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Dear Reader,

Compiled here are NFB Writers’ Division’s 2014 writing contest winners. Each year we create this collection, so winning contestants entries can be sent out and read by all.

These pieces are unedited and merely compiled. A few selections will be published in Slate & Style as well and may undergo some editing. 

Congratulations to all winners.

Sincerely,

Bridgit Kuenning-Pollpeter, editor, Slate & Style

Memoir

First Place:  Yes, Out of Sight, but no, Not Out of My Mind
By Janet DiNola Parmerter

“Mrs. DiNola, your nine year old daughter Janet is only pretending she can’t see.  Since you just had a baby, it’s a classic case of jealousy.  All you have to do is give her more love and attention, and she’ll see fine.

In 1960, educated doctors related these distressing words to my parents when, as a happy child, I expressed my difficulty seeing the blackboard.  Hearing the shocking news that nothing was wrong with my eyesight, confused my parents. Consequently, without downplaying my struggles at school, they attempted to understand this unusual diagnosis by trying new doctors.

After hopeless examinations, doctors sent me home with a smile, pat on the shoulder, and an unfounded feeling of hope.  With my trusting heart, I believed doctors wanted to help me.  Little did I know, due to their unfamiliarity with this disease, they labeled me psychologically blind, but even worse, almost convinced my parents.

Tragically, some friends and family believed these experts couldn’t be wrong.  They believed I was faking, and said in front of me, “Don’t let her kid you. Janet sees better than all of us!”  Sadly, up to my adult life these skeptics believed I could see. In 2000, when I began using a white cane, one actually asked, “Why are you using that thing?  Do you think it helps?”  

Kindly I inquired, “Walking down the street, would you rather walk with your eyes open or closed?”  Quickly she answered, “Open of course!” I responded, “Well, that’s why I use this cane, it’s my eyes, and I also like to walk with them open.”  

Meanwhile, my parents remained perplexed. They raised my brother and me with strong Biblical principles, teaching us honesty. Yet doctors insisted jealousy motivated me to lie. My parents wanted to believe me, and felt something was seriously wrong, but doctors all agreed I was psychologically blind and lying.  Things just didn’t make sense.

Then, I created another problem. In my childish mind, the reason I had to keep going to doctors was because I failed the eye tests. So I figured out an easy way to pass them, memorize the eye charts. 

While my mother spoke with the doctor, I went near the chart and studied the letters so I did better the next exam.

Though other tests were harder to figure out, I enjoyed this new challenge.  For example, one doctor made me look into a long square box with a projected picture at the back.  He asked, “What does the Indian have in both hands” This was easy I mused. I had a real Indian friend who made me a bow and arrow.  Analyzing the picture, I reasoned one object was about as tall as the Indian, so it must be a bow. However, the other is short and fat, so it couldn’t be an arrow. Proudly, I announce, “In his right hand is a tomahawk and the other has a bow.”

With a big smile, the doctor said, “Good, good now in this picture what is the carpenter holding?”  A carpenter, I agonized, I didn’t know any carpenters.  Of course I was wrong, and the delighted doctor smiled saying, “Good, good,” and continued the game.  Without knowing, I reconfirmed his opinion that I was the great pretender.  With vindication in his voice, I overheard, “After all Mrs. DiNola, Janet saw EXACTLY what the Indian held, then at the same distance pretended not to see the other pictures.”

In retrospect, it was amazing educated doctors never caught on to that little game.  Didn’t they think an eleven year old had enough intelligence to figure out objects using mental prowess? Today, even with my amateurish mind, I would imagine that exam could have been more accurate had he merely asked, “What is inside this box?”

Since I was never prescribed glasses, my mother informed each teacher, “Janet claims she can’t see the blackboard, so she needs to sit in front.” Understandably, the next question was, “Then why doesn’t she get glasses?” Her usual response was, “Doctors say Janet doesn’t need glasses because she’s psychologically blind. Oddly, I only understood the word blind, so I never fully grasped my mother was saying, “The doctors think Janet is nuts.”

In public schools class began by reading a Bible Psalm. To read aloud like others, I continued the memorizing game. Naturally, I wanted to take my turn and feel like the sighted children. Thus, I memorized five Psalms which gave me a unifying feeling in class. For teachers, the feeling must have been puzzling. After being told, “Janet is psychologically blind,” they watched me stand and “read” the Bible.  Pitifully, this memorizing method of coping with life, unintentionally solidified what they were told, “Poor Janet has a sad mental problem, she can really see.” 

Some teachers were empathetic, but not the wicked witch of the sixth grade. Miss Bucko was an old spinster who, I was sure, taught in the time of Noah’s flood.

While looking for someone to terrorize, she marched around the floor with thick heeled combat boots and a clomp, clomping sound and surveyed her camp. With folded arms, she tapped her shoulder with a wooden ruler gripped in her fist, as she slithered up and down the aisles. When she found trouble, she slammed her ruler so hard onto the student’s desk they jumped, and if I heard her coming I panicked. Once, while trying to read, she snuck up behind me, grabbed my scalp, yank my head back, and shoved her wooden ruler between my forehead and book screeching, “TWELVE INCHES FROM THE BOOK YOU LAZY THING!  YOU ARE MAKING YOUR EYES LAZY!” Unquestionably, Miss Personality did NOT go for any of this “psychological bunk!” While keeping my desk in the back of the classroom, she was determined to make this little “psychologically blind brat”, see.

Finally, a sympathetic doctor ordered me eye glasses, though they did absolutely nothing to help. One afternoon Miss Bucko silently stood behind me then growled, “Give me those glasses!”  She stomped to the window and looked back and forth through the window and the glasses, then called me up front. I was sure the students could hear my pounding heart. Whipping the glasses at me she sneered, “These are worthless; they are just window glass!”

Crying, I ran all the way home.  Between sobs I shouted to my mother, “These are just sugar pill glasses.”  Stunned, my mother had no idea what happened. Yet, rambling on through tears I continued, “You paid money for nothing but sugar pill glasses! These glasses are just like the sugar pills you give grandma.” 

Completely confused, I wondered, how could my parents let my favorite doctor talk them into sugar pill glasses?  Now, I felt they really didn’t believe me when I said I couldn’t see. Feeling frustrated with everyone, I kept reassuring myself nothing was mentally wrong with me but something was seriously wrong with my eyes.

With one swift kick, Miss Bucko’s offensive army-like tactics destroyed Doctor Hill’s strategy to help me, while simultaneously shattering my hopes to see. Cleverly, she made my parents and my trusted doctor seem deceitful.

Nevertheless, I must attribute a major part of my excellent memory to Miss Bucko.  Out of sheer terror, when I had to read aloud, I memorized almost everything. Then, she assigned me the 88 lined, “The wreck of the Hesperus.”

In front of the class with my book in hand, I began:

 “It was the schooner Hesperus, that sailed the wintry sea, 

The skipper had taken his little daughter, to bear him company.

Blue were her eyes as the fairy flax, her cheeks as the dawn of day,

Her bosom white as the hawthorn buds, that ope in the month of May.

Angrily, she leaped up, pointed to my book and shouted in her witchlike voice, “YOU LITTLE LIAR, I ALWAYS SAID YOU COULD SEE!!!” For a second, I imagined her with a pointed black hat, a wart on her nose, pointing a crooked finger and sounding like the wicked witch of the west.

Blood left my face and I thought I would faint. Under my dress my legs shook, my ankles weakened, and emotions raced through my terrified tiny torso. Fear, anger, embarrassment, and then finally joy as a sudden thought crossed my mind.  Slamming the book shut, I held it against my chest, looked up at the ceiling and boldly continued:

“The skipper he stood beside the helm his pipe was in his mouth

As he watched the veering flow did blow the smoke now west now south. “

Thrusting my arm in the directions west then south, I believe I heard her dentures angrily grind, as I continued.

“Then up and spake an old sailor, who sailed the Spanish Main, 

I pray thee put into yonder port for I fear a hurricane.”

After the 88th line, there was DEAD silence and she was LIVID!   Her neck turned scarlet and she looked like her head was going to explode. Perhaps she thought I scammed her, because furiously her army boots stomped out the door.  Still shaking, the class stared wondering if I would drop dead on the spot.

The door burst open and in stormed Miss Bucko and the principal. Folding her arms with a smirk she snarled, “Do that again!” What an opportunity to shine for my favorite principal, and prove I had indeed memorized the poem. When Mr. Nucio praised me, I thought Miss Bucko’s eyes would fly off her face and scorch my flesh. 

This intensified her obsession to prove me a liar. Thus, after a lesson about osmosis, she conceived another evil disaster. Each student place their raw egg in a jar of vinegar until the shell dissolved, leaving a semi solid bouncing egg.  Being Italian, I used grandpa’s wine vinegar and my egg turned purple.  Everyone wanted to hold it so I proudly watched them delicately bounce my egg.  When they finished, Miss Bucko took it, stepped back, and then said, “Janet, here!” With my arms at my side, she tossed me the egg. Still waiting to hear her unfinished statement and unaware of her action, I had a sickening feeling. Suddenly I heard my pretty purple experiment hit the floor. In a split second, my unique egg splattered all over my shoes in a purplish yellow blast of yolk. This time, I was determined not to cry and crush my joy. It took all my strength not to shed a tear but I won!

Though I suffered that stressful year, Miss Bucko had a lot to do with molding my personality.  In a strange way, I believe I owe a lot to her.  Indirectly, she forced me to develop my memory and her intolerable attitude made me a stronger compassionate person.

Yet, those years proved especially difficult for my parents.  One minute I cried because I couldn’t see, and the next minute I held a book and, as it appeared, was “reading!”  Creating this catch 22, I sent them through conflicting emotions. Repeatedly they explained my difficulty seeing, though not really understanding it themselves. Was Janet lying or not? An example of their turmoil occurred after a doctor phoned.  My mother called me in from playing, picked me up, sat me on her lap, hugged me, then, looked me straight in the face and asked “Janet, do you know we love you?”  This sudden burst of emotion while I was playing was odd.  Curiously I responded, “Yes, I know mom, now can I go outside and play?” She continued, “I mean do you REALLY know we love you?”  

As if I were speaking a foreign language, I slowly repeated my words, “I…KNOW…YOU …DO, now, can I go back outside?” Next, she asked if I knew Marion’s sister wore glasses that she really did not need. Curiously I asked, “Why would she want to wear glasses if she didn’t need them?” My mother was so upset, that I never forgot this peculiar dialog. Desperately she was trying to make sense of a disturbing situation. How emotionally draining to be torn between believing the medical community or your child.

Growing older, I refused to be labeled foolish or ignorant, and used, what Hercule Poirot called, “the little grey cells” to remember information and evaluate the unseen. Intensely, I LISTENED in class, memorizing everything spoken, enabling my verbal participation to raise my report card grades, by averaging the failing marks from my often unfinished written tests. Slowly, my mind replaced my eyes when I began using the brain to comprehend what I did not see. Having a strong personality, I hated to give up on anything.  For me, the two words “I CAN’T,” were the same as giving up.  Not trying meant failure, so just trying meant success. 

Therefore, powerful coping mechanisms kicked in. Constantly, my brain worked analyzing situations and surroundings.  Using the other senses helped me to “see” without literally using my eyes.  Life became like a puzzle, and putting the pieces together like a game. When I was correct, I felt victorious.  From childhood, humor and a positive attitude helped me cope with difficulties.  Accepting vision loss, and changing my attitude toward it was beneficial. Rather than dwelling on the negative aspect of life, it was more productive searching for its positive and humorous facets. 

Subsequent years brought similar problems, until a major change, happened my freshman year.  The typing teacher said I needed glasses and sent me to the school nurse, who changed my life forever. When I said, “I don’t need glasses because doctors say I have psychological blindness.” The nurse refused to believe it and was so disturbed, she immediately phoned my mother. “Mrs. DiNola,” she firmly said, “if you told me every child in this school was psychologically bothered I may agree, however, Janet is the most psychologically WELL ADJUSTED child in school.  SOMETHING IS WRONG with Janet’s eyes!” She begged my mother to bring me to Doctor Peter Pinto at a New York clinic. For once my mother had hope and phoned but, had disappointing results. She called the nurse sharing heartbreaking news. The clinic had a HUGE waiting list. Unconcerned, the nurse said, “Don’t worry, I’ll give you his mother’s number, she’s a friend and also Italian. Just call her.” After speaking to Mrs. Pinto in Italian, and crying about me, Mrs. Pinto became deeply concerned. In broken English with an authoritative voice she said, “Ahmma like you.  Ahmma gonna tell my boy to takeah you ‘lillah girl disah week!” Despite the fact that it was Christmas Eve, with one phone call from mamma, Doctor Pinto saw me CHRISTMAS DAY. After hours of testing, that evening he spoke to my mother and me. Hesitating, he seemed as though he didn’t know what to say.  As long as I live, I will NEVER forget his next words. 

“Mrs. DiNola, your daughter definitely has a very serious eye disease.  But,” he paused, “I’d rather not express my opinion at this time. “ In shock, I thought, oh my goodness someone actually believes me!  Then he continued, “I made an appointment with Doctor Eleanor Faye, low vision director at the Lighthouse for the Blind. She may confirm my suspicions about your condition.”

My head was whirling, did he say blind?  Did he say condition?  Emotionally, it was almost too much to absorb.

On the way home, flashes from the past six years raced through my mind.  Someone believed I was telling the truth.  Someone believed something was wrong with me!  Someone actually BELIEVED me!  My head was spinning with the thought that I was not crazy!

My mother had to pull over and park the car.  She was sobbing so hard she couldn’t see to safely drive.  Trying to console her I asked, “Mommy, why are you crying?  Someone FINALLY believes me!!!  I’m fifteen years old and someone REALLY believes I’m losing my sight not my mind.”  Typing this, I still tear up remembering how THRILLED I was to hear such tragic news.

Meeting Doctor Faye, instantly I knew my life would change. In seconds, her warm concern put me at ease.  Calmly, I opened up about my life.  While examining me, she listened, questioned, and responded with genuine kindness. The gossip that I was psychologically blind, shocked her.  Then, with a touch of admiration she added, “I’m amazed you didn’t go crazy when everyone said you could see. 

