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Editor’s Note 
 

Welcome to the third edition of Manuscription!  

We started Manuscription specifically for creative people who are 18 and under. It is 
an opportunity for young people to have get their voices heard and get experience in 
publication, as well as get excellent feedback and mentoring from older, more 
experienced practitioners. We wanted to help young creatives produce their best 
work and take something away from this process that they can apply to other 
projects in the future.  

In Manuscription, the end result is not as important as the process. We want to know 
that our contributors (and, in some cases, our mentors) learned something from this 
experience.  

We are delighted with the range and quality of submissions that we attracted for our 
third issue. Our contributors beautifully explore a range of complex issues with 
exciting clarity and attention to form. Our mentors, meanwhile, were able to coach 
the contributors towards improving their craft and highlighting what it is about them 
that makes them unique storytellers. We at Manuscription Magazine are sure that 
we’re going to see great things from the young people who contributed to this issue.  

We’re excited to bring you this third edition of Manuscription Magazine! Keep your 
eyes out for the fourth edition in December, 2019.  

- The Editorial Board 

 

 

Facebook: ManuscriptionMag 

Twitter: @_Manuscription 

Email: manuscriptionmagazine@gmail.com 

Website: https://manuscriptionmag.wordpress.com/  
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Amanda Robinette 
 

Bio: Amanda Robinette is a senior who attends Sullivan Central High School and is an 
active participant in its creative writing program. 

 
Family Tree   
 

A baby is born                                                                                     A baby is born 
In a hospital room              In a hospital room 
She utters her first words      He utters his first words 
      Takes her first steps              Takes his first steps 

“Off to school!”                         “Off to school!” 
                 Then graduation        Then graduation 
                         Bills tiptoe in                       Bills tiptoe in 

    She gets a job                He gets a job 
                              At a diner downtown          At a diner downtown 
                                        She meets a boy    He meets a girl 

They say “I do,” 
A baby is born 

In a hospital room 
He utters his first words 

Takes his first steps 
“Off to school!” 

Then graduation 
Bills tiptoe in 
He gets a job 

At a subway station 
He meets a girl 
They say “I do,”  
A baby is born 
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fish bowl 
 
inviting blue water 
so close as if to touch 
where they swim 
to other horizons 
 
the glass, mocking 
what will never be, 
shows a river twenty feet away 
 
i swim to meet them; 
glass pushes me back 
as if to protect me 
 
from risk 
 adventure 

 love 
 

 

Stages of a Butterfly 

The egg lays on a leaf 

Wishing for legs to crawl with 

Wanting to feel the ground 

 
The caterpillar roams on the floor 

Wishing for wings to fly  

Wanting to soar in the air 

 
The butterfly tirelessly flaps its wings 

Wishing to be an egg again 

So it doesn’t have to fly anymore 
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Anishka Duggal 
 

Bio: Anishka Duggal is an American poet born to Canadian immigrants. Currently, she 
lives between Vancouver, BC and Seattle, WA. Her work has appeared in Cirque 
Journal, National Poetry Quarterly, and Austin Poets International’s Di-verse-city 
Anthology.  

 

Subjugation 
fingernails skid off piano keys as easily  
as her mother language rolls  
off her tongue  
 
she does not know how to play debussy  
just as she will never learn 
to love english   
 
madre told her both were to be  
necessities in her life  
 
it was true   
 
the syncopation of golliwog’s cakewalk  
would haunt the rooms she  
carried herself into  
 
as gold and god and glory punctuated  
the english of her  
history 
 
sobre mi she would say 
 
then she would pause as if nothing  
important was coming  
to mind 
 
nothing was   
 
all that was left were hammers on trembling  
strings and musical notes left 
droning until empty 
 
until the english provided relief 
flooding back in a  
modus vivendi  
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Mother’s Disease 
 

I turn my head 
 To rest my cheek 
On this pillow;this here 
 Is what will take away 
My pain.   
 I leave a map  
Of tears behind 
 That could have been  
Mine— 
 They will now be  
Owned by whomever  
 Wants my pain  
More than me. 
 I watch mother 
From the other side 
 Of her bed, 
Her cheek now pressed 
 Against the remnants 
Of my tears. 
 I do not tell her 
What I have done  
 To her 
Or what she now has done 
 To herself 
As I watch her 
 For the rest  
Of our lives 
 Still lying there, 
Absorbing both  
 Of our mistakes. 
 

Sleeping Patterns 
I pull down my bottom lip and  
check for the shallow C’s engraved  
in the interior surface of pliable membrane.   

This is how I know I have slept well— 
my teeth make craters in my body. 

 
Your lips are barren, loveless, almost a perfect red. 
You do not sleep as I do.  I am not sure you  
sleep at all—not like how you pretend to, 

anyways.  All perfect and still and  
somehow only on your side of the bed. 

 
Sometimes in the night you twitch—I think 
that is it’s your way of pleasing me, making 
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sure I know at least a part of you is human. 
You tell me you love me just the way I am 
and I know I love you for all the ways you are not. 

 

Explaining the Marangoni Effect 
 

The literature of my body floats through water until it does not. 
See it sink now, edges uplifted: an attempt to tread through, a last 
message from the living. Skin is rolled and peeled as pieces of maple tree  
leaves rise to the surface. All are level with pen’s paint on dead detritus  
 
now elapsed. Time also floats, though upstream, like steeped mate tea  
leaves back in the kettle after pouring. Vortex currents, you tell me,  
as if to explain this defiance of gravity. Holding up your glass, I peer 
into the drops that collapse and run back down in rivulets of bourbon  
 
tears. You say strange words of capillary tension as if that will be enough  
to devour this echoing time. Then you tell tales of stirring milk into our 
coffee, of blowing smoke rings, of watching whirlpools form in bathtubs 
to be eddied down deep. The story about the kerosene traveling 
 
up the wick to ensure slow, steady burn was my favorite.  Or maybe  
it was the one about hibiscus leaves swelling so they could leach  
into water, diffusing outward. Time stalled until it did not. You say, 
Come, let me read you, as you take my free hand upwards in yours. 
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Father Tells Me 
 
of times when being brother was the hardest chore 
to complete.   of light switches clicked off 
 plastic gliding against its mother: 
the socket that postulated darkness over warmth 

as if to question the stipulations  of writing to god. 

 
of note-taking and note-making the letters u and i 
never sitting together  unless he was quitting.                    

of favoring pens over a pencil                     

as his father did 
with sons over a daughter three permanent joys 

over one erasable fear. 

 
of gliding ink  glib with knowledge of estrangement      

wanted to be the last of 
               familial communication but instead the words                                     

 i’m sorry               
still lying on his chest asleep.       

of having too much to do to be able to run away 
                             this time.   

of having a wife.   

of having a daughter.  

of turning away a brother 

the stench of alcohol on brother’s lips marring the inky line between wanting    

and needing help. 

of signing the death certificate with his last good pen. 
of only having one brother after the funeral.     

of mailing thank you letters        envelopes with ink    

bleeding    then    ink    skipping     

an    ellipsis    of    moments    carried    by     
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and    carried     over    voices   
some   not       quite         making                  it                            to                 
   paper. 

