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The Sheep

CHRIS WANG; GRADE 7

The world these days.
It's filled with the sheep in a haze.
Taking those antibiotics.
Like that Deoxys,
Changing their form
Every storm.
There's a better chance
To advance
If they had formalized
A way to stay organized.
So addicted to those pills,
They don't even remember why the uphills
Existed at all in the beginning.
Acting like they're so close to winning,
But still anything can happen, still no time to joke
'Cause those gray wolves of the sea can still torpedo your Royal Oak.
The sheep don't remember that natural selection was implemented
by their creator, in order for the first little demented
creatures to get a better hold on the earth.
But they got too comfortable with rebirth.
So they were shape-shifting all day long.
Didn't know it'd be their swan song.
It wasn't even to adapt
Or to help the handicapped.
It's just to stand out from the crowd.
For good or for bad, but always loud
Since they don't really care
Don't say it in their prayers.
Because it's all in the attention
No matter the intention.
But some of them start to question
All this fame and ascension -“What's the point?”
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RAKSHA NARASIMHAN; GRADE 7

Mistaken Identity

I trudged upstairs to my room after a long school day and dropped my backpack on the
beige carpeted floor. I inwardly groaned, remembering the giant social studies test I had the next
day. Whatever, I thought. It’s not like I’m going to study.
I collapsed onto my brown leather chair.
I decided to listen to music. I popped on my black, high-quality headphones and turned the
volume up, flipping my dyed hair.
I was interrupted by a gentle tug on my shoulder. I spun around in my chair to see my
mom’s face staring back at me.
“Can you take those off and come downstairs?” she mouthed.
I nodded suspiciously. Usually, when my mom called me downstairs and I had my headphones in, she’d come up, yank my headphones out, and complain about how I listened to too
much music.
I slowly walked downstairs.
Immediately, I knew something was wrong. Both of my parents were sitting at the table,
arms folded, solemn expressions on their faces.
"What? Am I in trouble?" I asked nervously.
My mom shook her head. "Sit down, Maise," my dad told me.
Uh oh, I thought. This could not be good. I walked toward the chair; the only noise I could
hear was the creaking of my feet against the floorboards. Cautiously, I sat down.
"You know how we told you that you were born at the local hospital?" my mom began
shakily, tucking a lock of honey-blonde hair behind her ear.
"Uh, yeah. The one across the street," I said cautiously, raising an eyebrow. Where was she
going with this?
"Well you weren't. We lied to you," she said grimly, pursing her thin lips, which were
smeared with bright red lipstick. Was it just me, or were her brown eyes brimming with tears?
I let out a nervous laugh. "That's all? It's okay, really, I don't get why you're making such a
big deal-"
"We're not your biological parents," my dad burst out, interrupting me. My mother winced
as he said this. My dad nervously ruffled his light brown hair. One moment, then several, passed in
silence.
I let out a shaky laugh, breaking the silence. "What?" I said, trying to seem mildly amused.
In reality, though, I was hoping with all my heart that they were joking. "You-you're kidding,
right?"
No answer. "Tell me you're kidding." But I already knew the answer, staring at their solemn, serious faces. A tear slowly rolled down my cheek. I didn't bother to brush it away.
I was speechless. I wanted to scream at them, but I couldn't force any noise from my
throat. I felt shocked; I felt betrayed. I had seen several dramas about people discovering that they
were adopted, but never had I suspected it would hurt this much.
Finally, I regained my speech. "Wh-why didn't you t-tell me before?" I croaked.
"We wanted to, but we never found the right time." my father explained, his face red with
what I perceived as shame.
"You had fifteen years!" I screamed.
"Mais, I'm sorry." She reached for my hand. I immediately yanked it away.
"How could you?" I whispered, narrowing my eyes. I violently stood up and ran to the door. I
yanked it open and started running. I didn't know how far I was running. I didn't know where I
was going. All I knew was that I needed to get as far away from my "parents" as possible.
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Dreams