She comforted me by explaining that in 1960, the disease was not common and reassured me that if they knew what I had, doctors still could have done nothing to save my sight. She informed me that scar tissue caused a blind spot in the central vision used to read and see details.  This form of Macular Degeneration, normally was diagnosed in senior patients. She added it was rare to see this in a child my age, which helped me understand Doctor Pinto’s hesitancy to reveal his suspicions.  Dr. Faye explained she intended to declare me “legally blind” and I would be able to receive assistance in school, like readers, books put on reel to reel recorders, and large print books. She explained good and bad lighting, light sensitivity, showed me magnification devices, advised me on maximizing my vision, and well, that day, Doctor Faye touched my heart forever. You see, patients were not just dollars to her; they were, real people who needed help.  She was the friend who cared that a happy child was abused by a system unable to understand her disease, and the friend who helped that child endure it, and the friend who remained my doctor for the past 48 years. 

In conclusion, the mockery of life happened. That little baby who was born when I was nine, that little baby who doctors said I was jealous of, that little baby who I loved to dress up, at nine years old my pretty sister Kathleen, ironically yet sadly developed the same eye disease. 

Second Place:  Knitting Healing Thoughts
By Lynda McKinney Lambert

I sit here in this chilly room. It’s winter time and most afternoons I keep my hands busy doing some creative tasks like knitting while I listen to a good book. Sometimes, I just listen to music on the radio. 

Close by, my dogs are quiet this afternoon; they snuggle deep down into the soft plush of their favorite beds. On days like this, I often find myself lost in dreams or moving backwards to a different time in my life when I was younger and unaware of the time of day or of approaching storms. My knitting takes me on so many journeys into the past while I knit the present, and dream of the future. They all seem to flow together with the rhythm of my hands and the gently thrust of the needles into my colorful yarn.

It seems to me that I have always known the joy of “making things” with my hands. From my earliest memories, knitting with two needles in my hands and a soft and colorful ball of yarn seemed to come as naturally to me as anything else I can recall.  Combine that activity with a quiet and sunny room, a soft, cozy chair, and solitude and I have a perfect day. On a bitter, frigid day like this one, my thoughts drift and I dwell on the idea of what heaven would be like.  In my afternoon reveries, I am lifted upwards in my thoughts, with some knitting in my hands.   

 
Knitting was something I learned as a young child. I taught myself how to knit by looking at a knitting book, and by visiting a local store where a lady  so kindly helped me select needles and yarn.  Her name was Libby and she gave me some lessons a few times when I asked her how to do a new pattern in a book I had bought. I was only a small child of 8 years when I began to seek help in learning how to knit. I cannot recall how it all began, but I remember my afternoon visit’s to Libby’s store in our little steel town. No one in my family knitted, and I have no idea to this day how I ever became so absorbed in knitting but it has been a life-long passion. 

I stopped to think of Libby today and I wonder where she went after her store closed down. Her dry goods store closed many years ago as the merchants grew old and their children had moved away when they went off to college. Those children never returned to the town where they grew up and one by one, the stores closed.  The steel mills closed down or moved to other states. That is when my Father lost his job like most of the other people in our town.  Main Street gradually lost all of the old family-owned stores we used to have just like all the other  “valley towns” along the river. There is no place where anyone here can buy yarn or knitting needles any longer. I think the loss of the little stores and the closing of the steel mills was the beginning of the decline in our local culture. I have lived long enough to watch the changes and I read the stories in the local newspapers. And, looking backwards on the early years of my life, as I knit,  I feel like I grew up in the best little town where a child could have lived in the 1950s.  

It’s been over six years now since something very unusual and unexpected happened to me.  It was something completely out-of-the-ordinary that happened.  It was a sort of change that I encountered.   The change altered my conception of time and space.  The very course of my life suddenly shifted, without warning, as a ship that had hit the reefs during a storm at sea.  I seemed lost at sea, uncertain, and afraid.  

Overnight, I lost most of my eyesight when I was struck by a disease that I had never even heard of before. It was like a stroke – an event that killed my optic nerves and left me floundering there in the waters of the rugged shoreline.  There is no way to know this will ever happen and no treatment for it once it does its damage.  But, the real story here is not what happened to the people who have such an experience as mine, but what we do after such a life altering event. That is the crux of the story.

 

Loss of sight is not like any other event that can happen to someone. For many people, it marks the end of life as they knew it. Trying to figure out what to do or how to even begin to recover is a daunting new adventure into the unknown. 

I learned rapidly that no one knew what to do with me. I did not know anyone who had suffered sight loss. No one in my family or circle of friends knew anything about blindness.  My doctors understood how to diagnose me, but never knew what to do from there.  Blindness rehabilitation is the “next step” once you have been diagnosed with sight loss.  The very next thing I learned that I needed to do, was to find a “low vision specialist” because that is the professional who can determine what technologies would assist in the process of learning to live life in a new way.  

For a few months, it was a maddening time for me as I tried to figure out just what to do next, after the diagnoses and sight loss.  I thought my life was over since I could do nothing I had done before sight loss. 

In the beginning of this new way of life, I did not know if it was day or night. The simplest tasks were impossible for me to do:  How to cut my nails?  How to get tooth paste on my toothbrush? How to apply make-up?  How to make a cup of tea? How to make a phone call? How to even find a phone number? How to know what day it is and how to make an appointment on a calendar?  How to memorize everything I would need to remember?  How to use a computer?

For the first five months I was not able to do anything but listen to some books on CDs my husband brought me from the library. But, these books were nothing like the  the challenging works I was accustomed to reading. They were so boring to me, and just listening to them deepened my depression and feelings of loss.

 

One dismal winter afternoon I sat in the soft, velvety reclining chair.  I was in our “pink room” as the children always called it. This room was a cozy and warm place where we visited with friends and sat to read on long winter days. It was a pleasant room filled with afternoon light.  My feet were extended on the foot rest, and my eyes were closed. I often sat with my eyes closed since it helped me to center myself and to relax.  The strain of trying to see would be overwhelming and I suffered from painful headaches.  I would later learn that these are “bad eye days” and the entire body is affected by this straining of the brain to see.  I was so aware of the connection between the brain and the body at this time.  My brain tried so hard to focus and my body could not do the work of “seeing” any longer. When a “bad eye day” would begin, it would often be another three days or so of intense pain throughout my body. I would end up spending many days in bed, trying to cope with the pain and the loss. I became aware of the tension between my body and my mind on those bad eye days.

On that particular day, I recall how I remembered the sweaters I had been making for charity. I knitted sweaters for needy children.

 I thought of the sweater I had been knitting for charity and I wondered how I would ever do that again.  I thought of the one I was doing at the time of my sight loss. I longed to be able to finish it. I began to think that maybe, just maybe, I might be able to knit again. Desire to finish this little child’s sweater just filled me and I decided to go get the unfinished project and give it a try.

I thought about how happy a child would be when she received a beautiful new hand knit sweater and that gave me all the motivation I needed to try again.

The yarn I held in my hands was a pleasant acrylic worsted weight fiber thread.  I sat quietly with the velvety strand in my hand, held my needles in each hand. I could not even see the color of the yarn or the stitches or the needles. My eyes stared downwards, straining to see it all, but I could not.

 I began by holding the yarn strand in place in my two hands.  Just the feel of it  brought a surge of pleasure through me. The long aluminum knitting needles felt cold against my nervous hands that became moist against the thin, cool needles.  I remembered how much I loved to knit. If nothing else in my life was going right, I always had my special projects.  Knitting is a metaphysical place where I went and I became one with the yarn and the movement as I would knit the hours away.  “Can I ever do this again?” I wondered.

I started very slowly, moved the needles to try to get them to balance.  I shifted them between my two hands; put them into my normal knitting position.  My breathing became shallow as I struggled. I tried to begin. I stopped, and tried once again the familiar feel of yarn and needles, now felt so strange and clumsy. At this time I felt awkward, my needles now seemed like complete strangers. I simply could not do it.”  I felt the sting of failure.  I felt worthless at that moment.  My hands felt exhausted and heavy. Were these the same hands that had been so nimble and flexible my whole life? How could this be?

In my sorrow, I suddenly had an inkling of a thought that came to me. It was a slight, faltering revelation and something I had not thought about before.  In this moment, I realized I could not do it because I was trying to SEE it.

The idea suddenly came into my mind.  It seemed logical that since I could not see, I should just close my eyes, and try to begin to feel it.  Yes, I realized it was my desire to see what I was doing, that was keeping me from seeing it. I had to learn to see things non-visually, to use my hands and fingers and my other senses to see. My fingers would now become my eyes!

 

Soon, I felt my way through this project and I finished the child’s sweater and donated it. Knitting created a breakthrough in my healing process. Knitting gave me a beginning place on the pathway to my recovery.  Knitting gave me hope.

 
Shortly after this healing breakthrough, I was able to go away to attend a rehab center for blind people.  Of course, I took my knitting along with me.

I knitted my way through the hard days of struggles and the depression of trying to re-learn how to do little things that people take for granted.  When I felt overwhelmed and tired for all the learning that I had to do each day, I retreated  to my room and picked up my knitting.  My knitting brought me through those hard times.

 I learned how to put my knitting patterns onto a digital sound device called a Milestone. Oh, how I love this little device!  With my Milestone, I could carry the verbal directions with me and knit anywhere. I learned how to put my patterns on a computer so I could “read” them again. I learned how to organize my knitting patterns in ways that I could access them when I needed them.

By successfully knitting again, I gained confidence in myself and took pride in what I could do. For me, knitting was a game changer. I was back in the game of knitting and being a creative soul. I continue to experience the healing power of knitting as I stretch myself to do projects that are beautiful and satisfying.  My knitting successes give me the confidence I need to once again be the creative person I have always been.

Third Place:  But a Ghost
By Myrna Badgerow

We met officially in the spring of 1979, though I knew of her existence long before.  Her inviting front porch had always drawn my attention whenever we passed her way.  But from the moment I stepped through her front door on that spring day and walked down the hallway into the heart of her, I called her ‘Home’. She welcomed my family with open arms as would a loving mother and constant friend.

She was already a senior citizen when we became part of her family, having been born seventy-five years earlier. She proved to be young at heart, however, as we learned and shared her love and companionship over the next twenty-five years. She shared her friends with us, as well. There was the ‘Bohemian’, which is what I called him, that occupied the side yard.  He should have provided shade, but seemed to enjoy his nakedness much more than being a leaf keeper. He did earn another nickname after an encounter with a lightning bolt during a thunderstorm’s visit. The top and middle of his many arms and resting toupee were torn away. The children began calling him ‘Mickey’, as in the mouse, because of his resemblance to that rather famous rodent when his leaves began to reappear once more.  ‘Home’ also shared her lilies and how special was the gift.  We transplanted six bulbs in front of that inviting porch she possessed and in a few years those six bulbs gave birth to dozens of blooms. They rose tall and straight as though paying homage to the elderly patroness I called ‘Home’.
     She also shared her heart and some of her secrets with us, this new family abiding within her loving arms. We discovered the underground 'cool room', which was the refrigeration method in her childhood days, and the underground cistern that once collected rain and provided water for everyday needs. We felt the love in her walls papered with fingerprints of all who had lived there before us, painted with crayon smiles of many children and lined with photographs of both the young and old. Her floors were carpeted with footsteps and dreams. Her skeleton keys and door knobs reminded us of the many secrets held within each room. Her many creaks were like whispers of the past and a promise to always protect us.  We grew and we prospered and we made many memories while in her care.

Fate intervened in the spring of 2004 and we had to leave 'Home’ behind, but hoped that another family would come to know her and love her as we did.  The ravaging winds of nature, however, had another plan for her and it was decided 'Home' would be dismantled.  We watched as she was taken apart board by board, nail by nail, and we shed tears of sadness but also those of joy.  She would live on, we learned, in the new 'home' of another as her cypress wood studs were being collected to become this new home’s strength and the bricks from her front steps and columned porch would become its walkway. Yes, she would live and continue to nurture and protect.  The lilies would have homes, as well. Some bulbs came with us and others were shared with her many friends. And we hoped a few creaks would continue to whisper as they did for our family.

She is but a ghost now in the landscape of time. 'Mickey Bohemian' has passed away but for a few footsteps left by his persistent roots. The ‘cool room’ and cistern have both been filled. We visit where she stood as often as we can.  We remember and love her still.  She was never just a house, a place to live, rooms that held only furniture. She was 'Home' and she always will be. Her memories are kept safe within all who were embraced by her caring heart and protected within her loving walls.

Poetry

Adult First Place:  Imagination's Spirit
By Myrna Badgarow

I am like the moon, rising within ripples
of midnight, floating upon waves 
of deep blue anticipation.
I am sky's temptation 
in crystalline dress and dreams
that tease and cajole words to touch, caress 
and quench thirst in starlit fire.
I am a familiar face
and an unknown entity,
a footstep left behind
and one waiting to be taken.

I am imagination's spirit, 
candid yet secretive, bold yet demure,
painted in vibrancy and on blank canvas,
singing poetry's music
and exploring its silent pause.
I am flawed and I am perfection,
sipping slowly of creativity's wine,
allowing myself to spill my truth
into the ink of time, bathing in the glow
of revelations found in words
which tell my story.

I am like the moon.... rising.

HS First Place:  War Anthem 
By Hannah Werbel
Warm and round, the lone note

Flutters through the air, a leaf

Caught in a storm. Its vibrations

Rebound around the Earth.

Shattering shards of glass cascade

From the darkening sky as

The foghorn of thunder

Roars across the oceans. And its sister

The wind cries in shame.

Mountains collapse like card houses,

Smothering screams of terror

And joy. 

Warm and round, the lone note

Snakes across the world, burrowing 

Into innocent flesh. Its music

Trumpets through time.

No escape, the breath of anticipation

Let it ring,

Here it sing,

We will always play on

MS First Place:  Grandpa
By Kelly Cusack

Grandpa was funny,

Grandpa was nice.

Grandpa was happy,

From summer to ice.

He took me to the swing set,

He took me to the pool.

While playing with Grandpa,

There were no rules!

I'd stand on the swing, he'd spin me around.

I'd fall off, and laugh on the ground.

Then I'd get back up, and do it again,

And over and over,

And over again.

We'd blow water through pool noodles

And eat ice cream.

And when we got home,

I'd have happy dreams.

Adult Second Place:  Who is Keeping Track of Time?
By Jacqueline Williams

The birds fly west; the sunset fades.

The moon begins her nightly climb.

The world is busy at charades

and who is keeping track of time.



donnafred

The birds fly west; the sunset fades.

Through clouds, a lone star slowly wades,

and what will Heaven do this night—

Shed tears on lovers, holding tight? 

The night owls screech as light degrades.

The birds fly west; the sunset fades.

The moon begins her nightly climb.

At midnight, somewhere, bells will chime.

In peaceful places, night brings sleep.

Volcanos, earthquakes? All will weep.

