me today. I now understood 
what was really going on, and my hunger had transformed into 
nauseating feeling deep within. My phone seemed to be constantly 
buzzing with texts from friends saying that they were praying 
for my family. Friends of my mom and other relatives of mine 
were already gathered in the waiting room, crying and consoling 
each other when we arrived. I made up a story for myself that 

Another Summer Day
Bud Sanders
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when I visited Mom’s hospital room, I would see her smiling and 
talking to family and friends. I thought that if I just acted like 
nothing was unusual, then everything would be okay. 

With each step I took during that long fateful walk up to 
the hospital room, my stomach dropped; ice took shelter in my 
veins, and I began to shiver despite the room temperature  
being fairly normal. Finally, I reached my destination after what 
seemed to be a lifetime. When I found the courage to enter the 
room, I felt relieved when I saw she was only sleeping; but I 
could tell by the looks on the faces of my dad, sister, aunt, and 
two of my mom’s closest friends, Leisha and Stephanie, that she 
only had a few hours left.

  My heart sank despite my relief and I started to break out 
in tears without realizing it. All I remember from those next few 
hours are the faces of loved ones, loved ones I had never seen 
broken before. I said words of goodbye to Mom, I talked to  
relatives I hadn’t seen in months, but I could not stop chiding 
myself for how stupid I thought I was. How could I not have 
seen this coming? But I was just a boy not ready for his mom to 
be stolen so suddenly. A boy that woke up and thought that the 
biggest problem he would face that day was figuring out what 
to order for breakfast. A boy that was forced to come to terms 
with the reality of death in a matter of days. A boy that had 
simply wanted another care-free summer day.
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I skipped. I always skipped when I was in a good mood and at 
that moment, I was happy. So I skipped. I skipped all the way up 
the sidewalk in front of my house and all the way up the white 
brick steps that lead to my front door. My overnight bag was 
slung over my shoulder as I pushed open the door on that warm, 
ordinary spring day. I had just returned home from a sleepover 
at a friend’s house, and although I loved my friend, I was happy 
to be home with my family. The memory of my feet carrying 
me up the stairs seems to be embedded in my mind as I was so 
oblivious as to what was about to happen. When I entered my 
home, everything was normal. Two of my younger siblings sat 
in the playroom playing with a few random toys as my parents 
watched a movie in their bedroom. I walked into our sunroom. 
The big windows let in rays of the sun and gave a clear view of 
the beautiful oak trees that surrounded my backyard. Although 
this memory seemed so insignificant at the time, it’s a very vivid 
one in my mind as I now remember a sudden feeling coming over 
me, urging me to walk into my parent’s bedroom. I did exactly 
that, my face falling into concern and my heartbeat increasing 
rapidly as I saw my dad on the phone with my mom sitting right 
beside him, her face showing nothing but despair. My dad’s face, 
on the other hand, made an even deeper pit in my stomach as 
it was completely blank except for a single tear. It was a look I 
would never forget. 

“Is it Nan?” I asked. My mom could only shake her head no. 
“Papa?” They were both completely still. “What happened?” No 
answer. “What happened?” I asked again, my voice rising in fear.

“Papa is in heaven,” was all my dad said. I felt my stomach 
drop as I stared back at them in horror, my tears now falling 
faster than before. It was the worst feeling I had ever  
experienced as this was the first time a loved one of mine had 
died. 

That night, when everyone had calmed down as much as 
they could have, my dad and I sat at the dinner table all by 
ourselves, surrounded by a dim glow coming from the single 

It’s Not Fair
Katelyn Alfano
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light that was turned on in the room. It was completely silent as 
I scraped my food around my plate, not even the sweet smell of 
my mom’s pasta-making me hungry. I waited for him to say  
anything. In that moment, I wished that I could have said  
something to comfort him, but I never did; I never figured out 
how to. 

“It’s not fair,” he said plainly. 

“It’s not,” I agreed. It went silent for a few more minutes 
before I finally looked up from my plate and felt my stomach 
drop once more as I saw my dad cry. It suddenly occurred to me 
that this was the first time I had ever seen my dad cry and it 
was a strange sight to see. It opened my eyes to the harsh  
reality of the world. A reality in which even the toughest of dads 
had to be sad every once in a while. I could tell he was trying to 
hide his tears, but I wasn’t entirely sure how to comfort him so I 
did the only thing I could think of. I gave him a hug. 
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   The hot sun beat down on us as we made our way across 
the lawn in front of the capitol building. Palms sweating, I waited 
at the top of the side steps for the secretary to unlock the door. 
It was my first time at the capital and I was about to meet the 
Secretary of State, John Merrill. I watched the seconds tick by 
on my phone and after what felt like an eternity, the door finally 
swung open.

   I stepped through the door and my eyes instantly floated 
up to the high intricately painted ceilings. The entire building 
seemed to be decorated for royalty.  The rooms we passed on  
either side had plush red and blue carpet with floor to ceiling 
mahogany paneling. My five-inch black heels clicked on the 
white marble floor as we walked through the hall. As someone 
who’s worn leggings and sweatpants for half of my life, the 
formality of my surroundings did nothing but stress me out even 
more.

The assistant showed us into the office at the end of the 
hall. It was even more extravagant than the rest: there were 
two red brick fireplaces, sixteen-foot ceilings, a sitting room, 
and three offices connected to the main office. Standing in the 
main office, I fidgeted with the hem of my shirt, adjusted my 
hair, and tried to wipe my sweaty hands. I looked at my brother 
like a drowning man would look at a life preserver. He could get 
me through this.

The secretary offered us water, but I could barely get myself 
to answer.

Smile and nod. Smile and nod.

We all shuffled over to the plush nineteenth-century couches. 
My brother made small talk with the assistant, discussing the 
various bills which had or had not passed that day in the State 
House. Not even five minutes later, a man walked in fitted in 
a suit that I was sure cost more than my entire wardrobe. The 
three of us stood to greet him.

“Hi, nice to meet y’all. I’m Jeff McKenna,” the man said, 

Thirty-Five
Annya Evans-Martinez



48 MBHS The Muse  2020

offering his hand to shake.

“Davis Jones-Garcia,” my brother answered, poised as ever.

“Amy Jones,” I fumbled as I shook his hand, my sweaty 
palms giving away how nervous I really was.

Smile and nod. Smile and nod, I reminded myself once more.

“How are you two doing? I assume you’re here to see The 
Secretary?” Jeff said. 

“Yeah. I’m interning for David Faulkner and my sister came 
to visit so I made her an appointment to meet him,” my brother 
said.

“Sounds good. So tell me: how have you liked being in The 
House so far?”

“Well, it’s much better than being back in school.”

“Ah. High School. How are y’all doing? Good grades?”

“Yeah actually, Amy just took the ACT, and she got a  
thirty-five.”

“Wow, a thirty-five, is that right?” Jeff turned to me. I 
smiled and nodded, “Well, that’s pretty good, congratulations. 
What about you?” he asked as he turned back to my brother.

“Haha. I just have a thirty-four, she’s showing me up,” my 
brother answered.

“That’s still pretty good. Test scores aren’t everything, after 
all.”

I smiled and nodded once more.

I faintly heard footsteps getting closer and turned to face 
the newcomer. It was the Secretary of State, John Merrill.

I desperately tried to wipe the sweat off my hand onto my 
pants without drawing any attention to myself. My brother and 
I introduced ourselves and it was as if someone had flipped 
a switch inside my brain. By some miracle, I actually held an 
intelligible conversation with The Secretary. After talking for a 
few minutes, we took pictures and said our goodbyes. With my 
nerves finally eased, I could offer a handshake that wasn’t a 
clammy, sweaty mess.

As we left the capital, I turned to my brother: “You do know 
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that you don’t have to tell everyone my ACT score.”

“It’s fine. You should be proud of it.”

“Yeah but you know, I’m more than an ACT score. I have a 
name too.”

“Ok, yeah, fine, sorry. I won’t mention it next time.”

“You know you will.”

“Yeah, I probably will,” he quipped back.

I looked away and shook my head.

That night as I crawled my way into the stiff hotel room 
bed, I laughed at how dumb I had been earlier. Meeting the  
secretary was not nearly as bad as I thought it would be. In  
fact, I think I made a good impression.

The next day, my brother told me we had to go to the capital 
because he had to talk to John Merrill about something. Again.

As we made our way across the same lawn for a second 
time, I mentally prepared myself for what was to come: It’s going 
to be fine. You already met him. He knows you. He liked you 
yesterday. It’s going to be fine. Just smile and nod.

We went through the same motions as we had the day before, 
ending in the large office with the nineteenth-century couches. 
Just as the day before, in walked Jeff to talk with us until The 
Secretary was ready. He smiled at us as he walked up and we 
stood to greet him.

“Don’t tell me… thirty-four,” he said to my brother, “and… 
thirty-five?” he turned to me.

“Yup that’s right… thirty-five,” I sighed, looking at my brother 
as a silent exchange passed between us.

“Sorry, what were y’ alls’ names again?”
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From the Perspective of Lettuce
Walden Knott
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It was a cloudy, yet bright day and sundown was approaching. 
The inside of the couple’s cabin was covered in orange and gold 
streaks of light from the windows.  It was a normal sight for 
the couple, as well as other citizens who lived in that country 
area of Pennsylvania.  Although they acted calm, there was a 
silent tension in both of their minds, and they both knew that it 
couldn’t wait any longer.

“Do you think it’s really necessary?” asked the wife.  “What is 
the point of it all?  Why should we even take it into consideration?”

“I already explained my reasoning twice before.”

“Then explain once more,” she insisted.  “And I will try to 
be more open-minded this time.”

“Very well.  First of all, I can’t continue to procrastinate 
and make up reasons to put it off.  I can’t continue to ignore all 
of this in good conscience.”

“But what difference would you make?  Not that you are 
incapable, but why would you even consider it when countless 
others are already doing it for us?”

“I can’t stand by and simply hope that the problem will be 
solved.  I must contribute.  I can’t allow any chance for the 
problem at hand to become the future in which you and our 
children will live.”

   The wife felt that she was making little progress, if any, 
with her husband.  She looked out the window in hopelessness.  
The sun continued to fall closer and closer to the horizon.  She 
could respect his opinion, but she could not allow him to make 
what she believed would be the worst mistake of his life, so she 
persisted.

“But something is being done,” she replied.  “Countless  
people are already taking care of the problem, so why not let 
them handle it?”

“I must contribute and do my part.  What gives me the right 
to stay here in my cabin in peace while everyone else is out 

The Fading Sun
Jake Kuehnert



52 MBHS The Muse  2020

there being forced to fix the problem?”

“Fate!” the wife replied.  “You were not forced to because 
you were not meant to.”

“No,” the husband replied.  “It was simply luck, and I now 
realize that it was bad luck.  I should have done my part long 
ago, and I have made my decision.  I am going.”

The moment those last words left his mouth, the wife felt 
something die inside of her.  The sun was now hiding below the 
horizon.  The husband lit a lamp and began to read a book as if 
nothing had happened.

The wife decided to make one last effort, even though she 
knew in the back of her mind that her husband was beyond the 
point of no return.  “But if you go, you almost certainly will not 
return.  They don’t call Grant ‘the butcher’ for nothing.  And 
think about me and the children.”

“I have been thinking about you and the children this whole 
time, and that is why I am going: to make the future better for 
you, even if it is without me.  If you truly love me, I know that 
you will support my decision.”



53 MBHS The Muse  2020

Spear of the Church
Trenton Stewart
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They all look at you the same way,
your face is on all the papers
mom thinks you pushed her away,
she believed you would be greater.

Back facing the bars,
and face against the wall.

You never asked for this,
and never wanted this,
but you listened to me,
Took a life away.
The bloods on our hands.

Legs crossed on the ground,
stuck in orange threads.

All of them will throw you away,
as if you’re a disgusting rat,
but even a rat finds a way.
Living, whether it wants to or not.

A tear on your face,
you’ve fallen too far… 

Rot,
Burn,
Sing,
Then I’ll Whisper…
Do it Again.

The Devil on my Shoulder made me do it.
Trenton Stewart



55 MBHS The Muse  2020

Hazy
Ellen Landy
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It was a cold day; the wind was strong as much as the sky 
was gray.  I was making a two-mile walk home from school, but 
I was furious because my older sister Nell was supposed to pick 
me up and take me to my dance class. Mom and Dad weren’t 
home because they are taking their “needed” vacation to Denver.  
I knew that was a load of crap, they were just trying to get 
away from Nell. I couldn’t blame them, though. She always 
messes stuff up and ruins things. I wanted to storm into the 
house and finally tell her that I was fed up with her mistakes 
and clumsiness. One too many times have I been forced to walk 
past the sign displaying “Sykes Street”.  I was finally able to see 
the house and Nell’s car was parked in the driveway. I got angrier 
knowing that she was inside, so I picked up my pace in rage. I 
stomp across our front yard and look through the window as I 
pass. I could see her, curled up in a ball for some gosh darn reason. 
I burst through the front door and yell her name,

“NELL! NELL! N…,” she suddenly turns enters the front den 
and stares at me with a horrid expression on her face,

“Oh my gosh! Heidi, I am so sorry.” But at this point, I had 
no tolerance for any excuses she had to say.

