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Shawn Shonerd
Winner of Grand Prize for Prose

“I enjoy woodworking, strategy games, and spending 
time with dogs. Sometimes, I’ll do a load of laundry  
just so my pup can ‘steal’ his toy sock from the basket.  
I wrote ‘An Unbroken Man’ because my grandfather’s 
recovery from a stroke has continued to be a source  
of inspiration for me.”

A n  U n b r o k e n  M a n
Shawn Shonerd • Academic Transfer

I stand a respectful distance away. In front of me, an old man crouches 
within a maze of copper pipes while staring at a black and rust-brown 
beast of a machine. I hold a portable work light in my hands, futilely trying 

to angle it correctly. No matter which way I turn the flashlight, the shadows 
cover something important. After a minute of waiting for me to position myself 
correctly—watching me struggle (and probably enjoying it, knowing him)—the 
old man smiles slightly. Only the left side of his face can smile. His right eye, 
right cheek, nose, and part of his lip remain immobile, impassive. He reaches 
into his right pocket and takes out his cell phone. Expertly flipping through the 
apps on the screen, he turns on the phone’s light and uses it to illuminate the 
bottom of the boiler. I’m impressed with his skills; Grandma could never do 
that—the woman still has a pager.

The old man searches for a second, then reaches down a weathered, massive 
hand and flips an unseen switch. The sound of a click then and an almost 
imperceptible hiss in the air—the propane line. The old man looks back at me, 
triumphantly.

“That was never the problem, Grandpa. The propane always worked.”
His smile doesn’t dim though; he just turns back to the boiler. He seems to 

be waiting for something.
“The real problem,” I continue, “is getting it to light. The ignition switch is 

out.”
“Oh,” is all he says. It’s one of the few words left in his vocabulary.
He shines his phone light around the boiler in a broad arc, finding the 

ignition switch next to the wall—and dangerously close to the electrical panel. 
He frowns at that. If I lived in a city and had to follow city ordinances, I’m 



8

pretty sure that little infraction would incur a hefty fine.
“Grandpa, nobody really cares what you do in the country. As long as you 

don’t blow up your house or something, it’s fine,” I say, a bit too quickly. He 
shoots me a look that can only classify as “benevolent disappointment.”

He presses the switch and waits. He flicks the switch back and forth 
repeatedly—but as expected, it has no effect. He frowns, then looks at me and 
holds out an oil-stained hand.

“Pipe wrench?” I offer, helpfully.
“No,” he replies, another one of the few words he can still speak.
“Screwdriver? Voltmeter?”
He shakes his head.
Hmm. “…Sledgehammer?” God, please don’t let it be the hammer.
“Yah!” he says, and nods enthusiastically.
Damn it.
I hand him the sledgehammer, mournfully, careful to avoid bumping it on 

the twisted, probably really illegal mishmash of copper pipe. Knowing my luck, 
any slight tap to the pipes would probably knock out a fitting and flood the 
place. Unlike me, Grandpa doesn’t waste any time worrying. He takes a huge 
over-the-shoulder swing and brings the hammer down on the boiler. I wince 
as the head lands with a huge bang on a spot neighboring the ignition switch. 
There’s a sprinkling sound—a flash of memory: little kid Shawn dropping an 
open bag of sidewalk salt on Grandpa’s kitchen floor. The salt scattering on the 
kitchen floor had made a similar sound. Decades of rust dislodged from the 
boiler and littered the ground.

He reaches for the ignition switch again. The pessimist in me is utterly 
convinced the hammer blow broke it permanently. There’s a brief moment of 
anxiety when I realize that the propane has been running—unlit and flooding 
this tiny room—for an uncomfortably long time. We might very well blow up 
the house today. But when he presses the switch now, there’s a new sound—a 
fast series of clicking, like someone flicking a lighter repeatedly. The clicking 
continues for a brief second before the propane finally flares with a whoosh! Yes! 
I hear the boiler kick on and smell the pungent odor of eons of accumulated 
dust burning. It’s a rancid smell, and Grandpa grimaces with half his face. But 
when he turns to look at me, the grimace has vanished. This time, I return his 
triumphant smile.

He groans as he stands up, and his back makes a sound like a bucket of 
firecrackers going off. His forehead glistens, slick with sweat. What little hair he 
has left, just a messy brown pile now, flops on his head. He raises one oversized 

a n  u n b r o k e n  m a n
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hand at me in the universal “wait” gesture as he tries to catch his breath. He’s 
a large man, but not what I’d call fat. An imposing figure, but not arrogant. As 
a kid, I thought him invulnerable, immovable. The breaths he struggles to take 
now, a shrinking ragged sound, prove that theory incorrect.

“C’mon, ya old man, quit playing around,” I say to him, teasingly.
He just laughs—a big, hearty laugh that hasn’t changed for years. At least 

the stroke hasn’t stolen that.
W

On May 15, 2007, Grandpa drove his semi-truck on a highway just outside 
of Scranton, Pennsylvania. I’ve asked him about this day before, the day of his 
accident, but he still doesn’t remember much. According to a website that tracks 
historical weather data, it was a sunny, cloudless, windless day. It was a beautiful 
day. He’d driven truck for years—he loved the sense of freedom and adventure. 
He loved to travel and to meet all different kinds of people.

“Ants in his pants,” Grandma said with a slight smirk. She sat at my kitchen 
table with her eternally present cup of coffee. “He couldn’t stand staying in one 
place too long.”

On that day, as the birds chirped and the sun shined and Grandpa sat in the 
driver’s seat, probably listening to some audiobook and thinking about the long 
trek back to Nebraska—on a day like that, Grandpa suddenly had a massive 
hemorrhagic stroke. His truck veered off the road, narrowly avoiding oncoming 
traffic. It came to a stop, tilted so that the driver’s side door faced the ground. 
Rescue workers had to climb in through the passenger seat to reach him.

“They said his truck ended up on its side at the bottom of a ditch,” Grandma 
said, taking a drink and setting her cup of coffee on the table. “By the time I 
heard about the accident, he was already at the hospital in Scranton. The police 
called his trucking company, and they then called me. Dennis [the owner of the 
trucking company] was so nice about it. He bought me a ticket to Philly.”

Fortuitously, the Scranton hospital realized they did not have the equipment 
to deal with a traumatic brain injury. They quickly stabilized Grandpa’s vitals 
and life-flighted him to Philadelphia. The normally two-hour drive by truck 
took only an hour by helicopter. He remained in intensive care for almost a 
week. After five long days, Grandpa finally woke up.

“At the time, they weren’t sure how bad the brain damage was going to be. I 
guess it’s not really something that shows up on an MRI.” Wistfully, Grandma 
looks down at her cup of coffee. She doesn’t take a drink.

“They...well, they told me to be prepared for anything.”
W

Grandpa miraculously made his way out of the labyrinth of pipes that 

a n  u n b r o k e n  m a n
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composed my jerry-rigged heated floor system. His bulky body barely fit 
through the small pathway. I designed the pathway for someone as small as 
myself—a mistake, apparently. When he finally escaped, he turned to look at 
the ugly, abominable conglomeration of metal—sections of pipe that didn’t even 
go anywhere, just capped at a dead end. All of it, my sad attempt at saving a few 
bucks rather than paying a licensed plumber to buy the proper parts and install 
a radiant floor system correctly; I had decided to try it on my own. After all, you 
can learn anything on YouTube, right?

No. Apparently not. Grandpa stands there, shaking his head and chuckling 
to himself. He points at the water circulator, a small pump set at the base of the 
boiler. It’s a machine that acts as a “heart” to the system, pulling water in and 
pushing it through the pipe.

“I don’t get it. What’s wrong with the circulator?” I ask, incredulous (and 
admittedly, a bit defensive).

He just laughs and motions for me to follow him. We exit the cramped, dark 
room and enter the larger garage section. He leads me over to the whiteboard, 
picks up a marker, and begins drawing.

W
The hemorrhagic stroke caused massive bleeding in his brain. As a result of 

the pressure caused by the blood, the temporal lobe of his brain sustained heavy 
damage. The temporal lobe manages—among many other things—memory, 
speech, and recognition.

Grandpa’s memories of the past ten years shattered. His courtship to 
Grandma, the day he proposed to her, his wedding day itself—all of them 
dissolved and swept away like sand in a river. Memories of his grandkids 
vanished. He completely lost his ability to talk. Sure, he could make sounds 
with his vocal cords, but he could not manipulate that sound into words. The 
doctors in Philadelphia told Grandma that he would probably never recover 
those faculties.

“I said to those doctors, ‘If you only knew how stubborn he is!’” 
I laugh at this. It’s true.
“They let us fly back to Nebraska a few days after he woke up.”
While recovering, he stayed at Madonna Rehabilitation Hospital in Lincoln. 

There, Grandpa was presented with the fragments of his life and asked to put 
them back together. His days were filled with hours of painful physical therapy; 
the left side of his body remained weak and mostly unresponsive, a common 
consequence of a stroke. Several different speech therapists worked with him 
on rehabilitating his ability to talk. A doctor once explained to us that for 

a n  u n b r o k e n  m a n
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Grandpa, after the brain injury, speaking was like trying to think of a word 
that was just on the tip of his tongue–only it was every word, all the time. This, 
understandably, frustrated him.

The demon Confusion visited Grandpa frequently.
“One time they called me at work and said he’d tried to leave the building. 

He had a set of cards with pictures on them—I guess the speech therapist 
thought they’d help—, and he kept showing the nurses a picture of a semi-
truck. He was mad. He thought he was late for work.” Grandma laughs a little 
to herself.