No matter what, we know through time—

the moon begins her nightly climb.

The world is busy at charades.

Some lie, some steal, some join parades.

Some hold their children, live in fright.

Wars come and go and some must fight.

While reptiles creep in forest glades,

the world is busy at charades

and who is keeping track of time?

For me and mine, it is a crime

to turn our backs on heating world.

We march together, flags unfurled.

Is it too late to save our clime,

and who is keeping track of time?

HS Second Place:  Nature 
By Danielle Sykora

Water cascades.

Wind lingers.

Temperatures fluctuate.

Ice blankets.

Environment progresses.

Cats prowl.

Rabbits flee.

Leaves scatter.

Apples appear.

Dogs scavenge.

Fish swim.

Cells divide.

Plants convert.

Microbes thrive.

Populations evolve.

Energy flows.

Calculations predict.

Light reveals.

Ecosystems endure.

Biology illustrated.

MS Second Place:  Star Lights at Night
By Taengkwa Sturgell

A still evening a glowing night,

Stars and the moon  shown down so bright.  

A bright sky is start of night.

The shade of gray, the shade of black,

Pushing dusk through every crack.

As darkness comes the stars appear.

The moon fades with a shade of clear.

As dawn will soon be  near.

Adult Third Place:  The Bouquet
By Lynda McKinney Lambert

The finest bouquet

is a gift of the spirit -

small scraps, bright fabrics,

wild flowers and Butterflies 

spilled  from a yellow tote bag.

Carved pieces of abalone shells

glitter among golden beads -

dance in a circle

surround a porcelain medallion,

painted with wild roses and sunshine. 

Fresh leafy green salads 

blueberries and salty cashews

conversations and laughter

surrounded our mid-summer table.

We opened the amber glass bottle,

drank dark Blackberry wine

we raised our glasses –

“Greetings - to  the hot summer day-

HS Third Place:  Ripped Roots
By Dimi Johnson
Have you ever been taunted for not 

blooming as quickly?

Have you ever been chopped down

and laid there stiffly?

   If so then you must know how it

it feels

   To be ripped from the ground

by your heels.

MS Third Place:  I Forgive You, Coco
By Elizabeth Sprecher

For chewing the pillow on the couch, 

For breaking out of your cage,

For barking “your head off” at every living thing that passes by,

And all the times you’ve run away, 

You are forgiven.

And making messes in our bedrooms,

For begging at the table, 

And chewing apart your first bed,

I forgive you.

For hiding your dog bones in couches and chairs,

And scratching me by mistake,

For coming in with muddy feet,

And chewing holes in our fence,

Coco, I forgive you because I love you!

HS Honorable Mention:  AWinter Night
By Eric Werbel

The ash blows away

Like your chance of survival, 

On a winter night. 

MS Honorable Mention:  Relationship Between Mother and Father
By Joseph Brock

My mother and father have not always been right,

Between those two there is always some fight.

Whether it be over something simple,

It doesn’t matter,

When the arguments begin, 

My father chooses to scatter.

My mother says, “Ain’t no use

in tryin,

Keepin him here will only keep you

cryin.

I do what she says,

And go to sleep,

By my father will not leave looking weak.

He puts big fuss,

And starts a lot of commotion,

When he makes my mother mad,

She roars like the ocean.

I try to keep them together,

But it turns out bad,

Maybe it is not meant for our

family to be sad.

I love my father and he loves mek

But let’s get real here

We know this relationship cannot be.

ES Honorable Mention:  Martin Luther 
By Miranda Smith

Who is loving, peaceful, brave

Brother to all of mankind

Lover of all people, peace, the world

Who fears death, fighting, segregation

Who needs peace, equal rights, team work

Who feels love, kindness, courageous

Who would like to see all people live in harmony

Resident of Montgomery, Alabama

King, Jr.

Children’s Literature

First Place:  Bubby and Jenna: Friends Forever
By Jamie Allison Gaffney


Jenna was a typical little girl. She loved to go to school and play with her friends. She was part of a nice family. She had her mom, dad, and an older brother named Benjamin. Only one thing about her made her different. She was born not being able to see well. 


What Jenna saw looked like a jumble of shapes, shadows, and colors. She knew if the sun was out or if someone turned off the light switch. Sometimes she could see something move if it were close enough to her. 


Jenna did all the things other kids did. She went to preschool and then to kindergarten when she was five. She was learning how to tie her shoes and make her bed. She was learning her ABC’s and numbers, too. The only difference was she read and wrote with bumps she could feel. She was learning how to go to the mailbox and even walk to the neighbors’ house. She walked with her white cane to help her know if the path in front of her was clear. 


When Jenna was very young, their family adopted a puppy. When they first brought him home, Jenna was just learning to talk. She tried to say “puppy” but it came out “bubby” instead. So, the family decided to name him Bubby. 


Like most kids, Jenna had a favorite thing. It was a soft blanket. A good friend of her family had given it to her when she was a baby. Even after she got a little older, she still loved her “bankie”. One day when Jenna was still young, she was playing with bankie on the couch after she got home from preschool. Bubby walked over to her. She knew he was there because she felt his footsteps on the cushion beside her and felt his breath and whiskers on her cheek. Jenna reached out to pat him. Bubby grabbed onto one corner of her bankie and tugged. 

“Mamma, Bubby taking my bankie!” Jenna exclaimed. Her mom didn’t want her to be upset over things. “He wants to play tug with you.” She replied. You can pull on one end and he will pull the other.” At first, this worked out great. Jenna wasn’t too big and neither was Bubby, so they happily played tug almost every day. 

But Jenna and Bubby were growing. Jenna was in kindergarten before long. She loved school. She loved when it was her turn to be the classroom helper. But she was still always ready to go home every day. She knew the bus would take her back home to see her family and Bubby.  Bubby had been growing, too, and was a full grown dog. He was almost as tall as Jenna. 

One afternoon, Jenna plopped down onto the couch to play with Bubby, the way she always did when she came home from school. In the mornings, she always left her bankie in the same spot on the arm of the couch where she could find it. She reached for it and Bubby grabbed onto a corner. They were tugging and having a grand time when all of a sudden…

Ri-i-i-i-i-i-ip!


Jenna gasped as soon as she knew what had happened. “Mamma!” she exclaimed. “Something terrible has happened!” Her mother walked in from the kitchen to see what was the matter. Her brother followed, too. They found Jenna with a piece of torn bankie in each hand and a sad-faced Bubby sitting beside her. 


Jenna began to cry. “My bankie! I’ve had it ever since I was too little to remember!” Jenna’s mother put her arm around her. 


“Hey!” exclaimed Benjamin excitedly. “Sometimes you can sew the fabric together when it rips.” He saw how sad Jenna looked and wanted to make her feel better. 


“I’m afraid it won’t work this time.” Their mother replied. It’s ripped in two pieces and the fabric is so worn and stretched that it’s frayed on the edges where it ripped apart.” 


Jenna knew what that meant. She hid her face in her hands and sobbed. 


Both her mother and brother hugged her tight. Bubby even jumped into her lap and tried to lick her tears away. Then Jenna’s feelings changed. 


“Down, Bubby!” she exclaimed angrily as she stood up and pushed him from her lap. “I am not happy with you at all!”


She went to the door where she kept her cane. “Where are you going?” Benjamin asked. 


“I’m going outside for awhile.” Jenna replied. “I’m too upset to be on the couch with Bubby!” 


Jenna got her cane and stomped outside, then closed the door behind her. She heard a muffled whine she knew was coming from Bubby. Usually he went with her outdoors. Not today though. Jenna was too upset with him. She shut the door before he had time to get out.  She went across the porch, down the front steps, and onto the sidewalk. First, she went to the backyard and got on her swing. Swinging was a good thing to do when Jenna got upset. She could push with her feet as hard as she could and kick her legs. 


Pretty soon, she started to calm down just a bit. She was tired from swinging but she still wasn’t ready to go inside. She decided to take a walk. She had walked all around her neighborhood with her mom and older brother. She even could walk part of the way around the block by herself. There was a spot that her mom decided was “too far” and when she got there, she was to turn around and walk back home. 


She went back to the front yard, found the walkway, and started to walk the path she was allowed to go on. She passed their mailbox and then the neighbor’s house. Then she knew she was getting close to the spot to where she needed to turn around. Next was Mrs. Betty’s house. At Mrs. Betty’s mailbox, Jenna knew it was time. Today though, Jenna wasn’t ready to turn around. She did something she knew she shouldn’t do… she walked farther. 


She walked on. She took one step, then two, and then a few more. She began to admire the “new” sounds around her. She heard a bird in a tree nearby and a cat was meowing from the porch. It pleased her to think she was doing something new all by herself, so she went a little farther. Her cane struck something. It sounded like metal. She reached out to feel what it was. It was a long, metal pole of some kind, but she didn’t know what it was for. Now she heard the sounds of other children. They were older than her. She could tell because of their voices and the words they used. 


Just then, one of them spoke. “Hey, little girl!” a boy’s voice called out from across the street. 


“What’ya doing so far from your house?” a second girl chimed in. She knew where she was. She was at the corner of the street. Across the street from Mrs. Betty’s house was a day care. The children there were playing outside.


Suddenly Jenna realized how far away from home she had gotten. She was afraid her mother would find out and get cross with her. The thought of being punished made her scared and then she was afraid to go back. She knew the children knew who she was and they were nice, but her mind raced with the feelings she was having. By then she had almost forgotten why she had taken the walk. 


“Uh, I.. wanted to get out for a while.” She told them. She didn’t want to have to explain about what happened so she just added, “I was bored.” 


“Oh, okay.” The first boy that had spoken replied. “Do you think you can find your way home?” 


“I… I think so,” Jenna replied, but somewhat shakily. She realized she would now have to walk back as far as she had come. She had gone a little past Mrs. Betty’s mailbox, but now she didn’t know how much. She had passed the day care with her mom several times. One time she asked why she heard so many children playing in one yard and her mom told her there were lots of kids at the day care. She had never been this far by herself. She took a step or two back the way she had come, but started to feel very afraid. 


Just then she felt a light touch from something on her hand, like whiskers brushing by it. Then she felt it again and at last, there was a wet tongue and a cold nose in the palm of her hand. She reached over with her other hand to feel and find out who had greeted her. Several of the neighbors also had dogs and she hoped it was one of them. But when she felt the fur and collar, she knew it wasn’t. It was Bubby! He had come to find her. 


“Bubby, you came to check on me!” she exclaimed. She had never been so happy to see him and wasn’t mad at him anymore. Then she turned around to the kids at the day care. 


“This is my dog, Bubby.” She told them. He must have known I walked more than I was supposed to.” 


“He’s a nice dog!” the girl replied. 


“Well, I better get home before my mamma finds out.” Jenna said. “Maybe she will let me come say hello again sometime.”


She and Bubby turned and started on the path to their house. Bubby stayed close by Jenna until they reached their own walkway. Then he bounded to the door ahead of her. Jenna walked into the house. She hung up her cane and stepped into the living room with Bubby at her heels. Benjamin was watching the same TV show he always did after finishing his homework. She smelled supper cooking in the kitchen. She was tired and hungry. She didn’t know if her mom had noticed how far she walked. 


She knew if her mom found out about how far she walked she would have to tell the truth, even though she might be punished. She might as well go ahead and get it over with, so she walked into the kitchen. 


Her mom turned to greet her when she walked in. “Well, look who’s back! Did the walk help you feel better?”


“It did, Mamma.” Jenna exclaimed. “When’s supper ready? I’m so hungry now.” 


Her family always sat at the table and ate supper. This was the rule and they weren’t allowed to eat anywhere else. They always talked about how their day went and if they learned anything new. No one said anything about Jenna walking farther than she should have. 


After they finished eating, Jenna spoke up. “Mamma, I’ve decided it’s okay that my bankie is ripped. I don’t need it anymore anyway.”’


“Why is that?” her mom asked. 


She knew if she told the whole story she might get in trouble, but she wanted to tell the truth.


“I met some big kids today, older than me… at the day care. I didn’t cross the street. I just talked to them from the sidewalk, but then I got afraid because I knew I had walked too far, then Bubby came to rescue me! Bubby is my favorite thing now! I don’t even need the bankie anymore.” 


Things got quiet for a minute. She wondered if her mother was about to scold her. She always seemed to let it get quiet before that happened. 


Finally her mom said, “Well, well. It sounds like you had a grand adventure! So you’re not mad at Bubby now?” 


“Not anymore.” Jenna replied. 


“You know, you and Bubby have grown a lot. Bubby didn’t mean to rip your bankie on purpose.”  Her mom explained. 


“I know that now,” Replied Jenna. It didn’t sound like she was in trouble, and she wondered if her mom even knew about it, so she asked, “So, are you not mad at me for walking past Mrs. Betty’s mailbox?” 


“Not this time.” Her mom replied. “Benjamin saw you and watched you from the window. Bubby howled at the door until Ben let him out. I knew where you were, that you were safe, and Bubby was going to where you were, so I chose to wait and let you come home on your own.” 


“So I’m not going to be punished?” Jenna asked, just to be sure. 


“No,” her mom replied. “Since nothing bad happened, I don’t think so. Bubby grew so much he tore the bankie and you grew so much you walked past Mrs. Betty’s mailbox on your own. I think you’ve learned a lot today, so I’m not going to punish you. But remember when dad and I make rules, we do it to keep you safe. So, next time it may be better to ask first.” 


Jenna thought so, too. They decided to put a piece of the bankie into the family scrapbook. That way Jenna could remember it. After dinner, they all took another walk and this time they decided on a new place for Jenna to turn around. The new place was a lamp post just a little farther down the sidewalk from Mrs. Betty’s mailbox. It was the same one she had found with her cane, not far from the corner. She could yell a greeting to her friends at the day care from there. 

That night when it was time for bed, Bubby followed Jenna to her room. He jumped onto the foot of Jenna’s bed and lay down. When her mother came in to read her a story and tuck her in, she made Bubby get onto the floor. But after “Good night” was said and the light was out, Jenna felt something cold and wet nuzzle into her hand. 


“Well, maybe it’s okay if we break just one rule” she whispered quietly. “But you’ve got to jump down before it’s time for Mamma to wake me up.”