MAHIMA SANGLI; GRADE 6

Audrey stared at the screen. The cursor blinked on the blank page she had pulled up. Exasperated, she closed the laptop and stared out the window. It was a beautiful day outside. Too bad
she was stuck in her stuffy room, working on the stupid report that was due the next day. What
kind of teacher assigns you a major report two weeks before the end of school? Sighing she glanced at the clock.
Oh! She was going to bike to the park with Joy in a few minutes! How could she have forgotten? It
had been their tradition since the second grade.
Joy typed merrily. Her report sounded very nice to her. She entered in the final few words
then clicked the save button. Done, and she had just enough time to bike to the park to meet Audrey. Joy slid out of her chair to get dressed.
An hour had passed at the park. Joy and Audrey had ridden several laps around the park,
on their usual route. They shared laughs and inside jokes, and had an overall pleasant time. Now
they were heading home.
“Hey can you send me your report? I promise I won’t copy it,” said Audrey. She had almost forgotten about it.
Joy made a disapproving noise. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Please! I’m never going to finish it otherwise!”
“Ok, fine.” Joy was disappointed in Audrey. Couldn’t she just try on the last assignment of
the year?
“Oh I forgot to tell you….”
“What?”
“Well you know how I take all those dance classes right?”
“Yeah?”
“And I’ve been to all those competitions right?”
“Mhmm?”
“And I hate school. You know that don’t you?”
Joy sighed. That was the one problem with Audrey. Her mantra had always been “Dance
before school.” Didn’t she want to take pride in her student career? Sure dance was important, but
Joy felt it was more important to focus on studying and homework rather than a hobby. “Well I
know that, but it’s never too late to change. You should just try harder next year! Work more and
maybe you’ll enjoy it more!”
“That will never happen.”
“I bet it will. Anyway what were you going to say?”
Audrey took a deep breath. “My parents and I decided that dance will be my future. I need
to take more classes, and I need a flexible school schedule. So I’m not coming back for eighth
grade next year. I’m moving out of this area so I can work with a tutor. I’m going to get
homeschooled.”
Joy nearly fell off her bike. “WHAT?”
“I know, but I think it’s worth it—”
Joy did not respond. They had gotten to her house. She went inside and slammed the door
in Audrey’s face instead.
~5 years later~
Audrey stared at her calendar. It was June 12, 2013. Exactly 5 years after her last day of
public school, and her last day with her once best friend; they had grown farther and farther apart
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since then. But that didn’t matter anymore. All these years she had been preparing for this ballet
audition. She knew she was ready. She put on her leotard and walked out the door, shoes in hand.
Joy pushed her glasses up her nose. She flipped a page in her physics notebook. She had
graduated high school as a valedictorian. She was going to college in a few months. She wondered
what her former best friend Audrey was doing; had her choice to become a full-time dancer been a
mistake? Joy wanted badly to call her and ask, but something kept her from doing so. No, no, she
thought. That would be really awkward. We haven’t talked in forever.
~20 years later~
Audrey looked at the beautiful white tutu that hung in her closet. She remembered the
spotlight and how wonderful the stage felt under her feet. She remembered the applauding crowd
and the roses flung upon the stage. How wonderful it would be to do it all over again. Now she
was too old, and her dance career was composed of teaching, no performing. She desperately
wished for someone to talk to, someone who would understand her. A wave of nostalgia swept
through her as she remembered that last day of seventh grade at her public middle school…. How
wonderful it had been! They had a big party with ice cream and pizza. She had been with her many
friends and lovely teacher. But then there were the years of dance that she enjoyed thoroughly as
well. Audrey shook herself. She felt an odd feeling she had never felt before. She was usually a very
decisive person and knew exactly what she wanted, but now she felt torn somehow. Did she regret
the decision she had made those many years ago?
Joy pulled down her mask, and took off her gloves. She had just completed a successful
surgery that had saved a life, though it had taken many hours to complete. Now it was late at night
and she was very tired. She was about to head towards her car when her phone rang. BRINGGGG!
Reaching into the pocket of her scrubs, she pulled out her phone. She squinted at the caller ID.
Was this real? She fumbled with the buttons then held the phone up to her ear.
“Hello…?”
“Hi Joy. It’s me, Audrey. Remember…?”
Joy’s smile spread wide across her face. “Of course I remember you.”
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ASHWIN NATHAN; GRADE 7