While the confusion would eventually lessen to a degree, moments still 
exist—even now—when he suddenly forgets what he’s doing. He doesn’t leave 
the house by himself anymore. His ability to speak only marginally improved. 
After countless hours of frustrating speech therapy, he managed to sustain a 
small vocabulary of simplistic words. Most other words hide from him in the 
abstract darkness of his mind. These days, he measures his life in yeses and nos.

W
I wait while Grandpa traces out a design on the whiteboard. The picture he 

draws looks crude, but effective. A series of lines that indicate my unnecessarily 
complex system of copper pipe (which he points and laughs at, to my 
embarrassment), a big black circle for the boiler, and a little triangle for the 
circulator. It all seems pretty much the same. 

Only one obvious difference—the circulator he draws is installed in an 
entirely different place than mine.

“Why would I put the circulator after the boiler, and not before?” Clearly, 
there’s something I can’t understand here.

He just stares at me. A normal conversation with Grandpa—piecing 
together his intentions through context. Luckily, he’s gotten pretty good at it. 
He pulls out his phone. He taps on the app for the internet browser, which 
opens up to Google. Then, smiling like a sly dog, he hands me the phone. Figure 
it out yourself, his smile says.

Touché, Grandpa. Touché.
W

My siblings and I visited them almost every weekend. It felt weird, seeing 
this man that looked so much like my grandpa, yet still subtly different. He still 
heckled the referees on TV (in his own angry, wordless ranting), he still laughed 
like his old self, but he no longer looked at me with any sense of recognition. 
He didn’t remember the fishing tournament he took me to in Minnesota (in 
the middle of the school year, much to my mother’s chagrin), where we ended 
up devoured by mosquitos and catching nothing but “Stickfish.” He didn’t 

a n  u n b r o k e n  m a n
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remember driving me to my first job interview at Shopko – giving me his own 
version of a pep talk with the treasured, wise advice of, “Just stop freaking out! 
It’ll be fine—Jesus!” And I never did ask him, but I don’t think he remembered 
the day he pulled me out of a barbed-wire fence—dazed, bleeding, and cut to 
hell—passing an overturned four-wheeler with its engine still idling.

Most of his memories of Grandma never did come back. To this day, 
Grandpa and Grandma no longer share a bedroom. They sleep on opposite 
sides of the house.

“I can’t sleep with him. He snores so loud it’s like trying to sleep with a 
freight train!” Grandma exclaims.

Grandpa responds by holding his nose, waving his hand, and pointing at 
Grandma. Grandma smells. He laughs.

She swats him. “Oh you. Stop it!” But she’s laughing, at least a little bit, too. 
W

“OK, so you had a lucky guess with the circulator. Big deal. Stop gloating 
over it.”

We’re standing outside the garage. Grandma sits in the passenger seat of 
their old Ford Explorer, heater blasting to fend off the cold. She has probably 
cranked it up to sauna temperatures already. Smiling, Grandpa gives me one last 
hug and taps me lightly on the forehead. His touch has a mocking, but playful 
feel. Think next time, Shawny-boy!

He takes a small step back and places his huge, leathery hands on my 
shoulders. A little bit of the oil from the boiler smears on my shirt. I don’t mind. 
I’m taller than he is now. When I was younger, he used to joke that he’d “have 
to put bricks on yer head to stop ya from growin’!”

I wonder if some small part of him remembers that.
He looks into my eyes. His face looks tired, but his gaze seems...approving.
“I love you, you know?” I didn’t mean to ask it as a question, but it came out 

like that anyway.
He nods. Then he gives me one last crooked, lopsided smile before opening 

the driver’s side door. I can hear Grandma inside, already planning their stops 
on their way back to Lincoln.

“We haven’t seen Judy or William since Marcia’s wedding, and David City’s 
just a few miles out of the way. Oh, I wonder if Carol still lives in Brainard?” 
The list goes on and on, and I can just imagine Grandpa groaning in his mind.

The door shuts, cutting her off midstream. I watch as they pull out of my 
gravel driveway. They give me one last wave before they disappear around the 
bend in the dirt road. I stand in the driveway and watch the road until the dust 

a n  u n b r o k e n  m a n
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finally settles.
A thought hangs in my mind: How can a man survive beyond memory?
Behind me in the garage, I hear a faint sound—a series of clicks followed by 

a triumphant whoosh!—the sound of an old, broken boiler roaring back to life.
1

a n  u n b r o k e n  m a n

Jennifer Seibolt
“I am a single mother, working full-time and trying 
to finish my degree. Thanks to my ceramics instructor, 
Nelson Dungan, for encouraging me to submit to 
Illuminations.”

P e d e s t a l  S e r v e r
Jennifer Seibolt • Academic Transfer
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T h r e e  s t o n e w a r e  P i e c e s
Jennifer Seibolt • Academic Transfer

Kylee Alyse Guenter
“I’ve always been outside the norm, doing things at  
my own pace, and if you would have told me at the  
age of 18 that I would go to college or even write,  
I would not have believed you. A high school dropout 
at 16, I got my GED at 27 and enrolled in college at  
29. I’ve hit the ground running and don’t plan to 
stop! I desire self-expression and dream to write 
stories I can share with the world. I know my path 
doesn’t end here; it is only the beginning. Receiving 
permission from my mother to tell her story and then 
putting it on paper helped me in a deep way. I knew I 
wanted to put her pain and experience in the form of a short story so 
that I could help people understand a mother’s pain and how precious life is.”

N e v e r  B e  A f r a i d  o f  D e a t h
Kylee Guenter • Precision Machining & Automation Technology

We document life and death, but what about the story behind 
closed doors and dark shadows? We sometimes hide, not allowing 
the light of day to bring forth what’s really going on. This is Vicki 

Guenter’s story, and to her, the day of January 9th and the time of 8:00 p.m. 
symbolize more than just letters and numbers. There is one thing you need to 
realize before reading this. To have sympathy is a start, but to feel empathy is 
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hard to do when dealing with a death. Our paths are all different. We can’t see 
or touch another’s sorrow, but we can see the person and only try to understand 
while offering words of comfort.

January 9th, 1992, was a day like any other in any average household: a son 
comes home from school as his mother prepares dinner. Tyson came home late 
that afternoon and was filled with excitement, talking about the school project 
of building a fishpond, which was the reason he was late coming home. He was 
eager to discuss his plan to open his basement bait shop again that summer. 
Dinner was almost done when Vicki sent him to the store to get sauerkraut for 
the Polish dogs. She had also made rice pudding for dessert. This was the first 
time she had ever made rice pudding, and it would be the last time she ever 
made it. “I can’t,” Vicki told me. “He was the only one who ate it that night.”

As dinner ended, Vicki cleaned up the table and wiped down her five-
year-old daughter Kylee and two-year-old daughter Jessi while Tyson washed 
dishes. She then made a plate for her husband Danny for when he got home 
on his lunch break and put away leftovers. Tyson then grabbed a bowl of rice 
pudding and went downstairs to the basement. The basement was where he had 
his bait shop last summer, where his bedroom was, and where the family’s pet 
Dalmatian currently lay nursing her eight or nine puppies. Vicki soon made her 
way downstairs to check on her son when she spotted broken glass.

“Tyson, you get that cleaned up right now! You, your dad, and your sisters 
come down here barefoot.” She grabbed a broom and dust pan, handing them 
to him while saying, “Here, get it up, now!” Broken Christmas tree bulbs laid 
scattered across the concrete floor. She went back upstairs to check on her girls 
and was angered by the mess. Several minutes went by before she checked on 
him again. As one would figure, a 12-year-old boy didn’t get on it right away, 
and broken glass still laid on the floor. “He wasn’t listening and was just doing 
what he wanted to do,” Vicki said. She yelled at him once more. That would be 
the last time she ever spoke to him.

The show The Simpsons was starting, and Vicki had made popcorn. She was 
in the living room where she sat breaking off little soft pieces of popcorn for 
Jessi, and Kylee sat next to her with her tiny hand reaching in for more. The 
introduction streamed across the television in bright yellow letters followed by 
the musical and comical intro. She hollered out for Tyson, letting him know 
the show was starting; it was his favorite show, but she got no response. She got 
up from the couch, placed her daughter down, walked to the kitchen where the 
door to the basement was, and went down the steps.

“That’s when I saw him,” Vicki said. “Total panic-stricken, I knew I had to 

n e v e r  b e  a f r a i d  o f  d e a t h
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do something, and I didn’t know what to do.” She ran to grab scissors to cut 
the rope. “The nylon rope, fucking nylon rope.” She managed to cut through 
the tight nylon rope around his neck. He laid lifeless on the ground. She didn’t 
know what she was doing as she began to frantically perform CPR. While 
Vicki was fighting for her son’s life, the sound of footsteps heading to the 
basement went unnoticed. She looked up and saw Kylee staring at her. She 
screamed, “Get upstairs! Get upstairs!” Vicki then had to make what she called 
the hardest decision of her life—to get up and walk away from her son’s body. 
She needed to call 911.

The sound of bloodcurdling screams from a panicked mother filled the house 
as she called 911. She spoke each painful word to the emergency operator. A 
neighbor who lived upstairs at the time later told Vicki he could hear her; the 
sound of her piercing screams gave him chills. Vicki stood on the basement 
steps while on the phone with the cord extended as far as it would go. She 
desperately tried to reach her son’s body in the basement while still maintaining 
contact with the emergency operator, but it only stretched so far. She erratically 
screamed to the operator, “Please help! Please help! Please help!”

To her, it seemed like an eternity had passed before the sound of police 
sirens could be heard. In the midst of all the chaos, the family dog had left her 
puppies to protect Tyson. Vicki had to get the dog upstairs so the crew could 
reach his body. The first responders were in the basement working on Tyson, 
and Vicki sat in the living room with a police officer. At that point, she realized 
her pants were wet. “When I was downstairs and saw Tyson, I had peed my 
pants, so I was sitting there just drenched.” 