“YOU were supposed to pick me up and take me to dance, 
but NOW I am going to miss it AGAIN!”  I yelled,

“Heidi… Heidi…I just, I was gonna...” Nell was trying to 
make excuses again and explain why she couldn’t do something 
so simple. I couldn’t contain my anger and frustration towards 
her, and I wanted her to know what I think.

“What Nell! What... WHAT were you going to do?” Her face 
became devastated in an instance, “I need you for one simple 
thing and you can’t do it. You can’t do anything! You can’t get 
through school reliably, you can’t take care of any pets, you can 
barely keep from burning down the house when you’re on your 
own,” She looked disgusted as I was speaking, but as if she was 
disgusted with herself, “You can’t keep any friends, you can’t 
make mom and dad happy! And speaking of mom and dad, do 

Time Stands Still like a Ghost in the Night
Trenton Stewart
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you know why they are on vacation for a week? It’s because 
they need a break from you, you know why they need a break? 
It’s from your constant inability to do anything.” I step closer 
and look at her dead in the eyes, “You have brought nothing 
but struggle and embarrassment to all of us. Mom and Dad think 
you are the dumbest clutz on the face of the planet, they are 
embarrassed to be seen with you, I am embarrassed to be seen 
with you and I hate having you as a sister because you are so 
useless!” As I said it, I pushed her in hopes of gaining a sort of 
collectiveness from it. She had nothing to say. I looked through 
her devastated expression and glared into her eyes. She was 
about to cry, and I could see it, but she didn’t. My stare grew 
stronger on her eyes. I saw they were red and watering. On her 
cheeks, I can see a stream left by tears, but on closer inspection, 
I could tell they weren’t tears she was shedding, but tears she 
had already shed. I had a slight change of heart when I realized 
she was crying before I entered.

 I hesitated, but I walked past her, went up the stairs, and 
locked myself in my room. I stood in front of my locked door and 
I could hear Nell slowly making her way up the creaking stairs. 
I then saw the shadow of her feet peering through the bottom 
crack of my door. Nell’s sniffling traveled through the door and  
I could hear it. I didn’t know if I had gone too far, but not  
knowing if I cared or not seemed worse. The house stayed silent 
for the rest of the night. I did my homework, but I never left 
my room. I tried to put my ear to the wall to hear if Nell was 
crying, but I couldn’t bring myself to talk to her. 

As the day turned to night, I slept under the crescent moon. 
I had no dreams, only feelings of discontent. During the night, 
a single sound was made, and only a single sound was needed 
to wake me. It was the creaks of the steps. Fear shivered down 
my spine as I got out of my bed. The clock said 1:06 AM when I 
looked at it. I quietly unlocked my door tiptoed down the hallway 
and looked down the staircase. Nell was standing in her nightgown 
at the base of the steps.

“Ugh...whatever. Nell is sleepwalking again.” I said. I  
started walking back into my room because I never try to wake 
her when she is sleepwalking. Unexpectedly, I hear the sound of 
the front door open the moment I enter my room. I turn back 
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and look down the hallway, “Nell?” I asked. I slowly descended 
down the stairs while looking at the open door. I stood at the 
frame of the door and looked outside. It was so dark I couldn’t 
see my hand in front of my face. In the distance was the sound 
of a car, getting louder by the second. When the car came into 
view, its headlights lit the whole block. With the headlights of 
the car, I could suddenly see Nell. She was standing in the middle 
of the road with her back to me. My scream was silent, and I 
saw the lights of the car pass in less than an instinct leaving 
nothing behind it. I fell to the ground and put my hands over my 
eyes to wipe away the tears. When I took my hands off I found 
myself back in bed and under the covers. It was like I woke up. 
I was confused, I was in shock, I just couldn’t believe what I 
saw. I looked at the clock, the time was 1:05 AM. I unlocked my 
door and walked down the hallway to Nell’s room. The door was 
cracked open, and when I peeked in, she wasn’t in her bed. I 
took a step in and looked around. Nothing caught my eye until I 
saw her clock turn to 1:06 AM. A moment later, I suddenly hear 
the steps creak. I exited her room and walked down the hallway, 
past my room, and to the staircase. As I was walking, I could 
hear the front door being open once again. I looked down the 
staircase and saw the front door opened and Nell was walking 
out.

“NELL!” I cried out. I rushed down the stairs and found  
myself standing at the door frame calling out to her. “NELL!, 
NELL STOP!” But my heart stopped because in the distance was 
the sound of the car approaching. I froze in terror for a split  
moment. I ran off our porch and sprinted to Nell as she was 
about to step out onto the road. I see the bright lights approaching, 
and I grab Nell’s hand. “NELL! WAKE UP!” She keeps walking and 
her hand slips from my grasp. She stands in the road the same 
way as before, and as the car comes, I cover my eyes again. The 
engine of the car was getting quieter, and once I could no longer 
hear it I took my hands off my eyes. I found myself back in my 
bed. My heart was racing, and I quickly got out of bed. As I am 
unlocking my door I look at the clock, 1:07 AM. I run down the 
stairs and Nell is already walking towards the road. 

I began running as fast as I could,

 “NELL! NELL! WAKE UP NELL! NELL PLEASE JUST WAKE 
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UP!” I screamed. I get in front of her and look at her. Nell stops 
walking. The car started getting close and the lights revealed 
her face. Her eyes were open, she wasn’t sleepwalking. She had 
a single tear run down her face and said, 

 “I’m sorry Heidi, I wish I was able to be better.” At that 
moment, my heart sank, and my eyes opened. I fell to my knees 
and Nell walked around me. I didn’t turn around, but I knew 
where she stood, and I heard the car drive by once again. I 
closed my eyes and opened them one final time. I got up from 
the bed and looked at the clock, 1:06 AM. I unlocked my door 
and walked down the stairs, Nell standing at the door. I pushed 
her aside and ran off the porch. I turned around to see her slight 
silhouette in the night. I started to run down the road. I could 
already see the car lights in the distance, so I ran towards them 
as I was wiping away all my tears. The lights grew so bright I 
couldn’t see anything, but I felt it. The pain and the marks it 
can leave on you. I was on the ground, and I couldn’t move, I 
could only look up at the crescent moon peering through the 
clouds until I decided to close my eyes one final time.

 When I woke up, I could see the sun through my window. 
When I looked at my clock it said 9:37 AM. I get out of bed,  
unlock my door, walk down the hallway, go down the creaking 
stairs, and see the door wide open with Nell sitting on the 
porch. Without hesitation, I sat down next to her,

 “I’m sorry for what I said yesterday, I love you, Nell, and I 
don’t want you to go...” She looked at me and smiled, I leaned 
my head up against her shoulder and said, “...no matter what 
you do… I will always love you.”
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Frozen
Walden Knott
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My mom and I were late. We swiftly walked into the hospital 
for a routine Scoliosis check-up, but one that was about five 
months overdue.  

After sitting in the waiting room for what seemed like  
forever, a nurse-led me and my mother into the back x-ray area. 
I walked in, took the x-ray, and felt as if I knew exactly what 
was going to happen. We would see the doctor, and he would 
tell me to keep sleeping in my brace and to come back in  
another year to check-in. Little did I know how sadly mistaken I 
really was. 

A nurse came back and took us into the examination room. I 
put on a hospital gown so the doctor could look at my back and 
we sat and waited for what seemed like hours. These appointments 
always took a long time. I heard a knock at the door to the  
examination room, “Come in,” my mother said. 

“Hello, Mary Little!” This was the customary greeting I  
expected from my doctor at every appointment. He asked me 
about the school, my grades, etc, and as the small talk withered, 
my doctor put my x-ray onto the light board. 

The board lit up and as I made out the x-rays, I realized that 
this would not be a normal appointment. The x-ray on the right 
side was the one I had gotten at my last appointment in 2016. 
The curve of my back at that time had only been one of only 
19 degrees. On the left, was my x-ray from that day. This x-ray 
contained a comparison curve of 65 degrees. With no hesitation, 
my doctor began to explain the pictures of my back as I continued 
to stare at them. 

The doctor’s hand on my x-ray became blurry as the lump in 
my throat grew and the water in my eyes began to fall onto my 
cheeks. The words that had just come from his mouth are those 
forever engraved in my mind: “Surgery is the only option.” 
Beforehand my scoliosis was just a small part of me, but in that 
moment, it consumed my life. I felt like someone had just shot 
me in the heart. It was not the surgery that scared me, but the 

The Eighteen Percent
Mary Frances Little
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18 percent that came with it --the 18 percent chance of death. 

As the surgery came closer and closer, I came to terms with 
the 18 percent that had frightened me so badly before. Despite 
the strength, I had gained, however, I was still terrified of what 
was to come. I was afraid to tell my friends and family of my 
feelings on it, and I felt as if I had to stay strong for my loved 
ones. My mother cried whenever it was brought up, and I knew 
that if I were to act scared, it would make her even worse.

  As the day of surgery neared, my fears were close to 
going. I had concluded that if I were to be part of the 18 percent, 
then that was okay. If this was my time, there was nothing I 
could do about it at that point. 

  The morning of the surgery a kind, a quiet nurse 
rolled me away from my parents. I teared up as I watched them 
get smaller and smaller behind me. I was taken into a small 
operating room, and a short time later I was asleep, oblivious to 
what was happening to me. 

 Eight hours later, I woke up in the ICU. I was not one of 
the 18 percent. 
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Fashion and Cubism
Margo Belden
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From the grey blanket above
Tears beat down upon me
Like bullets from the sky.
They soak all in their path.
There under the dim light,
A girl next to a blue sign.

In a yellow raincoat,
Standing among the crowd.
She shines like the sun,
Radiating beauty.
Rain has wiped away her mask
Revealing a kind face.

As people seek shelter,
We squeeze under the canopy.
Like a moth to a light,
I am drawn towards her.
My conscious restrains me
As it always does.

Our eyes meet for a short time,
I am stunned,
Rich brown gazes into my soul.
Butterflies flutter in my stomach.
 I seek to say the first word,
But my confidence is blind.

We look away
To stare at the flooding streets.
Watching water rush into the storm drain,
Reminding me of my dreams,

The Bus Stop
Inspired by T.S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J Alfred Prufrock”

Sam Wilson
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Washed away.
I had jumped from the highest steeple,
Given in to temptation.

As the bus comes to a stop,
So does our moment.
My chance,
Ruined again by fear.
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Prodding
Walden Knott
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I sleepily looked outside the large window of the big, white 
vacation home. I saw someone sitting in a white chair on her 
phone, taking pictures of the burst of color in the sky that is the 
sunrise. I ran my hand across the familiar, chipping paint off the 
door frame as I walked to the deck outside that I had stood on 
every day for the last week. I smelled the saltwater and felt the 
slight, morning breeze that seemed to have always made  
everything feel more relaxed than a home in busy America. 
When I walked to my sister on her phone, I sat down. 

“I will never get enough of the view from here,” I said,  
looking far into the distance at the Bahamian sunrise.

“It’s amazing,” my sister replied, to the right of me. 

“I wish our home looked like this,” I sighed. I watched  
people speed by on their loud, white boat far off in the distance 
and heard the soft voices of two people sitting on a dock a few 
houses down. Next to the house, I noticed construction workers 
sweating in the morning sun, working hard while we sat.

“I know. That would be nice,” she replied quietly.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do when we leave today,” I 
said with a sigh. “I just want to live here forever,” I finished as I 
breathed out.

She looked in my direction. “There is a reason why we  
vacation to places like this.”

“Why?” I asked, listening intently while playing with my 
soft, white pajama shirt. My eyes averted hers.

“We do this so when we go home, it feels more like home, 
and when we come back, it feels more amazing,” she said,  
looking back to the far horizon.

I glance at her now. “It is hard to feel that way when I don’t 
even want to go home.”

“When you get back, you will realize just how much you 
missed it,” she reassured me, holding up her shining, white 
phone in the morning sun to capture more images. I took my 

Touch of Chipping Paint
Abby Davis
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eyes from her to the sky where she was pointing at her phone.  
I suddenly heard the unpleasant roar of a large, blue jet ski  
going in the south-east direction, away from us. I gave it a sad,  
longing look and returned quickly back inside after one more 
quick glance at the calm waves below the large white deck.

Time passes and I am at home sitting on my wrinkled, dark 
blue bed sheets that were cleaned right before our trip. I think 
about my time away from home and about the vast ocean and 
the beautiful white beaches that I had the privilege of  
experiencing for the first time. I think about swimming, tanning, 
and about the time spent with family as I try to not to become 
heavy-hearted. I scan my room after reminiscing to see my  
unopened backpack and car keys laying on my dresser.  
Gradually, I walk outside to take a deep breath and sit in my 
dad’s white lawn chair. I slowly run my hand across the chipping 
paint of the chair and my mind clears from all thoughts.