 
Duet in Five Haiku 
 

At the piano 
My hand crosses over yours 
I don’t play the notes 
 
Keys: our witnesses 
Silent black on white eyelids 
Closing at first light 
 
Two bodies counting 
Time as it moves forward now 
Breaking on each beat 
 
Our metronome wants 
More than our rippling skin 
As it waits sidelined 
 
Move over now the  
Practicing bench is too warm 
Not meant for us both 
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Ella Cao 
 

Bio: Cao Yi Wen (Ella) is a 16 year-old Chinese poet who is currently pursuing her 
Foundation studies programme in Melbourne, Australia. Before that, she lived in Penang 
for a few years and was keen to experience local culture. She is working on her first 
collection which explores themes of homesickness, relationships and familial love. 

 

Airports 
 
''Airports are strange places, I don't like them.'' 

                                                                         — Mae 

 
My eyes are dry, thank god — I sat on the airport bench and thought. The bread 

crumbs stare on the seat next to me. Nanna would've wiped it clean for me to put my 

bag. Maybe she should wipe her eyes too. The crumbs sicken me. Why is it that every 

time I'm in an airport my stomach decides to churn and twist? I remember the two 

pears Grandma put in my bag, “eat one while waiting in Penang and finish the other 

in KL, your parents said you cannot bring fruits to Australia.'' I peeked at them in the 

large pocket, washed and peeled, in a transparent plastic bag. Who peels pears?  

 
The last two weeks flew by in a flash, Grandpa rushing to me in this same airport to 

grab my bag feels like yesterday. I pushed him away though, thought it was 

embarrassing. I was also annoyed when Nanna continuously complained about my 

appetite and how she was always washing my clothes, even when I've only worn them 

for an hour. Why do I only appreciate things when they're gone? I could still smell the 

spring onion from the dumplings Mum made just because I craved them the night 

before I left. The scent is faint now, and I desperately grasp its tail, begging it to stay. 

My hand still somewhat remembers the bumps and ridges of Nanna's hand in mine, 
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her fingers fat and red, scarred. It remembers Dad's hand too, slightly sweaty but warm 

nonetheless, his eyes and fingers lingering during our farewell. I remember Mum's oily 

forehead against mine and how hard I tried to suppress my tears because it would blur 

my makeup. 

 
Time hurt me the most. I hate seeing my things disappearing piece by piece in our 

little apartment, into that small damaged suitcase with stupid stickers. First it was the 

notebooks, then the new clothes, eventually Dad plucked out the phone chargers too. 

I walked around the rooms, hoping to find traces of me. It hurt to secretly count down 

the days, the hours — I know that's not an excuse for my tantrums. Mum calling my 

name was still comforting my ears until the airport radio interrupted and informed 

passengers to board.  

 
The airplane air smells like a dizzying red, the colour of old cracked AirAsia leather 

seats. My travel pillow feels stiff on my neck as somewhere a baby cries and a mother 

cooes him/her back to sleep. The airplane engine howls constantly and covers the 

grumblings of my stomach. I close my eyes, the falling of two blinds as my family slowly 

fades to a faraway darkness… 

 
Went to Coles after I arrived in Melbourne the next morning with my giant bag and 

suitcase. The guard was tall and he rejected me when I asked if I could leave them 

with him. No trollies in Coles. A shame. Holding a basket of fruits and bread and milk 

with a stone on my shoulder and another one to drag along isn't exactly fun when you 

just got off the plane without a night of sleep. Dad would be holding everything for me. 

He would wait outside until I was finished because he doesn't do groceries. Mum would 

be inside picking the cheapest and best options... Slept after I got home. Had to turn 
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on the AC despite the lower temperature. I can see Grandma lying next to me watching 

Chinese drama on her phone when I closed my eyes. My body felt rubbery so I dozed 

off. Was disappointed when I saw the Urbanest curtain when I reopened my eyes — 

for a second I thought I was in her bed. The toilet mirror was stained. It blurred parts 

of my faces. Nanna would never stand it — 
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Emmarie Paxton 
 

Bio: Emmarie lives on the riverfront in Missoula Montana where she is currently a 
student. When she is not in school or writing, she spends her time scheming ways to 
explore new forms of creativity, from randomly learning how to knit, to playing with a 
really old film camera. 

 

2009: Juneau Ct.  
 
Sun seeps into the varnish, cracking. 

one heart beats again as pressure lines  

from heavy edges skirt my palms.  

Calluses rooted and round headed in the flats of my hands like yarrow  

feathered in the grass.  

 
I thought 

maybe  

if I stayed motionless, ash would coat my lips. 

But isn't this brittle rock? 

Inside your mouth geodes split purple.  

Slipping from your teeth like tarnished keys.  

These words tugging at your lips like wind chimes,  

reflecting the light of the morning sun.  
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FOLLOWING THE SESSION IN WHICH MY THERAPIST SUGGESTED 

RED PEN WOULD COULD BE AN ADEQUATE SUBSTITUTE FOR A 

BLADE AS IF INK POISONING COULD CURE DEPRESSION AND “ I 

LOVE YOU” COULD FIX EVERYTHING 

 
In the yellow light running through  

parking lot chain link 

she is parked waiting for me to be done with therapy, 

where I can get some help.  

“Why would you do this to yourself?” 

Mom wants to dig in it and understand this harm, but 

I want to talk about the Benson's farm,  

how I remember rows of sagging tomato plants. 

But instead I tell her  

please don't feel guilty. 

I’m good at this.  

I can’t count the hours spent pounding wooden stakes into soil, 

tying up these plants to protect heavy fruit. 

 
Mom drives silent, but her hands still shake.  

In the corner of the green house  

a monarch flies against the clear plastic, 

wings scratching against it barely noticeable like  

eyelashes.  

She won’t know what this means, 

but the monarch doesn't understand the concept of a greenhouse.  
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What it feels like to be trapped in a structure built for safety.  

I give up explaining, picturing rows of sagging tomato plants,  

red blood pushing through peeled skin. 

“I love you” Mom says  

The monarch continues to crash into plastic.  

Mom waits for a response.  

Someone told me butterflies were stems 

of dead children.  

 

I know I cannot change this.  

The monarch is still stuck. 

Many dead butterflies reside here,  

their hollow exoskeletons littering  

the wooden shelves, wings stiff  

But I still can't tell her why I do this to myself. 

 
Mom cries, says I don’t trust her, 

but what if I told her  

you can't grab a butterfly and  

move it to safety 

without crushing wings too scratched for flight. 

So I say “I love you too.” 
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Stink bugs in october  
 
Stink bugs lay on the faded green siding 

their winds flick like flaking paint as I search for my house key.  