Vicki tried getting up from the chair three different times. The need to be 
with her son was overwhelming. She needed to go see Tyson. The cop had to sit 
her down, telling her, “No, Vicki. Please, you need to sit down.” It was perhaps 
the only way he knew how to protect her from the painful sight. Vicki’s sister 
showed up to take the girls back to her house at the same time that the first 
responders put Tyson on a gurney and made their way to the ambulance.

Many people showed up to the house that dreadful evening, lured by the 
sounds of sirens, and every face that night was somewhat of a blur for Vicki. 
Her husband Danny showed up on his lunch break during the commotion, 
and together they drove up to Saint Elizabeth Hospital. They sat in the waiting 
room as the doctors worked to bring life back to Tyson’s body. Soon, they were 
sent to a small room in the hospital where sat their family doctor, a priest, and 
medical staff. Vicki was quick to ask as she sat, “How’s Tyson?” She watched the 
family doctor as he shook his head.

n e v e r  b e  a f r a i d  o f  d e a t h
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She then spoke out a dreadful, “What?” as everyone in the room looked 
down at the floor, unable to make eye contact with her.

The family doctor finally spoke up only to reveal what she could already 
sense. “He didn’t make it.” All feeling drained from her body as she became like 
Jell-O and slid down her chair. She couldn’t remember much after that point 
and was only able to recall what she was later told by her husband Danny. She 
couldn’t bring herself to go see Tyson, since to do so would only solidify reality. 

When the doctors addressed the matter of harvesting his organs, they were 
met with a protective response, as she screamed, “No! You can’t have him!,” and 
even the priest and God were cursed that night out of anger from a mother who 
lost her only son. “I did not sleep that night, I didn’t sleep for nights. I couldn’t 
sleep. Every time I closed my eyes…,” Vicki told me. She described herself as 
being numb and detached from life.

Two weeks after Tyson’s death, she had a mental breakdown in the old 
Kmart on 48th and Vine. She was with her mother and two daughters. “I was 
OK; I was with it, and in the moment, but I had a breakdown inside that store. 
I could not figure out how to get out of that store. I did not know where I was.” 
Danny and her brother showed up at Kmart; they took her to a therapist that 
day whom she saw twice a week, but for only a month.

Things had changed for the family.
Danny switched to the day shift and threw himself into his work. They kept 

their daughters close, and they all slept in a king-sized waterbed, but the house 
was an empty and quiet place by day. Vicki and the girls would only return once 
her husband got off work, and then they would all leave the house together 
once again at 8:00 every night to distance themselves from the memory of 
Tyson’s death. It was a routine that took place for a year.

Tyson’s bedroom remained untouched, his bed sheets and clothing never 
washed. “The only place I wanted to be in that house was in his room because 
that’s where he was, where his smell was,” Vicki said. For her, his room was the 
only place she found some form of comfort. “I would go down there; it didn’t 
matter what time of day or night.” Many times, Danny would find his wife in 
the basement.

She joined a gym and would swim laps in the pool where they had a stereo 
system always tuned into a local radio station, and music would fill the room. 
The song “It’s So Hard to Say Goodbye to Yesterday,” by Boyz ll Men, was 
the song played at Tyson’s funeral, and the words that were inscribed on his 
headstone. Vicki told me, “That song started playing, and I just inadvertently 
kept swimming laps and laps until I was so exhausted. I thought to myself, 

n e v e r  b e  a f r a i d  o f  d e a t h
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‘I’m going to drown, that’s what I’m going to do!’” She had hoped she would 
just sink to the bottom. “I kept contemplating suicide; that was something 
I…I really contemplated on that whole year. But I was too chickenshit to do it, 
ultimately; I’m pretty sure that’s what it was. Just being such a chickenshit to 
actually end my own life. Thank God.”

On April 20th, 2011, Vicki lost her mother, Grace Watson, born December 
30th, 1918. She was in the Intensive Care Unit at Saint Elizabeth Hospital 
with congestive heart failure as her daughter sat at the edge of her mother’s bed, 
and they had a conversation about death.

Vicki asked, “What do you think it’s going to be like, Mom? What do you 
think is going to happen?” Grace was unsure and asked her daughter what she 
thought, so they began to speak of an afterlife. Vicki made a request, “Mom 
when you do go, when you see Tyson, put your arms around him and love him 
and tell him how much I miss him and how much I love him.”

Grace agreed and with a request of her own. “You’ve got to do a favor for me. 
This gold tooth in my mouth—don’t you let those sons of a bitches have it.”

“Who?” Vicki asked. 
“Those morticians—they’re crooked. Don’t you let them have that gold 

tooth, Vicki Lynn! Promise me you won’t let them have it!” Grace persisted. 
Even in her condition Grace still maintained her sprightly wit.

“I promise you, Mom.”
Vicki then asked her mother if she was happy in her life. Grace was indeed 

happy with her life; she could honestly say for the most part she was.
That death was a different experience from the death of her son. Vicki told 

me, “She gave me something back when it came to death because I’ve never 
been afraid of death all my life.” She went on to explain that the loss of her son 
was a life not fulfilled, not met with a proper end, making it harder for her to 
say goodbye, and yet, while the loss of her mother was still painful, it gave her 
peace. 

The night before Grace passed, she spoke, even though doctors said she 
would be unable to. Grace spoke only four words, “They’re here! They’re here!,” 
followed by sounds of amazement. For Vicki, she knew her son still lived, and 
this gave her the peace for which she had so long been searching.

1

n e v e r  b e  a f r a i d  o f  d e a t h
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Greta Graffenburg had an unfortunate name, an unfortunate room, 
an unfortunate bed, but a fortunate view. She had the only window 
in Women’s Complex 473740-4763. It was just a 3x3-foot square 

without a windowpane, but she was able to look outside, and on every fourth 
day, the sun would shine enough to create a little extra light in her room. The 
single hanging light bulb illuminated the room enough to see the starkness of 
the white walls, the small white desk, the small single bed with white sheets and 
a white blanket; across from the desk was a white toilet and a white sink. At the 
desk, there was one wooden chair, painted white. On the chair hung an empty 
white shoulder bag. The sun, when shining, gave the room a little warm, yellow 
hue.

Every morning, the door would open, and the thousands of residents would 
filter out into the hallway and proceed to walk silently on the three-mile trip 
that included many flights of stairs down to a room where each of the residents 
would pick up a box with her name on it. The box would contain the supplies 
needed for the day: toiletries, food, writing paper, and a new pencil, if needed, 
and every third day, there would be a new white gown and pair of underwear. 
Everybody changed in the box room and left their old clothes folded neatly on 
the table, and then everybody would diligently walk back to their rooms.

While the trip was undistinguishable, Greta knew the route by heart. She 
could tell you the path, the footsteps, the slight difference in the white walls 
from one hallway to the next, the one door that was slightly crooked. In a maze 
of conformity, the path of the trip was brightly lit. When she got back to her 
room, she sat at the desk and began to write. Page after page, she would write 
and precisely file each page into the white notebook on the desk. Every time 
she added the last sheet the notebook would hold, there was an immediate 

G r e t a  G r a f f e n b u r g  H a d  
a n  U n f o r t u n a t e  N a m e

Richard Hadley • Speech Instructor

Richard Hadley
“I used to enjoy the witty observations of life,  
but sometimes that is just not good enough,  
I guess. A big white building motivated me  
to write this piece.”
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across the lane.
To her astonishment, the one lone window directly across from her, of 

Men’s Complex 473740-4763, had a light shining through. For as long as she 
could remember, the window had always been dark. Now, a stark white, dim 
glow of light that looked like it was coming from a single hanging light bulb 
illuminated the 3x3-foot square. 

Fixated by the possibility, she stared at the window as time ticked away. She 
wasn’t sure what she was looking for; she wasn’t sure what she was hoping for. 
It didn’t matter; it was a moment of hope that anything would be better. Hope 
turned to concern, and concern turned to a spasm of fear that shot throughout 
Greta’s body. Gasping for breath, she scurried under her covers, pulling the 
sheet around her body and wishing she’d never seen the light. 

A sleepless night later, and a request she’d regretted but had been granted, 
Greta switched rooms, down the hall and to the right, quietly one night, 
into another room that was painted white. After a time of continuing fading 
memories of counting the days down, her window was gone.

1

g r e t a  g r a f f e n b u r g  h a d  a n  u n f o r t u n a t e  n a m e

S i l o
Richard Hadley • Speech Instructor
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S h a d o w s  o n  t h e  B r i d g e
Richard Hadley • Speech Instructor

B i r d  o n  a  P o l e  a n d  S o m e 
R o ck  s  a n d  S o m e  C l o u d s

Richard Hadley • Speech Instructor
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U p s i d e  D o w n  D a y
Richard Hadley • Speech Instructor

Terry Wolf
Winner of Runner-Up Prose Award

“I’m a middle-aged father of four adult children  
who found himself bored. In search of new  
challenges and at the urging of my daughter, I  
enrolled in college classes at SCC. I’m pretty sure  
I was the oldest student in my Comp. 1 course.”

T h e  D e e r  S t a n d
Terry Wolf • Academic Transfer

At 4:30 in the morning on the first day of deer season, a clear 
moonless sky with stars twinkling in the pre-dawn darkness 
greets me. The temperature on this November morning hovers at 

a crisp 32 degrees. I fill my thermos with the best German chocolate coffee 
money can buy. I dress warmly, wearing my camouflaged coveralls and an 
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t h e  d e e r  s t a n d

orange hoodie that my children bought me for Father’s Day. I lace up my 
winter boots, stuff my gloves in my pockets, and grab my rifle. I treasure this 
time of year—not because I get a chance to shoot a deer, but because I get to 
spend copious amounts of time at my favorite place, the deer stand. My stand, 
located approximately one mile from my house in a tree near the pond, remains 
my favorite place to hunt. This location provides a quiet setting, perfect for 
observing all sorts of wildlife. In the past, I’ve seen deer, coyotes, raccoons, 
squirrels, turkeys, and even a mother bobcat with two cubs walk past.