Walden Knott
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How many minutes had I spent pacing the empty classroom, 
certain I would screw up? How many hours had I spent writing 
and rewriting the same draft over and over? How many late 
nights had I spent memorizing, reciting, and talking to myself 
in the mirror? How many weeks had I spent questioning myself, 
worrying that no one would care about what I had to say, that 
they would judge me? How many months had I devoted to  
making this talk the best it could be?

But what if it wasn’t good enough.

Thousands of the same thoughts ate away at every ounce of 
confidence I had. My hands were shaking, I felt like I was going 
to have a heart attack. 

From the edge of the TEDxYouth@mtnbrook stage, I could 
see the faces of people I knew, all of them waiting impatiently 
to see their friends speak, but none of them there for me. My 
parents said they would come in to see me, but I couldn’t see 
them. I wasn’t really sure if I wanted them there.  I could hear 
my friend speaking on the stage but no words made it to my 
ears.

I sent a silent prayer to a god I really couldn’t care less 
about, thankful we were wearing head mics. If my hands were 
going to shake the entire time, no one else had to know about 
it. 

People always tell you about how they feel butterflies in 
their stomach when they get nervous. I disagree. As I walked 
onto the stage, combat boots clunking against the floor, I felt 
a thunderstorm. Not the loud, destructive thunderstorms that 
used to scare my dog. This felt like the way the sky looked when 
you can tell a storm is coming but is not quite there yet. 

I stepped onto the stage, and I talked. I felt my confidence 
rising the way it does when you have been told a test was really 
hard by all your friends, but you know all the answers. And then 
the microphone broke. I barely heard the technology coordinator 
call my name, telling me I would have to start over. I shuffled 

Not So Encouraging Garden Statues
Reagan Downey
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off-stage. I wanted to cry. I made a joke instead. 

By the time I was able to go back on stage, my confidence 
had fallen like the soap in the shower, it just slipped away. I 
began once more, but this time, I was hesitant. I could feel my 
eyes drifting down like a leaf slowly fluttering to the ground. 
What I saw was not encouraging. In the front row was a group of 
my peers, people I knew but weren’t friends with. They looked 
bored, grumpy, annoyed, apathetic. They looked like garden 
statues you buy because you need something in your garden, not 
because you actually like them. With the blinding spotlights in 
my eyes, they were all I could see.

I quickly averted my eyes, hoping to find someone to draw 
strength from. After just a couple moments of searching, it hit 
me, not like a sack of bricks but like the beginnings of a storm, 
subtle but certain. Just because I couldn’t see them, I knew 
they were there. I could hear my friend quietly cheering me on 
from behind the stage. I remember the people who dedicated 
their time to make sure I was ready, and I felt just a little less 
alone.
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Ella McDonald
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Eyes are the windows to the soul, the source of personal 
connections, and most importantly, they are what we use to see 
the world. Though what they see tends to be accepted as fact, 
it can shift drastically over time.

My view of Mountain Brook, my current home, has shifted 
significantly throughout my five years living here. I moved to 
Mountain Brook in July of 2015 from Baltimore, Maryland which 
was devastating to me. I loved living in the city; I lived two 
blocks from the heart of downtown Baltimore and thrived in the 
bustling, never-ending movement. I also adored my friends and 
school, which made me immediately biased against Mountain Brook 
Junior High. Overall, I can say that in the summer of 2015, I  
hated the fact that I was moving and would have done anything 
to simply return to normal life in Baltimore.

When the day came to officially move, I was in a horrible 
mood. I constantly snapped at my entire family and was  
extremely uncooperative. We had to drive from Baltimore to 
Alabama, which was a twelve-hour experience that was pure 
torture. Throughout the entire ride, I sat in the backseat with 
my headphones in and ignored the rest of my family.

“This is so exciting!” my mom kept squealing. She had wanted 
us to move to the South to be closer to her family for my entire 
life and her dreams were finally coming true at the expense of 
my happiness. As we inched closer to our new life, the rest of 
my family began to bounce in their seats while I slowly sunk  
further and further into misery. When we reached the final hour 
of our drive we passed the “Welcome to Alabama” sign that was 
on the side of the road.

“Stop the car!” my mom cried out, “We need to take a  
photo in front of that sign!”

       My dad pulled over to the side of the road and I trudged 
through the dew-soaked grass to reach the bottom of the sign. 
Embarrassment rushed through me due to the subconscious  
feeling that every individual that drove past was staring at me. 

Vision Shift
Marielle Cornes
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My face was flushed with mortification as my mom’s camera 
flashed with every photo that was taken. Eventually, my  
patience just snapped and I ran back to the car while my mom 
yelled after me. I was so annoyed with everything that I just 
blocked out everyone and everything for the last hour I was 
trapped in that car.

Finally, after twelve hours of screaming children, back 
pains, and a looming feeling of dread, we pulled up in front of 
our new house on Glencoe Drive. When I stepped out of the car, 
all I saw was an empty house, and the word “home” was the 
farthest thing from my mind.

“Ready to go in?” my dad asked, his voice edged with  
concern yet some excitement for what lies ahead.

“I guess,” I murmured and started to walk towards the door. 
My dad unlocked it and my entire family filed through the door 
into our new house. When I entered the home, I immediately 
split away from my family and entered the empty, dark living 
room. I stood there silently and stared at the wall and I felt 
completely alone.

“I hate this house. I hate it, I hate it, I hate it.” I felt my 
composure crumbling away as the realization that this home 
was my life slowly set in. I knew that I couldn’t spend any time 
around my family without the risk of me snapping at someone. I 
quickly retreated up to the room that had been chosen to be my 
bedroom. Luckily, though it was our first day in the house, the 
movers had already set up some of our furniture, so my bed was 
already sitting in my room. I collapsed on my bed in a state of 
tears and attempted to block the world out using my thin, white 
sheet. As I laid there, the light filtering through my sheet began 
to blur with tears. I just felt defeated and empty, I would have 
given anything to just wake up in Baltimore and realize that  
everything I had experienced had all been a horrible nightmare.

Suddenly, I made a split decision to pull back the sheet and 
truly look at my room for the first time. The first thing that I  
noticed was the two windows in my room, with both of my 
blinds open. When I looked out, the one thing that shocked me 
was how green the outside world looked. I had spent the first 
twelve years of my life living in a downtown metropolis and 
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the view outside my windows was an endless line of tall, steel 
buildings. Now, the vegetation outside of my windows was all I 
noticed. Brilliant green leaves that were still wet with the rain 
from the night before were blowing in front of my windows. This 
shocked me because I never expected to notice any beauty in 
Mountain Brook.

“It’s so different, yet part of me likes it,” I whispered to 
myself. This landscape I could see now was brand new to me; 
I had never seen anything like it outside of my window. It was 
all that my mind could recognize, and it completely captured 
my attention. It was truly a physical reminder that my life had 
changed forever and that there was no going back.

When I turned away from the window, the other thing that 
caught my attention was the boxes that were stacked up at the 
foot of my bed. Sitting in those boxes were all of my possessions; 
those boxes held my entire life. There were around five boxes 
filled with books that didn’t have a home yet because my room 
didn’t have a bookshelf. I knelt in front of the pile of boxes and 
felt a mixture between excitement to unpack them and a feeling 
of defeat from the vast amount of work that lay ahead. As I was 
sitting on the floor, lost in thought, my mom entered my room.

 “Are you okay, honey?”

 “Yeah,” I whispered, “But I do feel overwhelmed right 
now.”

“That’s understandable, but just remember that today is day 
one, it isn’t supposed to feel perfect right now,” she sat down 
on the floor next to me and began to rub my back. “Just remember 
that your family is still here and that we still love you.”

 “Thanks, mom,” I mumbled, “I do appreciate it.”

“Of course, now just sit and relax. It’s been a long day and 
you will need your sleep.”

With that, she left my room and left me alone again. I sat 
still for another moment just thinking about how different my 
world was now. I lived in a suburb, not a city. My room was  
completely different, and all of my life was still packed in  
boxes. Part of me felt lost, but at the same time, I was ready to 
find something new. At the end of the day, I fell asleep wondering 
what my future held and whether I would ever truly find happiness 
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in Mountain Brook.

Today, I have lived in Mountain Brook for five years and it 
has officially become my home. I have begun to refer to  
Mountain Brook as “home” and Baltimore as a vacation spot. 
My view of Mountain Brook has also changed completely. I now 
barely notice the green outside of my window because it has 
blended in as part of everyday life. My room is completely  
unpacked and is now just a normal teenage bedroom. Finally, I 
have found passion and motivation in Alabama. I have joined  
activities that have changed my life and I have truly found my 
best friends here. Though I hated Alabama on day one, my view 
of it changed over time, and I grew to love it slowly for five 
years.
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Violet crimes daily,
Dingy, Smelly
Poverty rate is at an extreme, Your waters roam with evil sea creatures;
Creepy, Helpless, Destroyed
City of the broken:
 
People I know give me advice to stay away from you and I trust them, 
I have been around your toxic humans, stealing money from the 
innocent friends of mine.

And they tell me you are broken and I believe them, for I have seen 
what hurricane Dorian did to you, causing hurt among all of your 
islands.

And they tell me your alcohol is poisonous and I respond with I have 
seen men get extremely out of hand, not knowing when to stop 
themselves.

And having responded to them I faced those who made disgraceful 
comments about you, giving them a snobby look and said:

Please show me another island with joyful families celebrating every 
day of their life, thankful to be alive.

Snorkeling and scuba diving like no other, water crystal clear  
experiencing the views of all sea urchins, here is a beauty  
indescribable full of adventure as Jesus walks along the ocean:
 
Brave as a lion being prayed upon hunters, fighting back until his job 
is finished, no quitting aloud.
   Powerful,
   Indestructible,
   Courage,
   Brawny,
   Stable, Fighters, Reshaping

The Bahamas
Marechal Sledge
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Standing strong as the hurricane comes toward the man, yet he is 
smiling at the beauty of his earth’s nature,

As the island is being hit, the young man sits and observes grinning 
like no other,

Grinning as he realizes his people have not been torn down and will 
not be torn down,

Full of happiness as he realizes his life has not been taken, and this is 
not the end,                            

Grinning!

Grinning with the people smiling, laughing, and full of joy, striped 
of every house, but always proud to be involved with violent crimes 
daily, Dinginess, Smelliness,                 

Poverty, Evil sea creatures, and the corrupt island of the nation.

Bella Hoffman
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Michael Green loved mountains. Fortunately for him, he 
lived in Colorado, where mountains are rather abundant. In 
the winter, he could be found gliding down the glistening 
white hills, two skis leaving a trail behind him. In the summer, 
he and his dog went hiking every weekend, climbing as high as 
they could before it got dark.

Michael particularly enjoyed mountains because he had a 
peculiar talent. No matter the time of day, the weather, the 
season, or his temperament, he always seemed to be the only 
one on the entire peak. This wasn’t just a figment of his  
imagination resulting from the line between nature and  
civilization that a man blurs when he reaches the top of an 
alp; no, Michael had more than once called out for a fellow 
climber, any fellow climber, and had time and time again 
received no response. Today, as Michael looked out from the 
highest cliff on the longest day of the year, he expected no 
different.

Michael had taken the 2:00 am bus from Glenwood Springs 
north to Trappers Peak. He had been there before, though 
not in quite some time. Brennan’s paws padded alongside his 
boots, making tracks in the mud. No other imprints, besides 
those left by the arbitrary nature of nature, preceded or  
followed them.

The peak was brisk and secluded. The wind whipped  
Michael’s brown bangs over his shining eyes. Brennan stood 
resolute.

“Is anyone out there?” called Michael, hands cupped 
around his mouth like a megaphone, listening for a natural 
response from the valley below, an eagle’s cry, or even just  
his own voice echoing on to a taunting infinity.

“Well, not out there, per se,” replied a voice from behind 
him, “But back here, yes.”

Michael whipped around to find an elderly man approaching 
him, bringing with him two walking poles and an overflowing 

The Other Side of the Mountains
Emily King
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climbing pack.

“Patrick Glasaine,” smiled the old man, “How do you do?”

“I do rather well, thank you,” said the young man, “And 
you?”

“Rather well indeed.”

There was a lull in the conversation, but silence was  
impossible; the sounds of the wild eradicated any vacuum.

“What brings you to the top of this mountain – young 
man?” said the old man, rekindling the conversation. He 
seemed unsure of the phrase “young man,” as if Michael was 
neither young nor a man in his eyes.

“Brennan here likes to watch the birds. He would be just 
miserable without them.”

“And you don’t enjoy it here at all?”

“I don’t mind it.”

Again, silence could not consume them, though it gave its 
best effort.

“I used to come here quite often actually,” said the old 
man, “I would climb up with a little boy I knew.”