The Cherry Blossom

From the frosted window pane, I see the vivid beams of light sent in every direction, illuminating the small
town. Longing to play with these dancing rays of sunlight, I open the door, allowing a cool breeze to brush against my
face. My feet tingle as I run across the fields of dewy grass, and I reach the looming arms of the cherry blossom. My
hopeful gaze yearns to find any hiding flowers. Not today, I tell myself, looking in disappointment at the bare hands
of what I had hoped would be the lovely tree. The golden sun peers cautiously over the picture-perfect backdrop.
“Sakura,” my aunt yells from the kitchen. She repeatedly screeches my name before I finally
enter the house. She looks at me with a disconcerting gaze, as if asking where I have been. “Getting
some fresh air...,”I mumble. “You’re filthy, get dressed for school!” she exclaims. I turn my head
away, not wanting to look her in the eye. A resounding rage echoes through my lungs whenever I
do. “Go wash up,” she says again. I drag my feet on the ground, trying to get as much dirt on the
cold tiles as I can. I scrub my feet with the cold water from the bucket, and sit down in the kitchen.
“Ahhh, you’re here. I made some miso soup and grilled fish for you,” she says in a fake loving tone.
I’ve gotten use to her tormenting and tempting me with real Japanese food. She dumps this horrid
thing called bacon on my plate. I stare at it in disgust and try to gulp it down with water. Though
I’ve been living here since 6, I always hated the food. Aunt Aiko usually makes rice, so fortunately I
still am not being starved. Grabbing my backpack, I slam the door and walk away.
Living in Japan, I used to be constantly cared for. But as the years passed, Mother was concerned about my
education. Telling me to sit, she would stroke her smooth hand through my hair and tell me that she has big expectations. Then, suddenly the decision was made for me to live up to these beliefs and I was ready to go. Everything was
arranged for me to live with my aunt. Even when she was living in Japan, she hated me the moment her cold eyes laid
upon me. Whether it was the fact that she hated her older sister and took that anger out on her poor daughter, I still
don’t know. Slow tears trickled like a stream down my dry face, falling onto my shoes, as I waved a sad bye to my
parents. I was only 6. I didn’t understand why or where I was going, only that I would be making the journey alone.
A kind flight attendant took my hand, and my mother let go. She tried to look brave, but I could see that her eyes
were glassy. She was gripping my father’s hand tightly, and waved farewell with the other. I kept looking until the
tips of her fingers disappeared behind the door. It has been 8 years since I’ve seen my parents’ faces.
I hear sadistic laughter around me. My cheek is rubbing against the cold tiles, as I struggle
to get up. The two boys who had pushed me made their escape through the empty hallways. I look
and realize that I missed the bell. Upon entering the classroom, my teacher gives me a questioning
look, and I take my seat silently. This is how my typical day progresses. Some days, it is just too
much to absorb. I want to pour my heart out to anyone. Tell them how I have no friends because
I’m the only Asian in a crowd of white faces. How I’m always pushed around, taken advantage of. I
limp back home, watching as the sky blows streams of gray the color of ash across the sun.
My mother had sent a letter with me when I left, saying that I could come back only when my aunt allowed
it. Though Aunt Aiko is despicable, she also is clever in a wicked way. When I first came she said that I could leave
when the first flowers of the cherry blossom bloomed. It was just a sickly-looking sapling back then. Since cherry blossoms trees take long to mature, Aunt Aiko had given me such little and distant hope. But if it did, I could go home.
I could finally visit my parents. Every day I wait for the single petal to drift aimlessly into my hand.
“So, did you see any cherry blossom petals today?” I could make out the sly grin on her face. She
knows that I can’t stand it here, and the only reason she keeps me is because my father pays some
amount for my education and lifestyle. I push my chair back with a loud scrape, and walk upstairs
to my ‘room’. Made up of a plaid bed on the floor along with a small, worn out desk in the corner,
it wasn’t exactly a queen’s chambers. The only things I can remember my parents by are broken
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fragments of their faces gleaming in the shiny glass, patched up with meager tape. I stare at that
picture every day, imagining myself with them. The single memoir of my place back home was
shattered by my aunt once when she was furious with me. I sit down with a piece of paper that I’d
been saving to write to my mother, and start to write a Japanese tanka poem.
Folded pink petal,
Fluttering in the spring breeze.
I watch it settle,
In the nearby blooming trees.
I yearn to go home again.
I put in an envelope, and seal it. I drop it in the blue mailbox outside the house, wishing
with all my luck for the cherry blossom to bloom quickly.
I awake the next morning, and rush outside to greet spring. It’s warm air and singing voices is the only solace in my dreary life. I close my eyes and walk slowly to the cherry blossom. I hope to find the blooming branches hug
me, like my mother would when I finally get back home. I take a deep breath, and open my eyes. Nothing. My watery eyes did not look to see the only possibility of hope that stood high in the branches, a single flower blooming. As I
start to sulk back to the house, preparing myself for another hard day, a petal flutters upon my finger. My eyes grow
in rapid joy, and I yell to the world in happiness. My prayer has been answered, and I am going home.
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MAHIMA SANGLI; GRADE 6
Looming Sorrow
Among the friendly flowers that grow along the lane, there are the weeds.
By the child swinging high in the swings, there is a bully ready to taunt
Though a tree might grow tall, it will soon be cut down
The sun may illuminate the sky, but clouds stand by, ready to darken it
As a child, my elders told me this:
Ambitious dreams are always crushed, tender hearts are always broken –
Do not fuel your life only with happiness; if you do, it will soon come crashing down.
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Not What it Seems