I know the gutters above me are greasy with  

rotting leaves and last night’s rain. 

Shadows sweep the porch,  

a turkey vulture drifts the hot air eyeing fish where  

dark silt collects, leaving the bank ventral slick.  

My skin lays cold as I watch the sun crawl from window onto my furniture  

I wonder if you used to wake up to this   

 
 

Vermillion  
 
South Dakota speaks but you twist the gold ring on your pointer finger  

saying nothing, 

because you know what the black hills look like--  

the dull rocks jutting from thick forests. 

Your grandmother told you they are swollen spines of whales, laid horizontal, 

dry bones reaching for winter sky.  

keep driving 

 
The breeze makes crisp leaves on dead corn stock crackle.  

Just past the ditch harboring old plastic, dark birds sit on a power line  

waiting for you to pass, 

so they can continue to squawk, haggling  

for leftover harvest corn in the soil.  

Smeared bugs leave a yellow resin on your windshield and  
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everything around you is flat or dead. 

Here you know better than to mistake headlights for fireflies. 

In South Dakota it will take five whole minutes before you cross paths, 

you guess the car is silver,  

but you were moving too fast. 

 
A scramble of emerald and rust runs from the field 

and a hollow thud echos in your head, 

feathers bursting in replay. 

Despite being told to never brake or swerve  

you press the brakes to save the bird. 

Stiffened feathers shake in your hand and  

dirt spills into a shallow hole. 

You set down a heavy stone.   

You had never even seen a pheasant before this.  

 
South Dakota has one of the largest petrified wood parks  

where resilient trees are reduced to rubble, 

no longer powerful pillars, now just fragments  

scattered on the red clay dirt. 

These trees were buried like the hollow bones of birds, 

packed so tightly with sediment  

oxygen could not reach them.  

They were not permitted to decay.  

So they replaced their organic material with minerals, 

became solid. 
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In South Dakota you would travel west   

to the Badlands,   

where South Dakota sun crashes into the  

orange and white layered rock, making summers you spent,   

sleeping on a spare mattress in the backyard.  

Hoping for shooting stars and fireflies, but 

only waking up for the birds.   

 
As tires pressed pebbles into tar, 

you saw it, but this time you didn’t swerve.  

Because,  

I don't trust myself to stay balanced in the road, and 

I can't make myself slow down-- search for the right stone to rest on top. 

I don't like digging holes. 

Sometimes leaving is harder than staying still. 

Keep driving,  

Keep driving. 
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Hazel Byers 
 

Bio: Hazel Byers is a 17-year-old high school senior from Ann Arbor, Michigan. She 
writes poetry in her free time and plans to attend Reed College and major in Creative 
Writing next year. 

 

muse 
 
all your poetry talks trash, 
puts down white silence and misogynists. 
you stand abreast the protest downtown 
and shout your intolerance in stanzas. 
 
my privilege,  
my poetry doesn’t yet know to do that. 
words do not form to mean anything but unhappy, and 
 
maybe it is selfish but my muse is not here to do any work. 
she lies lazily in noname lyrics and sunlit smoke 
calm quiet jazz chords that mean nothing to anyone but her 
 
she only does listen 
through the act of quiet. 
sits silent among all their words and selects but a few delicacies, 
chews them up and spits them out, 
flavorless once again. 
 
my poetry is a cello lesson in his cold living room 
on my t shirt sweat blossoms and i realize that i am not good at everything. 
my poetry is a late night lullaby:  
only serves to calm me. 
i no longer pick up my guitar when she begins to talk, but rather 
turn my music off and let her prove me wrong, 
twist my sad into something solely melancholy 
she bites off parts to soften the edges, 
leaves on the cassette player so her next track  
will morph into something more than notes but less than music. 
 
and when she keeps me awake, i force her away. her words are not yet soft. 
let them marinate another day, 
feed her a 25-cent philosophy lesson to show her that she is an only in my world 
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but that she is not yet full. 
my sudden lack of self-awareness will spur her to feed  
feed and grow plump, though she will not let me do the same. 
 
my muse, my mouse, my tiger. 
you speak in silent strokes. 
your mumbles are sometimes incoherent, yet you stay sweet. 
i give you emotion plain and you sprinkle on me the saffron, 
tie tight the bow around my jaw that keeps me silent. 
tonight you speak of empty and i will let you. you give me no choice. 
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Ishita Sharma 
 

Bio: Ishita aspires to become a psychologist. Apart from writing, she can be found 
playing basketball, swimming and whipping up treats in the kitchen. Oh, and she takes 
her camera everywhere. 

 

Let it snow 
 

It was a casual day for christmas - shopping and all - but to bump into somebody I 
didn't want to see, wasn't part of my plan. 
 
I was too busy listing off the people I had to buy gifts for in my head that I wasn't 
paying attention to where I was walking.  
 
Suddenly, a pair of sneakers blocked my path on the ground. I tilted my head up to 
look at the culprit and I swallowed hard at the figure that made me stop.  
 
Standing in front of me with his towering height was my ex-boyfriend. My weight of 
shopping bags in my arms felt heavier than before as I stared at him, scanning his 
appearance.  
 
Along with this thick sweater, he was wearing a knitted beanie. His eyes were still as 
inexpressive as ever, but the more I stared at them, the more I got lost. 
 
Judging from the lack of shopping bags, I assumed that he would have just arrived. I, 
on the other hand, would have made Santa Claus proud with the amount of 
purchases I had done.  
 
I wanted to run away from him as fast as my black boots could take me, but I 
couldn't. My feet seemed to be glued to the sidewalk as I tried to formulate words 
inside my head. 
 
From the way I was acting, you would guess that we had a nasty break-up scenario.  
 
If only that was the case. 
 
We started going out a couple of months ago, because I finally told him how I felt. My 
friends urged me that I would regret it for the rest of my life if I didn't say it to him. To 
everyone's disbelief, he said yes to going out with me. 
 
I thought it was mutual but, boy, I was wrong.  
 
After the initial spark that only lasted a couple of weeks, it seemed like I was the one 
who pushed through the relationship and almost everything felt one sided. It was me 
who remembered the important dates, the one who initiated things, and the more 
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time I spent with him, the more I felt as a burden.  
 
Of course, I couldn't stand it after four months and called it quits. And when I told him 
this, he had the same reaction he had when we got together - he grunted and 
nodded his head.  
 
Part of me was completely embarrassed and the other part agreed with him.  
 
"Ivan." I finally gained the courage to greet him, forcing a polite smile on my face.  
 
He nodded curtly, as his eyes zoomed in on my shopping bags.  
 
"Just a busy day of shopping,." I said, awkwardly. After a few seconds passed and 
he hadn't said anything, I decided it was best to leave.  
 
I turned around and started walking but, to my surprise, I felt his hand on my arm, 
stopping me. My heart started to beat a little faster as I turned to face him. I gave him 
a questioning look as he ran a hand through his hair. 
 