“A boy?”

“Yes, a boy. His mother and I were close.”

“Close?”

“Rather close, yes.”

“Hmm.”

“Hm?”

“Hmm.”

“Are you always this eloquent, myyy – young man?” The 
old man drew out the word, almost as if he intended to say 
something else.

“Only on mountaintops.”

“I see. Well, since we have nothing in common, I guess I’ll 
be off, then.”

“What was the boy’s name?”
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The old man looked Michael up and down.

“Have you been here before, young man?”

“Yes. I used to come as a little boy.”

Brennan lay down, his face between his paws, his eyes 
looking across the valley of endless possibility. The mountains 
opposite him guarded the group against the sun’s gently 
blinding rays, which had just begun to peek over their peaks.

“We would come up the mountain, around the bends, and 
I would always try to run ahead and hide behind the trees to 
scare him. My father, I mean. I don’t remember his name. I 
mean, I do, but I remember it in the way that you remember a 
grandmother’s hug – it’s more a memory of a memory, not the 
actual memory, you know? Anyways, we would come up this 
very mountain every single weekend and then we stopped for 
a while, I don’t remember why, and then I went to college and 
got a job at a big tech company and got a few promotions and 
once I became the head of my department I got a dog to  
celebrate – that’s Brennan here – and as I said, he’s just  
miserable without the birds and nature and the sun gleaming 
on your face like someone smiling at you just for being you, 
so we started going on hikes at all sorts of different parks 
and mountains and I guess this weekend I wondered if I could 
still remember the right way up this mountain. You see, my 
father always told me which places to step so I wouldn’t get 
tired going up the steep paths and how to position myself so I 
wouldn’t even have to walk down, I could just slide. ‘Nature is 
above all of us,’ he would say. ‘You have to look at the nature 
of things to get past what you see.’ And he told–”

Michael had been speaking to the valley, not to the man, 
which was ultimately his mistake, a mistake he would not 
have realized had Brennan not gone scampering after some 
rabbit in the brush, causing Michael to turn around and see 
right before him, as if it was painted by God, boot and pole 
tracks leading away from the cliff, back down the mountain.

“He told me… to look for the full picture,” said Michael. 
So he backed up, trying to see the actual peak, just as he had 
been taught.

And the sun followed him as his body fell down the side 



82 MBHS The Muse  2020

of the mountain, and the shadows followed Patrick Glasaine 
as he turned his back on the other side, and the blood of the 
rabbit that Brennan had caught and killed at the peak proper 
drained down both sides, connecting them to the sun and the 
mountain one last time.

Catherine Corley
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“小宝! Little precious!” My grandfather’s voice boomed 
across the backyard, freezing ten-year-old me in my tracks. 
Knee-deep in the creek water, I knew his next words would be 
commanding me to come home and eat dinner. It was the fifth 
time he had called for me, and impatience pervaded his voice.

“好, 我来了! Okay, I’m coming!” I yelled back, trudging 
through the cool water, scattering minnows as I made my way 
back onto the shore.

Growing up, my grandparent’s house was my kingdom. 
There, the tomboy in me blossomed as I spent all my time outdoors 
frolicking in the foliage with my imaginary friends. My  
imagination carried me through my adventures: sticks became 
mighty swords, anthills became enemy forces, and wild plants 
the base for my outlandish potions. In the backyard, I was  
whoever and whatever I wanted to be and nothing could stop 
me. I quickly became acquainted with the backyard, knowing 
everything about it like the back of my hand. Nevertheless, my 
imagination soon ceased to be satiated by the backyard, aching 
for a new unchartered territory to explore. Frankly speaking, I 
had become bored with seeing the same things over and over 
again, and I found myself yearning to wander the forbidden 
creek.

When I was younger and much smaller, my grandparents  
advised me against going into the creek.

“水会带你走, the water will sweep you away, and you’ll 
never be able to come back,” they would say, before laughing at 
my stunned face. Since I stood at a whopping 4’6’’, their words 
were mostly true. The water easily reached my waist, and the 
weak current threatened to sweep me off my feet, carrying me 
downstream. But then, a miracle happened: I grew. I watched 
as my 4’6” became 4’7”, 4’8”, 4’9”. At last, I could confidently 
wade through the waters, determined to explore the creek fully.

Soon my days were spent heavily in and around the creek, 
walking up and down the stream. My magnificent expeditions 

Fallen Kingdom
Emma Kao
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became waterborne: now I was a pirate sailing through the 
oceans in search of treasure. Other times I would be a mighty 
giant, stomping loudly in the water, watching the fish scatter, 
only to regroup further downstream. The creek became my safe 
haven, the one place I turned to think things through or just 
take a break from life. The sound of rushing water, the smells, 
the feeling of the water. It never changed, and that comforted me 
as I slowly grew up. It was nice to have something that seemed 
like it would always be there.

Time and responsibilities didn’t exist when I visited the 
creek. Because of this, I went frequently, escaping from the  
rapidly changing world around me. However, as I became busier 
and busier, I found myself visiting less often, eventually not 
going at all. For many years, I forgot about all the joy the creek 
brought to me, seeing it only as a place where a persistent  
onslaught of mosquitoes would try and devour me. The creek 
was no longer a mighty ocean filled with promise and adventure 
in my eyes. Time passed quickly, leaves grew and fell, and worst 
of all, my grandparents aged.

I had always understood that one day, everything inevitably 
dies and that my grandparents were no exception to this rule. 
Still, no matter how much I tried to prepare myself for that day, 
it still completely shook my world. 

I still vividly remember the night my mother called me,  
despair clear in her voice as she curtly said, “something’s 
wrong.” As cliche as it sounds, my life was never quite the same 
after that phone call. Rather than slowing down and letting me 
collect myself, time seemed to speed up, drowning me in the 
process. My childhood rapidly crumbled around me, everything  
I remembered seemingly disappearing in the span of seconds. All 
that was left were the memories I had from growing up as I was 
swept away by the current of life.

“小宝, Emma, we’re going to sell your grandparent’s house,” 
my mother told me, hanging up the phone.

I paused for a second, stopping my work. “Okay,” I replied.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah.”

I spent the next week locked in my room, interacting with 
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no one. I had a lot to think about. For the past year, I had been 
avoiding going to my grandparent’s house. I knew that if I went, 
reality would settle in, and I preferred to stay in denial. If I 
didn’t go, I could still imagine my grandparents sitting inside, 
the smell of cooking wafting through the windows. The weather 
would be perfect, the grass, green and lush, wildlife chattering 
noisily outside. Everything would be the way it always was. I 
didn’t want to go, but if I didn’t, I knew I would regret it for the 
rest of my life.

Reluctantly, I forced myself to go for the last time and look 
at things. For the most part, things were the same --the trees 
were in the same place, paintings still hung on the walls-- it 
looked like life had just paused. Everything seemed so familiar 
yet different at the same time, adopting an unkempt and lifeless 
look. I no longer felt joy pulling into their driveway, but rather 
an immense feeling of emptiness. The moment I stepped out of 
the car, I ran, faster than I ever ran before, towards the creek. 
My feet carried me there as I flew by everything I had left be-
hind: battlegrounds, trees that reached space, my secret hut, 
everything was just like I had remembered. I practically flung 
my shoes off and stepped into the cool creek water, taking a 
deep breath. The sound of rushing water, the smells, the feeling 
of the water, none of it had changed, but at the same time, it 
had. I shut my eyes tightly as I stood there, and for a brief  
moment, I could hear their voices welcoming me home.
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Shame 
Walden Knott
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Never was I unwanted, unloved, unredeemed
Though undeserving as a lifeless doll
Broken parts revealed on the pavement I never dreamed
In a greater purpose than to be discarded because of it all

I lay entangled in the shadow of unmet expectations
While I was still dead as that floor ridden doll
Eyes caressed my porcelain heart with one look
Perfection fearing not the grime of my fall

A child now cradles me has traded precious treasure
Breathing life into my delicate doll frame 
Though who could understand the measure
Of a gift bestowed able to give me a new name

Forgotten was I till redemption laid claim
But forevermore, I am hers all the same

On Purpose For A Purpose
Ellen Anderson
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Royal India
Margo Belden
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Piraguero,
Destilador de ron, Jíbaro,
Pescador del mar and Roberto Clemente;
Sunny, Storming, Paradise,
La Isla del Encanto:
 
I am told you are harsh and I know, for I
Have seen the men on the road
Selling everything to
Stop their children’s crying.
And I am told you are cruel and I respond: Yes, I have
Seen the wrath the hurricane has brought 
And the destruction left behind.
And I am told you are thoughtless and I reply: In the beaches
I have seen houses collapsed
By the ground’s shaking.
And yet through all of this pain and all this suffering
Through all that the people have gone through
I still look up and say:
Tell me of another place
Where the people dance
Though the music of hope is not heard.
And tell me of another place
Where everything can be knocked down,
Yet the people still stand.
Walking along the sandy shore, a man looks at the ocean
And nothing more,
For the needs nothing else
And nothing more.
Sweating,
Cooking,
Working,
Building,

Puerto Rico
Michael Bracer
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All for everything to fall apart.
And still, he gets up for he knows
That he is the hands of the people
And he knows he is the soul of the people.
And behind his tiresome eyes and his brownish skin
He gets up from the floor
To start again,
For he knows he is the Piraguero shoveling the ice
and he knows he is the Distillador who pours the rum 
and he knows he is the Pescador who waits patiently in the skiff.
And knowing he is all of them,
He gets up
To start again.
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City on seven hills
The crown jewel of the emperor
The winner of many wars,
The home of emperors.
City of aqueducts
 
Some believe you are a place of luxury and decadence
Some believe you a place of squalor.
I cannot tell what I think
Of your constant war
And power growing evermore.
You wage war after war, and I cannot fathom why.
You have all you ever need but still crave to gather more.
Gallic leaders detest you, and Carthingenians too.
 
Caesar began a civil war,
Agustus destroyed a republic
Caligula was murdered
Nero watched as the city burned
 
Hadrian Built a wall
Titus built an arena
Grain was given to citizens who were in need
 You are cunning, you are brutal
You know only how to swing a sword
But still, I feel drawn to you
The City on Hills
The Crown Jewel of the emperor
The winner of many wars
The Home of the emperors
The city of aqueducts.

Rome
John Gaiser 



93 MBHS The Muse  2020

Margo Belden



94 MBHS The Muse  2020

As I sit on the cement slabs stacked in a lousy attempt to 
form a staircase, I am breathless by the view before my eyes. It 
is not breathtaking because of its beauty, but because of the  
destruction that screams so loudly. A measly house made of rotten, 
wooden planks with a sinking roof formed of rusted metal slabs 
stands solemnly amid a field of dust. Behind me, a small school 
painted green is filled with the stories of the children who are 
fortunate enough to enroll there. In the scorching Belizean sun, 
my body is covered in chills because for the first time I accept 
that my life is not so bad after all.

In awe of my surroundings, I begin to reminisce on the  
transformational day I have experienced. The smiling faces of 
the innocent children in which I have come to love so dearly  
instantly come to mind. Although almost every child has a 
mouthful of decaying, gray teeth, the glimmer in their eyes 
shows a joy I have never seen before. I feel Bryan’s boney little 
arms wrap around me for one last time and watch as he hops on 
his rusty, red bike and rides down the long dirt road to a life I 
cannot imagine. Jasmine comes up with her silky black hair  
falling out of the braids worn by the exhausting day. 

“Bye, Jane!” She screams as she grabs her little brother by 
the hand, and they slowly make their way down the long road 
just as Bryan has. After waving goodbye, Benjamin reluctantly 
makes his way to a man who seems to be his father. The man 
stands to wait, smelling of cigarettes, with a devilish look on his 
face, and the child that was overflowing with joy moments ago 
instantly becomes as defeated as his father.

Still planted on the steps in front of this solemn school, I  
begin to wonder what life holds for these children beyond the 
dirt road. I get the persistent feeling that their lives are as  
lonely and broken as the crumbling house in front of my eyes. 
However, I am baffled by the fact they are still more joyful than 
any person living in Mountain Brook. Their smiles are brighter 
than any I have seen in years. 

I ask myself, “if these children can be full of so much  

Rotten Smiles, Joyful Eyes
Jane Morgan Sauls
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happiness, why can’t I?” At this moment, I realize something I 
will carry with me throughout the rest of my life; joy does not 
depend on your circumstances, but on how you choose to look 
past them, and be content in the blessings that are present in 
each new day. These children live out this truth when they are 
overjoyed by every drop of water, every hug, and every person 
who reaches out to them, despite the impoverished land they 
call home. Therefore, life is full of its ups and downs, but  
every person is capable of finding happiness; all they must do is 
choose to look for the good and praise the Lord for it. 

Growth
Catherine Taylor
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“Keith, If I die, tell my parents I love them,” I muttered as I 
took a seat on the roller coaster.