CHRIS WANG; GRADE 7

Buttered peas melt like the smelt of the metal seas,
Sauteed ‘shrooms kabloom like Pompeii, Italy.
Tri tip and fried chips, smells good but looks phish.
It’s like, “Waiter, could you provide me
with the nutritional guide, please, double time?”
“Aye, it’s fine, don’t be worried, sir, try it!
Certified, fortified, 100 percent content, take a bite!”
But peek into the kitchen and what do I see?
Boxes of noxious MSG making the meat not what it seems.
And we still gobble it up like waddling ducks,
No doubling thoughts on whether its toxic or not.
It’s like crumbling Orowheat,
and all the birds come to eat, it’s a feast,
but there’s no such thing as lunch for free.
They’re ill-informed,
even if right now the court’s adjourned,
this case’ll come back.
The flak can cause the blackest cracks,
and if your pilot isn’t warned,
you’ll be stuck in the eye of the storm.
A swarm of deformed life forms
take advantage -- oh, they vanished!
Panic attacks your gullibility.
Lose all sense of tranquility,
and when we finally regain visibility
everything we used to be becomes impossibility.
But ha! We survived, invincibility!
Although we still don’t know our own infallibility,
because exactly two months later,
it happens again!
And now its even greater:
last time was only Phnom Penh.
We think that this’ll be okay,
but really we don’t learn from our mistakes.
A major malaise won’t even daze us.
We’ll always do nothing on dog days,
my dog’s flayed and nobody could care less.
And yet, people still praise me for lazing on a chaise.
They call me an esquire, and I know that they’re liars.
They’re dobbins, living like hobbits in the Shire
I wanna throw them in fire,
but I know a few Yes Men might be the best men.
The taller ones practice identity correction
All the rest compliment for my selection
Telling lies for personal redemption.
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ADVAIT PATIL; GRADE 7

New Chance, New Life

Once a seed, small and brittle
Hiding from the world in a cone
Knocked down, into the ground,
I came to rest.
I sprouted up,
Staring in wonder at the majestic trees around me
The years flew by, I grew higher from the ground
Then a man came by.
With a strange machine
He chopped them down,
I watched in despair as the others were dragged away
I was left all alone.
Then new seeds began to sprout.
With newfound hope,
I grew tall and strong.
Countless blue moons flew by
Now I began to feel,
How the elders had
My time was running short.
The others began to challenge me
My undisputed strength was no more
My branches twisted and gnarled
My sleek trunk withered up
I could only stay for so long.
A crow rested upon my branch,
In its wake, it knocked a seed to the ground
It was a new start.
A new chance.
A new life.
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Alek