"I need your help in choosing a gift." 
 
He must have noticed the confused look on my face, so he elaborated a tiny bit. 
 
"I don't know what present to buy for a girl." He said. “Would you mind helping me?” 
 
A girl.  
 
Something in my chest dropped when he explained. Who was he shopping for?  
 
A friend? 
 
His sister? 
 
A girl he likes? 
 
"Is that okay?" he asked, nervously.  
 
My mind told me to yell 'NO' and walk away, but hearing his voice, I agreed 
subconsciously.  
 
He let a small smile form on his lips and then glanced around the shops. "Where 
should we start?" 
 
 
I followed his gaze and looked at the wide variety of shops that lined the nearby 
streets; antique and art stores, accessory shops, and souvenir kiosks, all 
showcasing an array of fine San Francisco goods. People flocked to them like 
fireflies to a lamp, their enthusiasm accentuating their features. 
 
"How about that store?" I asked, pointing at the store a little further down the street. 
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Bell’s Gifts Shop 
 
He shrugged as he walked forward, and I followed him. When we reached there, he 
turned to look at me once before pushing the glass door of the store, making a little 
bell chime, before entering inside. 
 
"Welcome," a girl greeted us. "Would you like to leave your bags here?" 
 
I took up her offer, left all my bags by the counter and followed Ivan who was already 
gliding through the shelves.  
 
My plan was to just agree with the first appropriate thing he picks out in the store and 
leave. I knew that the more time I'd spend with him, the more I'd lose my sanity.  
 
"What kind of a girl are we shopping for, anyway?" I asked, trying to make 
conversation. 
 
"She's really annoying," he deadpanned, walking over to the cards section.  
 
Should I worry with that answer or not? 
 
"But she's also always cheerful and smiling," hHe started to say. "And she's fierce 
and headstrong. Wouldn't take no for anything. I like that part about her." 
 
My head lowered at the way he spoke about the mystery girl. His voice was laced 
with this kind of adoration that it took all I had to not let tears form in my eyes. 
 
Clenching my fists, I swallowed the sadness and forced a smile on my face. "She 
must be really lucky to be with you then." 
 
"She probably hates me right now, though," hHe said, mindlessly, as he . "And 
because of me, she probably hasn't been smiling too often." 
 
"I'm going to look over there,." I blurted out and walked away.  
 
If I had to hear another word of affection, I would have seriously started sniffling. 
 
I gripped on the shelf before me. Memories of the time we spent together came 
rushing into my head. We used to drive to the beach every weekend; he would 
always sing a maroon five song, being adorably off key, and I would be laughing my 
head off. I had spent a few weeks convincing myself to move on and as soon as I'm 
almost done, he comes back and makes me fall in love with him again.  
 
Lifting my gaze, I paused when I saw a figurine panda. It looked ridiculous with the 
way it was grinning and whoever painted it had put too much blush on its cheek.  
 
"Well, at least one of us is smiling,." I mumbled. Blinking at it, I mentally facepalmed. 
As if being dramatic about this situation wasn't enough, I was now talking to a toy 
panda.  
 
"There you are." Ivan rounded on the corner, making me jump back. His gaze went 
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to the panda and then at me. 
 
It was time to put a stop to this thing. 
 
"Look, I have to go. My mom texted me,." I lied. 
 
"Oh." He breathed out. 
 
"I'm sorry, but good luck with your shopping,." I told him and quickly turned around.  
 
I picked up my shopping bags from the girl at the counter before walking towards my 
car. 
 
Stuffing everything into the backseat, I just sat there on the driver's seat, my hands 
resting on the steering wheel. 
 
I shouldn't have come here today. 
 
I rested my head and my hands on the steering wheel and let out a sigh. Why did I 
fall for him, anyway? 
 
Maybe it was because he was always kind. Even with his troublesome nature, he 
never got mad at me and tolerated me with the kind of patience no one else had.  
 
And suddenly the memory of him running onto the field, towards me when I had just 
won a football game came into my mind. The referee was blowing his whistle an 
insane amount of times, asking him to leave, but he continued to run towards me, 
gave me a hug and lifted me off the ground. 
 
The memory finally made the tears spill out, rolling on my cheeks. I didn't wipe them 
away. 
 
At least I was alone. 
 
Or so I thought. 
 
Hearing someone tap on the window, I muttered a curse. Lifting my head up, I 
almost jumped in my seat to see it was Ivan. 
 
When he saw me crying, he didn't think for a second more before reaching for my 
door handle and opening my car door. 
 
"Yes?" I said, trying to sound confident but it came out all squeaky. 
 
He bent down, pulled me into is arms and rested his chin on my head.  
 
"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry." 
 
I breathed out and hugged him back. 
 
He sighed before beginning again. "I know you probably hate me right now, but just 
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please accept this. I promise you won't see me again." 
 
He slowly handed me a small brown bag. 
 
Reaching out, I took the bag but before I could open it, he began again. 
 
"You were my first girlfriend. You can imagine my shock when a girl asked me if I 
wanted to go out with her." 
 
My eyes widened a bit and my eyebrows furrowed.  
 
"But slowly, I fell in love with you. You were the only one who looked at me as if I 
wasn't a weird kid who avoided everyone." 
 
I froze in my spot. 
 
"And I didn't know what to do and I know you deserve the damn best, but I was 
afraid of doing something that made me seem clingy.” 
 
I opened my mouth to say something, but then decided against it. 
 
“I shouldn't have let you walk away.” 
 
While I was too in shock to reply, he took this as a sign that I didn't want to talk to 
him. He got out of my car and walked away, his hands in his pockets. 
 
Looking down at the paper bag, I slowly opened it. Pulling out the single thing inside, 
my heart almost stopped. 
 
It was a panda. 
 
A ridiculously grinning panda.  
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Of trickery and love 
 

Birdie, oh birdie, come listen to my plight, 
look at me sitting here, and sulking all night. 
You see I’ve met, the girl of my dreams, 
but she looks over my existence, or so it seems. 
She’s with another man, a sailor strong and bold, 
and he’s going for six months at sea, or so I’m told. 
He’s a rich lad, with jewels and gems, 
he buys her dresses with fancy hems. 
But anyway for six months, I had a chance to make her mine, 
So I slicked my hair back, and tried a pick-up line. 
But she turned me down, and that’s all there is to say, 
she rolled her eyes, and said ‘not today’. 
But bird before you judge, I have more to share, 
listen to my words, understand my despair! 
Once I got a rose, for my maiden fair, 
a rose so red, to contrast her black hair. 
With leaves dark green, to match her eyes, 
but you know what she did?” The boy sighs. 
“what?” asked the nightingale, trying hard to follow, 
it wasn’t easy to hear, the boy’s endless wallow. 
“Oh I’ll tell you what!” He said with balled fists. 
“she flung the rose away, nor cared for a triste. 