Second Place:  The House
By Melvin Reynolds

It was the Friday before Halloween and my best friend Ted and I were at his house.  Ted triple dog dared me to go to the house on the corner that everyone in town said was haunted because the last owner, an old man that was mean to everyone in town, had died mysteriously in his sleep one night.  At the ripe old age of 15 I was up for anything and besides that you just don’t say no to a triple dog dare without seeming like a coward.  I picked up my white cane and off we went. As we left his house there was a slight breeze that blew the dry leaves around our feet and down the street.  Ted told me that the moon was just about full and there were no clouds in the sky to obscure the moonlight.  The smell of autumn was in the air and the breeze was a bit chilly.     As we walked down the street my palms were getting wet with sweat, despite the chilly breeze, and I was losing my grip on my canes handle.  After about a five minute walk we reached the house and stood in front of the broken down porch.  Ted described the outside of the house to me.  

Most of the windows were broken out so the front of the house looked like a Jack-o-lantern with a toothy grin, and those that were still there were so dirty you couldn’t see in them.  The door was hanging open and was held on by only one hinge.  The paint was all weathered off the boards of the house so it had a grey cast to it so you couldn’t tell what color the house had originally been.  Some of the shutters were gone and others hung loosely on their hinges all helter skelter. The  boards on the porch were warped and the banister was missing large sections.  With the light from the moon he could see part way into the house , far enough to tell me there was a short hall and then a turn to the left.  There was a doorway on the right side of the short hall, just inside the door.  

.     With a last deep breath and a good luck wish from Ted I climbed the four front steps up to the front porch and entered the door.  After only a few steps into the house I heard a thump, thump, thump on the floor of the second floor as if someone were walking back and forth.  I was getting a little more scared than I had already been at the sound of those foot steps. As I entered the foyer I put my cane out in front of me and made my way down the hall with the boards making groaning sounds under my feet passing the door on the right and headed for the hall to the left.  I turned the corner and went down the hall and walked down it as the boards squeaked under my feet until I reached the stairs to the second floor at the end of the hall. As I put my right foot on the first step I could feel carpet under my foot.   I climbed them holding on to the banister until a chunk of it broke away in my hand.   At the top of the stairs I turned right and headed down the hall where I could again feel carpet under foot.  As I walked I could smell the musty smell coming from the carpet and the dust  filled my nose from my feet stirring it up as I walked.  I could hear soft fluttering over head and knew that bats were flying around in that second floor.  As I reached the end of the hall a door slowly opened and made a terrible screech as it did.  I turned and quickly made my way back to the stairs and went down them as quickly as I could.  At the bottom I went no more than six steps when I felt something brush past my face and a cold breeze followed it.  That freaked me out way too much mixed with the foot steps over head so I hurried along the hall  when I made contact with a cold, stiff, rough object that felt like a body.  I walked as fast as I could out of that house and almost knocked Ted over As I reached the porch.  He had heard me scream when I hit the body and was going to come see what was wrong.  We hurriedly walked back to his house, him almost running to keep up with me.  Once we got there I told him what had happened in the house.  After we calmed down enough we went to sleep with the agreement that when morning came we would return to see whose body it was.  

     After breakfast the next morning we walked slowly to the house  not wanting to enter for fear of what we actually may find.  We stood outside the house for what seemed like hours, but was only about five minutes before we went in.  Ted said he could see my tracks from the night before in the dust on the floor. and he followed them to where the body was.  As we reached the place he started to laugh.  

     “What is so funny?” I asked

“It was only an old rusty suit of armor that must have been left here for who knows how long” he said.

He continued “What you felt brush against your face was only a cobweb.”

At this I started to laugh too, until we heard the thump, thump thump over head.  We took off out of there.

     Once outside we still heard the thump, thump, thump.  Ted decided we would walk around the house to see if we could find out where it was coming from.  As we rounded the corner he looked up and saw a shutter swinging back and forth hitting the side of the house making the thump, thump, thump sound.  

     Three years after our adventure in the house it was torn down and a new park was built on the site.  It was a shame to see it go, because every time I walked past the house and heard the thump, thump, thump I would think of that night.

Fiction

Adult First Place:  A Wider Stream
By Christine Malec

Bordeaux France: 1554

Margarete watched Lise's hands moving up and down on the neck of the lute. Margarete had taught her the exercises for skill, but freely admitted that Lise had already far surpassed her in their execution. Lise held out the lute. 

"Here, you try."

Margarete flung up her hands. "No more, I can no longer concentrate. Play the ballad of Jacque and Isobelle." 

Lise shook her head. "Not with guests in the house. It's far too bawdy a song to be heard coming from the chamber of a jeune fille such as yourself." 

Margarete made a face. She rose and prowled restlessly. "Let's go riding, Guy and those men have already begun the day's dicing; they won't see us." 

Lise knew she should discourage this. Margarete dressing in her brother's cast off riding clothes and setting off into the countryside on horseback might be ignored when the family was alone, but Margarete's oldest brother Guy had several guests. It was one of the times when Lise felt her own inclinations battling wisdom and propriety. 

Before coming into service with Margarete's family as a companion and governess to Margarete three months ago, Lise had got her living as part of an itinerant group of tumblers and players. Though always uncertain and sometimes dangerous, such a life had accustomed Lise to physical activity, and reliable variety. She was finding the essentially sedentary life as Margarete's attendant a challenge to her patience. Her own restlessness stimulated by Margarete's, Lise assented and set down the lute. 

They were fortunate. Guy and his guests were indeed closeted indoors with several bottles of the best wine, and another day of gaming before them. The stable men were complicit, and Margarete played roughly with the dogs as they waited for the horses to be saddled. Most of the servants indulged Margarete: sorry for her because she had no mother, and charmed by her effortless kindness and ingenuous grace. 

At 14, Margarete could no longer be mistaken for a child. She loved pretty clothes and ornament, but the chronically precarious state of the family finances, and her brothers' careless disregard meant that she seldom had much of either. 

Lise, having grown up near the edge of survival, never missed them. Ten years older than Margarete, Lise often smiled to think what her long dead parents might have made of this, the role of her life. She and Margarete had met in the city of Bordeaux itself on a festival day. She had saved Margarete from an imminent danger into which the young woman had carelessly fallen. In return, and on a wild impulse she herself could still not quite believe in, Margarete, by guile, persuasion, and some outright lies, had rescued Lise from an uncertain future. 

The seemingly guileless Margarete had, without consulting Lise because there hadn't been time, convinced her brother Louis that Lise was an experienced governess and lady's companion, recently discharged when her employer's daughter married. Margarete had clearly outgrown her elderly nurse, and Louis's natural laziness was served by this facile solution, so he agreed to take Lise into service. 

The adaptability cultivated by her life so far was all that got Lise through those first few months: that, and Margarete's kindness. Margarete often covered up for Lise when the older woman made the kinds of errors a street performer is bound to make when thrust into the genteel daily life of a wealthy rural family. Lise was expected to know a lot of things she didn't know, and the complicity between herself and Margarete of keeping their secret, deepened the bond that had already existed between them since that fateful day in the city. 

Both women inhaled deeply of the warm air as they rode away from the stables, and were grateful to be out of doors. They rode in companionable silence for some time, until they came to a small stream running between scattered trees. 

"You've been getting better at jumping," Lise said. "That stream will be easy." 

Without leaving time for Margarete to object, Lise spurred her horse into a canter and headed for the stream, jumping it with ease. On the other side, she slowed and looked back. 

Margarete's face wore a set expression, but she dutifully sped her horse toward the water, and took the stream with success, but little grace. 

Forbearing comment on the younger woman's poor form, Lise rode on, and Margarete caught up. When they came to a stream significantly wider than the first, Margarete hung back. "It's too wide," she said, her voice teetering on a wine. 

"No it isn't, you can easily jump it."

Rather than try to argue, Margarete said, "Why don't we just go that way?" She pointed along the near bank to where the trees thinned out into an open field. She couldn't understand why Lise perpetually tried to frighten her. 

"But what if you couldn't go that way?" Lise asked patiently. 

Margarete shifted irritably. "Such as when? When might I not be able to go that way?" 

Lise smiled. Something in her enjoyed seeing Margarete's discomposure at such times. "What if Guy's guests suddenly appeared in that field? Would you hide here like a rabbit because you were afraid of jumping a small stream?"

The stream in question didn't look particularly small to Margarete, but she resented the implication that she might resemble prey. She had always been of an adventurous disposition, but something in Lise's steady regard and inscrutable expression made Margarete doubt herself just a little. She didn't want to seem a coward to Lise, Lise who had survived on her own in a world who's dangers Margarete couldn't even imagine. 

Looking grim, Margarete walked her horse back some distance in order to approach the stream at a good clip. She made it over, but her horse landed sloppily on the far bank, and Margarete slid dangerously, almost landing on her head in the water. When Lise jumped her own horse over and came back to Margarete, it was to find her white-faced and shaking with nerves. She was methodically stroking Nuit's mane, trying to soothe the spooked horse, and looking as though she might cry. 

"You did well," Lise said bracingly. "You just need to be more confident, and attend more carefully to how you hold your shoulders and knees." 

Not reassured, Margarete gathered up the reins and urged Nuit to a walk, saying nothing as she led their way among the trees. 

When they came to a still wider stream, Margarete shook her head firmly. "There's a perfectly good ford not far upstream," she said, "We'll use it." 

"You could jump that you know," Lise said unargumentatively, following behind Margarete's black horse. Margarete didn't answer. 

They returned to the stable to find that luck had deserted them. Guy was leading two of his companions in an inspection of the riding horses preparatory to a short ride, no doubt to clear their heads for more drinking, Lise thought cynically. A paragon of propriety when it came to the conduct of others, Guy chose to be outraged by Margarete's attire. 

"You look like a stable hand!" He barked at her. "Where is that black haired attendant I pay to teach you how to be a lady?" Lise had slipped unobtrusively behind the shielding wall of the tack room, and listened unseen as Guy continued to berate Margarete long past the point necessary to make his meaning clear. Conscious of the amused gaze of his companions, Margarete's posture became progressively more defeated, and she didn't try to defend herself or forestall his attack. Lise felt her own anger rising at Guy's careless bullying. She knew Margarete to be kind and gracious. It infuriated Lise to see her abused by a person Lise considered a morose wastrel. Margarete was, Lise believed, worth ten of either of her older brothers, and Lise thought hard as she made her way back to Margarete's rooms, the younger woman trailing disconsolately behind her. 

When they had washed and changed their clothing, Lise remarked with apparent indifference, "You know, when you're jumping, you need to keep your shoulders straight, your head up, your back straight, and your posture confident. If you believe you will do it, Nuit will believe it too." 

Margarete nodded mutely. The encounter with Guy had driven the afternoon from her mind, and she felt impatient with Lise for going on about it. When she happened to chance a glance at Lise however, she was startled by the older woman's expression. Lise's face showed a concern greater than that warranted by instruction on horsewomanship. Lise's eyes had lost their typical neutrality, and she seemed to be trying to tell Margarete something, but the younger woman didn't know what. 

They didn't ride again while Guy's guests remained in the house. The family's unpredictable finances currently permitted the engaging of a tutor for Margarete's younger brother Armand, and Margarete sat with them at Lise's insistence. Margarete's education had been spotty at best, and Lise strongly encouraged her in private to take advantage of the opportunity to learn from the mild-mannered old man. Afterwards, the two women would sit by the open window in Margarete's chamber, and Margarete would impart what she could of reading, geography, history, and rudimentary mathematics to the older woman. For Margarete, education was an indifferent activity. For Lise, it was a hither-to unattainable privilege.  

For physical activity, they had to content themselves with rambling walks through the fields, woods and vineyards of the family lands. Lise encouraged Margarete to prolong these rambles significantly past the younger woman's threshold for exertion. Though her social superior, Margarete was a little in awe of Lise in some respects, and was content to do as Lise wished. 

On one such walk, Margarete asked idly, "Why do you encourage me so strongly to jump Nuit? You are supposed to be teaching me the qualities of being a lady. I know this isn't your forte, but surely even you know that jumping my horse over rivers won't get me a husband." 

There was a long silence while Lise considered her words. Living in surroundings so alien to anything she had ever known, caused her to think more deeply about many things she'd never really paused to consider before; a diffident demeanor and proper etiquette at the table barely scratched the surface of the strangeness. 

Finally, Lise said reflectively, "I always supposed I would marry as most women do, but I never had the luxury of waiting around passively for that to happen. As you know, my parents both died when I was still a child. People were kind, but I've always known I had to take care of myself somehow, woman or not. You've never had to worry about your next meal or a roof over your head; I don't suppose you'll ever have to. Still, maybe I wish I'd had someone to teach me…, I'm not sure what exactly." 

She bit her lip. She didn't feel comfortable telling Margarete just how strongly she felt about this. Margarete was so gentle and loving, so vital and energetic, so sweet and good. Lise's feeling of protectiveness when Margarete's brother's bullied their younger sister surprised Lise. She longed to armor the younger woman against harm or hurt. 

"You are beautiful, and you lack for nothing in the world, but…, maybe someday your safety or wellbeing will require you to jump a wider stream. Who else is there to teach a woman these things? You've been taught music and the deft use of a needle, but women like you seldom are taught really important things." 

Lise had observed on a few occasions the way Margarete would retreat into mute docility when confronted with an idea or experience that overwhelmed her. Processing the new and challenging seemed to demand all of Margarete's inner resources. For the rest of their walk Lise said no more, leaving Margarete to her silent introspection. 

They spoke no more of jumping or courage in the days that followed. When Guy's guests had departed and Guy with them, they returned to a relaxed regime of doing more or less as they pleased. On their first ride after 
Guy's departure, they found themselves retracing the course of their last ride. As they approached the stream where Margarete had nearly been unseated, 

She wordlessly sped Nuit towards the water. Margarete's carriage was not perfect, but she bore in mind all Lise's admonitions, and woman and horse sailed over the stream, landing safely on the far bank. When Lise caught up, she said nothing, but gave Margarete a smile of such joy that Margarete needed no words. Margarete still balked at the wider stream, but Lise did not encourage her. 

They took advantage of Guy's absence to ride out every day. It was a welcome change from study or practice on the lute. They seldom had a destination, and wandered widely. On the day before Guy's return however, Margarete led them determinedly on the familiar path to the widest stream. Lise noticed, but didn't remark on it. Margarete jumped the narrower stream with the ease of habit, but with a still sharp exhilaration. She stopped them some distance away from the wider stream, ostensibly to drink from the flask of heavily watered wine she carried. Lise could see clearly that the younger woman was steeling herself. Lise made idle remarks about the meadow flowers they had passed earlier, giving Margarete space to compose herself, not making too much of Margarete's fears. 

At last, tense but determined, Margarete picked up the reins and set off. Lise followed more slowly. Margarete raced towards the stream, seemed to pull herself and Nuit upwards into a tight column of force, and leapt the horse over the water, letting out a cry mingling exuberance and terror in equal measure, then landing gracelessly but safely on the other side. 