PUJA UPPALAPATI; GRADE 8

Last year, everyone in my class got along with each other perfectly... except for Alek. Alek
was always alone. When we had class parties, while everyone else was talking to each other, he just
sat at his desk. If we had group or partner projects, he was always the odd one out. And we had an
even number of students in our class.
It’s not like we hated him or something. We just noticed that he never made an attempt to
join us, so we just didn't really talk to him. Actually, at the beginning of the year, a few kids tried to
include him, but he acted rude and snobbish. Sometimes he would stare! It was bizarre. Understandingly, I had no interest whatsoever in interacting with him.
After that no one ever went up to Alek.
One fateful day, though, I was forced to work with him, and after that, everything changed.
See, we had to do this partner project. I was glad we got to pick partners, but when I went
over to my best friend, someone was already there! I’m sometimes a very stubborn person, so I
wasted a lot of time arguing with the other person over who got to be partners with my friend. By
the time I gave up, all my friends were partnered with someone. My choices were limited; I needed
to pick someone, fast. I scanned the vicinity, searching for the last few options. Arianne was already with Jillian, Rick with Leonard, Marshall with Samantha... Think, I told myself. There has to be
someone – there’s an even number of people in this class. I almost felt sorry for Alek, being the odd one out
every time –Alek!
He just had to be there. Thankfully, I spotted him.
"Uh...can I be your partner?"
“Fine,” he said rather coolly.
Well, thank goodness that incredibly awkward moment was over! I said to myself, feeling relieved. At
least now I had a partner. Wait a minute, what was I thinking? How could I have forgotten that
Alek was an unsociable snob? I had to do something. I ran over to the teacher, desperate to get out
of this horrible situation. Unfortunately, Mrs. Wilson was not as helpful as I had hoped.
“What do you mean, I hafta work with him?” I exclaimed.
Mrs. Wilson sighed, and said to me slowly, as if I was a five year old,“This is a partner project, Daniel. Of course you have to work with him.”
“But...but...but I don’t wanna!” Great, now I was whining like a toddler.
“Well, you don’t always get what you want. That’s life, and the sooner you get used to it,
the better.”
I groaned. Teachers just never seem to get it. It’s like they’ve totally forgotten what it’s like
to be a kid. But there was no getting around it, so I steeled myself and asked Alek if he could come
over to my house next Tuesday. Fortunately, he agreed.
Of course, my mom, went overboard, claiming that she was just trying to make sure “that
our guest is feeling comfortable.” I tried to explain to her that he was just a project partner. “He’s
not even a friend!” I protested. But she wouldn't listen
Suddenly, someone slammed the door open. Wow. This guy is tactless.
“Well, looks like your little friend has finally come,” Mom said, relieved.
“For the last time, he’s NOT my friend!” I yelled, exasperated.
Just then, Alek walked in. and Mom went into motormouth mode.“Well, would you like
something to eat? We have a salad, some desserts, a box of crackers, and I think we have some
grapes...”
“Mom!”
Fortunately, Alek spoke up. “No, I want to get started on the project.”