Oh she’ll never be mine!” The boy hung his head low. 
but still this was not, the end of his show. 
he said, “Oh birdie, so will you help me tonight? 
You charm all the people, and charm with your voice, 
but what skill do I have, I’m left with what choice?” 
Said the boy in love, said the boy to the bird. 
Then the bird who sleeps, on the willow branch, 
regarded the boy, then pouted and said; 
“okay silly boy, I shall help you fine, 
But it will surely take some time. 
But don’t you worry, I’ll get your symbol of love, 
but I plead you know, I’m a nightingale not a dove. 
I have some terms, and conditions to say, 
I’ll do all your work, for a fixed amount of pay. 

The boy struggled to comprehend, but finally understood, 
he realized the nightingale was like hit man under hood. 
“What I shall require are a collection of summer berries, 
with fruits as red and ripe as cherries.” 
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The boy thought and said, “Hmm. No problem in this, 
They both signed a contract, the envelope with a seal, 
they nodded at each other, shook hands to close the deal. 
Now dear reader, it is time that you must understand, 
this was a very serious situation at hand. 

This was an official deal, to conquer someone’s love, 
conducted by a bird, who’s a nightingale not a dove. 
Thus that very night, as the nightingale lay in it’s bed, 
his imagination ran greedy, and to himself he said, 
“It seems that I have landed myself a deal, 
with a boy too dim, to notice I’ll steal. 
And to be honest, I’m not as young as I used to be, 
My days and nights are poor, so I have come to see, 
I must plot a plan, and trick that little fool, 
for opportunities don’t knock twice, and I have the right tool.” 
And with that he closed his eyes, for there was nothing left to say, 
and he slept through the night, anticipating the next day. 

And so the sun rose, and it was the day of truth, 
all of the night’s planning, it was time to reap the fruit. 
First the clever bird, flew over vast seas, 
to find that strong sailor, to get him on his knees. 
And finally he, landed at the right ship, 
(and honestly his old body, was exhausted by the trip.) 
He found the handsome sailor, working his best, 
the bird waited till the sailor, sat down to take a rest. 

And when the sailor did that, the bird perched on the mast, 
to sing a song that, would have enchanted the ocean vast. 
The sailor listened to it’s song, with all his heart and ears, 
and the bird didn’t stop singing, until the sailor was all tears. 
And with a tiny bit of voodoo and a tiny trace of luck, 
the bird had the sailor hypnotized and starstruck. 
The  sailor said, “Oh birdie tell me, what can I do? 
“The riches that you have,” the bid said, “the jewels and the money, 
You must give them all to me, I know it sounds funny. 
Yes, name all the silver to me, let me inherit all the gold, 
And take care of all the paperwork, and do as you’re told.” 

The sailor hypnotised as he was, bowed his head, 
and simply began working on what had been said. 
He fetched a piece of paper, then got a pen with ink, 
and on that he stated,  
“I hereby declare, that all my jewels and gems, 
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including all the dresses, with fancy hems, 
along with the silver, and all the gold to say, 
is now of the Nightingale, in the witness of this day.” 
He handed it to the bird, 
the bird took it from him, then shared a bit of laughter. 
The bird turned to leave, for his job here was done, 
Why dear reader, isn’t this fun? 

Then the nightingale took flight, with the paper in his beak, 
while the sailor climbed the mast, simply to speak: 
“Goodbye birdie! I had a time so swell! 
Stay safe now, and I hope you’ll fare well!” 
Ah. Poor sailor, his entire fortune was gone, 
But no good in mourning, so perhaps we’ll move on. 

And now was time, for the plan’s final step, 
the bird was vigilant as he flew and he crept. 
So now the nightingale, went back to the boy in love, 
and once again I should remind you, this was bird was no dove. 
And the next part of this poem, is quite a twist to the plot, 
you might want to stop here, for it is a gruesome lot. 
The nightingale then, quietly woke the boy, 
and then he said, in a voice ever so coy, 
“Okay dear boy, Your work is all done. 
I have robbed the sailor entirely, and it was quiet fun. 
But you see as I flew, over the vast sea, 
clutching the paper that signed the deal, 
I began to think, how all the money should be mine, 
for it was me who has worked, for these riches so fine. 
And then I realized, that I can have it all, 
except you silly boy, you will have to take the fall. 
Ah, yes, you see, I can be out of my disdain, 
and so let me, repeat my sweet refrain, 
I say you are already blinded by love, 
and my name is Nightingale, and I’m no dove. 
Goodbye lover boy, it is time you are dead!” 
And with that the bird, perched on his face, 
then pecked out his eyes, and left no trace. 
And while the poor boy, screamed in utter pain, 
the bird threw out his eyeballs, ah so insane. 
“Sorry, not sorry” The bird said and took flight, 
And after that there wasn’t, much to insight. 
Well what now? We are near to the end, 
What happens now? what’s there to mend? 
The Nightingale now, needless to say, 



 

31 
 

was the richest bird of the world, under the day. 
And I must add, before I leave, 
that though it is quite, hard to believe, 
but the Nightingale married the Girl, who was in need, 
of a suitor too good, so she happily agreed. 
Thus after tricking two boys too dim, 
the bird was able to fulfil his whim. 
And so the bird, with fine riches and fine wife, 
Happily lived away, the rest of his life. 
And so goes the tale, of trickery and of love, 
And moral of the story? that all birds are no dove. 
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A Dream I Had While Silent 
 
Vulnerability is a gift under the hot bath water 
The door is half open, allowing the sound of voices to  
swirl 
I push the opening wider, my wrist twinging with delicate ache  
I am exalted by my fingers on the door  
Wet skin on wood grit, the tension of want thick in the air  
Want to be wanted, want to be allowed  
 
Coagulated words remembering genocide and promising more  
don’t deter me, my lips spread as quickly as if it were a real smile, 
and not  
cramped, a replacement for oxygen  
 
Why throw stones when you have already made it to safety? 
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Radio 
 
The flick of the radio knob 
Happiness carries a tune 
A weeping tongue sets the stage 
A beat of the sun 
The words of the rain  
 
Mundane people fed seeds                                       
Taken root in sentiment 
Nourished and watered 
By the attentive body  
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My Side of Racism 
 

He glowered at us menacingly, swinging the baseball bat back and forth.  The 

foam on it was a dirty, matted green.  From a distance, it almost looked like a 

harmless toy.  But as he sauntered his way towards us in a measured, resentful clip, 

the tattered black tape wrapped on the handle became a sure indicator of experience 

in violence, and the green foam became very dangerous green foam.  He wore a 

dark t-shirt with a noisy design, running shorts and sandals that meant he meant 

business.  His face was the color of the woodchips below us. 

As far as we knew, there was no reason.  We were a handful of Korean 

schoolchildren and we were there because the adults running the tutorial center 

forced us to spend lunchtime in that playground.  We wore white shirts with blue 

letters that was property of the tutorial center.  We knew nothing about the black 

teenager and his little brother except for the fact that they came out of the darkness 

in which all strangers dwell before they are known.  He knew nothing about us 

except for the fact that we were Asian and probably not Chinese.   