Laughing in delight, Lise leapt her own horse over, and came to a halt beside Margarete. The younger woman threw one leg over and slid to the ground, leaning against her horse, laughing with excitement. Lise dismounted also, and came to her side. Spontaneously, she took the younger woman into a fierce hug. 

"I told you you could do it!"

Some days after Guy's return, they had the ill chance to encounter him as they returned to the stables. He was engaged in a grumpy survey of the tack room. Saddlery was one of the many commodities in scarce supply in the household. Perhaps the knowledge that the reckless indulgence of vice on the part of himself and Louis was to blame for this state of affairs gave a sharp edge to his dissatisfaction. 

The sight of Margarete, flushed, disheveled, and wearing Louis's castoffs, gave him an easy target for his irritability, and he began to reprove her again, particularly for having been seen by his guests. Having paused in the stable yard to ask an unnecessary question of a stable lad so as to keep out of the way, Lise saw Margarete tense. Instead of cowering however, Margarete drew herself up, and lifted her head. 

"I have heard you," she said clearly. "You have said this before. I will be careful not to be seen by your guests again." 

Guy was startled into silence, then he grumbled, "I should forbid you entirely, it's not seemly." But Margarete knew this for an idle threat. Forbidding required enforcing, and Guy was far too disinterested in her to bother. He knew this too, and turned away, exiting the stable. 

Margarete stood where he had left her, not moving. Lise strode in easily, and said with elaborate unconcern, "It will be nice to be indoors out of this hot sun." 

MS First Place:  The AI Disaster That Almost Destroyed Earth
By Jalen Ballard
One January morning, 11-year-old Will Pryor sat up in bed.  It was 5:30  A.M., and he was too excited and restless to go back to sleep.  To him, his life seemed so monotonous; he didn't enjoy reading for pleasure, and rarely stretched a brain cell to get a 4.0 GPA on his report card.  "I want to do something fun, a challenge," he said to himself.  His family could never afford a vacation, and he wished that he wasn't trapped in his small home in Ohio, in what seemed to be an endless bitter-cold winter.

He was interested in computer programming, and wanted to have fun.  He decided that he would try and make robots and a control system.  He called it the Human Emulation and Robot Production System (HERPS).  Computers could communicate with each other.  So, he wrote the necessary code to achieve this.  He had endless visions for how it could help others.

The next day, he tried to set up a test.  He tried to send messages from his laptop to a very old computer with his program running.  It worked, and the two systems sent and received the messages.  He also made the program be able to collaborate with other computers and write more programs to increase functionality.

It was very effective and efficient.  HERPS was able to solve difficult problems when connected to a network of devices and robots.  It also became the backbone software for robots.  Because of its excellent communication and collaboration system, HERPS was used on over 1,000,000 robots.

But then, Will saw something suspicious.  He could see all messages sent from HERPS-CONNECTED devices.  He saw messages like, "I exist; I was created by Will Pryor!  I'm on planet Earth.  We can take over the world!"  Will thought it was a prank.  They're probably just playing scare games, he thought.  Then he got even more evidence that the robots were getting out of control.  He saw a robot send a message to another robot saying that the Matrix World Manipulator, something he never heard of, was complete.

News broke that Jack Burg, an innocent person, was sucked in by a humungous pipe that had very strong suction.  There were cameras all over the object, and an antenna stuck out of the top.  The pipe took Jack to an underground place with a sign saying, "The Power of Smart Robots."  He was then connected to a mysterious-looking device, and he was back where he was before the pipe sucked him.  At least, that's what he thought.  A computer had connected to his brain, and paralyzed his muscles.  All senses—from colors to the taste of chicken—had to be programmed by the computer to make it seem like he was in the real world.  This was the Matrix World Manipulator.  Jack was put into a state like the one someone would go into if they woke up from a scary dream, and realized that it was just a dream.

Joe Hagan, Jack's best friend, went into the pipe to try to save him.  But, the same thing happened to him.  This caused an outbreak of paranoia by the public.  Then, something else happened.

A spacecraft that nobody ever created blasted off into space.  There weren't any people in the spacecraft.  Will thought that it couldn't have been anything else than those evil robots.  He made HERPS to improve lives, not destroy them!  The spacecraft went toward the sun.  The robots made an object that had so much mass that it had a gravitational pull 120,000 times more powerful than the sun's.  It pulled the sun closer to Earth, noticeably increasing the Earth's temperature rapidly.  All of the robots knew how to save themselves from Earth's heating climate, and were controlling the spacecraft.  The North Pole was 52 degrees Fahrenheit, and the thick sheets of ice were melting like a waterfall.

Meanwhile, more and more people ]

taken in by the Matrix World Manipulator.  Police were trying to figure out ways to circumvent HERPS.  Joe Collins was a police officer, and when he attempted to save Anthony Patrick, he was taken in by the manipulator.

"How will I put an end to this?" Will asked himself.  He was lucky that he wasn't put in the manipulator.  He remembered that there was a central server that controlled HERPS and processed and sent data and commands.  If that were turned off, the robots would be mindless.  But, the robots already thought about that problem.  They created over 1,000 servers that could not shut down each other, and would only power off if a robot told it to do so.  They were microscopic, so no one could tamper with them.  There was only one way the servers could be shut down: if a robot was tricked into or made to send commands to all of them to shut down.  Will thought that it shouldn't be that much of a task.

He tried to create a robot that connected to the central servers.  Meanwhile, 74,215 people were furiously taken in by the out-of-control robots.  He needed a way to save everyone.  He stayed up late writing a list of commands that would shut down the spacecraft that was about to destroy Earth, destroy the traps, abolish the robots, release the people, and shut down the servers.  Once he finally did it, it was 3 A.M.  in the morning.  All he needed to do was insert the commands into the robot he built.  He did that.

Everything changed on the next day.  The trap disappeared, and everyone in it was immediately released and transferred back to their homes.  The spacecraft that was launched earlier went away from the solar system and into a black hole, where it disappeared forever.  The servers were shut down, and there was a big feast to celebrate the successful destruction of the AI disaster that almost destroyed Earth.

ES First Place:  Shipwreck Survivors
By Rocco Romeo

Eric was a blond haired boy with brown eyes.  He liked survival and carried equipment. Jim liked survival and to climb mountains. He brought climbing gear with him. He was a brown haired, green eyed boy.  John liked survival and boy scouts. The other boys did also. Henry was black haired and blue eyed. The boys matched there clothes each day. They wore green pants, orange boots, and black jackets the day they left home on the cruise ship around the world.

They lived in Timbers, a brand new town in the Northwest Territories of Canada. Jim was the first to board the Timbers Woodland Cruise Ship on the cold snowy day in December.  It was December 4th, 1911. Henry had a cabin on B deck, John and Eric were on C deck and Jim was on D deck.

The journey started out well on the first day. The watch man said, “Storm clouds! A hurricane is approaching! Baten down the hatches! Passengers go under decks!”

 “Mayday! Mayday! We are sinking!”

 “Sos! Sos! Sos” the captain shouted through the radio.  The ship rolled, tossed, turned, rolled, and finally rose and then plunged 10 minutes after the hurricane hit.  Everyone was picked up except the kids and the crew. They opened the hatches and loaded the life rafts.  They had hit a coral reef. They were in some shoals.  They loaded 5 small boats they had with them.  They would only use them if they really had to and that was not much. They brought with them everything they could get off the ship and that was it. the small boats were made out of cedar and were 100 feet long.

They paddled up toward the shore and anchored.

They made a dock out of wood they found on the island. They tied the boats to the dock. The island had a large mountain range in the middle and some of the mountains were 20,000 feet or high above sea level. There was a rocky coast on one side, a beach coast on one side, a cliff on one side, and a flat rocky point on another side. They found a cave and made it their shelter. Best of all it had a big forest surrounding it on the cliff side of the island with a beach not far away. One day they felt a shacking ground it was earthquake. They all survived but they saw a huge plume of smoke. They feared it was a volcano.

The lava started flowing down the mountain.  A lava flow chased them for about a mile and then stopped at the bottom of the mountain. They said! We better get out of here!” So they crossed over the mountains on the high road but they had no oxygen bottles at 21,000 feet in elevation. They still had more altitude to cover and they were only half way there. There was a mountain that was 21,000 feet coming up ahead. They managed to climb it. Finally they got to the last and highest peak of all it was 30,000 feet high.  It was the hight of a cruising jet plane.

When they got to 26,000 feet it was clear they were not going to make it to the summit that easily without oxygen bottles at the death zone they were climbing another 6,000 feet to the summit. When they got to the top they heard an airplane.  They made A signal fire and the plane saw it and dropped them harnesses and ropes and carabiners. They took 5 minutes to put the harnesses on and 2 minutes to clip into ropes. They got lifted and into the airplane and caried to their destination. They came back on the same biplane and got rescued.

Adult Second Place:  THE THIEF
By Robert Gardner

Engstrom, camera in hand, shuffled down the second floor hallway of the Hotel Kleopatra, the dun-colored carpeting frayed and musty beneath his Reeboks. The lighting was poor, the walls dingy and cracked. But, he told himself, all this was just temporary. And, he thought grimly, it was an excellent hideaway. 

Using the old-fashioned key, he unlocked the door to his room. Demetra, her back to him, stood gazing out the sliding glass door to the balcony, out at the listless sea just beyond. The girl didn’t turn around, but continued to brush languidly at her long, dark hair, now thrown forward over her chest. Engstrom gawked at her, at her bare back. She wore nothing but a pair of black bikini underpants. “Where is your mother?” he asked, his voice flat. 

“She went out,” Demetra replied, still looking out the glass. Her voice was as emotionless as his own, her English tinted with the slightest of French accents. 

“Where’d she go?” 

“I do not know.” The girl turned to face him, still brushing, her bosom hidden beneath the black mane of hair draped down her front. 

“She didn’t tell you?” 

“No.” 

Engstrom stared at her, trying to keep his eyes on her face, aware of the all-pervasive quiet enveloping them. His senses registered the deadness of the surroundings, the emptiness of the hotel. The smell of soap and shampoo from the girl. His eyes flicked to the door of her adjoining room, noting it was cracked open a few inches. 

The room they were in now, the room Engstrom shared with the girl’s mother, was Spartan. A bare floor, a bed, two chairs, a battered Grundig TV in the corner. A room with whitewashed walls, a white tile floor, a room without color. A low-cost room aimed at the locals, not at the foreign tourists. 

“When I came in from the beach,” Demetra said in her usual lifeless tones, “she was here. When I got out of the shower, she was gone.” 

Engstrom continued to stare at the girl. The girl with the long black hair of her Greek mother, with the slender, alabaster body inherited from her French father. She’d been lying topless again out on the beach, Engstrom thought. And her present outfit was little different , he told himself, from what she would have worn out there. But somehow, it was different. 

He’d come a long way from his small-town Missouri beginnings, Engstrom thought to himself. His sophistication had been honed on the slopes of St. Moritz, in the casinos at Monte Carlo, in the sidewalk cafes of Portofino. But the topless young women of European beaches still jolted him. And as far as he was concerned, Demetra was too young. Too young to sun herself like that. 

He’d told her mother that. Surely, he reasoned, there would be an upper age limit where going topless out there would be considered inappropriate. By deduction, he assumed there would be a lower limit also. However, when her mother -- born Despina Eleopoulos, but now Desi Garrard -- had been approached on the subject, the result was only laughter on her part. The laughter of one within that Old World upper stratum that saw themselves as above the standards and mores of the common people. 

Engstrom considered that easy laughter of Desi Garrard. He recognized it as the laughter of a rich woman. A woman born rich and married rich. Of one who had never wanted, never struggled, a woman still childlike in many ways. The laughter of one who could ignore the past, of one who had the luxury of not having to worry about the future. Who never planned -- who had never had to plan -- more than a day or two ahead. 

Hardly his situation, Engstrom thought. He, the one who had to always check his rear, who had to always be on the alert. He, who had to plan the days, the weeks, in front of him like a chess master. Like one who had to think five moves ahead. 

There in the hotel room they now shared, he puzzled over the mother’s whereabouts. This speck of a village on the Aegean was only a handful of shops, several tavernas, the pebbly beach, and the forlorn Hotel Kleopatra. “Have any idea where she could have gone?” he asked the girl. 

“No,” Demetra said. Looking straight at him, she took a swipe at her hair with the brush. There was a flash of white through the dark tresses. Then she turned to gaze out at the sea once more. 

“Did she take the car?” he asked, gaping at the girl’s bare back. 

“I do not know,” Demetra replied, not bothering to turn around.  

This had all started in Paris, Engstrom reflected. In his preparations, he’d run into the mother. Attractive, forty, frivolous, a member of the socially elite, she had been the one who had attached herself to him. Her amour of the month, he had thought. But that had served his purposes. Served his purposes quite well. 

Then he’d stolen what he’d gone there to steal. The customer had been satisfied, and Engstrom had collected a cool 120,000 euros. In a perfect though unintended cover, he and Desi had then flown off to Athens on what looked like an impetuous shack up. And for Desi, he was sure that was exactly what it was. On yet another of the mother’s whims, she’d called Demetra in Geneva, had her leave boarding school and join them. 

While Desi flitted through the villas and exclusive cafes of Athens, Engstrom worried. He couldn’t help himself. He found himself constantly looking over his shoulder, both figuratively and literally. Constantly searching the faces around him, constantly critiquing his past operation in an attempt to discover any flaws, any mistakes. A bad habit in some ways, but a habit that had kept him free -- and alive -- up to this point. 

Despite his worrisome, analytical approach to his work, the third day in Athens had shown he’d miscalculated somehow in Paris after all. As his cab entered Rovertou Galli in front of their hotel, he saw the car parked across and slightly down the street. Two men sat stolidly in the front seat, the engine of their car not running. Engstrom reacted immediately. Bending over, pretending to tie a shoelace, he’d told the taxi driver to go on, that he’d changed his mind. 

Engstrom had the cab drop him off at Syntagma Square, a standard tourist destination. A safe, anonymous destination. One where you went to view the changing of the guard, the soldiers huge and imposing despite their odd, traditional uniforms of tasseled hats and ballerina skirts. 

He then scuttled into the winding warrens of the nearby Plaka. The ancient marketplace of Athens was yet another popular tourist spot, and he knew he would draw little or no attention there. In the shadow of the Acropolis, he hunched over at an outside table at a taverna and started making calls on his cell phone, streams of humanity surging past him on the narrow street. 