I think to myself, “Go slow, be quiet, and don’t fall,” as I make the one-mile 
trek through the pasture as quietly as I can. I don’t want to disturb any sleeping 
animals that might show themselves later after the sun rises. I built my tree 
stand 25 feet up in an ancient Cottonwood tree. The natural hollow in a branch 
next to my stand functions perfectly as a cup-holder for my coffee mug. The 
structure itself measures four-feet wide by four-feet long with a three-foot-
high wooden railing around the outside. I have placed some green camouflage 
netting on the surrounding branches to mask my silhouette while I sit there. I 
washed my clothing with a non-scented detergent to help prevent the animals 
from smelling me. I’ll probably ruin that with the coffee, but a day that doesn’t 
start with coffee is a day I should stay in bed.

I take my seat in the dark green canvas chair I placed there weeks ago. I can 
barely make out a tiny sliver of light starting to brighten up the eastern sky. I 
notice the flickering lights of town four miles away. The wind barely moves the 
camo netting, adding to the tranquility of the morning. I smell the decaying 
leaves and the cedar trees that surround me. The neighbor’s cattle bawling in the 
distance reminds me that I have chores to do.

The birds wake up first, flying from their morning perches to the pond for a 
drink. The birds notice me sitting there but don’t seem too concerned. Oblivious 
to me sitting there, a raccoon wanders up to the edge of the pond hoping for 
an early morning snack. The raccoon’s looming presence and hungry looks scare 
off a group of barn swallows currently taking a bath. Taking flight, the swallows 
voice their displeasure at the interruption with a series of raucous squawks. 

A small pack of coyotes trots out from the gully that leads into the pond. 
The large male first emerges without a sound, his nose to the ground and eyes 
continually darting back and forth searching for danger. The female and two 
cubs follow behind the male. I’ve seen this family several times this year. The 
first time in the spring, the cubs were half their current size. Most nights, I hear 
their plaintive cries and answering calls from other packs. It reminds me that I 
share this land with all of nature’s creatures whether I like it or not.
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The sun, having just cleared the horizon, glows red and yellow at my back. It 
casts long shadows in the gully where the coyotes return. The raccoon left the 
pond in search of less wary prey, or, more likely, to sleep the day away in a tree 
somewhere nearby. A flock of turkeys wanders into view next to a small cedar 
tree 50 yards away. The big tom turkey struts around, proudly showing off for 
his hens. The six or so hens ignore his ridiculous antics and continue pecking at 
the ground in search of seeds or small insects.

I saw my first deer of the season two weeks ago. I was scouting trails near 
the deer stand when the most majestic buck I’d seen in years walked out from 
behind a tree. I thought to myself, “You’re mine come hunting season.” The 
buck had stood 20 yards away from me and just stared at me. He had enormous 
white antlers, approximately 24 inches wide, with six points on each side. 
“That buck will look fantastic mounted and hung on my wall,” I thought to 
myself. We stood there observing each other for a brief minute. Then, with an 
indignant snort, like he knew what I thought, he wheeled around and sprinted 
off. I hope to see him through the scope of my rifle today.

At about 8:00, one large doe, followed by three smaller does, steps out of 
the trees 100 yards from my position. They don’t notice me sitting here as 
they pause to munch on dried grass. The does slowly make their way to within 
approximately 50 yards of me; standing broadside, they make for a perfect shot. 
I wait, hoping for the buck I’d previously seen to make an appearance. The does 
make no sound except for the occasional rustle of leaves. They now are directly 
under my stand, and still no sign of the giant buck. Two of the smaller does 
start prancing around in a silly game of tag. I smile as I think of the similarities 
between animals and humans. My brothers and I used to make up silly games 
to pass the time. I wonder if the deer have ever observed humans playing games.

The does leave my field of vision, and still, the buck hasn’t appeared. It’s now 
9:00, and I must do chores. I grab my rifle and empty coffee mug and climb 
down the ladder to the ground. The sun is entirely up, having wholly dispersed 
the shadows as I make my way back to the house. I consider today a success 
even though I never saw my intended target, nor did I fire a shot. I spend time 
in the tree stand to experience the solitude and peacefulness that I can find only 
there. Shooting a deer rates second to that. Besides, if I get my deer on the first 
day, what excuse would I have to sit in my tree stand for the rest of deer season?

1

t h e  d e e r  s t a n d
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Carrie Knapp
“I teach English to adult learners. I’m especially 
interested in how students who never learned literacy 
skills in their first languages master the process of 
reading and writing in English. I’m also Mom to a  
son, a daughter, a spoiled pup, and as many cats  
as my husband will allow. I have been making  
collages as part of a journal project, and I have 
always found joy in making things.”

Th e  Th i n g s  We Ma k e ,  Ma k e  Us
Carrie Knapp • Adjunct Instructor of ELL
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A b o v e  A l l ,  T r y  S o m e t h i n g
Carrie Knapp • Adjunct Instructor of ELL
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F i n d i n g  R e f u g e
Carrie Knapp • Adjunct Instructor of ELL
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L i t t l e  B l o s s o m s
Carrie Knapp • Adjunct Instructor of ELL
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L e t  U s  B e gi  n
Carrie Knapp • Adjunct Instructor of ELL
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B l a ck   P o w e r :  
A  T r i b u t e  T o  M y  M o m

Michael J. Kamara • International Security and Intelligence Studies

I was a little boy playing around my father’s hut. How old I was at that time, 
I cannot remember exactly. I must have been very young, maybe five, six 
years old. My mother was in the workshop with my father, and I could just 

hear their familiar voices above the noise of the anvil and the conversation of 
the customers, who were farmers in our small village in Sierra Leone.

Suddenly, I stopped playing. My whole attention was focused on a snake 
that was creeping around my father’s workshop. I went over to the snake. I 
took a stick that was laying on the compound, and I put it into his mouth, and 
the snake did not try to get away; it was enjoying our little game. The snake 
swallowed the entire stick, and its jaws were close to my fingers. I was laughing. 
I had no fears at that moment. Hamusa, one of my father’s friends, came out of 
the workshop and saw what was happening. He called my father, and then I was 
safe in the arms of my father’s friend. Around me there was a great commotion. 
My mother was shouting hardest of all, and she gave me a few sharp slaps. I 
wept bitterly, and later when it was calmer, and the shouting had cooled, my 
mother solemnly warned me not to play that game again.

I often played beneath the veranda that ran around the outside of my 
father’s workshop, and like all the other workshops I’d known in the rural 
area, it walls had been pounded and molded with water, and it was round and 
proudly covered with thatch. It had a rectangular doorway inside and a tiny 
window where a thin shaft of daylight entered. A bed on the right was molded 
from bricks with a mat on which lay a pillow stuffed with kapok. Close to the 
window, where the light was strongest, was my father’s tool box. At the head 
of the bed was a pillow, and over my father’s slumber bed were containers of 
extracts from plants and the bark of trees. These pots all had metal lids and 

Michael J. Kamara
“I am from Sierra Leone, and I am a student at SCC.  
My major is International Security and Intelligence 
Studies. I wrote this story because I love my mother,  
and I always think of her as an African mother who 
brought me up with respect and dignity. I took the  
honor to pay a tribute to her best time and the work  
she devoted to raise me up. I always think of her.”
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were profusely and curiously garlanded with chaplets of cowry shells. It didn’t 
take me a long time to discover that they were the most important items in the 
workshop. They contained magic charms—those mysterious liquids that kept 
evil at bay—and, if smeared on the body, made it invulnerable to every kind 
of black magic. My father, before going to bed, never failed to smear his body 
with a little of each liquid, first one, then another, for each charm had its own 
particular property, but exactly what property I did not know.

From the veranda where I played, I could keep an eye on the workshop, and 
the adults could keep an eye on me. You could find my father in the workshop 
looking after his work as a blacksmith, repairing delicate mechanisms, hoes, 
knives and cutlasses. There he received his friends and his customers. The place 
resounded with noise from morning to night. Moreover, everyone who entered 
or left our concession had to cross the workshop. There was a perpetual coming 
and going, though no one seemed to be in any particular hurry. Each had his 
bit of gossip, each at the forge to watch. Sometimes I crept near the door, but 
I rarely went in. Everyone frightened me, and I would run away as soon as 
anyone tried to touch me. It was not until much later that I got into the habit of 
crouching in a corner of the workshop to watch the fire blazing in the forge.

My private domain at that time was the veranda that encircled my father’s 
workshop, my mother’s workshop, and the orange tree that grew in the middle 
of the compound.

Ever since that day when I had been forbidden by my mother to play with 
snakes, I ran to her as soon as I saw one. “There is a snake!” I would cry. 

“What? Another?”
She would come running to see what sort of snake it was. If it was a snake 

like any other normal snake, she would immediately beat it to death, and like 
all the women of our country, she would work herself into a frenzy beating the 
snake to a pulp. One day, however, I noticed a little black snake with a strikingly 
marked body. He was proceeding slowly in the direction of the workshop. I ran 
to warn my mother, as usual. But as soon as she saw the black snake, she spoke 
to me gravely. “My son, this one must not be killed; he is not like other snakes, 
and he will not harm you; you must never interfere with him.” Everyone in our 
concession knew that this snake must not be killed–everyone except myself and, 
I supposed, my little playmates, who were still ignorant children. “This snake,” 
my mother added, “is your father’s guiding spirit.”