“Go back to China, you monkeys! Ching chang chong!”  

We were all over the playground.  Two girls were swinging, and the rusty 

chains did a little two-tone scream.  A few boys were on the monkey bars, 

strengthening their calluses.  I was standing atop the main structure with my brother 

and another friend.  The majority of us had been staring at the black teenager when 
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he and his kid brother came along, and by now everybody was staring at the singular 

individual holding a baseball bat but no ball.  He’d noticed us staring like he and his 

brother were trained animals.  That’s when he lost it.  That’s when he started to yell 

at us. 

Because we outnumbered them, I decided he couldn’t harm us and shouted in 

response to the obvious racism. 

“We’re Koreans, get it straight!”  

“Go home and eat rice!  Chinese ching chang chong!  Ching chang chong!  

Ching chang ching chong!” 

As he yelled in mock-Chinese, his voice acquired a musical cadence that 

seemed to please him, and he stood still as if in a trance.  His index fingers pointed 

at his dark eyes as he pulled them to the side, and it looked like his fingers were in 

his ears as the singsongy words slowly transformed into a horrible, grating, but 

catchy mantra.  I gawked at him, shocked and horrified that anyone would have the 

impression that we were Chinese, while we were clearly not.   

“We’re from South Korea,” I shouted back desperately, hoping to at least be 

insulted for being something I was.  The sentiment seemed to echo with some of my 

fellow discriminatees, who tried to convince the menace by appealing to his 

empathy. 

“Are you from Africa?”   

“Go back to Africa, you African!” 

The African teenager’s kid brother, evidently unimpressed by the drama, went 

off to stand near the two screaming swings.  A girl whose name I didn’t know 

eventually gave up her seat, and walked off with the other swinging girl to the 

seesaw as the kid brother started his own screaming, but alone.  As it turned out, the 

seesaw was also rusty.   
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By then the young man had stopped chanting to glower at us menacingly and 

saunter in our direction.  While we felt safe in the protection of the playground 

structure, the increasing intimacy made us feel uncomfortable, as did the swooshing 

sound of the green foam bat swinging through the air.  The bat was very dirty.  As it 

swung, the various bits of dirt and green all blended together to create a gray 

pendulum, which entranced us long enough to let him close enough to bat at our 

heads.  All he would have to do was come up the structure. 

He glared at us.  We glared at him.  His eyes smoldered in my direction.  The 

seesaw squeaked.  He looked elsewhere.  I wondered if we could overpower him 

and hoped I wouldn’t be the one he hit first.  He glared back at me.  The swing gave 

a particularly obnoxious screech.  The entire playground was screaming.  We 

remained silent, looking at each other in the summer light.  We didn’t have any more 

threats to say.  The hostile gazes were enough.   

My eyes wandered to movement.  A figure was coming around the corner.  It 

was the same corner from which the stranger and his brother had arrived.  I lifted my 

right hand and pointed out both the figure and its origin.  We looked in unison.  It was 

a blurry figure that crept into focus.  We recognized the shirt.  It was our own.  The 

adults had finished with their business and were now concerning themselves with 

ours.   

The unlucky teacher chosen to pick us up was Mr.  Xiao, the teacher for 

whom there was mutual dislike.  We waved our hands and hollered at him to come 

mediate the injustice brought upon us by the young man’s aggravations.  He was a 

grown-up.  Mr.  Xiao approached the side of the playground unchanged by the 

urgency of the matter and proclaimed the lunch break over.  The playground ceased 

to scream, except for a constant squeak from the kid brother swinging alone.  We 

ceased our activities and climbed down the playground structure to begin the five-
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minute trudge back to the tutorial center.  With the addition of Mr.  Xiao, we told on 

our aggressor, who had somehow dissolved back into the darkness from whence he 

came, as did his kid brother.  We had survived.   
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The Auction of the Osceola County Zoo 
The treasure trove was hers alone, 

but the renovations were incomplete. 

So began the constructive hand 

of a proud new homeowner. 

The creeping vines painted the walls  

with a lovely shade of green. 

The stone path’s cracks filled with grass, 

her soft new carpeting. 

The old exhibits housed new tenants, 

creatures who had lived in the forest before. 

Then when the auction came, 

the for sale sign a tattered flag, 

no other man came to stake his claim on mother nature. 
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deserted playground 
 
learning to play is difficult 
in a deserted playground 
 
more so than learning to read 
write sing    dance   finding 
 
enjoyment in each act becomes 
more and more difficult 
 
as i age. to know that my skin 
will rust to ash gray one day 
 
like the chain of my swing 
& leave the earth suddenly 
 
like the children of an aging 
neighborhood  i cannot fathom 
 
when i press my ear against 
the basketball hoop  
 
i hear songs of children whose touch 
turned this playground to rust. 
 

telekinesis 
 
in quietude, i search for a voice  
that my ear cannot pick up 
 
& tighten the lid of a long- 
emptied jar. by day, i hope that  
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telekinesis can move my mind  
into closed spaces, but it  
 
is claustrophobic, incurably so. 
i wonder where my mind goes 
 
after the moon swallows this jar 
& where i go after this. to the same 
 
place i hope, so telekinesis can 
move silence away from me. 
 

television 
 
on the news, i observe a bank heist in real-time 
& turn my wrist into black-and-white film  
 
to stare at in vain. the next day, i wear a striped  
shirt, waiting to be observed by a heedless reporter.  
 
on a whim, i tell a boy washed ashore that mothering  
is no easy task & immediately fill with regret. 
 
     *** 
 
when my pencil breaks, i think of all the times  
i stole her smile in haste. the last time 
 
someone asked to borrow my pencil,  
it broke in half & i let them keep it.  
 
at school, they call it a random act of  
kindness, so i smile as they congratulate me. 
 
     *** 
 
filled to brim, i watch graphene spill from 
the ends of my fingers, as a polish of some  
 
sort. the film is too dull, so much gray that  
i can’t pinpoint. on my mother’s television, 
 
the news plays in grayscale, so i can’t tell  
what the robber is wearing. i look down. 
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telephones 
 
have disappeared before my time / replaced by those who listen not / to voices in the 
present life / each cell is infiltrated / by waves from the sea, an awakening  
 
a curl of hair wraps / around my finger, sleeps tightly / as i tug the telephone wire / 
watch the spring straighten & twist like a dial / that calls my name  
 
in my head, a series of numbers float on / mesmerized by waves of goodbye / 
transmitted not through a telephone / instead from a place / of pain, a goodbye / 
forever intangible 
 

telescope 
 
i burst among the stars, a supernova 
 that is but a mere point  
   in the mouths of those  on earth 
a single bite becomes 
a black hole 
    i search with eyes of a galaxy 
 to find mother   earth but 
a constellation of past   mistakes is all 
   that is there because 
   this sort of vision 
 is prized above all 
fix a galaxy 
to see this way 
  roll out the universe 
  in the palm of my hand, 
call it a home 
& stare at what you have done, 
  call it mankind. 
teleology 
 