I closed my eyes and grimaced, knowing what I would soon 
face. Just 30 seconds before, I saw other riders from my church 
group exiting the same roller coaster I was on. The truth was, 
my friends thought I was joking about being scared, but because 
it was my first trip to Six Flags, I was petrified. I strapped in, 
pulling the overhead rack over me so that I would be locked in 
place. Mind Bender, a ride that made riders spin in every which 
way, had seats with a curved metal bar that went over our 
shoulders to keep us locked in place --all while being suspended 
from above. This was no normal roller coaster.

Heights were my nemesis, and as Keith told me to stop  
complaining, I realized that I no longer had time to get off of 
the ride. As we ascended up the first slope, I heard a low, Southern 
draw behind me: “Don’t worry ‘bout nothin’. Just stay close to 
Joe, and you’ll be alright.”

A nervous frown turned into a grin, as I began chuckling. Joe 
Barber always has something so odd to say that it would brighten 
the mood, but let’s hope he’s right.

Our trio of churchgoers had the ability to make this day trip 
entertaining: Keith tended to be blunt; Joe Barber, on the other 
hand, was… well, anyone who knows Joe Barber knows that he 
is something else.  I looked at Joe and laughed, trying to display 
confidence, even if it was fake.

“Let’s rock and roll boys!” I yelled over the sound of the 
loud roller coaster.

As the ride slowly began moving towards the top, something 
out of the corner of my eye caught my attention: Joe Barber’s 
untied shoe. And as any sensible teenage boy would, I reached 
over, grabbed it off of his foot, and acted as if I was going to 
drop it. Trying to avoid a close-quarters scuffle over one hundred 
feet in the air, Keith took the shoe and gave it back to Joe.

I was truly having fun conquering my fear of heights, something 

A New Fear
John Decker
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I assumed impossible beforehand. Then, the worst thing imaginable 
happened; as we began the slow climb to the first peek of the 
ride, I heard a click.

“Stop the ride… STOP THE RIDE!” I shouted.

The metal bar I previously pulled over my shoulders was no 
longer holding me in place. In fact, there was nothing holding 
me in place, as the bar broke and had slowly lifted upwards over 
my head. I was sitting, unsecured, 200 feet in the air. Other 
riders around me began to take notice and yell, but the ride did 
not stop. The employees below had no idea that my worst  
nightmare was happening just above them.

I tried to calm myself: “What do I do?” I asked my friends.

Keith looked at me, dumbfounded. Joe grabbed me in good 
faith, telling me to hold on. I knew that was no use; we only 
had seconds before we would plummet downhill into a loop.  My 
heart felt like it was going to beat out of my chest.  I had never 
been so scared in my life.

There I was, approaching certain death, and panicking all 
through it. Suddenly, I stopped screaming and began to realize 
how at this moment, it was truly do or die. I looked around, only 
having seconds to save myself. Everything was in slow  
motion--every second felt like an eternity.

“Do something!” Joe yelled, his face looking pale, hopeless.

I looked up, only five seconds or so before the top now, and 
grabbed the bar and pulled. I used every ounce of energy I had, 
but the bar would not lock back into place. Two seconds left 
now. I placed the bar over me, despite it not locking into place, 
and held on for dear life. We reached the top and I heard Joe 
Barber shriek, “Hold on John, I got you.”

I remember replying to Joe with an expletive, then  
plummeting downward.

The next three or so minutes were a blur, but I do remember 
yelling as if my life was about to end; looking back, I know it 
could have. I was jostled around the entire time, using everything 
I had to hold the bar over me so that I would not fall out of my 
seat. Thankfully, I held on, but after the ride was over, I could 
barely move. I mustered the strength to get out of my seat, but 
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when I did, I fell onto the floor and gasped, “Did that just happen?”

The other riders gathered around to see if I was alright, 
which I assured them I was. In reality, though, I wasn’t. My 
knees were trembling, and adrenaline flowed through my veins. 
My face was lifeless; I knew that without my quick reaction after 
my seat broke, I would have fallen out. My mind was racing as I 
pondered over my faith and what my life’s purpose was.

If I did not live, would I have lived a life that I would be-- 
“What the heck was that? You almost made me lose my shoe!”

I turned and saw Joe Barber, kneeling while tying the same 
shoe I tried to remove before the ride. My annoyed expression 
was evident, but Joe didn’t seem to notice. He genuinely was 
more concerned about how he almost lost his shoe than me  
almost falling from my seat.

After I told Joe I should’ve thrown his shoe, I realized that 
in the most unorthodox way imaginable, I overcame my fear of 
heights. No, I wasn’t planning to step on another ride for the  
remainder of the day, but from that point forward, I was no  
longer afraid of heights.

I was afraid of falling.

Catherine Corley
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promise to me that you will be
the very best you,
that you can possibly be

that you’ll always think
on the positive side
before you have the chance
to look at the bad.

that you will never
ever
be
satisfied.

want more
from yourself
from your peers
from your teammates

be too large
for the little problems
little people make
just for the sake
of causing trouble

be so abundantly kind
that everyone feels
like when they are talking to you
you are listening
not hearing

be the person you need
because somebody else
needs that person

Promise Me           
Hannah Hitson
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It was a hot day, and despite the fact that Ryan would rather 
be in the kitchen helping his mom make sandwiches or watching 
cartoons, he was outside in the blistering heat. It was really only 
because his mother told him that he needed to make friends 
that he was outside in the first place. His mother had said that 
moving to the new neighborhood would be the perfect  
opportunity to meet new people, but Ryan didn’t really want 
friends, he already had his Teddy and that was quite frankly 
enough for him. Ryan had wanted to point this out to his  
mother, but she had asked very politely, and he didn’t want to 
get a spanking, so he had ventured out into the oppressive heat 
against his better judgement. He always did what his mother 
asked him to --except making friends, that was just something 
Ryan couldn’t seem to do no matter how hard he tried. 

So, Ryan sat in his outside underneath the terrible sun, and 
threaded his fingers through the grass, pulling at the roots, 
feeling the cool wet dirt hidden beneath the green blanket of 
plants, waiting for his mother to come fetch him for dinner. 

The cicada’s screamed and screeched in the trees, and in 
the yard next to his a screen door slammed open. Ryan held his 
breath.

“I’ll be back inside in a minute!” an unfamiliar voice shouted. 
A little girl, if her high pitched voice was anything to go by. 

“Before supper!” another voice said.

“Maybe!” the first voice sounded again. 

“At least stay in the backyard!”

“Why?!”

“Don’t question me, child!”

“UGGHHH, Fine.”

The screen door slammed shut. 

There was silence for a moment, and then some rattling, 
like a piece of cheap plastic scraping against rough concrete. 
And then more silence, and then more rattling. A stiff breeze 

Not Without Permission
Arden Tapp
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carried dust that made his nose itch, but Ryan didn’t make a 
sound. More rattling. 

Then there was a sigh, and then more silence, and then 
talking.

“Nice aim,” The voice said with a kind of false deepness 
that every girl had when they were mimicking a male voice. 

“Thank you, co-lo-nel. I’ve been practicing,” it was the 
same voice, just higher pitched. 

There was a tenseness to Ryan’s shoulders as he resisted the 
urge to scratch his nose. He had a feeling he wasn’t supposed to 
be listening to some girl’s game of solo pretend, and he didn’t 
want to chance alerting her.

“Pchew, pchew.” 

His nose tickled terribly.

“Bang, bang.”

Ryan sneezed. 

There was silence again. 

Then the sound of something heavy dragging over grass. 

Then silence again. 

A head popped up over the fence to his backyard. 

“Hello?!” the face said. Or, not a face really, just the eyes 
and forehead of a little black girl. Her expressive eyebrows were 
drawn together and angry. 

“Hello.” Ryan whispered quietly, stock still and terrified.

“Who are you!?” she shouted accusingly. Her eyes were 
squinted at him like she was sizing him up. 

“Ryan,” he answered quickly and quietly. Rushing through 
the syllables as if he couldn’t get the word out fast enough. 

“And where did you come from?!” she interrogated.

“I just moved in next door.” 

There was silence for a second. 

“Oh.” Her accusatory tone had been sucked out of the word, 
as if she expected him to be a villain or a robber.

Silence again, and after a moment her face morphed into 
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anger once again.

“Don’ chu’ know it’s rude to eve drop?” she shouted.

“Eve drop?”

“You know. Like when somebody listens to another somebody 
who they ain’t suppos’tah be listenin’ to.”

“Oh.” 

“Yeah!” She looked smug and haughty. 

“Sorry.”

“You should be!” 

“Sorry.”

There was silence for another moment as they made eye 
contact. It was almost like a staring contest, and Ryan couldn’t 
blink. 

“Can I come in?” The girl broke the silence. 

“Not without permission,” Ryan said.

The girl scoffed. “Permission is stupid.”

“That’s a bad word,” Ryan muttered

Her eyes disappeared back behind the fence, and then there 
was the sound of what Ryan could only assume was a chair 
scraping against the grass again. 

Ryan held his fluffy teddy bear close to his chest. It was a 
present from his mother for his fifth birthday, and it was his 
new favorite thing. It had a red satin bow tied neatly around 
its neck, and his mother had hand stitched all the little details 
with thick red embroidery thread. Ryan rubbed his chin against 
the top of its furry little head. His mother had taken the time to 
choose this specific fabric from the bargain bin after all, and it 
was Ryan’s duty to appreciate the selection. 

Her eyes appeared again, this time behind the gate to his 
backyard, and her arm reached over. It was awkward, but her 
hand still met the latch of the gate and she pulled it up and 
swung the door open.

She jumped down off of the chair, which Brian could now 
see was indeed a metal chair, presumably from a patio set. 

Ryan took in a great big sniff. The fabric still smelled like his 
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mother’s favorite citrus hand lotion, and it was comforting while 
Ryan was in such an unfamiliar situation. 

“You must be a momma’s boy.” The girl said. 

She was around Ryan’s age, if he had to guess, and she was 
very intimidating. Her hands were on her hips as she looked at 
Ryan, chin tilting down to compensate for his height when he 
was sitting down and meet him eye to eye. Her tightly curled 
hair was pulled up into two fluffy pigtails by matching hot pink 
rubber bands with little plastic baubles on them. She was 
wearing a neon purple shirt with shimmering sequins that read 
“BE KIND BE COOL,” as well as bright fuschia jeggings, and light 
up sketchers (they were pink too). 

“What?” Ryan asked, eyebrows drawing together in question. 
His hands went down to finger and pull the grass that he was 
sitting on once again.

“You heard me!” she shouted, hands on her hips. 

“What does that mean?” Ryan asked quietly. 

“Means you do all you momma tells you to do.” she said 
matter of factly.

“Oh.”

More awkward silence. 

The girl stared at him for a moment, seemingly assessing 
him as if he were an object for sale. 

“You don’ talk much do ya’.” She said, it was stated like a 
question but it was said like a fact. Like an observation. 

“No.” He said. 

More silence.

“Huh.” the girl said, plopping her bottom down on the grass 
in front of him. 

They stared at each other some more. It was getting old. 

“I don’t think you’re supposed to be back here.” Ryan said. 

“Why not?!” she shouted. 

“Because we’re not friends so you don’t have permission.”  
“Who said we aren’t friends?!”

“Me.”
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“Why not?!”

“Because I don’t know you.”

The girl huffed. “Yeah well, my name is Alisha!” She looked 
smug. “There! Now you know me.”

“But--” Ryan tried to argue, but was overcome by Alisha’s 
incessant voice interrupting him. 

“Who’s that?” Alisha said, gesturing to the teddy bear in his 
arms. “Can I hold him?”

Ryan looked down at the soft bear tucked safely into his 
arms and looked back up at Alisha, skeptical. 

“I don’t think so,” Ryan said. 

“Why not?!” Alisha protested. 

“Because you’re gonna do something to him.”

“No I won’t! I promise! I just wanna hold him!” 

“Really?”

“Really really.”

Ryan looked at the bear and then back at Alisha, and then 
thought about his mother. There was no doubt in Ryan’s mind 
that his mother would tell him to share his toys, but he didn’t 
know if he could trust Alisha with something so precious to him. 

“Please, please, please let me hold him.” Alisha begged. 

Ryan relented. “Fine,” he said, carefully handing over his 
bear to the girl. 

She snatched the bear from his hands and quickly pulled 
it into his chest, smushing the stuffing and soft fur against her 
body. 

“Ohhhh,” she squealed, “I just knew he was gonna be soft.”

Ryan smiled and puffed out his chest with pride. “Yeah! My 
mommy made him! Isn’t he cool!”

“What’s his name?”

“Teddy.” Ryan said. 

Alisha looked down and turned the bear in her hands so that 
she could look at the bear’s face. 

“It’s nice to meet’cha, Teddy.” Alisha said, shaking the 
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bear’s hand up and down vigorously. 

Ryan was going to tell Alisha to be more gentle, but before 
he could even utter a single word, the click of the latch and the 
squeak as the old kitchen window shoved open interrupted him 
and his mother poked her head out of the window. 