I gazed dumfounded at the little snake. He was proceeding calmly toward 
the workshop, gracefully, very sure of himself, and almost as if conscious of 
his immunity. His body, black and brilliant, glittered in the harsh light of the 

b l a ck   p o w e r :  a  t r i b u t e  t o  m y  m o m
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sun. When he reached the workshop, I noticed for the first time a small hole. 
“Look,” said my mother, “the snake is going to pay your father a visit.”

Immediately after the evening meal, when the palavers were over, my father 
bid his friends farewell and sat under the veranda of his workshop. I seated 
myself near him. I began questioning him in a dilatory manner, as all children 
do in Sierra Leone, regarding every subject under the sun. Only this evening, I 
withheld what troubled me, waiting for the opportunity when my face betrayed 
nothing. I then might ask the question that had worried me so deeply from the 
moment when I first saw the black snake going toward the workshop. Finally, 
unable to restrain myself any longer, I asked my father about the little snake 
that came to visit him. “What snake do you mean?” my father said. 

“Why, the little black snake that my mother forbids to kill.” 
He gazed at me for a long while, like he seemed to be considering whether 

to answer or not. Perhaps he was thinking about how old I was; perhaps he 
thought it was not too soon to confide such a secret to a twelve-year-old boy. 
Then suddenly he made up his mind. “That snake,” he said, “is the guiding spirit 
of our race.” He finished by saying, “That snake, he has always been with us. He 
has always made himself known to one of us. In our time, it is to me that he has 
made himself known.”

1

b l a ck   p o w e r :  a  t r i b u t e  t o  m y  m o m

Amber Allen
“I live for adventure, the spontaneous ones most  
of all. I never leave my house without a pen, paper, 
and a camera, so I can write down anything that 
comes to mind and capture a fleeting moment. It’s  
so exciting to find perfect moments in the most 
unexpected places! I based ‘Haze’ off of my own 
memory problems that I deal with on a daily basis.”
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As the days pass me by,
my past becomes more like a haze.

As the dawn breaks,
yesterday slowly fades to haze.

As you speak about all the fun and games of days now passed,
I smile and remain silent,
maybe nod in agreement.

But these iron gates of days long passed 
stay locked away

in the depths of my broken memory.
And though I try to grasp it,

I lose it as you change the subject.
How I try.

How I wish I could remember as so many do.
Yet I still feel this haze following me,

taunting me.
I can’t seem to remember what was right there in front of me.

As the fog covers my past,
I sometimes feel like a memory is so close,

but then it is lost,
and I remain a bit stricken with anguish at the loss of it.

The things I remember
are not significant to you

and hold little truths of little snippets of memories for me.
I wonder why this must happen.

As I ponder over why some of these memories come and go,
I struggle to remember who you are.

I ask myself,
Are these memories even real?

Sometimes I remember it differently from all of you,
and that terrifies me,

but I act as though it never fazes me.
Here I smile

and go along with you.
Hey, how are you?

Don’t worry, I’m sure that I remember you.
I pause and rack my brain,

but all I see is this never-ending haze.

H a z e
Amber Allen • Academic Transfer
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Samah Alsarhani
Winner of Grand Prize for Artwork

“I am a junior in the college of architecture. I have 
been living in the U.S. for six years now. I was born  
and raised in Iraq. I moved to live in Syria after the 
Iraq invasion, and then I finally moved to the U.S.  
I’ve enjoyed drawing for as long as I can remember.  
I want my art and my work to influence everyone 
around me and be my mark in this world.”

A r t w o r k  C o l l e c t i o n
Samah Alsarhani• Academic Transfer

M i r r o r
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A u r a
s a m a h  a l s a r h a n i  a r t w o r k  c o l l e c t i o n
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M e - T o o n

s a m a h  a l s a r h a n i  a r t w o r k  c o l l e c t i o n
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s a m a h  a l s a r h a n i  a r t w o r k  c o l l e c t i o n

C l o u d s  o f  C o l o r
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P a r t

s a m a h  a l s a r h a n i  a r t w o r k  c o l l e c t i o n
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Adam Tagart
“I enjoy playing sports and video games, and I’m a  
big Minnesota Vikings fan. In my free time, I like to  
read philosophy; my favorite philosophers are Jesus  
of Nazareth, Marcus Aurelius, Thomas Paine, and 
William Lane Craig. I wrote these poems in my Intro 
to Creative Writing class. I didn’t have much 
experience in writing poetry, but I wanted to 
challenge myself. I researched about sonnets and 
eventually decided to tell complex ideas through this type of poetry, 
which seemed to me to be ordered and simple. The idea was that although 
there are big, complex issues we face, there is still simplicity to be found.”

T h e  R e f u g e e
Adam Tagart • Academic Transfer

Division has laid waste to this nation 

Sides have been chosen, my countrymen killed 

Once a vibrant people, now with darkness filled

Leave, choose sides, or wait inauguration? 

I have no desire to bear arms, to kill his creation 

No more, too much blood has been spilled 

A new life for what’s left of my family is what I will build 

I will leave my native land and chase this worthy aspiration 

Through hills and desert I moved with determination 

Leading my family with wisdom instilled 

We made it to our new home, for centuries tilled 

A land filled with tradition and culture, my new fixation 

Although my mind was present, my heart was in the past 

My longing to return to America, will never go surpassed.
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C o u n ci  l  o f  C r e a t i o n
Adam Tagart • Academic Transfer

Who can contain this? What I have to give. 
This love I am, this desire to create. 
I want children, a place for them to live.
Free will, for them to learn which way is straight. 
They may go astray, much pain to endure. 
To live among them, my goal to achieve.
This road is long and painful, this I assure. 
Do I gift my life although I may grieve?
Still their choices I will not violate. 
I can see the chaos they will conspire. 
A plan of redemption to formulate, 
Empty myself on a cross to inspire. 
But they are worth it, oh, are they worth it. 
To be with them, I vow to never quit.

B e f o r e  t h e  B a t t l e
Adam Tagart • Academic Transfer

The hands shaking, the mind waking 
This soldier will go to war 
Her control waning, her nerves need taming 
Tomorrow’s battle, what is in store? 
Look into the fire and see your future 
Move swiftly and engage the doubt to come 
Tell yourself, tell yourself until you are sure 
About the victory that is to be won 
Gird yourself with this mindset  
Mount your horse and ride 
You have chosen yourself and bet 
That you will stand as the armies collide
The night before a warrior’s heart is wrought,
This battle is to be won before the battle is to be fought
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D e a t h  o f  a  T y r a n t
Adam Tagart • Academic Transfer

For years and years, your heavy hand has laid 
Upon the backs of us peasants and slaves. 
Our lives and homes you took; nothing you made. 
We wanted dignity; nothing you gave. 
The limit to how far we can be pushed 
Now overflows with rage and violent speech. 
In your high castle you will be ambushed; 
Those you thought as lesser, will impeach. 
Your walls were broke through; the people ran wild, 
Met with armored and loyal guards to you.
The clashing of bodies, tempers not mild. 
The horde prevailed, dead laid the few. 
To your chambers we went to seek your head. 
Though too late, by your hand already dead.

I n  P r i s o n  I  W a i t
Adam Tagart • Academic Transfer

As I sit here, my hands and feet bound in chains, 
It seems all there is left for me is to reflect. 
Is it you, Lord, the Romans, who to blame? 
Is this part of your plan or a failure to protect? 
For I remember what you said, 
“Never will I leave or forsake you.” 
It now seems in your steps I was led; 
From what I overheard, in moments my life is due. 
I hear them coming for me, God. 
I’m a sheep about to be slaughtered. 
In my death, the wolves will laud. 
For my life, no one has bartered. 
Nonetheless, I will die with my head held high 
As I wait to be ushered into your all-consuming light.
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Angela Cyza
“I was in the SCC musical version of Quilters, and  
I met some ladies who had hand-quilted a giant 
quilt, and their lives ran similarly to the people in 
the musical. I was inspired to create a piece of prose  
writing about the quilt, and I’m a visual person, so I 
liked having the artwork and writing together. I 
live in Lincoln with my husband Aaron and my dog 
Frannie, and I love to be in my flower garden. As a 
kid, I hated helping my mom and grandma in their large gardens, but 
some bug must have bitten me as an adult because now I see what they 
loved about it.”

T h e  L o r d ’ s  Q u i l t
Angela Cyza • Radiology Program Instructor

After laboring in the garden during the late days of May, I sat down 
next to a cool running stream to rest. As I lay back against a tree, 
nature’s embrace hugged me gently, and I found myself dozing 

against her tranquil bosom. As I slumbered, I began to dream, and in my dream, 
the LORD appeared to me. He bid me come with him, so I rose and took his 
hand while he led me down the garden path.

As we arrived at the center of the garden, we took our rest on a bench that 
seemed to be awaiting our company. The LORD placed upon my lap a quilt. 
HE never spoke, but as I looked at the counterpane under HIS gaze, I slowly 
came to understand the meaning held within it. At the moment of my creation, 
strips of calico were placed in my crib by the heavenly hosts. The colors were 
pure white contrasted by a dark blue. As I peered closer into the quilt, I began 
to recognize that the white fabric was placed over the joys and good deeds in 
my life. The dark blue lay over all the sadness, burdens, and shameful sins I 
had encountered. The strips were not patterned in any traditional way, yet each 
connected to create a beautiful pattern all its own. Each strip was fit together 
with a precision that no earthly hand has ever achieved. In some areas of the 
quilt, the white pieces stretched on and on. In others, it was a sea of blue as vast 
as the ocean. Still other areas were candied, striping back and forth with the 
two colors. 