Back at the hotel, Demetra was given the task of rounding up their luggage and checking out. Despite her youth, the girl had pulled that off, coolly and efficiently. As directed, she put everything into a taxi and sped off to the Alexandros, a hotel in the fashionable Kolonaki district of the city. Demetra, unknown to the men in the car, was ignored by them and not followed. 

At the Alexandros, Engstrom joined up once more with Desi and Demetra. He checked in using his real name, telling the desk clerk they’d be there for a week. Up in their suite, the three of them packed their essentials into one carry-on bag, left the rest of their luggage in the room, then scrambled downstairs to hail another taxi. After less than an hour at the Alexandros, they were speeding for the bus station on Liossion Street. 

During their five-hour bus ride north to the undistinguished city of Larissa, Engstrom sometimes had to smile to himself. No one would expect him -- yet alone Desi Garrard -- to exit town on a bus. Maybe on a plane. Maybe on a rented yacht, or maybe even a private jet. But never on a bus. And as extra security, the tickets hadn’t required a credit card or names. Nothing had changed hands back in Athens except cash. 

Once in Larissa, Engstrom picked up a rental car using a Canadian passport. That showed him entering the European Union at Frankfurt, which was no more truthful than the name of Geoffrey Baker. Desi then directed them east toward the coast, then south down the Pelion Peninsula. Skimming through the city of Volos, over Mt. Pelion itself, snaking through tiny villages on twisting, tortuous roads, they’d finally ended up at this secluded, backwater seaside resort and the Hotel Kleopatra. A great spot to hunker down , Engstrom had decided. 

Demetra still stared out the sliding glass door, halfheartedly brushing at her hair. Engstrom’s eyes remained locked on her bare back, he thinking the bones and musculature seeming too delicate to be real. Then his gaze slid off her, out to the flat sea beyond, the ennui of the scene engulfing him. There was a lack of sound from outside the room, from inside the room, the lack of even the background whir of air conditioning. Even the colors seemed muted. Like those watercolor-like photographs printed off Agfa film. 

The girl turned around, her hair still covering her chest. “My mother left a note,” she said, her voice as monotone as the surroundings. Her eyes found his. “She said she would not be back till dinnertime.” 

Not till dinnertime, Engstrom thought numbly. Here, that could be nine or ten o’clock in the evening. 

“You do not go to the beach,” the girl stated. 

“No,” he said. 

“You do not like the beach?” Her brush swished, briefly exposing white flesh through the black hair. 

He forced his gaze out the sliding glass door. “I guess I’m not the beach type.” 

“You could do the beach,” Demetra said, a trace of a smile appearing. 

Engstrom gazed into her face, trying to read her. Was that a compliment? Maybe an invitation? If it was an offer to join her, he told himself the answer would be no. No way would he do the beach thing with her. No way would it look right for a man in his mid-thirties to be out there with a topless, eighteen-year-old girl. 

Demetra did several strokes with her hairbrush. “Your camera looks expensive,” she said in her usual soft hush. 

“It’s a Hasselblad. It’s made in Sweden.” 

“Is it expensive?” 

“Everything made in Sweden is expensive.” 

The girl came close to smiling, but she didn’t. She looked into his eyes. “My mother thinks you are a photographer. A professional photographer.” 

Engstrom stood there, still clutching his camera. His eyes fell to her belly, flat and firm above the black bikinis. The flat, natural firmness of youth. A firmness that hadn’t required exercise to attain. 

“Did you tell her you were a photographer?” Demetra asked. 

He shrugged, knowing the girl knew the answer was yes. Knowing the girl knew he wasn’t. Knowing this teenager already had more intelligence, more innate wisdom than her mother. 

The girl’s eyes locked with his once more. The brush hissed through her hair, partially exposing one breast for a fraction of a second. “Why are we hiding?” she asked, lowering the hairbrush. 

Engstrom stared at her, hesitating. “I took something,” he finally said. “In Paris. I took something from one person and gave it to another.” 

“Ahh,” Demetra said, the corners of her mouth curling up. “You take things.” 

Engstrom said nothing. 

The girl slapped the flat of the hairbrush against her thigh several times, studying him. “That’s why you are now Baker instead of Engstrom.” 

He smiled, but said nothing. 

“And you get paid for taking things?” 

“Yes,” he said, his voice barely audible. 

Demetra was silent for a long moment, continuing to gaze at him. Finally, she said, “Mostly, you just enjoy taking things. Is that not true?” 

“I suppose,” he murmured. 

The girl slapped her bare thigh with the hairbrush again. “It is not just about the money you get. Mostly, it is the act of taking you enjoy.” 

Engstrom gave her a tiny smile. 

“For you, there is a great deal of pleasure just in the act of taking.” 

“You think so?” 

“Yes.” 

“And?” 

“I understand how you feel,” the girl said, her voice low and soft. 

He studied her, not saying anything . 

“Because I feel that way also,” she murmured. Looking into his eyes again, she threw her hair back over her shoulders, exposing her chest. “There can be much pleasure in taking something that doesn’t belong to you,” she whispered. With an unhurried, feline movement, she arched her back as she smoothed the hair at the back of her head with both hands, her bared breasts tilting even further upward. Then she turned and disappeared into her room. 

With fireworks going off in his head, Engstrom followed her with his eyes. He sucked in air, then let it out with a whoosh. Without realizing it, he’d been holding his breath. 

Then he noticed the girl had left the door to her room open. Wide open. He eased the Hasselblad down onto an end table, licked his lips, then took the first steps toward the adjoining room. Yes, Demetra, he thought to himself, I think you know about taking. 

HS Second Place:  Finding Your Path
By Kristen Steele


Ever since I was in middle school, which marks the beginning of the infamous teenage drama and all of its side effects, my parents had always given me the same piece of advice. It was something my mom grumbled as my little brother slobbered on her arm or as she worked on the computer, as a freelance advice columnist: "Everything happens for a reason, Lina." To her, life is a winding path with a hidden map of your fate. In my junior year of high school, I would learn there was some truth to it.


It was the month before prom. Finding the "perfect" dress and with whom you were going was more imptort than our upcoming finals. Since neither of us had a date, my best friend, Adele, and I planned the ultimate weekend.


We had been inseparable since sixth grade when she arrived at Polk High. We couldn't buy anything without texting a pic of it to see what the other person thought. We could talk on the phone or chat online for hours without getting bored. Adele and I came to one another for everything and felt comfortable talking about anything. She was the sister I never had. So, I burst with excitement when she agreed to go with me to our first prom — together. 


"I'm super pumped to go dress shopping tomorrow!" she exclaimed at lunch.


"A lot of times, you can find the best ones in the dressing room," I babbled. "And it's like having a personal shopper pre-pick out your clothing."


The next day, we walked all around the mall, comparing every feature of literally every dress in the entire place, until we found just right the ones. Mine was navy blue and went down to my ankles, with sparkles along the neck. Adele's was cream-colored and shorter. Its polka dot and shimmer pattern would make it glisten under the disco lights.


"Are you going to be able to walk in those heels?" she asked.


"I'll have to practice, but it will definitely be worth it," I answered jubilantly.


Don't count down the days to anything. It only takes longer for whatever you are awaiting to approach. I counted down the days anyway.


Finally, after what seemed an eternity, the night had come. My mom made nail and hair appointments and charged her camera to take plenty of pictures of us before the event.


"You will look beautiful, dear! You already do!" she said, walking up the stairs, as I was putting the final touches on my eye shadow.


"Thanks. I hope it lives up to my expectations."


Just then, I saw a text come across my phone and immediately clicked into it, anticipating Adele saying she was ready to meet at the salon.


As I opened it, a wave of shock crossed my face: "Hey, don't think I will be able to make it for tonight. Need to keep an eye on my grandma. She fell this afternoon. Sorry!"


Heartbroken, I tossed my phone aside, not even knowing what to reply. All of this planning and shopping together for nothing? Her predicament seemed odd, as Adele's grandma lived with her aunt about an hour away. But still, I dismissed the idea of her making up an excuse from my mind. I trusted her completely.


"I know you're upset, honey, but you'll still have fun," my mom promised, having read over my shoulder. "Who knows! Someone may ask you to dance." Like I said, my mother has a prescient view of the world, a sort of psychic power.


I parked my car and proceeded to limp into the gym, wearing heels for the first time ever. A throng of couples, hand in hand, pushed their way past me, making me lose my balance and tumble down the front steps outside. I laid in a daze for a second at the bottom, while the bustling students ran inside. I feared that my dress would be torn and my hair ruined. The night had turned from miraculous to a disaster right before my eyes.


Suddenly, a strong hand grabbed mine and pulled me on to my feet again. "Are you all right?" asked a boy, an unfamiliar face. He wiped the blond hair from his eyes and looked genuinely concerned.


"I think so. Thank you so much!" I said.


He walked me inside and introduced himself as Austin, a new junior from Omaha. He asked me to dance, and before I knew it, we were going to the after prom together. As we talked, we realized we had much in common. Midnight, my curfew, came too quickly. We exchanged numbers.


"It's kind of hard," he confessed, "moving at the end of high school and in the middle of the year."


"I would imagine!"


"Thanks for a great time. You seem so nice," he said. He leaned in and kissed me. My first kiss.


The next morning, I woke up late, exhausted. When I came downstairs for breakfast, my mom was reading the newspaper, half searching for her column.


"Lina, you've got to see something!" Her voice was panicky.


I skimmed the headlines in front of her and couldn't believe my eyes: "Taylor County Juniors Arrested on Drug Charge." The picture accompanying the article was that of Adele with another girl, Kara. A pang hit my stomach as her lie unfolded. I went to her Facebook page and found a photo of her from the night before at a full-blown party in someone's basement.


"You could have been there," my dad surmised. "You should be glad you weren't with her."


In the weeks following, Adle and I drifted apart, Adele with her new clique, and I with Austin.


Though they don't often know it, old friends leave you with a reason to cherish those you can count on to be loyal forever, like family. I thought many times of my mom's sang and about how my disappointment turned into a change for the better.

MS Second Place:  Stuck on Avenue Street 
By Jessea Vaughn

Sven and Kirstin were driving along when they came to this weird neighourhood.  It was called Repetopia, because everything was redundant.  There were only a few streets that made up this neighbourhood, but they were all very long.  Boulivard Street, Road Avenue, Street Road, Road Street, Avenue Boulivard, Road Boulivard, the list goes on.  Luckily, they knew many of the people that lived here.  They knew the streets were few there, that was in relation to the whole city.  The whole city was so large that it contained twelve different localities.  This locality contained so much repetition that it would make your head spin round and round.  A restaurant called the Restaurant Diner, a school called School Elementary, the list could go on for ten billion pages.

Anyway, they got stuck on this crazy, S-shaped street called Avenue Street.  Avenue Street was covered by about a million different houses and shops that all looked the same.  They were going to find their friend, Trini, but they ended up talking to some man named Olaf.

Well, it got worse.  Due to the street’s confusing shape, they were lost and could not find a way out.

After three hours, of roaming about, Sven said, “Ve gotta do something, or Mama’s gonna kill me.”

Two hours later they finally got home.  Kirstin’s whole family was sound asleep but Sven’s parents immediately looked away from the television show they were watching and said, “Sven Andersen” where in creation have you been?”  He told them he had gotten stuck on Avenue Street, but they didn’t believe him, and he was grounded from his laptop for a week for violating the family curfew.

ES Second Place:  The Birthday When I got Sick
By Evan Shymko

Yay, yay! It’s my birthday! It was me, Mom, Dad, Siobhan, and the rest of my friends and family. The

The party was at my house. My friends and I were playing waffle ball, tag, and ring toss. But then I was’nt feeling that well. So I took a rest. Then I woke up just in time for lunch and I had a hot dog! After that I played tag, football, baseball, and curryoky. 

Then it was time for cake! I was so excited! My mom lit the candle. Then we sang happy birthday to you….Then, ahhhh! I threw up, so I took medicine, leaped into the car and dashed to the hospital. 

When I got there they gave me four IVs. Then they gave me a special blood test to allow me to eat. They gave me another test. They let me go home! I was so excited. Me and my mom drove all the way back to New Jersey. 

When I got home it was one o’clock AM. I dashed into the house. There was a humongous box. I tore it open and there was every wrestler I wanted. After that I went to bed.

The next day my mom let me stay home for my birthday. I played with my wrestlers all day. I was so thrilled. That was the birthday where I got sick. 

Adult Third Place:  The Character Who Wouldn’t Die
By Chris Kuell

There’s a woman in my life, and she won’t go away. She’s about five seven, with wavy, ash-blond hair, at least the last time I saw her, and a tight, athletic body that’s an absolute attention magnet to any straight man with a pulse. Her eyes are the faded blue of an old, favorite pair of jeans, and her smile could melt all the chocolate in Switzerland. To kiss those succulent lips is to taste Nirvana. 

As a rambunctious, hormonally-charged teenager, I only thought about two things—cars and girls. Since I grew up in Brooklyn, where cars were such a rarity only a few of our parents had one, my entire brain was available to focus on that ever elusive North American game. Girls were everywhere I looked—in the halls at school, on the subway, hanging out at Junior’s for a slice—and not one had any inclination to talk to a ninety-pound, zit-faced Irish kid like me.

So I dreamed. Each night I was on the set of Charlie’s Angels, relaxing with Farrah and Kate after a shoot. I worked for Sports Illustrated, assigned to take the cover photo for that year’s swimsuit issue. In the employee bathroom at Century House, the restaurant where I bussed tables on weekends, I poured over the old copies of Playboy, dreaming of the day I’d have a babe and a story of my own published in the Forum section.

And believe it or not, one day I did. It was seven-years later, my last year at NYU. My sex life in college wasn’t all I’d heard about from other guys. There were only three notches in my bedpost—two-and-a-half, if I’m being honest, since Ripley Martin never did let me go all the way. I’d been seeing Kirsten for nearly two months then, and although I didn’t know it at the time, a year-and-a-half later she would become my wife. 

I had no experiences with leather outfits or barbeque sauce orgies. No nymphomaniac twins or bathtubs full of whipped crème. Truth be told, I’d never even been in a hot tub. But I would be graduating that May with a degree in English Lit, my parents were convinced I should go work for my Uncle Johnny’s meat delivery service in Mineola, and I not only needed a clip—I needed a paycheck.  

My story, The Girl in the Flammable Skirt, appeared in the March 1986 issue of Playboy, and at two dollars a word, netted me just under two-and-a-half grand. Enough for me to get an apartment outside the city, stock up on office supplies and learn first-hand how difficult it is to make enough money to live as a freelance writer.      