“Ryan! It’s time for supper!” his mother called, and her 
voice was comparable to that of a chirping bird, delicate and 
meak, and yet you cannot help to pay attention to it. 

“Is that your momma?” Alisha asked.

“Yeah, I have to go,” Ryan replied. 

Alisha stood up from her criss cross applesauce, putting 
Teddy back into the safety of Ryan’s hands.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Alisha said. 

“What?” Ryan asked.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Alisha repeated, matter of factly, 
walking back towards the gate. 

Ryan was about to dispute her words when his mother 
shouted for him again. 

“Ryan?!” His mother shouted again. 

Ryan stood up, turning to run back towards the back door of 
his house. 

“Not without permission!” he shouted over his shoulder at 
Alisha, who had already clicked up the rusty latch of the gate.

He tapped the dirt off of his shoes on the welcome mat as 
he ran inside inside. 

“What took you so long, baby?” His mother asked, voice 
stern but not unkind. “You know to hurry when I call you, or at 
least respond to me.”

“I’m sorry mom, but I think I made a new friend.”

His mother smiled. 



108 MBHS The Muse  2020

Croc
Ellen Landy
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Letting your heart bond with another can be both beautiful 
and destructive. In a sense, the beauty of it lies in the joy and 
fulfillment found in the relationship built from the bond. On the 
other hand, once that bond is destroyed, whether from death 
or distance, the heart can be severely damaged. In my life, the 
story of raising a small baby goat named Samson stretched my 
heart in both a joyful and devastating way.

Living in a well-established suburban community, the idea of 
having goats in your backyard was viewed as peculiar by many. 
It all started when my father decided he wanted to clear out 
the jungle of a yard that sat behind our house. Instead of paying 
hundreds of dollars to hire workmen, my dad thought it would 
be a better idea to go buy two fifty-dollar goats. My mom had 
just left for the beach with some of her friends, so needless to 
say my father decided this was the right time to go and purchase 
two male goats.

We headed into what seemed a small town full of Ford 
F-150s, intimidating pit bulls, and red clay roads. Unsure of 
what was to come, my brother, father, and I pulled into a long 
driveway with a small southern home and an old rustic barn in 
the back. As we greeted the owner, he quickly informed us how 
things ran at his farm. 

“If you wanna buy em’, you gotta catch em’.” He took us to 
the barn and showed us a large roofed pin in which about twenty 
goats stood. Now you would think catching a goat blocked into 
a designated pin would be easy, but we were quickly proved 
wrong. For every step we took towards them, they began to 
pack tighter and tighter into one corner, eventually jumping on 
top of one another, each trying to escape the outskirts of the 
herd. Although seemingly awkward creatures, goats also have 
the unique flexible ability to fit through small holes. After about 
two minutes, these goats found a small break in the wood and 
began escaping the pin as fast as they could. At this point, we 
realized we would be lucky to even catch one goat. 

“Mary Carolyn, no more being picky, you’re just going to 

A Moment with Samson
Mary Carolyn Sink
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have to grab whatever you can get. Andrew goes over and help 
her.” My father mumbled as he quickly reached over to grab a 
small male goat. 

I somehow grabbed the stomach of a small female and took 
her over to my father before she escaped my arms. We left that 
farm with a new adventure locked in an old dog crate sitting in 
the back of the car. 

For about three weeks, these two goats, whom we soon 
named Dixie and Boudreaux, appeared to lose themselves in 
our backyard. I used to go outside and make sure they were still 
alive by carefully peering for two dark animals before they 
darted away. The crack of a twig and they were gone in a flash. 
Surprisingly, the only thing that they weren’t scared of was my 
two dogs, Gumbeaux and Lily. Instead of dashing away in fear 
from a sense of movement, Boudreaux, Dixie, Lily, and Gumbeaux 
quickly became friendly. After a few months of playing Ispy 
in the woods, Boudreaux and Dixie began to feel comfortable 
around me. I remember the first time Boudreaux let me touch 
him, I sprinted inside to tell my dad about the progress I had 
made.

“Dad! You’ll never believe it! Boudreaux let me touch his 
nose!” I was filled with pride from this milestone that I had 
reached. 

The first year of Boudreaux and Dixie was quite the test run. 
The experience of caring for two goats made a clear impact on 
my whole family. Every day before school, I would run outside to 
refill both their water and grain bowls. It became routine. When 
it got cold, we foolishly tried to put them inside our basement. 
The next morning it looked as if a bomb of cocoa puffs had 
exploded. Our entire basement was covered in goat feces. We 
learned our lesson and decided to reorganize our tool shed into 
a makeshift barn. Each night when it was cold, I called the goats 
over to the shed full of hay and water and shut them inside. As 
a fourth-grader, I wasn’t used to this responsibility and even one 
time left Boudreaux and Dixie in the shed all day while I was at 
school. Though I was traumatized and guilty as a young kid, 
mistakes only help you learn. 

As Dixie and Boudreaux began to grow up, my father and I 
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realized we had forgotten about one small factor: Boudreaux 
and Dixie were male and female. After about a year and a half 
of caring for them, we discovered Dixie was pregnant. With 
both excitement and fear, I rushed to the library to check out as 
many books as I could on raising “kids” (baby goats).  At this 
moment Boudreaux and Dixie began to officially shift hirees of 
my father to my new pets. Dixie was pregnant for about four 
and a half months before she birthed Samson, the healthiest 
kid, on Easter day of 2014. 

 Samson was the cutest, most awkward little goat that 
you have ever seen. Teaching him how to get milk from Dixie was 
slightly difficult, but his precious nature was rewarding enough. 
After Samson was born, I can’t remember a time where I didn’t 
rush outside right as I got home from school. I adored Samson 
and spent every waking minute I could with him. After a few 
weeks, I even taught him how to climb on my back and balance. 
I also decided to bring him to school one day at recess to show 
all of my classmates. 

“Aw, Mary Carolyn is this your new puppy? Wait a minute…”

Samson became my biggest responsibility, and I loved it. I 
practically raised the kid myself as Dixie was very unrespon-
sive to Samson at first. My life revolved around taking care of 
Samson. That is until the Sunday of November 2nd, 2014. That 
previous Saturday I went to go check on Boudreaux, Dixie, and 
Samson. It was a cold night so I decided to put them in the 
shed. Looking at Samson, I noticed very quickly that his tail was 
down, hinting at an obvious red flag. I worryingly began to think 
he was dehydrated so I refilled his water bucket and decided to 
let him get some rest. The next morning things only worsened. I 
woke up early Sunday morning in a haze and rushed to check on 
Samson before church. He seemed to be the same as the night 
before. I told myself that it wasn’t serious and that it would be 
fine for me to leave for a few hours. When I came home, Samson 
was practically limp on the ground. Things had spiraled into  
chaos and with tears swelling in my eyes I went inside yelling for 
my father. We made the decision to take him to the vet to see 
what was wrong. As soon as we got there, the doctor informed us 
we should return home and he would call as soon as he figured it 
out. I kissed Samson on the nose, unaware that this was the last 
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time I would ever see him again. Later that night, we received 
the most heart-wrenching phone call. I had never heard my 
house that quiet before. 

We go through life understanding that death is inevitable, 
yet when the finality of it hits we are paralyzed. We become 
transfixed in anger, guilt, sorrow, and every other emotion that 
transcends into your heart. Looking at the story of my goats, to 
this day Samson’s death changed my life more than the actual 
care-taking of my three goats. Samson was the first time I was 
forced to cope with death. I spent months feeling guilty and 
stuck in a state of sorrow. I was constantly reminded that his 
death wasn’t my fault, yet I could never brush it off my shoulder. 
As I grew up, I realized how impactful this was for me. I never 
realized how much death challenged, shaped, and ultimately 
pushed me into a rite of passage. As I learned to cope with it, 
my character matured. Samson’s death was one of the most 
devastating moments of my life, but surprisingly it helped  
beautifully shape who I’ve grown up to be. 

Bella Hoffman
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 It’s too quiet. It’s Halloween night, and all through the 
house, not a monster was scurrying, not even a-

DING DONG!

“There they are!” Jerome exclaims, jumping up from the 
overstuffed armchair. The fake blood around his mouth cracks 
and splits as his lips pull up into a broad grin, showing off his 
pearly whites. “I told you they would come, Mrs. Phoebe!”

“Finally,” I say, snuggling further into my seat and letting a 
small smile tug at my lips. His happiness is contagious.

“I know right? It took them long enough.” Jerome says, a 
bounce in his step as he walks behind my chair, grabbing the 
rubber handle grips and flipping the brake off with his foot. “It’s 
Halloween night after all! When I was a kid, we left the house  
as soon as the sun set,” he pulls my wheelchair back, then 
pushes it forward again, maneuvering it like a car leaving a 
parking spot. 

“You do have a sweet tooth,” I say.

“Oh Mrs. Phoebe, you don’t even know. It was even worse 
back then-- speed bump!”

A small bounce as we go over the edge of the rug and onto 
the hardwood floor of the hallway. “Worse?” I say, “I don’t know 
if that’s possible.”

“Oh it is!” Jerome laughs. “I was like a wild animal, tearing 
into anything I could get my hands on.” 

I laugh and glance over at the pictures hung on the walls. 
Smiling faces and a big family. My heart pangs and my smile 
turns sad.

“I wish I had known you back then,” I whisper. I could 
imagine it, his broad grin and dark skin amongst the family in 
the photos. “Harold would have loved you, and David and Sarah 
could have used such a good example. Probably still could.”

We come to a stop in the middle of the hallway.

Family
Arden Tapp
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“I’m sure they’ll call soon, Mrs. Phoebe.” Jerome says. “It’s 
the start of the holiday season after all, and family is what 
makes the holidays complete.”

“Maybe,” I hum, lifting my hand behind my shoulder to 
place it atop his. It’s a sharp contrast. The pale, almost ghostly 
white skin against his rich, dark coloring. The loose, plentiful 
wrinkles against the soft, smooth skin. “Maybe…”

He huffs, like a disgruntled puppy. “And even if they don’t, 
which they will, I’ll still be here--” 

I take a breath, preparing to say something.

“--And that just means more cookies for me!”

He interrupts my train of thought, and I bark out a laugh.  
He looks proud of himself, like the cat that got the cream.

 “Now,” he says, pushing the wheelchair towards the end 
of the hall. “It’s Halloween, and there are adorable children 
right outside of that door who are in desperate need of copious 
amounts of sugar,” we pull to a stop in front of the door, “and I 
need to know how I look.”

 He pushes down the brake and slips into my field of view, 
lifting his arms up and doing a twirl.

 A true smile pulls across my thin lips. “Like the most 
handsome vampire I have ever seen.” I said. “And me?”

 “Like the most beautiful, sophisticated witch I have ever 
seen.”

 DING DONG!

 “Just in time,” he says, turning around and pulling open 
the door to a little princess. 

 “Trick or Treat!” The princess shouts.

 “Why hello there, madam. That is a lovely costume!” he 
says.

 I tune out for a moment and look to the picture hung 
beside the door, a picture of an old lady in a wheelchair and a 
handsome young man standing by her side wearing the biggest, 
broadest smile. 

 “Mrs. Phoebe, you won’t believe it!” he says, grabbing my 
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attention once again. “This young lady right here made her own 
Halloween costume”

 I gasp, “really?”

 The little girl blushes and fidgets. “Well, my mommy 
helped me,” she admits.

 “That’s still an impressive feat! And at such a young age, 
too!” I say. “And it’s so cute! My, you’re a prodigy!”

 “Thank you,” she whispers.

 “Now, my princess, what kind of candy would you like to 
feast upon tonight?” Jerome asks, pulling out the bucket of 
candy from beside the door.

 She blushes harder. “Do you have Crunch?” 

Jerome fake gasps, “Oh no! Please forgive us your majesty, 
but we don’t have that tonight. As payment for our grievous 
mistake, please take two of whichever candy you please.” He 
holds out the bucket.

The little girl grabs two and runs back out to the curb, 
where her mother waits.

I watch silently from my chair as two little boys come up to 
the door next.

“Do you have Twix?” one of them asks.

 “Do we have Twix?” He scoffs, “of course we have Twix.”

 I smile. “Who do you think we are, amatuers?”
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“Alright remember, whatever you do, do not let go of the 
board. Ready, masks on, and jump!” As I plunged into the cool, 
midnight black water, our guide David’s voice disappeared. I 
looked around and could see my friends’ eyes light up. As soon 
as we broke through the surface it was as if we were on another 
planet. All around us fish were swarming, and I felt as one does 
try to squeeze through the halls at school getting to class, except 
the students were now fish and the school was somewhere in the 
middle of the Pacific Ocean.