Right then, the LORD touched my hand, and I gazed into his lovely 
countenance. HIS love and sorrow gleamed so brightly, my soul bid my eyes to 
look away from it, but HIS strength held my gaze, and my soul quieted. That 
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moment seemed at once an eternity and an instant. When I turned back to the 
quilt, my eyes looked at it afresh, and I noticed for the first time tiny quilting 
stitches. I saw one thread that ran through the center of the quilt. I came to 
understand that this was my thread, and I saw stitch after stitch passing over 
the quilt of my life’s events. There were many other threads, too. Some ran right 
alongside mine. I then noticed some stopped abruptly, and a knot was tied as 
that life finished. But the thread remained forever a part of my quilt. Some of 
the threads passed in and out over the top of mine. Some passed over it only 
once. But each had left its mark, and each would remain forever with no way to 
remove the effect and addition to 
the pattern.

After sitting and gazing at my 
life for a long while, I finally gained 
the strength to speak. “What shall 
I do with my quilt, LORD, when it 
is finished?” 

And then, HE finally spoke 
aloud. “My dear child, I have 
provided you with the materials to 
form this quilt. I guided you and 
helped you sew it, but it was you 
who decided the pattern. When 
your quilt is finished, I will sit at 
the right hand of MY FATHER 
as you present to HIM the work 
of your hands. Make this offering 
worthy of HIS gaze, for it is said, 
‘Do not let your hands be weak, for your work shall be rewarded’” (2 Chronicles 
15:7). 

A light mist began to form, and as the water dripped from my lashes, I 
awoke from my dream. My hands reached out, but the LORD’S quilt had 
faded into the mist. I rose as I heard footsteps down the garden path, and there 
appeared my husband clothed in blue and white. And hand in hand, we moved 
into the house as two threads running down the center of a quilt. 

1

t h e  l o r d ’ s  q u i l t
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Kenny Free Fox
Kenny works as a custodian for SCC’s Continuing 
Education Center. He was inspired to submit his  
beautiful artwork after picking up a copy of 
Illuminations.

C h i e f  N e z  P e r c e
Kenny Free Fox • Custodian
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N a t iv  e  F a c e s
Kenny Free Fox • Custodian

Jason Betz
“I am a student at SCC getting my Associates in 
welding. I work three jobs and am going to school 
full-time. I’m always doing something to keep myself 
busy! Come to find out, I excelled in my Composition  
I class by writing a profile on sculptor Fred Hoppe  
and a memoir on chicken noodle soup.”

T h e  M a m m o t h
story and photos by Jason Betz • Welding Technology

With my class, I went on a fieldtrip to Morrill Hall at the 
University of Nebraska campus. The goal of the field trip was to 
find something to write about for a Nebraska profile paper. As 

a child 25 years ago, I had enjoyed the bronze mammoth sculpture, Archie, in 
front of Morrill Hall, and I was thinking of writing my paper on it. Prior to the 
fieldtrip, I had talked to my godparents, Bill and Sandra Harder, about why I 
was going to Morrill Hall. They had told me that they had participated in the 
fundraiser that built Archie. Their intimate knowledge made me want to write 
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my paper on Archie more than ever because I had a little more of a connection 
with Archie other than enjoying him as a kid.

Although I felt like I already knew what I was going to write my paper on, 
I went into Morrill Hall with an open mind because there was so much to see 
there. After the field trip, I returned to my godparents’ house. I began talking 
with them about what I had seen. I told them that even though there were 
many artifacts, sculptures, and taxidermy animals to write my paper on, I was 
still writing my paper on Archie.

I was talking with Bill about what he knew about Archie when he said I 
should call the artist. At first, I thought he was crazy. Then he told me that he 
knew the artist, and they had been friends for many years. So I did—I contacted 
Fred Hoppe. I am so happy I did, too, because Hoppe was more than happy 
to let me interview him. I sent him an email with some questions, and Hoppe 
answered them all. He was a tremendous help for my research on Archie.

Archie the mammoth was “discovered in Lincoln County, by a rancher 
when he noticed his chickens pecking at something white in the ground, 
which turned out to be a mammoth fossil,” Fred told me (Hoppe). Archie the 
sculpture took approximately one year to make. UNL couldn’t come up with the 
funds for the sculpture, so Hoppe made 100 miniature sculptures of Archie to 
sell. Those miniature sculptures of Archie sold for $1000 each, making $100,000 
to fund Archie. Hoppe didn’t hold back to find the research to make the 
mammoth. He was given permission to use the records of the Natural History 
Department. There he “measured actual bones of a Colombian mammoth and 
consulted the experts with UNL” (Hoppe). Hoppe made the sculpture as precise 
as possible. He had an agreement with the staff at Morrill Hall to approve for 
precision the final prototype of Archie. He “relied on the advice of the experts 
at UNL, even for the size of the ears and the amount of hair to put on the 
skin” (Hoppe). That 
mammoth, still to this 
day, is the largest one 
found in the world. That 
is something great about 
Nebraska I did not know.

In the process of 
finding more research 
about Archie, I began to 
find out more about Mr. 
Hoppe. My godparents 

t h e  m a m m o t h
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had purchased one of the miniature sculptures of Archie, and they told me that 
they had other bronze sculptures made by Hoppe—a total of three sculptures 
and even two taxidermy animals. The three sculptures show elk sparring, geese 
flying in formation, and the miniature sculpture of Archie. The two taxidermy 
animals are a mountain lion and a bobcat.  Therefore, Hoppe does more than 
bronze sculptures. The more research I found about Hoppe and the making of 
Archie, the more I learned how extraordinary Fred Hoppe is.

	 Fred Hoppe is from Schuyler, Nebraska. He graduated in 1975 from 
Nebraska Western 
with an Associate in 
Arts Degree. Later, 
Hoppe went to the 
University of Nebraska 
and there became a 
business major. While 
he was a student at 
UNL, Hoppe had 
a studio in the old 
downtown Lincoln 
building. Hoppe liked to hang around at Morrill Hall and at the university’s 
Natural History Museum. Hoppe had “always been interested in the study of 
wildlife and wildlife anatomy” (Hoppe). The resource, “About Fred Hoppe,” 
mentions that “director Harvey Gunderson had an impact on Hoppe with 
inspiration for museum taxidermy.” Hoppe’s field studies have taken him to 
Alaska 42 times, and eight of those field studies have been above the Arctic 
Circle. Hoppe has been to Canada’s Yukon and Northwest Territories and most 
of North America’s back country areas. He has also made it over to Europe and 
Africa (Hoppe). 

Hoppe is widely known in Nebraska for his bronze sculpture of Tom 
Osborne and Nebraska football player Brook Berringer, located near Memorial 
Stadium on the UNL campus. Hoppe’s most successful sculpture is a “Bald 
Eagle in sitting position,” which was commissioned for President George 
H. Bush (Hoppe). Hoppe’s favorite sculpture is Rocky Mountain Challenge, 
“The Fighting Elk that the Harders have” (Hoppe). Knowing that Hoppe is 
doing artwork for someone’s home and for an ex-President goes to show how 
extraordinary his work really is. Not that many people can say that about their 
artwork. 

Additionally, Hoppe’s artwork has added to the pleasantness of homes and 

t h e  m a m m o t h
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offices other than for my godparents Bill and Sandra. For example, Hoppe’s 
work can be found in the homes 
and offices of the late former 
President George H. Bush, 
General Norman Schwarzkopf, 
the President of Ireland, King 
Juan Carlos of Spain, and Ross 
Perot. Sculptures have even 
made it into the homes of old 
actors, comedians, singers, 
and songwriters, such as actor 
and political activist Charlton 
Heston, Bob Hope, Mickey 
Rooney, singer Tony Orlando, 
and country singer Dolly Parton. Hoppe even has two pieces in the White 
House (Hoppe). Once again, Hoppe is showing me how extraordinary is his 
drive for success and what he has accomplished.

According to “About Fred Hoppe,” Hoppe has donated hundreds of 
sculptures to charity. One of those charities was the Make-A-Wish Foundation. 
He has also planned, paid for, generated, and carried out the Veterans Memorial 
Museum in Branson, Missouri. Hoppe put over 2000 exhibits and artifacts 
in an 18,000 square foot area and wrote every script on each display himself. 
Hoppe did this as a gesture for veterans of the 20th century. For Hoppe’s 
honoring of his country’s veterans, in 2005, Tennessee gave him the Medal 
of Freedom. Hoppe “has completed over 200 life-size monuments across the 
United States, including the world’s largest wildlife sculpture for Cabela’s 
Kansas City. Over 100 of these life-size sculptures are soldiers created to honor 
our country’s veterans” (“About Fred Hoppe”). Hoppe’s bronze sculptures 
“have been donated to non-profit organizations, such as the Eppley Cancer 
Center, Nebraska schools, and others, raising over $1,000,000” (“About Fred 
Hoppe”). Hoppe is an amazing gentleman and a true patriot. Hoppe does not 
hold back—from having the Archie sculpture in front of Morrill Hall to all his 
efforts making so many donations.

My first choice for my Nebraska profile was Archie, but it seems I have 
found a new role model. Fred Hoppe is an extraordinary and amazing 
gentleman. He is a great patriot to his country and to the state of Nebraska. 
Hoppe has accomplished more than most people and is a very talented artist. 
I’m an artist, as well, although I’m going to SCC to be a welder. I, too, have an 

t h e  m a m m o t h
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t h e  m a m m o t h

outstanding drive and motivation. Hoppe’s work led to bronze sculpting, and 
my road may lead me to some kind of sculpting later in life. Little did I know 
that Hoppe and I have some things in common.
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C h ick   e n  N o o d l e  S o u p
Jason Betz • Welding Technology

My mother used to make the best chicken noodle soup. Mom 
would make her chicken noodle soup from scratch, and when I 
was a child, that soup was my favorite. On nights we had chicken 

noodle soup, I was never late making it to the dinner table. She would also 
make enough to have leftovers for days. I wasn’t the only one in my family to 
think the same way about her chicken noodle soup. However, one night there 
was a subtle change in the soup.