10

I agreed. I wanted to spend as little time as possible with Alek, and the sooner I started, the
sooner I would finish.
Surprisingly, Alek was a good project partner. I thought he would just sit there and not do
anything, forcing me to do all the work. However, he was actually very single-minded on the task I
asked him to do. He was also helpful when I asked him questions. I was just starting to wonder
why I never noticed how knowledgeable he was when he mumbled something.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you,” I said, trying to be polite. “What did you say?”
“I said that it would be so convenient if I could dislike you.”
I was lost for words.
But apparently Alek wasn’t, because he took my silence as a reason to continue blowing my
mind. “I mean, isn’t it only natural to dislike someone who has, like everyone else in the class, repeatedly excluded and deliberately avoided me, but, unlike everyone else in the class, went further,
asking the teacher if you could work alone, simply because you were that desperate to not work
with me?” He seemed bitter.
Countless questions flashed in my head. Somehow I managed to splutter “How did you
know I asked the teacher?” Except, of course, it probably sounded more stupid. Especially since
there were so many other, better questions I could have asked.
“I know you asked the teacher, because I happened to overhear.”
“Oh.” Stupid! I screamed to myself. That should have been obvious!
After way too much awkward silence, Alek spoke up. “Anyway, why did you ask me to be
your partner if you didn’t want to work with me?”
Now I felt really embarrassed, but I knew I had to tell him. “I didn’t want to have be the
odd one out. It would be too humiliating.”
“Welcome to my world,” he mumbled.
“But if it bothers you so much, why don’t you do something about it?”
Alek stood up. “You make it sound so easy!” he yelled. “If it was that easy, I would solved
everything already!”
“Jeez. No need to yell,” I said, backing away. “I get it, okay? For whatever reason, it’s hard
for you.”
“Sorry for yelling.”
“It’s fine. But seriously, you didn’t make any effort to join us. Like, at all. Everyone noticed.”
“Is that why everyone avoids me?” he asked
“Kinda.” Wait, did he not know?
He sighed. “The reason I didn’t make an effort is because I didn’t quite know how to go
about it. I mean, at my old school, I did try, but it didn’t work. Looking back, I think it was because
I was rude without realizing it.”
“So you were just being overly cautious?”
“I guess,” he said. “But it wasn’t just that. I mean, I learned from the experiences at my old
school what the wrong way to go about it. But I still didn’t know the right way.”
I wasn’t sure what to say. We sat in silence.
“So, what did happen at your old school anyway?” I asked. “Oh sorry, I’m being so nosy!
Of course, you don’t have to answer. Never mind.”
“No, it’s fine,” he said. “I wanted to tell someone anyway, so thanks for the opportunity.”
“Um, you’re welcome?”
“Okay, so here it is: at my old school, I was...careless.”
I was confused. “Careless? What were you careless about?”
“Well...I was careless about what I said and did.”
He seemed kind of embarrassed, but I couldn’t resist asking, “How careless?”
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“I didn’t consider how what I said and did would affect others. Not even for a moment.”
Now he seemed even more embarrassed, but he managed to go on. “You could say I was too
wrapped up in my own world to pay attention to others’ reactions. So I never noticed if I offended
someone - unless, of course, they were very blunt about it, but hardly anyone is, so...” At this point
he trailed off. “You get what I’m saying?”
I nodded. “Basically you didn’t pay attention to people and so you kept offending them.”
“Unfortunately so.”
“But there’s one thing I don’t get,” I said. “When you moved to our school, you could have
used that to get a good reputation. Why didn’t you?”
“I wonder that too sometimes. But, the thing is, the experiences I had at my old school
made me overly cautious. Several times at the beginning of the year I thought about trying to join
everyone else. But I got too nervous and decided not to. By the time I was ready to try, it was too
late. Everyone in the class disliked me already. I guess not trying to join is offensive too.” Alek
sighed. “People just seem to get so easily offended. Or maybe that’s just what I think.”
“Oh, so that’s what it was...”
“Yeah. Well, do you think it’s too late now?”
“I hope not, ‘cause you seem like a pretty good guy.” I meant it. He seemed like he could
be a good friend.
“But what do you think I should do?”
“I hope not, because you seem like a pretty nice person to me. But we’re going to start
planning a Christmas party tomorrow, so what I would suggest is this: think about the party tonight
and figure out how you could help, whether it be buying the plates and napkins or choosing the
games. Then, tomorrow, once you’ve figured it out, tell the class how you could help. But if you
really can’t tell everyone properly, I’ll help by telling everyone for you.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, but you have to at least try to tell everyone.”
“Thanks!”
But I couldn’t help wondering if things would go horribly, horribly wrong.
Fortunately, everything worked out: Alek managed to tell everyone he could help with
decorating and costumes - turns out he was into interior design and wanted to be a clothes designer! He was really good at it, and everyone, including Alek, had a blast. When everyone realized
what a nice guy Alek really was, he quickly gained friends, and became fully integrated into the social circle. From time to time, his former quicks would pop up, but that was okay, because that was
part of what made him so interesting. Right now he’s really happy, and just entered into contest for
young aspiring fashion designers!
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Reality