Immersed in the cool water, listening to my own breaths as 
I tried to calm my nerves, I thought back to a few hours prior, 
when me and all my new friends whom I had met a short 24 
hours earlier, packed into our little, white van and drove across 
the island of Kona. As we watched our circle of tents on the 
beach disappear through the window, we wondered where we 
were going next. In the past 24 hours, we had all said bye to our 
family and friends, flown to Hawaii from our various homes, met 
these random people we were about to be with for the next two 
weeks, drove to a black sand beach unlike anything we’d ever 
seen before, and set up our humble little tents, which we soon 
learned would be our home for the next two weeks. 

“Hey guys,” Hailey, our leader, said, turning down the music 
in the van, “do y’all want to know where we’re headed?”

A unanimous “yes!” rang out as everyone sat up a little 
straighter.

“Okay, we’re going to meet our guide, and from there he’s 
going to tell us what we’re doing.”

“Ugh, I just want to know where we’re going,” I heard the 
girl beside me, Maddy, mutter under her breath. Unbeknownst 
to me at the time, the girl sitting beside me whom I barely knew 
would become one of my closest friends in the next two weeks.

As the drive continued, I looked around to see what everyone 
was doing. To my right, Maddy, from St. Louis, was fast asleep, 
as I came to find she often was any time we got in the van. To 

Jumping In
Catherine Taylor 
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my left, RJ, from Minnesota, was looking out the window,  
taking in the amazing sights that surround us, as he sang along 
to the Queen song playing on the radio. Behind me Annelise, from 
Colorado, and Jules, from Alabama, were whispering about 
something, barely getting out words between their giggles. On 
the other side of the aisle behind me Ian and Sophie, both from 
Colorado, and Ava, from Texas, were playing cards. In the very 
back, Josh, from San Jose, and K.C., from New York, were arguing 
over who was the better surfer, which they continued to argue 
over until the minute we all said our goodbyes.

Two short hours later, we arrived at our destination. As we 
got off the van, we were a little confused. It appeared as if we 
were at some docks; however, it also appeared as if these docks 
weren’t exactly a tourist location, as they seemed a little  
rundown and empty. Nevertheless, as we walked up to the 
boats, we were met by a native Hawaiian, David. He began 
to explain what adventure we were about to embark on next, 
making everyone snap out of their post-road trip daze. We were 
going to sail out into the middle of the Pacific Ocean, wait until 
it was dark, and then snorkel with the Manta Rays.

We watched the island disappear as we rode our boat into 
the sunset. Our little group huddled together on the bow of the 
boat, laughing, singing, and sharing stories from back home. All 
the while, we tried to not think too much about the fact that 
in a short time we would be swimming in the dark water with 
animals who were triple the size of us.

“Look, look!” I heard someone try to scream, though their 
voice was muffled by the water as if they were talking to me 
from 100 miles away. I snapped back into reality, as the bubbles 
rising from the scuba divers beneath us bristled against my face. 
I looked down; deep, deep down where there was no bottom in 
sight, even despite the lights we were holding. A school of little 
silver fish swam right up underneath us. As they came in close, I 
could feel their smooth, shiny scales rub across the backs of my 
hands.

 I continued to look around, switching back and forth from 
the endless ocean to the looks of pure wonder on my friends’ 
faces. I looked and looked, amazed at this new environment I 
was in. Interrupting my thoughts, I felt someone tap my shoulder. 
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I quickly flipped around, butterflies rising in my stomach like the 
bubbles coming from our masks, as I didn’t know what was going 
on. I saw that it was Josh pointing to something. I looked down, 
and there it was. A huge, blueish gray Manta Ray was circling 
just feet beneath us. I watched in awe as its airplane-like wings 
fluttered in great flaps, and I felt the gentle swish of the waves 
its movements created shift my body across the surface of the 
sea.

I was at a loss for words. This gentle giant was so close to 
me, yet it was so far at the same time. As I watched it twirl and 
swim through the waters it called home, I had never felt more 
at ease, but at the same time more uncomfortable. Watching 
this animal loop around looking for plankton to ease its hungry 
stomach, all I could think about was how incredible this moment 
was. Here I was 4,000 miles away from home, surrounded by 
peers from all over the country whom I didn’t know, in the  
middle of the dark Pacific Ocean, my breath coming from a 
small plastic tube, waiting to return to my tent of a home, and 
I was scared; but at the same time, I was amazed. I had left the 
bubble of my life back home, flown across the ocean, and quite 
literally jumped into this new adventure I was now immersed in. 
At that moment I was terrified, yet I couldn’t wait to see where 
these next two weeks took me.
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I was suffocating. Well, more or less. I could feel the drops 
of tears that streamed down my face with their hot touch 
burning me, and in their path leaving patches of skin scorched 
by their sting. Their taste of bitterness only accentuated my 
wish to be home and not held captive by the manacles of rain 
with only a tarp the size of my enthusiasm covering my three 
friends and I. The tears traveled through my mouth, poisoning 
my throat, and robbing me of my ability to breathe properly, 
leading to a thorough coughing fit. My tears were created as a 
product of my uncomfortable and nearly unbearable situation: 
camping. As I lay on the cold and rigid sleeping mat with roots 
and insects protruding from underneath me, the coldness of the 
night engulfed me within my sleeping bag. With a deep inhale, 
I was bombarded by the petrichor originating from the bushes 
and plants doused by drops of rain the size of my blisters. In the 
night, my brain constructed an image of a bear hovering over 
my microscopic tent as means of self-sabotage resulting from 
my comical paranoia of nature. 

My thoughts were slowly drowned out by the whispers 
among my tent, igniting a sense of hope for the possibility that 
I might not have to endure this dramatized pain alone much 
longer. I called out copious times seeking some sort of assurance 
that someone was there, and after what had felt like the eternal 
end of my existence, I heard a voice call out on the other side 
of our tent. 

“Mary Raines, are you okay?” It was one of my friends, Eleanor. 
I quickly responded with the fear of it only being a figment of 
my imagination. 

“No. I am so wet and cold.” As I waited for an answer, I 
heard the laughter of my friends inside my tent. I felt laughter 
travel up my once poisoned throat and explode into the  
atmosphere. Uncontrolled laughter came about us as we  
embraced and found humor in our surroundings, or the lack 
thereof. The laughter soon faded and the silence was once  
restored with the sounds of raindrops exploding off of leaves 

A Night of Camping
Mary Raines Alexander
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and traveling through the grooves of the course and thick bark. 
The drops of rain flowed like a stream underneath us with the 
puddles of water numbing my body and shaking me to stay 
awake. While watching the drops of rain as they slid off in the 
tent and were absorbed into my sleeping bag, I felt my body’s 
immune system slowly failing as a response to our most recent 
meal.

Earlier that day, as the rain destroyed our minuscule tents 
and fires, our daily nutrients depended on flour tortillas and 
questionably cooked chicken supposedly brimming with spices 
and fruitful tastes. Though, a loud grumble of disgust and shouts 
from my stomach proved otherwise, only furthering my  
observation of the lifelessness of the caustic food that nestled in 
the tortilla with its juice trickling outwards onto my hands like 
red wine onto the carpet, like poison. 

While my recounts of the day buzzed throughout my head 
like the gnats biting at my ears, and the rain continued to pour, 
lowering the tent closer and closer to my face, making the 
sound of the droplets more prominent, I felt my eyes slowly shut 
with the chaos surrounding slowly fading into oblivion. I later  
realized, after my backpacking trip, when the rain fell, and 
when the dramatic tears fell, it did not hurt or damage me, but 
it shaped me. I had endured the trials of nature itself creating 
an atmosphere of horror and fear, but also comedy, finding a 
new sense of myself and the experiences and joy that can come 
from the most unfortunate series of events. In reality, it  
established newfound respect for myself and my capabilities 
faced with such difficulties. My skin no longer stung from my  
bitter tears and droplets from hell. 
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Longingly, I peered out the window at the perfect box  
sledding track, two steep drops coupled with an obstacle course 
of trees and bushes scattered across the snow. In the end, a 
massive ditch filled with sharp rocks. It could only be narrowly 
avoided by dropping one shoulder into the snow while sliding 
to force enough weight to swerve the box. Speeding down the 
blanketed hills would be the ultimate test of courage and skill. 
My older cousin Emily and I decided we had to sled down it. 

We spent hours turning a cardboard box into the fastest, 
prettiest sled we could imagine. We used everything we could 
find. It had pink and purple stripes colored in with magic markers, 
with glitter and sequins lining the edges. Finally, we were ready. 

I zipped up my blue hand-me-down winter coat, that was 
so small, it left red marks around my wrists and neck, and we 
began to trek up the gigantic hills. They were so steep that 
every so often Emily or I would fall a couple of feet back down 
the sheet of snow. My tennis shoes and socks quickly became 
soaked. Once my nose started to run and my cheeks were bright 
pink, we had reached the top. 

It was time. As I looked down at the bottom of the hill my 
stomach sank. In an effort to prove to Emily I was brave,  
I offered to sit in the front of the box. We pushed off, leaving a 
trail of glitter and stray pieces of duct tape as our box started 
racing down the hills. Underneath my scarred knees, the  
cardboard began to feel like cereal that had soaked in milk for 
too long and every pebble cut into my skin.  

Slowly, the sled started to face the ditch. As we barreled 
towards what could very well be the end of our lives, Emily 
yelled, “Do you think we should jump?” 

I contemplated her question, knowing what the correct  
response should be. Instead, I shouted back, “I want to see what 
happens next!” 

After about thirty seconds, Emily rolled off of the back of 
our quickly deteriorating box. Because of the shift in weight, 

Racing into Rocks
Jane Grey Battle
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the box slid out from under me, leaving me behind. I flew up, 
landing on my stomach in a bed of powdery snow. Disappointed 
that our race was cut short, I rolled over and shouted  
Emily’s name. Together, we slowly walked to the end of our 
track, hunting to retrieve our box. As we neared the ditch, we 
saw our beautiful sled in pieces, shredded by the rocks.  
Heartbroken, Emily, and I dragged what was left of it back to 
the cabin. 

That night blended together; my mother yelled something 
about decision making while my grandmother poured an  
excessive amount of hydrogen peroxide on my racing wounds. 
Finally, my mom caught my attention. “Why wouldn’t you jump 
off with Emily when you knew you were heading towards that 
ditch?” 

She was right; I knew that I should have jumped. I had  
become hyper-focused on getting to the end of those hills,  
going as fast as I could. I did not want to jump because that 
would have meant I had failed. It would have meant I had lost.  
I wanted to show Emily that I could finish our made up race, I 
needed to prove to myself I could. I had to risk falling into the 
rocks to meet my goal, to achieve box sledding “success.” I am 
not sure if the risks I take to attain my ambitions are worth it, 
but I still desperately want to see what happens next. 
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 As I drift in and out of miserably brief periods of something 
resembling sleep, I’m awakened again by the heavy and constant 
thud of rain on the plastic tarp sagging just inches above my 
face, occasionally releasing a few melancholy raindrops onto my 
exhausted and delirious body below. I turn my head slightly to 
the right, hoping minimal movement might somehow make my 
soaking wet sleeping bag feel dry, and gaze into the black  
oblivion of the woods. Still, not a single sign of light to bring 
with it the hope that morning might be near; just the empty 
void of darkness that has enclosed us for what must be hours. 
I’m suddenly thrust out of my state of half-consciousness when 
the heavy and familiar weight of a flashlight lands with a thud 
on my stomach. 

“Eleanor, check your watch! I’m cold, wet, and I swear to 
God it has to AT LEAST be 1:00 a.m.!” stammers Mary Raines as 
she struggles to simultaneously choke on her own tears and hurl 
profanities like an old crank with no filter. I rummage for the 
small metal flashlight in the murky pool of water that is supposed 
to be my bed and shine the light onto my wrist, 

“10:42 p.m.” My body goes numb and with it my mind. It has 
been one hour. One lousy hour of sinking lower and lower down 
the threshold of human survival. One lousy hour since we sat 
huddled on the scarce oases of a dry ground tarp, eating rain-
soaked tortillas and canned chicken smothered in whatever  
seasoning Mackenzie happened to grab from the top of her pack. 
An uproar of every single emotion in the human encyclopedia 
bursts out around me with the force of an undisciplined toddler’s 
tantrum.

“You’ve got to be joking!! How has it only been ONE hour?!!”

“God, whatever I did, I’m so soooorrrrrryyy!”

But alas, Alice takes the cake: “How has my life come to 
this? I’m so cold. I’m so wet. I just wish I was a pathetic piece of 
salmon.”

 Somehow, lying in bone-chilling pools of muck, covered 

Just Laugh
Eleanor Elkus
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in thick layers of the day’s sweat and tears Alice manages to 
say something so incredibly bizarre, random, and yet undeniably 
human that everything else melts away, and we laugh. We laugh 
louder and harder than we have ever laughed before. It no 
longer matters that we still have seven more hours of pain only 
to wake up and do it all over again the next day. It no longer  
matters that each of us is wearing our one and only remaining pair 
of clothes, and they’re completely soaked. Because at this  
moment, what I had believed MUST be the ultimate lowest point 
in my life, Alice’s weirdness becomes my lifeline. It pulls me 
from my pit of depression and anger, leaving me with no choice 
but to laugh at the miserable hilariousness of our situation. 
When you’re trapped in the middle of the woods under a pathetic 
sheet of plastic too small to fit your sleeping group, as a torrential 
downpour continues for the twelfth hour straight, why not wish 
you were a piece of salmon? Why not, when all the forces of the 
universe are pushing you to give up on life, just laugh?