She would use slow roasted rotisserie chicken. This wasn’t some slow roasted 
chicken from the store. She had a rotisserie machine, and she would let the 
chicken roast all day while she was at work. That was how we always knew that 
we were to have soup that night; when we would wake up and get ready for 
school, there would be chicken cooking. When we would get home from school, 
the whole house would have that comforting smell of slow roasted chicken. 
She used this secret blend of spices. She never would let us know exactly what 
it was, but anyone could take a guess by the distinctive smell of rosemary, 
garlic, oregano, and black pepper. I know she used salt, but we wouldn’t be able 
to smell the salt. Still, who uses black pepper without salt? The slow roasted 
chicken was one thing that made Mom’s soup taste unlike anyone else’s soup.

My mother always had two or three gardens. She had one at home, where 
she grew lots of flowers and some herbs. I could go out to the back yard in 
the middle of summer and enjoy the airy, clean, floral smell of the lilac bush, 
roses, dill, mint, and rosemary. The other two gardens were at small community 
gardens close to home. In those gardens, she grew tomatoes, bell peppers, 
radishes, celery, corn, zucchini, squash, cucumbers, onions, carrots—just about 
any kind of veggie. When she would make her chicken noodle soup, she would 
use the vegetables from those gardens. Using those fresh veggies were another 
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thing that made the soup something special. Nonetheless, those were not the 
only two things making the soup so celebrated.

Mom would make egg noodles from scratch. Using those egg noodles set 
the soup over the top. Now, I will say, not every time she made the soup did she 
use the fresh egg noodles. Sometimes, Mom just didn’t have the time to make 
the noodles. My mom was always doing something to stay busy. From about 
5:00 in the morning until about 9:00 at night, she never stopped moving. If 
Mom wasn’t working, she was in the garden or working at a food give-away. 
Mother was an extraordinary, motivated, and productive person. That is where I 
get the same drive—from my mom.

One night, Mom made her distinguished, legendary-to-the-family chicken 
noodle soup. But this batch of bouillon was different, making it even more 
special. There was something that made it like no other. Most of the time, I 
would have two or three bowls of soup. That night, I had four. The whole family 
would grub down on her soup. No one could really place their taste buds on 
what was so different about the soup that particular night. Every single person 
at the table made comments on how delicious and extremely tender the meat 
was. Everyone had more than normal, some eating twice as much as usual. 
Usually, there were plenty of leftovers, but oddly enough, there wasn’t much left 
over that night.

The next day, I couldn’t wait to get home from school to have a bowl of that 
curiously different soup. I purposely had not eaten lunch to have room for that 
soup. On the ride home, I asked the driver to speed up—he wasn’t driving fast 
enough. When I finally made it home, I ran into the house and made my way 
to the kitchen to warm up some soup. I ate all the leftovers. When I was eating 
the soup, there was one point where I wasn’t even using a spoon, just drinking 
the soup right out of the bowl. I spilled the soup out of the corner of my mouth 
and some down the front of my shirt, and I wiped the excess soup away with 
my wrist. I made myself look like a pig, but I enjoyed and savored every bite.

When Mom got home, she noticed I had eaten all the leftovers. She wasn’t 
necessarily upset, but more disappointed that she couldn’t have any. I had never 
seen my mom act that way; the look on her face concerned me. One minute, 
she had the look of excitement, and then all her emotions just completely left 
her face. Her lower lip stuck out like the lip of a sad child not able to get candy 
from the store. Her body language said the same thing. Mom shrugged forward, 
started to hunch over, and looked to the ground like she was never going to be 
able to have any of her soup again.

So, in order to cheer her up, I asked her to make some more soup, and I 

c h ick   e n  n o o d l e  s o u p
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volunteered to cut up veggies. Then she replied, “I don’t have all the ingredients.” 
When she said this, I was confused. I thought she had more than enough of 
everything to make the soup.

However, I looked in the refrigerator, and I saw there wasn’t any chicken. I 
said, “Let’s go to the store and get another chicken.” I had started wondering 
what the heck she was talking about. I asked her, “Well, what the hell else are 
we missing?”

With a concerned look on her face, Mom asked me with a downward glance, 
“Do you remember Snookum?”

My heart froze. I said, “Let’s go to the store and get another chicken.”
One day after school, when I was nine, I had found a rabbit in the yard. I 

took the rabbit in the house after spending almost an hour trying to catch it. 
I waited for my mother to get home to ask her if I could keep the bunny. It 
was several days after Easter, and Mom thought it might be someone’s pet; the 
rabbit was just a baby bunny—probably a gift to a child. So she wanted to put 
up flyers for a bunny that had been found. It wasn’t like a wild rabbit; it was all 
black with a little brown spot on its chest, and I had been able to catch it in the 
first place, so we knew it wasn’t feral.

We put up flyers all around the neighborhood, but I really wanted to keep 
the bunny. That night, I went out and took down all the flyers. I was thinking, 
“If no one calls for the rabbit, Mom will let me keep it.” And I did get to keep 
the bunny.

Over time, I stopped taking care of the rabbit, and Mom took over. Mom 
worked at one of the dorms on UNL in the cafeteria. Every shift, she would 
bring home scraps from the salad bar to give to Snookums. The rabbit got so big 
and lazy that it would just lay next to the pail of food and eat, barely reaching 
over to get food and not even sitting up to eat. Snookums had a big cage, which 
was kept outside.

One day, mom asked me if she could take Snookums to the bunny farm. 
She described the bunny farm as a playground for rabbits. I said OK because 
I was almost 15 years old and not that into the rabbit much anymore, and I 
wasn’t taking care of it. Snookums just slept, ate, drank water, pooped, and 
peed. Snookums became a massive rabbit, like a five-gallon bucket with legs. I 
had never seen a rabbit so huge before. It would stretch out to more than five 
feet. Snookums slept all day and laid around getting no exercise. As a result, 
Snookums’s meat became very tender.

The distinguished, legendary, celebrated chicken noodle soup my mom had 
made that particular night was priceless. I understood then exactly what ingredient 

c h ick   e n  n o o d l e  s o u p
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Mom was missing to make that “chicken” noodle soup, and that was why she was 
disappointed and sad when there weren’t any leftovers. She knew that she would 
never be able to make a batch like that again. She had put in all the work and didn’t 
get any of the awards of leftovers. It was almost like she had been raising the rabbit 
to eat one day, like she would a farm animal.

No matter what, to this day, that was the best “chicken” noodle soup I have ever 
had. Even though Snookums was my pet rabbit, I was old enough to know not to 
be upset with Mom, and I thanked her for the priceless “chicken” noodle soup.

1

c h ick   e n  n o o d l e  s o u p

Tanya Hare
“I love taking photos; this is something I inherited  
from my mom. “Be Careful When You Look into the 
Mirror” is one of my favorite pictures of my parents 
and their dog, Petey. I was taking photos of my  
parents for their 50th wedding anniversary; I had  
taken a couple of them, and Petey sat well for them.  
This was the last photo I took, and we all love the 
energy.”

B e  C a r e f u l  W h e n  Y o u  L o o k 
i n t o  t h e  M i r r o r

Tanya Hare • Account Clerk, Business Office
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Mark Billesbach
“I was the kid who always had to take toys apart  
to see how they worked, and I like making things  
with my hands and welding found objects. I’m an 
electrician for the Beatrice campus.”

T h e  P o t t e r
Mark Billesbach • Maintenance Worker, Physical Plant
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Devlin Andrew Harris
Winner of Grand Prize Poetry Award

“I wrote ‘Bubblegum and Lemonheads’ for my best 
friend, who has been helping me find myself. There  
will be people in your life that will mean the world  
to you; don’t let them leave without letting them  
know how important they are. ‘Love, I Think’ is  
about an overwhelming passion that lasted for only  
a minute. Some of the things I write sound better when spoken, and 
‘Artistic Intent’ is one of them. I love this piece for its build-up and 
resolution, and repetition is one of my favorite techniques to use. 
Finally, ‘Belief/Our Cathedral’ was thought up in a shower 
brainstorming session! This poem means a lot to me because it is about 
where I have been emotionally for a while now. The first three lines of 
that poem are my favorite lines I have ever written.”

B e l i e f / O u r  C a t h e d r a l
Devlin Andrew Harris • Associate of Arts

She believes in God 

I believe in the ocean

Under the sun soaked in faith

An open vase with two matches, a home for two soulmates

She says she wants a love like that

But I can’t tell the smoke from the ashes

Or the fire from the mattress

She believes in love

Maybe I’ll believe in time
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B u b b l e g u m  a n d  L e m o n h e a d s
Devlin Andrew Harris • Associate of Arts

Hands like a magic trick

Favorite band sounding like an activist

But every song takes him back to this

In vain, pulling rabbits out of wrists

Maybe this is something he can fix

She smiles like the sun, he’s reminded of a son

Just a boy baking like a raisin praying for the one

If he could find in a friend what he confides in the end

He won’t have to lie in the sin or hide from who he’s been

He burns like broken embers in a kiln

Forging words from iron and steel, she’s made of iron and will

They fly higher and still desire fire to feel

She is stronger than her namesake, her and Hercules in the same place

Pacing in parentheses, he’s not as patient as he used to be

“Why is she choosing me?” Her eyes are where her truth could be

Window shopping in the same way, but his would never vacate

Hands liken to a tragic tick

Abstract fashion fit for a masochist

Imagine this. They’ll make it there and back again

Only to find she’s magic and he’s rabbit-less

For my best friend, Val
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A r t i s t ic   I n t e n t
Devlin Andrew Harris • Associate of Arts

Love. 