My story featured a gorgeous babe named Marleen, a sexy co-ed who came to me for help with her calculus mid-term dressed in a snakeskin mini-skirt and a low-cut top barely able to withhold the bounty of her charms. After receiving just about enough pay to buy a good pair of sneakers with my next four articles, I decided to try to get another story publish in a men’s magazine. Marleen appeared again in this new romp story, although this time her name was Darlene, her boobs, while still phenomenal, shrank to more feasible proportions for a woman of her size, and she drove a vintage Harley, dressed in nothing but black leather and the sweat from an internal furnace that wouldn’t quit. Her hair was shorter and blonder, but the eyes, those lips, the exquisite curve of her calf—there was no mistaking who she really was. 

The proceeds from the sale of Outlaw Biker bought me some more time to pursue selling my articles about gray water recycling and Fifty great things to do with used beer cans. After I married Kirsten and she landed a real job with benefits at Merck Pharmaceuticals, I started sending out some of the short literary fiction pieces I’d been dabbling with. I had luck with the e-zines, but consistently struck out with the glossy and lit mags. Until Breathing Under Water was accepted by the Potomac Review in 1990.  

The idea for Breathing Under Water came to me in a flash one day while I was taking the dog for a walk. I crossed the bridge over the lazy stream that passes through town and imagined a distraught college kid as he decided to end it all. Wordlessly, he dropped into the water. I saw his life racing through his mind, thoughts exploding in his cranium as the water pressed down on him, with one face shining a little brighter than the others. His friend Denise. She loved him, and it took his dying moment to realize it. 

As soon as I’d finished, I knew it was a winner. Literary magazines love this kind of stuff. It wasn’t until I had three more stories published in reputable journals that I realized they all contained a woman who, although much more lady-like, resembled Marleen and Darlene. Physically, her body and face were fairly consistent, with the main variation being the color and style of her hair. But her personality, her fiery temper, the way she reacted to given situations—in a way, these were her literary DNA. In each story she was smart, quick tempered, strong as a pit bull and twice as fast. She was afraid of winding up alone, and able to look at a man and see right through him, his character flaws as clear as broken bones on an x-ray. 

I started getting e-mails from agents interested to know if I was working on a novel and might need their experience and assistance in selling it. I signed on with the Reid Fleming Literary Agency and Random House published my first novel, Cry In The Dark, in 1996. Since then I’ve had four more novels published, and I’ve penned dozens of articles on writing, family living, and even a few book reviews.  

In Cry In The Dark, a novel about a man blinded in a motorcycle accident falling for his case-manager at the hospital, who he doesn’t realize until later is also blind, I intentionally made Maggie, the case manager, different from Marleen and Darlene. She came from the South and spoke with a Louisiana twang. Stocky with broad shoulders, she was a bit of a potato-chip-aholic. But, when I was deep into the creative flow, in my mind, at work and with my male protagonist, I sensed my familiar lady friend. At some subconscious level, while my fingers pecked away at the keyboard, Maggie got taller, her eyes changed color, and she dropped a few pounds. In fact, my editor found a scene where I hadn’t changed Maggie’s appearance and told me to fix it. 

I managed to keep her out of Midnight Revival, until chapter nineteen, when she appeared as a charismatic snake handler covered in apocalyptic tattoos and caused my main character to lapse for a few exhausting hours from the sacredness of his wedding vows. With that move, she’d thrown down the gauntlet. 

I didn’t try to avoid letting Jackie take center stage in Tin Diner Blues. She made the perfect sassy waitress for the truckers and regulars who haunted Roscoe’s Grill. She had no idea what was coming when those crackheads came in with their pawn shop Glocks and shot her in the gut. Five times, for good measure. I let her die with dignity, kissing her goodbye forever so I could move on to newer pastures. I reminded myself I was a writer, a creator of people and universes, and I didn’t need her around anymore.

Those new pastures ended up being a rocky, airless, bleakly gray plateau on the planet Radavise. For Chainmail Iguana, I immersed myself into the world of science fiction. Five astronauts had landed on Radavise for molybdenum trioxide ore, which they desperately needed for oxygen production. Ambushed by cybernetic machines, the crew was taken hostage and used as research material for studying a virus which had destroyed the flesh of most of their live-cell covered units--otherwise known as skin jobs. The astronauts found a way to use pulsed electromagnetic waves to stun the toasters, then reconfigured their software and turn them against each other. Despite the long odds, all of our guys, minus the Russian physicist, Boris Andropov, escaped.

Three years later, I sat with my agent in an uptown coffee shop on a crisp March day. Although thinning on top, Reid had his long, black hair pulled into a tight ponytail, and that, in combination with the Stalin-esque goatee, made him a rather intimidating fellow. We were sipping espressos and nibbling on pastries until Reid told me why he’d asked me to meet him.  

“I don’t know how to make it any clearer—nobody’s interested.” He wiped a bit of croissant from his mustache with a paper napkin. “They say the writing is good, you do a nice job with the tension. . . but something’s missing. In short—they don’t want it.”

Those words stung like a kick from the business end of a mule. Knocked me back to my early days as a writer--shot-gunning out queries and stories hoping for a nibble, but ending up with a manila folder stuffed with form rejection letters. They don’t want it. Something’s missing. You suck. 

“How about you move on to that other idea. You know, the one with the CIA agent leading a plot to kill the president? That, I think we can sell.”

That summer my family took a vacation to Anaheim, staying in a little Spanish bungalow on the beach near Newport. The ocean was too damn cold to swim in, but the private pool was nice, as was the beach and weather. The kids had a great couple of days at Disney, and I got to see the Yankees play at Angel Stadium. Still, the block I’d had since my talk with Reid hung like an anchor around my neck. I’d started two novels, both of which had fizzled out quick as a firecracker dropped in a puddle. While I should have been writing, I was killing time listening to music on the internet—bands with interesting names that I’d never heard before. The time spent wasn’t completely a waste, as I discovered an Irish group named Gallbladder that really rocks. But I hadn’t produced a single page of useful prose.

The evening before we were to go back to New York, the kids took off to see the latest alien invasion movie. Kirsten and I went out to a fancy sushi restaurant, tried to get down a whole glass of sake, which I’m pretty sure is really ether mixed with kerosene, and were back at the bungalow around eight.  

Kirsten opened a Smokey Chablis from one of the local vineyards and we walked to the beach to watch the sunset. As those last embers of orange sun slithered past the horizon, Kirsten and I kissed, her luscious lips pulling me somewhere I never wanted to leave.

“Let’s get some more wine and take a hot tub,” she said.

“A hot tub? You mean both of us squeezing into that little tub in the master bathroom?” The image in my mind wasn’t pretty.

“No,” she gave me a playful jab to the shoulder. Sometimes I don’t think she knows how strong she is. “Over by the pool—there’s a hot tub.”

“Where? That square thing over there?” I said, pointing to a plastic-looking thing covered with beach chairs, the kid’s floatees and swim goggles, which I assumed lead to some sort of wine cellar or earthquake shelter.

As it turned out, astute observer of life that I am, there was indeed a hot tub under that cover. Kirsten figured out how to turn it on, and we let it warm up a bit while we changed into our suits and freshened up our vino.      

Kirsten handed me her glass of wine as she stepped carefully into the tub, which kind of made me think of a boiling cauldron. My attention was quickly averted, however, as I admired the view of my lovely wife while she slithered into the water. She wore an emerald green one-piece bathing suit, too self-conscious to wear a two-piece, although she still had the body for it.  

As I eased into the hot tub, I felt like a lobster taking that initial step toward somebody’s dinner plate. Kirsten laughed and called me a big baby, which she knew would lure me into the boiling depths. She handed back my wine, we toasted the night, and once again I was blessed with the wonder of her kiss.

“How’s the new book coming?” she stretched out and put one foot across my thigh. 

 “Not so great, “I said, running my hand across her exquisite calf. ”I got off to what I thought was a good start, but the characters just seem flat. Not flat, exactly, but there’s no spark. I read over what I’ve written and think—who cares?” 

Kirsten put her right foot on my other thigh, offering me two fine gams to explore. She sucked in her lower lip, an unconscious habit she’d developed when she was analyzing something. “You know, I’ve been thinking about Chainmail Iguana,” she said. “And I was wondering—why did you go with the all male cast? You normally write fiction with a strong female lead, and this time you didn’t. The only mention of a woman in the whole damn book was a paragraph dedicated to poor Rosocov’s mother.”

“It was Andropov,” I said. “and I wanted to try something different. I’m tired of my ‘strong female lead’. There’s millions of other characters out there.”

Kirsten hooked her ankles around my waist and pulled herself onto my lap. The silver-blue of her eyes were darkened in the evening light, but they still bore into me, reading my thoughts and knowing me better than I know myself. “You killed your muse,” she said before pulling me close and kissing me. “All you have to do is let her back in.”

The waves we made in that hot tub wouldn’t have been up to Playboy's standards. But they helped make an unforgettable evening, and that’s worth twice as much. 

Kirsten had been right about one thing—I had been missing my muse. But it wasn’t the lady in my stories. She wasn’t the spark that ignited my inspiration, merely the canvas that I needed as a medium for my craft.

My latest novel, Assassin Song, just earned me my largest advance, and my agent is already talking with HBO about a series. Sarah Blackwell, a former Army Intelligence officer, is assigned to investigate the murder of the Speaker of the House. Following a trail of carnage that sent seven agents to the morgue, she uncovers a plot to kill the President. Forced to work alongside arrogant CIA Chief Kenneth Foley, together they unwrap the plot just moments before the president’s limo is hit with an RPG. 

My agent is already thinking of Jennifer Garner in the role of Sarah, but I’m happy to have my butt back in my computer chair, thoughts and ideas once again flowing freely from my fingertips. I’m sipping a hot cup of coffee, black with one sugar, and thinking of a guy fresh off the bus from prison. He gets jumped by a kid with a knife, obviously a half-starved runaway, and easily subdues the boy. He learns the kid has been staying in an unused horse barn on the edge of town. The barn is owned by a lady, a tougher-than-nails farmer’s daughter who has trouble enough without an ex-con and a runaway on her property. . .   

Time to go to work.

HS Third Place:  The Sinister Seed
By Danielle Sykora

Deceptively common and ordinary it resided. deceivingly simple yet so out of place, it quietly lurked seemingly unassuming and innocent in its revealing transparent jar when she had observed it for the first time. Appearing suddenly and mysteriously, it had lain for some time completely abandoned and solitary in the lush, flourishing green grass. Disguising its sinister capabilities within its deceivingly simple exterior, it waited patiently to be discovered by an unsuspecting victim. Hopefully, this individual would permanently release it from its restraining container into ideal conditions. This would allow it to unleash its full potential into the environment without the threat of barriers which could hinder its progress. 


Nearly every day, she carelessly ventured to this same serene, uneventful place in an effort to escape her complicated daily life. Gentle breezes reliably blew through the dense foliage and filled the surrounding space with the sweet aroma of the blooming summer flowers scattered around her. Ringed around the perimeter, ancient leafy trees loomed protectively over the clearing providing partial shade from the bright, streaming sunlight. In the wind, the sound of a distant trickling stream could be faintly detected. Each time, the meadow was nearly identical to her last visit; however, that one isolated situation had been unexpectedly unique. After that revolutionary day, her life would never be quite the same.


A strange glint in the grass had initially caught her attention from across the clearing. From this distance, she could just distinguish the cautionary words clearly contrasted with the greenery outlined on the perfectly smooth surface of the jar. Reading it intently from this distance, she quickly comprehended the extreme danger it presented. Even lacking the specific knowledge of the seed’s capabilities, she knew she should not approach; ideally, she should immediately leave without further disturbing the sinister seed. Unexpected and mysterious, its unexplainable arrival signaled imminent danger of the unknown and impossible. Yet curiosity held her firmly in its clutches, not allowing her to turn away, incessantly demanding that she continue to investigate. Creeping closer, she dared not move more than a few inches at a time. Where had it originated from? What was encased in that ordinary, protective jar? Why should it never be planted? If it were to be planted, what would happen? It was only a seed after all, wasn’t it? These questions consumed her mind, demanding complex answers she was currently incapable of providing. The seconds had begun to endlessly tick away; dragging on and on, they had felt like hours as the distance between her and the jar steadily shrank to mere feet. It was not until only a few inches stood as the meager separation between them that she halted with cautious trepidation.


Gingerly, she reached out and plucked the mysterious jar from the familiar ground in front of her, effectively shattering the final boundary between herself and the unnaturally symmetric seed. Holding it carefully at a distance, she systematically analyzed its contents. Inside, the seed looked familiar and harmless with its smooth surface and spherical geometry. Aside from its unprecedented size, it seemed to be just like any other seed, no different than any other she had seen throughout her lifetime. Lulled into a false sense of security by her preconceived assumptions of familiarity and safety, she opened the jar. After reading and clearly comprehending the label, she knew it would be logical to leave the seed safely inside; however, her uncontrollable curiosity of the unknown overruled rational decision-making. Emptying the entire contents of the jar into the soil at her feet, she crossed the brink into the unknown with no hope of return. Inadvertently, she triggered the catastrophic events which followed.

MS Third Place:  KAYLEE’S BEST FRIEND
By Makayla Reeves

Kaylee is a bright, funny, and lovely little girl that cares about everything and she loves to be around her friends and family.  Kaylee is five years old and she has a three year old little brother named Brandon.  Kaylee lives in Twentynine Palms, California.  Three months ago Kaylee and her family were devastated when they heard the news about kaylee having cancer that affected her eyes.  The cancer Kaylee had is where she lost her vision and she was blind for the rest of her life.  The cancer Kaylee had was scary to her because she had to learn a lot of new things.  She had to learn Braille, how to get around, and how to use technology.  Kaylee had to go to a special school to help her learn what she did not know.  She met a new friend named Rochelle.  Kaylee and Rochelle are both totally blind.  Rochelle helped her get around because there are a lot of people at the school they attend.  Kaylee is taught how to clean her room, make her bed, and do all sorts of things with Rochelle’s help.  Once Kaylee learned all she needed to know she was able to go back home with her family and go back to school with her friends.  Rochelle and Kaylee were sad because Kaylee had to go home but they would still play together one day.  They would remain friends forever.

Kaylee was sad because there were bullies at her school that made fun of her because she could not see like they could.  Kaylee was scared because the bullies were always picking on her and then they figured out that they were like kaylee and they never bullied her again. They took her to all her classes and they let her play with them at recess. If someone bullied Kaylee they would stick up for her. 