when i reach the end before it even 
begins, mother tells me to stop 
 
& kiss the roses as my face turns 
red. auto-tune never sounded so 
 
good on her windswept voice. 
she tells me to fight & i say 
 
for what as i watch a woman inside 
sing muted songs. there is no logic 
 
to a silenced girl on pedestrian- 
friendly streets. here is a sign.  
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Necessity  
 
my little world 
built from scratch 
my sun 
my moon 
my oceans and trees 
everything’s designed 

perfection 
 
but still 
something’s  
somehow 
 
like a jigsaw puzzle 
without its final piece 
 
like a villain  
without a hero 
 
or a fireman 
without a fire 
 
meaningless 
and    lost  
 
but still i build 
finding meaning in 
rivers and mountains 
maples and oaks 
until the day  
i find my way 
 
a villain’s hero 
a fireman’s fire 
opposing 
but every bit as necessary as the rest 
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When 
 
I close my eyes 
And imagine 
 
Imagine the trees 
The birds with plumage  
Like flame and sun 
 
The cracked faces of the stones laying by 
And the water coursing like blood 
I can’t help but think 
 
Does tomorrow have to come? 
Does the clock have to chime? 
Is it really time? 
To open my eyes  
And wonder 
When 
 
When can I close them again 
And imagine… 
 
 
 
 
Morning Sun 
 
if you’ve never seen the sunlight  
have you ever lived a day 
or the moon that glows at midnight 
whose shine casts ghouls away 
 
the reds and blazing colors 
escape from narrow view 
the springs and falls and summers,  
white winters, lost to you 
 
the brilliant green of oak trees 
the vast and open plains 
a lightly blowing gentle breeze 
are now held back by chains 
 
if you’ve never seen the sunlight 
look high into the sky 
to the stars above, shining bright 
‘til morning sun is nigh 
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The Sun Around the Shadows 
 
Cry out 
For joy 
For death 
Cry out 
 
For joy 
Be free 
Cry out 
 
You see the sun around the shadows 
 
Be free 
For in your crying  
You see the sun around the shadows 
And the green among the brown 
 
For in your crying 
The world shows its face 
And the green among the brown 
Is like a rainbow  
 
The world shows its face 
For death 
Is like a rainbow 
 
Cry out 
 

The World That Never Was 
 
the darkness and the light 
battle head to head 
the day defeated by the night 
(at least ‘til after bed) 
 
with rays should be a shadow 
and with a hero, a foe 
the moon lets all the stars be seen 
and shows the sun’s reflective sheen 
but balance is the key between 
sadness and glee 
he and she 
land and sea 
 
      harmony 
 
in the world that never was 
and the world that  
never will be   
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timestamped 
 

“Is Michelangelo spelled with an ‘e-a’ or an ‘a-e’?” 

“Pretty sure it’s just an ‘e’,” Aza guessed, not glancing up from her phone. 

“Thanks,” Takio said, mildly surprised. He looked up to face her, but her eyes 

remained set on her screen, her finger repeatedly swiping down, reloading the page. 

Rolling his eyes, he returned to his Global paper. 

All the while, Aza’s hand was becoming increasingly warm from the overheating 

battery of her phone. Her covers lay on the floor, as well as her backpack, where her 

Algebra II worksheet, her application for summer courses, and her Global essay that 

was to be due within the next two days sat, gathering metaphorical dust. 

Aza bit the loose skin on her fingertips and told herself she wasn’t anxious. But 

there was an ache in her jaw from grinding her teeth as she reloaded her email once 

more. 

Nothing. 

She sighed in disappointment as she threw her phone onto the duvet blanket 

that was laying on the floor - beneath her backpack, which held the Global essay she 

had yet to write. 

But her heart was pounding and her warm hands were forming puddles of sweat 

on her palms. She wiped them on her lavender sheets three times, until her hands 

were mostly dry, and turned to face the window - to which there was nothing to see. 
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The blinds were shut and the only sources of light in the room were her lamp on the 

desk Takio was sitting at and her scented candle (Coconut Grove) that rested on her 

bedside table, next to her backpack that held her Global essay that she had to finish. 

And her head was throbbing - quickly becoming a second heartbeat. Her hands 

that had just been dried just a moment ago were wet again, as if they had been doused 

in rainwater, and maybe if she decided at that moment to start writing and held a pencil 

to the paper, it’d slip out of her hand and fall onto the covers that sat under her 

backpack. 

She flung herself onto her pillows and counted the veins that formed branches 

on her arms and listened to the weather. It wasn’t raining earlier today, but the cars 

were rushing by and the sound of water crashing against a granite sidewalk was the 

only break in the seemingly deafening silence, occasionally interrupted by the sound 

of Takio’s pencil scratching against his paper. 

Ding! 

She jumped up and quickly grabbed her phone, her racing thoughts now 

thrashing against her skull. 

Mom: did you get a call back? 

 

 Aza sat at her desk and started to paint her nails. They used to be claws - with 

which she scratched boys on their acne-ridden backs and dug into her own skin when 

bubbling in answers on multiple choice exams. But now, they were blunted and the 

inside of her nail grooves ached. 

 Takio had left around four hours ago and told her not to stress, feeding her 

empty promises (“You have nothing to worry about!”) and took his Renaissance essay 

with him - the one Aza had yet to write the body paragraphs for. 
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 After he left, her dad cooked them grilled chicken and roasted spinach. And as 

he did last Sunday’s Chicago Tribune sudoku puzzle, Aza pushed her food from one 

side of the plate to the next. 

 Because the time span from which they could call shortened from six hours and 

seven minutes to three hours and twenty-one minutes and her patience was wearing 

thin and her chicken was growing cold (she wondered if she would warm it with her 

hands). 

 Her dad nagged at her to eat and so, she nibbled at the fringe of her plate. By 

the time she collected the tableware and carried them to the kitchen, her dad had 

barely made it to the end of his sudoku puzzle. 

“You’re exceptional. They’d be a fool not to choose you!” he shouted at her, as 

she ran up their carpeted stairs.  

But compliments are empty calories and she was still hungry. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to come to Chicago’s MAT to meet our interview 

team. We enjoyed meeting you and we were very impressed with all of you.  

Her eyes began to sting, from the light emitted from her phone or from the tears 

that began to form, she wasn’t sure. 

This year we interviewed 150 incredibly qualified candidates (out of the 400+ 

applications) for the museum position, and we had to make the very difficult decision 

of having to determine the candidate is the most qualified for the requirements of our 

opening.  

Not you. 

This letter is to let you know that you have not been selected for the position,  

Not you. 

but we encourage you  
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Not you. 

to apply next year, as well as to our other internship programs during the 

Winter/Spring here at The Museum of Science and Technology.  