ADVAIT PATIL; GRADE 7

The remaining petals fall away,
The once calming heat forms an inferno
Scorched earth, sparse water
Grass burning, new wildfires
An antelope, bounding into the river’s tranquil waters
Finding peaceful bliss at last
But all is not as it seems
For a crocodile is waiting below.
A child basks in the gentle heat of the sun,
Devouring an ice cream cone
Relaxing in an armchair,
Not a single care in the world.
The same world,
Yet so different
Dark and sinister
Serene and beautiful
It is up to us
To chose
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We Will Carry On

EMILY CHEN; GRADE 7

“Lily, your father isn’t coming home today,” Mom said softly as I stared up at her. I didn’t want to believe it. And I
didn’t believe it. Not at nine years old. I couldn’t believe it.
“W-why?” my bottom lip trembled. “Why?”
“He’s,” Mom paused before continuing delicately. “He’s looking for a new beginning too late in life. Don’t
worry about it. We will manage.”
“How?” I demanded.
“I have a stable job at the printing office. Just don’t worry about it. I just told you to keep you from wondering why Dad isn’t home for dinner,” Mom said with a weak smile.
I was old enough to see things weren’t going to work out the way Mom tried to put it. I had already learned
she was a horrible liar.
Lily sent a large pebble skittering down the desolate sidewalk with an angry kick as she relived that April afternoon. It had been five years, with no trace or hearing of her father.
“What kind of father abandons his family for a so-called ‘new beginning’,” muttered Lily as
she kicked the same pebble again. This time it rolled into a gutter at the side of the street. Lily
glanced up at the weathered house. The once sunny pale yellow paint was now a melancholy, dingy
gray, disgustingly peeling off the walls. Lily recalled that about a week before her father left her
mother had spoken of getting the house painted again. She gave a dry smile. That never happened.
They could simply not afford it.
She bounded up the four sagging steps and unlocked the door. It opened with a long creak.
No one was home. Her mother worked overtime and wouldn’t be home until about nine.
Suddenly the phone rang. Lily jumped. Hardly anyone ever contacted their family.
“Is it Mom?” Lily mumbled as she picked up the receiver. “Hello?”
“Is this the Johnson residence?” a deep voice demanded.
“Yeah,” Lily said. “Can I help you?”
“Are you Lillian Johnson?” the voice asked.
“Why do you want to know? Who are you?” Lily questioned suspiciously.
“I asked you a question, kid, and I want my answer. Are you or are you not Lillian Johnson?” the voice pressed. Lily narrowed her eyes and gave a cautious yes.
“Good. Is your mom home?”
“No.”
“What’s her cellphone number?”
“She doesn’t have one. She uses the phone at work,” Lily responded.
“What’s that number?”
Lily gave it to him and told him to ask for Mrs. Johnson. The man grunted his thanks before hanging up.
“All right. That was strange,” remarked Lily before sliding the receiver back into its slot and
sitting down to math homework.
~
~
~
“Lily,” Mrs. Johnson walked in the door as her daughter greeted her, looking up from a
book. “Lily, did a strange man call you this afternoon sometime around five?”
“Yup, after I babysat Michael and Louis Browne this afternoon. He asked for your number,” Lily replied.
“Did you guess who it was?”
“No. I didn’t recognize the voice. But he asked if I was Lillian Johnson and wanted an answer badly.” Lily slammed the book shut and looked up at her mother expectantly.
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“As difficult as this might be for you to absorb, that was—” her mother stopped, her expression
one of agony.
“Who? What happened?” demanded Lily. “What’s wrong, Mom?”
“That was your father,” her mother finished, sinking onto the faded blue sofa.
“Th-that man was Dad?” Lily spat, horrified. “Wow, he’s changed a lot.”
“Ruder, more pushy,” her mother gave a wry smile.
“He called me a kid, and I’m fourteen,” laughed Lily. “But what did he say to you?”
“He wanted to come back. He said he made choices he shouldn’t have, and wants to go
back to his old life. Looks like that new start didn’t do much for him,” her mother explained.
“What did you say to that?”
“I said he made his decision when he chose to leave. He abandoned us without much financial support. Now he expects us to take him back in when he’s the reason we can barely make