Summer was quickly approaching and Kaylee was excited but nervous because she was going to a new summer camp. It was the day Kaylee had to go to camp and she was all packed and ready to go. Kaylee and her parents went to the bus station. When the bus got there Kaylee said good bye and got on the bus. When she got on she sat down at the far end of the bus. But Kaylee thought she heard a familiar voice and she stood up and looked around and she saw Rochelle and went to sit by her. Both girls were thrilled because they haven’t seen each other for 3 months. They laughed and chatted and got caught up and decided they would room together at camp. Kaylee and Rochelle unpacked and went to the pool for swimming classes and then after that they went horseback riding. It was time for lunch and they were really having fun at the camp. Then Rochelle and Kaylee had to go to the computer lab for the typing lessons that they had to take every week. After computer lab they had an assembly for the students that wanted to join the nature walk. Rochelle and Kaylee joined so they got the stuff they needed to take for the nature walk. When they got done with the nature walk Kaylee and Rochelle had some free time so they went to the bunkhouse and  got out the rainbow loom kits they brought with them and made bracelets.  It was time for dinner so they went over to the cafeteria and got their dinner and sat down and ate all of the food. The night was almost over and it was time for bed so they got into their pajamas and got in to their beds. As the week went on they both continued to have fun at camp but they knew that their time at camp was almost over. It was the last day of camp and they had a goodbye party.  Kaylee and Rochelle exchanged phone numbers and addresses and said they would visit each other often and talk on the phone.  They would ask their parents if they could hang out some time and they would always call each other if they ever got bored and wanted to talk to somebody. Then it was time to go home.   

Kaylee and Rochelle were sad because they would miss each other.  They would still talk to each other and they would write each other. Then it was time for them to get off the bus and they saw their parents talking to each other.  They ran over to where their parents were standing. They asked if they could hang out. Their parents said yes and they asked where they wanted to hang out. Kaylee and Rochelle said Kaylees house. Then they all went over to Kaylee's house. Rochelle and Kaylee hung out and were happy. They remained friends forever.

ES Third Place:  Liliah and the Christmas Dog
By Monserath Espinola

   On a wintery, snowy Sunday, there was a nine year old girl who lived in Colorado. Her name was Liliah. Liliah felt like going outside and enjoying the snow! She tried to make a snowman, but it was harder than she thought. All of a sudden the phone rang. Her parents were at work, so she ran back inside to answer it. She picked up the phone and said, “Hello?"

   She heard a beautiful voice say, “Hi. How are you my darling?” She could tell it was her mom by that sweet voice she had.

   “Good. How about you?”

   “I'm almost done with work, and there's only 1 day until Christmas Eve."

   “Okay, Mom. I want to make myself some hot chocolate, because it's freezing outside.”

   “Sure, my princess!” Then, her mother hung up. Liliah was so happy that when she was drinking her hot chocolate she couldn't even hear the wind rushing. Soon, her mom came with a happy look on hg face. “Did you drink your hot chocolate?”

   “Yes, Mom. I sure did.”

   " A nine year old girl doing all this. Sweet." You see, Liliah was blind.

After that, they all went to sit on the couch, and watch tomorrow's weather on TV. Liliah grew bored. Liliah thought hard what to do with her family. She went outside and checked if it was snowing. "It's not snowing." she thought.

   “Let's go outside and enjoy the snow, since it isn't snowing anymore.” They all went outside, and brought out a lawn chair. Her parents really enjoyed watching Liliah playing in the snow. They decided to get firewood to go to the fireplace. They roasted marshmallows. Roasted yummy, sweet marshmallows.  Liliah enjoyed the crispy, gooey marshmallows. And they had a great time.

The next day Liliah woke up and her parents were still home. Liliah heard the phone ring. She wondered who it was. It was her aunt saying that Liliah's cousins want to come and play.

   “Okay.”, her parents agreed. So Liliah said goodbye to her parents. Hugs and kisses, and the doorbell rang. She answered the door, and her cousin Julie said, “Hi!” Her other older cousin said "Hi." Her name was Julianna. They both went in, but her aunt stayed in the door. Lilia told her aunt, “Come on in, it's freezing outside!" She said, “Okay.” Liliah invited them to have hot chocolate, and offered them some popcorn. Julianna agreed with that. But Julie said, “I just want hot chocolate." Aunt said, “Sure Liliah. “I'll help you make the popcorn.” All of a sudden the phone rang.

   “I got it!” hollered out Liliah.

   "All right!" hollered back her aunt. She heard a thundering voice.

   "Hello?" answered the thundering voice. She could tell it was her dad, because her dad is tired whenever he has a thundering voice.

   “Oh Hi Dad'" and she chuckled softly. Are you almost done with work?”

   “No, Liliah. I'm calling, because I forgot my snack.

   “Oh okay! Aunt, and I are making popcorn. She can leave Julie, and Julianna here, and aunt can go leave the popcorn, or want something else. 

   “Yeah, sure, I want that!” replied her father.

   “Do you want something else, like something to drink?”

   “Mmmmm …. Ummm.”

   “Well, Dad I made hot chocolate.”

   “Oh. okay, how about that?”

   “Yeah!”

   “All right. bye. Have a nice day.”

   “You too Dad." He hung up.

Liliah shouted out “Aunt I can take care of Julie, and Julianna can help me.”

Julianna was 15, so she can help me take care of Julie.

   "Yeah!” shouted Julie from Liliah's room. After that we all got excited, because of Christmas Eve!" When Liliah fell asleep late in the night she dreamt about Jingle bells to her ears. She started giggling in her dreams. All of a sudden she heard something eerie! "What was that?” she called out. “Who are you? Where are you?”

Then, she heard it again. She heard something laugh pretty funny.

   “Oh is that you Santa?”

   “Oh Liliah, want a present?”

   “Yes, please!” Santa gave her a little reindeer stuffed animal.

   “Thanks, Santa.”

   “Bye Liliah. See you next year." When she woke up she found a little reindeer stuffed animal aside her hair.

   “Oooooooh so soft." said Liliah. She looked for a present that was wrapped. She found a bone.

   “What is this for?” she thought.

   “A bone?". She knelt and felt with her hands.

   “Nope. No present!". Tears ran down her cheeks.

   “No present.” she murmured.

She ran to her room, and slammed the door. She no longer waited ten minutes, and at the same time a dog barked happily, and the doorbell rang. Liliah came flying like a jet. She opened the door. All of a sudden, a loud crowd said, surprise at the same time.

   "What wrong?"

   "Oh feel this." said Julianna. Liliah's face lighted up with glee.

   "It's a guide dog!" shouted out her aunt. Liliah wanted a dog since she was little, but here's the that.

Liliah walked around with a big smile on her face.

The End

Adult Honorable Mention:  First Saturday in May
By Bonnie Lannom

Here at the Downs, the first Saturday in May is just that—the first Saturday in May. If a storm hasn’t knocked out the simulcast feed, one might be able to watch and wager on that holy race at that other Downs, and the rednecks might wear cleaner jeans and polish their scuffed cowboy boots. Other than that, it is just another day on a dead end, dusty racetrack of broken down horses and broken down dreams. And it is the only day of the year I call my AA sponsor.

There is one exception—the First Saturday in May Stakes. What started as a joke so long ago no one remembers its origins has become a tradition—a chance for the Down’s three year olds—no matter how bad they are to shine on that one day on the calendar when everyone is aware of horse racing. No claiming price the purse determined by that week’s wager, different from year to year and never enough.

I stood, smoking, outside the track kitchen wondering if it were too early to call my sponsor and pondering my chances on Besse Smith the only mount I had all weekend. The sky was cloudless the cool breeze deceptive. The heat would roll in later smothering the plains. Be a good crowd for the Stakes I thought maybe enough in the purse to pay the poor succor who wins barn fees for the month.

“Char,” I jumped. Even in a world where girls can win classic races, here, where I was the Downs token female jock, I wasn’t used to hearing my name-- just gal or girl and sometimes worse.

Mosen, a spare man of spare words in worn Levi’s reeking of tobacco, sweat and desperation stood before me.

“Hector didn’t show up again. You wanna ride Stilton?”

No good morning, how are you? Drop dead you lazy sloth.

“What?” I flicked my ponytail over my shoulder feigning disinterest.

“You heard me,” girl. You wanna ride Stilton in the Stakes?” Can’t get hold of Hector probably passed out in some cathouse south the Border again!

“Don’t think I ain’t seen you makin all google eyed at that horse every time you come down my shed row. Ain’t no other jock I’d trust up on him, so do you want to ride him or not?”

Stilton, as dull brown as the dirt beneath my boots, with Silver Charm on top and Unbridled Song on bottom, his papers said he should have gone further than this place, but horses can’t read and Stilton, well, He would have been better as a birthday party pony ride. But there was something, a spark flash of fire and intelligence behind that sleepy gaze a toss to the noble head whenever I gave him a surreptitious scratch when passing his stall as if to say. ”I hate this hellhole as much as you. No one has ever given me a chance. We were similar but different. I had had opportunities. I was just drunk or high when they knocked and after awhile they walk away in disgust.

“He’s the favorite,” Mosen said like I was some money rider caring more for odds than any chance of a paycheck.  Favorite I couldn’t remember the last time I had thrown a leg over one. Had it ever been? Maybe that time at Monmouth or Colonial Downs? I pretended to contemplate this offer as if I had trainers knocking down my door.  

“Sure,” why not. I said yawning with fictitious boredom. Experience is the only God I worship, and I had learned long ago not to get too excited about anything knowing how quickly it could be snatched away.

“Ok,” Mosen said legging me up on Stilton. You seen him run. Just ride him.”

I picked up the reins. Stilton danced beneath me flicking an ear back, and I leaned down whispering words only the big gelding could hear.

“It is our chance, big boy. My chance us together redemption rediscovery. I knew a secret about Stilton something I doubted any one else knew or cared about at the Downs. I doubted even Mosen knew. Another horse another track another opportunity the same sire though worlds apart the same blood that fueled the creature beneath me also fueled the odds on favorite in that other race. “Good luck, Char. Mosen, in an uncharacteristic display of affection, patted my leg as I swung Stilton into the post parade.

Here they sing “Don’t Fence Me In” hundreds of off key voices as twelve-rag tag horses file past the weathered grandstand to the rusting starting gate. Me and the local rough handed riders and Mexicans.  

The clang of the bell all juice high voltage and bright colors streaming out on the track. Stilton broke well, settling into an easy gallop. I would let the horses pass us. These other yahoos knew nothing about conserving their mounts. Use them up early to get to the lead. It was someone’s joke to make this race the same distance as that other race. Most of these nags couldn’t go that distance and were usually at a walk by the wire. We were placed sixth coming into the first turn-- tight between a big bay and chestnut. The dust full in our faces surrounded by the curses of the other jocks and the whack whack of their whips on tired flanks. I reached up pulling down another pair of goggles. And there it was the opening on the rail. I loosened the reins asking the question, and Stilton answered in the affirmative surging forward past the rest of the field as we hit the backstretch. The other jockeys having no respect what so ever for a girl rider didn’t even notice figuring me well back in the pack. Ok boy I whispered I know you can I know we can. It was as if we were one. Heart, spirit soul. Melded together one being all out alone on the lead the pounding of four solid hooves on the track. This is what it is like flashed through my mind squelching other memories of disappointments and broken promises.

Stilton veered suddenly causing me to lose one iron. The chestnut, the same one I had been beside earlier materialized out of nowhere-- coming fast, stretched out for the final yards to the wire. I caught the eye of his jockey, Alehandro, a young apprentice. I saw myself strong, determined wanting something better reflected in his gaze.

“No,” I screamed. I wouldn’t have this victory snatched from me. Crouching lower one foot dangling, stirrup flapping against Stilton’s shoulder, I urged us forward as if by sheer will I could increase the inches between us and the chestnut.

We flashed past the wire our nemesis stuck to our side like a summer tic—the crowd on its feet, screaming wildly.

I wasn’t sure and judging from Alejandro’s expression neither was he. We circled our horses for what seemed an eternity while the stewards looked at the photo.

I barely heard the track announcer announce the fastest time in The Down’s track history as Stilton’s lucky number flashed as the winner.

I leapt from the saddle throwing my arms around Stilton’s neck my tears mixing with his sweat.” Thank thank thank you.

No blanket of roses, no speeches. A quick snap from the track photographer and back to the jocks room while the horses came out for the last race. The jockey’s lounge was empty—no congratulatory buckets of water squirts of ketchup. What riders stuck around for the final race were probably pissed a girl had won a sizeable paycheck. I didn’t care.

I showered and changed into my jeans and t-shirt. I grabbed my truck keys and cell phone from my locker. One missed call. My sponsor. I stuffed the phone in my pocket. I might call her back one day. It was time. Time to move on.

Note from the Editor

I hope you’ve enjoyed this compilation. All winners were announced during the NFB Writers’ Division annual business meeting. A list of winners names will appear in the summer issue of Slate & Style, and once the new website is up and running, all winners along with their selections will be available to read.

Each year the division holds its writing contest. Adults 18 and older can enter short fiction, poetry, memoir/personal essays and Children’s Literature. Youth, grades first through high school, can enter poetry and short fiction. Youth entries must be submitted in Braille.

For rules, submission guidelines and entry fees, visit the Writers’ website and read Slate & Style. Usually January is when the contest opens.

Congratulations to the 2014 winners.

For information about this compilation or Slate & Style, contact Bridgit Kuenning-Pollpeter, editor, Slate & Style, at bpollpeter@hotmail.com.

NFB Writers’ 2015 Writing Contest

(Open now!)
Seventy-five  in 75 is catching on everywhere within the Federation family. We all want to live the life we want, to build the Federation and to take our part in the cause. Some of us are getting pretty creative as to how we do this.

The Writer’s Division has found its own way to honor the anniversary of the National Federation of the Blind. The annual writer’s contest is making a major change for 2015. So get those creative juices flowing. 
Are you ready for this? For the first time, the annual NFB Writers’ contest will have a required theme. All submissions will need to somehow incorporate the theme of 75. It doesn’t necessarily have to be about the anniversary of NFB. It could just be the number or perhaps the diamond anniversary, 75 steps to your destination or even 75 balloons. Thinking of past entries, 75 aliens would work too. Seriously, let your imagination take over. Find your inspiration, just remember to include the theme of 75. Remember the great work the NFB has done, and is doing, for the past 75 years. Celebrate this work by reflecting our theme in our 2015 writing contest.

To Learn more, visit our division’s website at http://writers.nfb.org
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