129 MBHS The Muse  2020

Ella McDonald



130 MBHS The Muse  2020

Trees sway, dark and dim
The sky blue, painted with a pink-tinted rim
The world is resting
The sky is settled
Birds in their nests, joined and huddled
The morning is cold, the morning is dim
Yet a pink tint of light shone across the rim

Pink Rim
Abbey Hudson
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Fenty
Margo Belden
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There is no curtain at the American Players Theatre in Spring 
Green, Wisconsin. There is no ceiling either, but instead an 
insufficient canopy that surrendered most of the seats to the 
sweltering sunlight. However, the canopy’s purpose was not to 
shade the audience, but the actors who, dressed in Elizabethan 
garb, would surely pass out from heat stroke if left to the wrath 
of the sun. It was these actors, not the traditional opening of 
the curtain, who began the show, running out from backstage 
while calling out a sea shanty.

I was instantly enthralled. I had forgotten the majesty of 
the Theatre after four or five years without it, but now every 
bit of it seemed nostalgic. This theatre had been the epitome of 
Shakespeare productions from my childhood. I distinctly remember 
the first time I sat through a full performance of Twelfth Night 
at around ten years old. The canopy had been removed because 
it was a nighttime show, with nothing barring the actors’  
projections from mingling with the screeches of bats catching 
their evening meal above. I watched, mesmerized, as the love 
triangle between Viola, Duke Orsino, and Countess Olivia wove 
itself into more and more of a mess, as Sirs Toby Belch and 
Andrew Aguecheek conspired against the Countess’s servant, 
Malvolio, and as Viola and Sebastian were finally reunited after 
months believing the other had passed away in the shipwreck 
that had separated them. I imagined what life would be like if I 
were a sailor separated from my twin brother and falling in love 
with the man who had employed me, or better yet, what life 
would be like if I were standing on that stage pretending that 
was my truth for hundreds of people every night. I doubted  
either would ever happen, but just in case, I etched Viola’s 
movements into my memory, creating tableaus of her facial 
expressions, her stances, the way she took the Countess’s hand 
just so when greeting her.

A few years later, we moved away from the area that  
surrounded American Players Theatre, tucked deep in the  
woods of Iowa county. We travelled 818 miles south to Mountain 

In the Round
Emily King
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Brook, Alabama, a suburb of Birmingham tucked in a wood that 
looked very different than Spring Green. The people spoke 
differently, the schools were run differently, and the insects 
that buzzed outside were not the kind that bats took care of in 
the night.

It took me a while to get back to theatre. Frankly, I was 
more concerned with finding who I was in this not-Wisconsin 
than pretending to be someone else on stage. But alas, I could 
not keep away forever. Two years after the move, I sat down to 
watch the opening night of Mountain Brook High School’s Fall 
Play, Lost in Yonkers. It was the first show I chose to go to in 
Birmingham.

Yonkers was nothing like Twelfth Night. Written by Neil Simon, 
it was a story about a broken family trying to find its way, not a 
comedic love triangle set in the Mediterranean. Its dialogue was 
rugged and modern, nothing at all like the lyrical poems from 
Shakespearean plays. But in the ways that mattered, it was the 
same. I was captivated by the costumes thrown together on such 
a small budget, the set built in only a few weeks, and the actors 
who never broke character, not once, throughout the audience’s 
laughs and gasps. It was like I was back in Spring Green. I could 
almost hear the bats…

As the actors walked out to take their final bow, I was the 
first to stand, clap, and shout my praises for the brilliant cast. 
I continued my compliments and congratulations in the lobby 
of the Fine Arts Center, while one thought repeated itself in my 
head, becoming more pressing with each passing second.

You need to be a part of this. You need to be a part of this. 
You need to be a part of this.

I had already promised my mother that no, I would not do 
theatre this year, and yes, I would focus on my grades, and no, 
of course I wouldn’t regret my decision. The day after I saw 
Yonkers, auditions were held for the high school’s next play. 
Only 15 minutes before auditions were set to begin, I decided to 
call my mother, hopeful and panicked all at once.

“Hola, chica!” said my mother after the second ring. She 
does not speak Spanish, but I do, and she enjoys testing the few 
phrases she knows on me.
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“Hola, mamá,” I said, “I have a really big favor to ask you.”

“What’s up?”

“I want to audition for the next play.”

Silence.

“It’s called Failure: A Love Story and everyone who was in 
Lost in Yonkers is gonna be in it and it’s part of a theatre 
competition which would look great on my resumé and–”

“Are your grades safe?” asked my mom.

“Yeah!” I half-lied. They were good enough.

A pause. The anticipation was killing me. I could never tell 
what my mother was thinking at moments like these.

“You really want this, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

My mom sighed. “I don’t know if they’ll want you, but I 
don’t see why you shouldn’t try.”

And so I marched into the black box theatre, stuttered 
through a sample monologue or two, and waited restlessly for 
the cast list to be posted.

I was cast as a clock in Failure: A Love Story. I had between 
20 and 30 lines, some of which were repeated. I never spoke 
individually, always as part of a group. The majority of my time 
onstage was spent sitting on a stool bouncing my foot and 
chanting: “Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick…”

But offstage was a different story. From 3:45 to 5:30 every 
afternoon, our ragtag bunch of theatre nerds would show up in 
the black box theatre and rehearse. We would burst out laughing 
while memorizing lines and make silly faces while running  
serious scenes. We were there through victories and heartbreaks, 
good days and bad ones. By the time our first performance 
rolled around, my fellow cast members knew my quirks and 
dreams and flaws inside and out, and I knew theirs.

We did not use the curtains at Mountain Brook High School 
when we put on Failure: A Love Story. We waited behind the 
flats with anticipation, ready to stride to center stage and begin 
telling a story, in the same way that the actors’ presence at the 
American Players Theatre was all that was needed to begin.
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I do not regret auditioning for Failure. I do not regret being 
bitten by mosquitoes that the bats were supposed to have eaten 
as I beheld a Shakespearean masterpiece, nor sitting through 
the hottest day of the summer to watch that masterpiece one 
more time. I do not regret moving 818 miles away from my 
home. I do not regret finding a new one. I certainly do not 
regret meeting a new family of actors and thespians. As I watch 
Twelfth Night again, my only regret was that I couldn’t bring 
them with me.

Splash
Catherine Taylor



136 MBHS The Muse  2020

Ella McDonald



137 MBHS The Muse  2020

Birmingham, popular yet so secreted,
You really do trick them all.
From the BJCC and legion field,
All the way down to little apartments and trailer homes,
You are the city of perception.
You are said to be exhilarating with hidden gems inside.
On the outside, you seem corrupted and dark.
But come closer and a tiny kingdom will appear.
You have caught our attention with the amount of steel and iron  
you offer.
They say the jobs are there to lure you in. 
Deep down in the abandoned buildings, we believe you hide corruption.
At night you become violent and not a place for all.
During the day you are boring with no life or activity.
Bland sidewalks and confusing streets cover your surface.
You have no team to represent you in any sport.
You disappoint many with your lack of recognition and popularity. 

Though you disappoint in many areas, you still prevail in others.
We love Vulcan, your guardian, and protector.
Your variety in cities is exciting.
They tell me you make steel better than any other.
You have such iron filled mountains.
These towering mountains provide beautiful mountain laurel for all.
You provide the end of the Appalachian mountains, which many  
do not know.
Birmingham, too many you are a well-kept secret. A secret of  
self-sustaining unique and individual cities.
May you show all your nooks and your crannies from the heart of  
downtown all the way to the peaks of the Appalachians.

The Steel City
Inspired by Carl Sandburg’s “Chicago”

Hagan Stephens
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The tiny buildings on the ground:

Little dots in a universe.

In the Clouds
Hagan Stephens

Looking Up
Catherine Taylor
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Can you have hope for tomorrow’s world,
 without the experience of joy?
Can you be so busy with school,
Without having time for friends and family?
Can you be happy with your success,
Without learning?
Can you praise another person for bringing happiness into the world,
Without being joyful?
Can you bring your light into the world, 
Without knowing what it takes to be a light? 

Philosophy Of Happiness
Ellie Kate Berte 

Libby Hunt
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 I used to work at a restaurant called “Your Pie,” and it 
was kind of new to Alabama. The restaurant was basically 
Subway for pizza, where the customer starts at the front of the 
line telling the person behind the counter what they would like, 
and the person made it in front of them. From the line where I 
would be working most of the time, I could look out these large 
windows to see the small parking lot outside the restaurant. I 
often found myself staring outside waiting for something to  
happen. It was a very typical day at the restaurant. So  
typical I don’t even remember what day it was or the time,  
but I remembered the restaurant was empty, yet the sun was 
still bright. I had just cleaned the oven out and the smell of 
burnt crumbs was floating around. I had replaced everything on 
the food line so I was ready to make anything someone needed, 
but I was standing at my position hoping no one would come 
in so I wouldn’t have to serve them. But through the glass, a 
clean 90’s Cadillac pulled into a parking spot. I turned around 
and started getting on my rubber gloves in preparation to start 
making food. When I turned back around, two people were  
entering the store. A very big older man, he seemed as if he  
was 6’4 or 6’5. On his arm was a very old woman with a cane 
and a large smile. Once they entered, I greeted them politely. 
They both looked at me and the old man said with a sense of 
odd joy, 

“Hey there son, how are you doing today?” I politely said 
back,

“Oh I’m doing just fine, thank you for asking. What can I get 
started for you today?” They both approach me at the start of 
the line and the woman looks at me while grinning and tries to 
speak. She stuttered and attempted to say, “Pizza please,” but 
when she tried to talk nothing could come out. 

The man gets close to her and says, “There you go, you can 
do it.” and the woman then makes a sound.

“Puhza!” She was finally able to say something, and it made 
me sad to see her in that state. She was becoming so old she 

When Love Stands the Test of Time
Trenton Stewart
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was losing her ability to speak; I’ve seen it before with my own 
grandmother. When I looked at her, she was still smiling and so 
was the old man. They had a glow together of which could last 
a thousand years, and I couldn’t tell why. I grab the dough for 
their pizza, and they begin to tell me what they would like. Every 
now and then the old man would ask the lady what toppings she 
wanted, and then he would bend down so she could speak in his 
ear. Once I finished, I asked them if there were any other toppings 
they wanted. They didn’t say no to me, their faces lit up and 
the aged man said,

“That looks like a good pizza son!” I was happy they thought 
it was adequate.

“Alright, I can get you ringed up right here,” I said, 

“C-C-C-Coke,” The woman says when she leans in with a 
pleasant and heartfelt grin I replied,

“Yes Ma’am, absolutely!” and the man then says,

“A coke for me too, sonny!” I got their total, and right before  
I was about to say it back to them, the old man pulls out his 
wallet, opens it, and shows it to me saying, “I don’t know if it 
matters here, but I’m a U.S. veteran,” Before I looked at what 
was in his wallet, I caught of glimpse of his arm. There were 
scars and burn marks lining his entire forearm. I began to inspect 
the left side of the wallet, and I saw a U.S. soldier identification 
card. It was very old and dirty, parts of it were ripped and the 
print was fading. I had never seen one before, so it intrigued me 
and helped explain the injuries on his arm. The man was still 
holding out his wallet, but the picture on the right side piqued 
my interest. There was an aged, black, and white photo of a  
beautiful young woman smiling. I could see the creases where 
it was folded, and the scratches it has from its extended age. 
There were these odd brown stains on it and tears around the 
edge. The photo has been through a lot and it was easy to tell. 
In the same view of the picture, the old woman still had a  
radiant smile while she looked at me. The moment I looked 
back at her, I could tell by her eyes and smile, she was the one 
in the picture. The final thing I could see on this aged photo was 
smeared words towards the corner of the page. It only said, “It’s 
a girl”. The man had his arm around her, and they were both 
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looking at me, and their faces together told me a story of a love 
lasting much longer than I had even been alive. Everything was 
set into perspective with those few words, and I felt different 
after understanding how their love could stay true for long. I 
pulled out my wallet and swiped my own card into the register 
and told the old man, 

“It’s alright sir, these ones on me today.” He was shocked 
and slightly confused, but he thanked me and the woman looked 
at me and mouthed the words “Thank you”. So I smiled and 
looked back at her and mouthed the words “Thank you”. Her 
face became lit with joy and emotion. But from that moment 
on I could imagine a young man on the verge of death, on a 
battlefield with his brothers, pulling out a picture of the one he 
truly loves and reading the message saying, “It’s a Girl.”

JM Turner