It wasn’t you. 

 

 Aza sprawled onto her bed -  her duvet covers laying on the floor - and shivered. 

Her hands were no longer wet, her face was no longer dry, and her stomach was 

rumbling, but the rain had stopped. She knew the cars were gone because the streets 

were silent and she couldn’t see the moon, but she imagined its reflection in the most 

likely evaporating puddles and the stars hanging overhead, the ones she would count 

as a child. 

 She couldn’t make out a sound, even her thoughts - which were screaming just 

an hour ago -  were silent and she could only hear her heartbeat if she put her hand 

to her chest and felt the sound vibrate. 

 

 Aza won her first award in the second grade. It was the kindness award and 

Aza had shared her baby carrots and Little Bites with all her classmates during 

lunchtime, beating out Miranda Willow for the prize. Miranda was Aza’s only friend that 

year. Miranda made animal noises and wore pigtails, but Aza would always do what 

Miranda said because Aza wore glasses too big for her face and you could only scrape 

your knees so many times on the playground before it stops becoming an “accident.” 

 And Miranda wasn’t popular, but all the other girls would compliment her on her 

pigtails and she won the kindness award for the month of February. 

 When Aza won it for the month of March, however, Miranda spit in her face and 

told her they weren’t friends anymore. 
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 It just so ended up that Miranda went to the same junior high school as she did 

but when Aza won valedictorian in the eighth grade, Miranda came to her after the 

ceremony and hugged her- curling her arms under Aza’s armpits and putting her head 

in the crook of Aza’s neck. Aza put her chin on Miranda’s back and noticed the 

birthmark which sat on her skin that looked like a toenail moon if you squint your eyes. 

Miranda told Aza that her valedictory speech was the best she’s ever heard and how 

it was no surprise she received the honor, considering how extraordinary she was. 

Miranda smiled at her, revealing the gap in her two front teeth and her uneven dimples 

making crevices in her cheek. She said, “You’re going to do wonderfully in high 

school.” 

 The rest of the evening, Aza got similar comments - complimenting her on her 

dress and her accomplishments, asking about her plans for the future, and calling her 

“exceptional.” Exceptional, a word that once upon a time was her second heartbeat, 

counting it as a source of steady constancy, a word she could depend on. And maybe 

like a doctor after being exposed to death on a daily basis, she began to grow 

apathetic. After “exceptional” had been shoved into her ear canal repeatedly for the 

first fourteen years of her life, maybe the word itself began to lose its meaning. 

Or maybe after hearing it so many times, she became an addict. Instead of a 

doctor,  Aza became a smoker who doesn’t even notice when they move on to their 

second pack of cigarettes. Maybe like an amputee who just lost a hand, now the 

biggest pain comes from the absence of the word - what once was part of her daily 

routine, she now faltered to realize she is without. 

Maybe Miranda, who by the time of their eighth-grade graduation, had never 

had “exceptional” etched on her forehead, who never experienced the sensation of 

being extraordinary - being a star amongst terrestrial beings, a single candle 

illuminating the walls of a catacomb.  
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Mediocrity is accepting a baseline of dead space and maybe Miranda never 

counted stars as a child.  

Maybe Miranda was the lucky one in this scenario: she never had the chance 

to know what she lost.  

 

 Her mother the next day reminded her it was only her first rejection, that she 

was still so young - this was only a minuscule bump in the open road of the rest of her 

life. 

 Her dad told her that you “get what you get and you don’t get upset.” 

 Takio told her that it wasn’t even that prestigious of a position. 

 But all she could think about was the idea of individualism that grew with the 

emergence of the Renaissance and the death of the Medieval Era. 

 

 Aza put her pencil down and placed her essay on her bedside table, next to the 

candle that was no longer lit. The room no longer smelled like Coconut Grove and the 

blinds were open. It wasn’t raining but the grey storm clouds veiled the heavens - the 

ones she believed she would have the chance to sit amongst as a child. 

 Aza glanced at her reflection in the window. Her eyes, dull, like the number two 

pencil that she had held in her hand, and the blemishes that once formed 

constellations on her forehead, were now just imperfections. 

 She moved her bangs to cover the front of her face. 

 It was sixteen hours and forty one minutes after receiving the rejection email 

and she was halfway through answering the question as to what contributed to the 

rebirth of the Classical era. The essay was due tomorrow and under any other 

circumstances, Aza would’ve been done two days ago. 
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 That was before she was met with the sight of her own inadequacy. Before she 

realized the word “exceptional” which had been tattooed on her forehead since the 

second grade was only temporary.  

 She exhaled, picked up her essay, and continued to write. 

 

 When Aza’s grandfather died three years ago, she hadn’t cried at the funeral. 

Her mom had sobbed but Aza remained a stoic sight as they carried his casket to the 

front of the church, the drum of their feet echoing throughout the cathedral. 

 Aza hadn’t known her grandfather. He lived in New York, which was eleven 

hours and forty-five minutes away by car and two hours and forty-one minutes by 

plane. 

 If you asked Aza who his childhood hero was, she couldn’t tell you. All she knew 

was that her grandfather had fought in the Korean War as part of the Air Force and 

that he carried Mini Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups in his pockets wherever he went, 

despite having Type I diabetes. 

 “Gives people something to talk about,” he told her when she asked why. 

 The week that he had died, Aza had to miss two days of school, which usually 

she would’ve adamantly opposed but that week she had a math test and she never 

got to understanding radicals. 

 Aza never got around to seeing the body either. She listened to eulogies 

instead, and there was not one person whose hands weren’t shaking as they spoke. 

She half-expected an earthquake. 

 There was no earthquake though, only a whirlwind of smeared mascara and a 

chorus of “sorry’s” but Aza never cried at the funeral. She cried the year afterward - 

when she was ten instead of nine and they traveled to New York over spring break but 
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instead of eating Mini Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups that her grandfather gave, she 

chewed peppermint gum that she bought from the bodega down the street. 

 And she sobbed three years later, at the age of thirteen, when her Aunt Nancy 

died of a heart attack  - another family member Aza barely spoke to. When they 

travelled to Connecticut for the funeral, she saw Aunt Nancy’s body in its horrifying 

glory, her arms were white, angel wings.  

 This time, it was her father that cried, whose lungs collapsed under the weight 

of his own grief, mourning the sister he once knew. As her father was bawling, 

however, Aza sniffled, her tiny whimpers escaping her lips -  echoing throughout the 

synagogue - for the aunt she would never get to know. 

 And forty-seven hours after receiving the email, Aza’s cries left her body in 

hiccups - her compact bedroom absorbing the resonance of her pleas, as she 

mourned an opportunity she would never get to experience. 

 

 “Hey, Takio.” 

 “Yeah?” 

 “What did you end up getting on that Global paper?” 

 “A 98.” 

 “Cool.” 

 A pause. 

 “You?” 

 “Uh, a 94.” 

 “Oh. Cool.” 

 