ends meet? No way.”
“Good job, Mom,” Lily smiled. Just then, a loud knock sounded on the front door.
“It’s almost nine-thirty,” Mrs. Johnson remarked. Lily shrugged and went to the door. She
carefully glanced out of the window in an effort to determine who their unexpected visitor was, but
it was too dark. She opened the door a crack, and was astounded when their guest pushed it wide
open and let himself in. He was a tall man with a thick coat and hat with a gray scarf wrapped
around his face.
“And who do you think you are, bursting into other people’s houses like that without being
invited?” Lily sputtered.
“This isn’t my house? I bought it with my own money,” the man said simply.
“Henry,” Mrs. Johnson stood up. She wore a blank expression on her face. “What are you
doing here?”
“I need to talk with you alone, Frances. Lily, I believe it’s bedtime for you,” the man said
lightly. But his undertone was deceiving.
“Don’t trust him, Mom,” Lily said. “And sorry, mister, but I’m staying.”
“A little feisty, aren’t we? Well, do as I say. I’m your father, after all. Do me the honor and
call me ‘Dad’, not ‘mister’, thank you,” the man stated.
“Again, sorry mister, but I’m staying. I’m afraid everything was settled about five and a half
years ago. You aren’t my father. No decent man would abandon his family with so little money in
the bank. No decent man would leave so suddenly and leave his wife with his debt to handle. You
know Mom works overtime and I’ve dropped violin and flute just to babysit rowdy kids and work
at the youth art center? All your fault. There’s definitely no way I’m calling you my father.”
“Kid, go to bed. Now,” he snarled.
“Lillian, do as he says,” Lily’s mother said in a dead tone.
“Mom—”
“Lily. Go,” her mother pointed to her room. “Now.”
Lily backed into the hallway. She stared at the man.
“Don’t you forget, mister, I’m never calling you ‘Dad’ again.”
~
~
~
The next morning there was no trace of Mr. Johnson. Mrs. Johnson hovered distractedly
about the room.
“What did you say to him?” inquired Lily curiously, walking into the kitchen.
“Nothing you need to know about. Now, I have to go to work, can you prepare your own
breakfast and lunch? I’m going an hour early so I can get back in time for dinner. We’ll go to a
sushi restaurant together,” Mrs. Johnson said hurriedly, snatching her purse from the table.
“Wait—” Lily tried to debrief her mother about the previous evening but was cut off by
the slam of the door.
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“Okay, then. I’ll wait until you come back,” Lily said to the door.
~
~
~
At the restaurant, over rice and shrimp, Lily posed the question again.
“What happened?”
Mrs. Johnson sighed and set down her wooden chopsticks.
“He didn’t really want to come back. Lily, your father’s been doing drugs for these past five
years. He started a couple months before he left. We began to fight. I didn’t want the drugs in the
house, he wanted them. He needed them. He was an addict. He finally left the house, taking all the
drugs with him. I didn’t want to tell you then. You were so small. You wouldn’t understand, and
even if you did you’d be severely frightened. You’re older now, Lily, and I feel you can comprehend the horrors of this world. But anyway, he’s broke. He came back asking for money. Not asking, begging. He needed to keep doing drugs. I wouldn’t give him any. Eventually, he left. But not
before I gave him the contact lines of several drug rehabilitation centers. Who knows, maybe one
day he’ll return to the man he was before. You know that he wasn’t always a bad man.”
“He wasn’t. I still have those memories of picnics, rollercoasters, and walks to the beach.
It’s still amazing that our house is next to the ocean,” Lily gave a smile.
“I don’t know what’s going to happen next. He might come back. He might change. Who
knows?” Mrs. Johnson sighed again.
“Don’t worry, Mom. Whatever happens, we’ll simply take it and keep going. We’ll carry on.
We have before, and always will. Because we have each other,” Lily said determinedly to her
mother. The two smiled at each other, with the reassurance that they would meet any surprises
head on. They would keep going. Nothing could bring them down as long as they had each other.

16

ARTWORK
ANIKETH UMESH; GRADE 6
Ponderous Arabesque
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