A dangerous, cantankerous thing. No anchor is made for this
Pen and paper blamed for it, if I had a name for it
If I had a name for it, then I would be a slave for it

She said that I scoff too often
That I’m often too lost in the moment

The moment we first met, she smelled like a poem. Like loose leaves in the fall.
She had me falling like a paper plane with clipped wings

Winging it onstage because I reached the spotlight and forgot all my lines
She said it was fine. She never liked my acting anyway

She said if she wanted to date a phony, she would have gone for Oscar or Tony
If she wanted a Golden Globe she wouldn’t have settled for a Lemonhead

She said I’m too sweet. That my lips look like strawberry fields and my kisses 
taste like forever. Yeah, she’s a Beatles fan.

I was more of a fan of needles.  
On a syringe binge, she was my heroine in a red dress

I wanted her address to correspond with where my head rested
I wanted to take the rings from my eyes and wrap them around her finger so 

she would know she was the reason I couldn’t sleep at night
She said I was her knight in shining armor. Like a page from a fairy tale

 

Love. 

If I had a name for it, maybe I could’ve changed for it
Played the game a different way and kept

her away from it

Her laughter was supposed to be my happily ever after. But it was stifled by 
heaven’s rifleman

Like lightning striking twice, and thunder had the audacity to applaud
She said I’m going home. I’m going back to God.
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She said that this was the plan all along and if I’m ever longing for her face 
then I need to face the facts, retrace our steps and reenact for a friend. This isn’t 

the end.

This is just a long-lost friend coming back to visit, isn’t it?
Cold hands gripping getting wet. Blurred vision, can I see her yet?

Timid lemonhead pressed against her wilting smile
She asked what were the first lines I remember writing about her…

 

Roses are red
Violets are blue

Every road has led me to you

 

She said that I scoff too often
That I’m often too lost in the moment to know when she’s gone

The moment she left. She smelled like a poem. Like loose leaves in the fall

I’m falling from cloud nine, the wind constantly reminding me that she was 
never mine

And if she was His the whole time, she should have told me. Because now…
Now I have no one to hold me when I drop

No one to scold me when I scoff
No one to write a poem about when I’m lost

If I had a name for it, my mother would tell me
to pray for it. Ain’t that a shame that I am to blame for it?

What’s in a name but a home and a place to grow?
Every passing season gives me a reason, too...
Spring showers, summer sun, and winter cold

Hold my name in contempt and place the blame

 

 ...she smelled like a poem. Like lost leaves when she fell for me.

Love. 

a r t i s t ic   i n t e n t
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L o v e ,  I  T h i n k
Devlin Andrew Harris • Associate of Arts

The summer smells of swisher sweets

The tip of my tongue between your teeth

Two lips first broken as if to speak

These words like wine, I pine for a taste

A red like love, I’d love if you had some to waste

On a drunk like me, in a place like this

Nyamuoch Duoth
“I am a woman who was born in a refugee camp in Ethiopia; I have been 
in America since I was four. ‘Use of Excessive Force’ was written for my 
American Government class.”

T h e  U s e  o f  E x c e s s iv  e  F o r c e
Nyamuoch T. Duoth • Associate of Science/Academic Transfer

The term “excessive force” is defined as when the use of force is greater 
than that which is reasonable under certain circumstances. In legal 
terms, the use of excessive force does not seem to have a direct law 

holding officers and others accountable if the findings show that unnecessary 
use of force was committed. The Supreme Court has made it clear that the 
Fourth Amendment applies to questions regarding the use of excessive force 
but does not give a clear and concise set of guidelines to when excessive force, 
whether deadly or not, should be implemented. The facts remain that without a 
new law or ordinance to the way excessive force is used, members of society will 
continue to be subjected to unnecessary harm.

This problem has been around since law and order was formed, but it made 
public notice as early as the 1980s with one of the landmark cases being that of 
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Graham v. Connor, 490 U.S. 386 (1989), in which the Supreme Court reversed 
the appellate court’s earlier judgment under a four-part substantive due process.

The key players in preventing an actual excessive force law are those of 
the governmental position, such as lawmakers and politicians in the higher 
positions. The reasoning behind the resistance to forming an excessive force law 
is because of the analysis widely used by courts all over the country. The courts’ 
assumptions on excessive force equating self-defense for law enforcement is 
what has allowed the use of force as the directed choice by law enforcement 
officials. Granted, officers must have the ability to serve and protect, as well 
as keep members of society safe from the harm of those committing crimes; 
they must also protect themselves in the matter of life or death situations. The 
lines have become blurry, however, when it comes to the use of excessive force, 
leaving other options such as negotiations and deescalating tactics ignored. 

The other issue that plays a part in certain situations is the qualified 
immunity given to law enforcement in cases regarding death if it is found that 
the officer had reasonable suspicion to use deadly force on a suspect, whether or 
not the later results show that it was needless. According to the Texas Journal on 
Civil Liberties and Civil Rights, when the number of homicides committed by 
law enforcement is compared to the number of officers killed in the line of duty 
from 2003 to 2009, the data shows that 94% to 97% of the time, the suspect 
was the one killed.

Another poll done by the Texas Journal on Civil Liberties and Civil Rights 
also shows that officers killed during an arrest have a 0.00077% chance of 
happening, and that officers killed during a routine traffic stop have a 0.00004% 
chance of happening. These two polls illustrate the rarity of an officer facing 
death during an interaction with a possible suspect.

So how is this problem of excessive force going to rectified? The problem 
would first have to be addressed on the state level. According to the Nebraska 
State Unicameral website, a senator would have to introduce a bill to the 
legislature (which meets every January). Anyone can suggest an idea for a new 
law, but regardless, it would still have to be introduced by a senator or a member 
of the legislative committee. The committee would then meet to debate any 
amendments needed to add to the bill before making its ultimate passage into 
law.

The other way a law can be fashioned is through the petition process, which 
can be done one of two ways: one being an initiative petition, and the other a 
referendum. An initiative petition has two functions. One is to add or change 
a law for the entire state. The second use is to amend the state constitution. 

t h e  u s e  o f  e x c e s s iv  e  f o r c e
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A referendum petition is used to rescind a law that the legislature has newly 
approved. Because of a 1994 Nebraska Supreme Court decision, the mandatory 
number of signatures is grounded on the number of registered voters at the 
filing deadline. For an initiative to recommend a law, signatures equaling 7% of 
the registered voters in the state are needed. For a constitutional amendment, 
10% of the registered voters must sign, and for a referendum, 5%. For a 
referendum that suspends a law from taking effect, 10% of the registered voters 
must sign the petition. In addition, signatures must be collected from 5% of 
the registered voters in 38 of the 93 Nebraska counties. This delivery condition 
applies to both initiative and referendum efforts.

My desired outcome for the excessive force circumstances is that laws should 
be passed holding officers accountable, training can be offered to teach officers 
how to deal with certain scenarios—such as dealing with civilians that have 
illnesses—, and alternatives to deadly use of force or excessive force should 
be found. I feel that this can be achieved if the citizens and government work 
together to correct certain areas that make it difficult to ensure both the officers’ 
and the civilians’ safety. The use of body cameras and dash cameras don’t give 
society the protection they need, nor do they give enough protection for the 
police, but regulations, education, and better training can prove to be beneficial 
for all parties.
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Tatiana Startseva
Winner of Runner-Up Artwork Award

“I was born in the USA, but I lived almost my whole  
life in Russia. You can see the influence of Russian 
culture, people, and atmosphere on my photos.  
Also, I’m a sad and happy girl who is trying to  
achieve my goals. Let me create. Let me open you.”

P h o t o  C o l l e c t i o n
Tatiana Startseva • Business Administration

P o w e r  o f  W o m a n
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C a n  Y o u  L iv  e  H e r ?

T e n d e r n e s s

t a t i a n a  s t a r t s e v a  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n
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A l o n e

O u r  S k y  i s  i n  a  C a g e
t a t i a n a  s t a r t s e v a  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n
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t a t i a n a  s t a r t s e v a  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n
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Y o u r  C a g e

M a s k ,  P a i n

t a t i a n a  s t a r t s e v a  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n
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t a t i a n a  s t a r t s e v a  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n

R u s s i a

T o g e t h e r
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t a t i a n a  s t a r t s e v a  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n

V i b r a t i o n s  o f  L o v e
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Ashley Skoda
“I am a mother of two—Allie, 11, and Aiden, 8. In  
my spare time, I read, dabble in photography, and  
spend time with my family. I wrote ‘The Ash Tree  
Meadow’ for my daughter. I hope that she takes this 
story to heart and that it reminds her of our shared 
memories, which I treasure deeply. Even when I am  
gone, I will be with her always.”

T h e  A s h  T r e e  M e a d o w
Ashley Skoda • Associate of Arts

It was midday, and Adira made her way through the meadow, the sun 
shining, casting sunbeams through the trees. She walked to the old ash tree 
where her mother used to bring her; the lush green grass stretched out to 

touch the calm sapphire pond. The leaves had just begun to change, and a cool 
autumn breeze blew her wavy blonde hair. This was their haven, and on days 
like this, she could still feel her mother next to her.

They used to come here when she was a child. Her mother would pack a 
picnic lunch, and they would lay in the tall grass talking and looking for shapes 
in the clouds. Now, in her hand, she held a worn envelope with Adira written 
on the front. When she found the letter, it had been years since her mother had 
passed. It was still sealed; even now, she didn’t know if she could bring herself 
to open it. This was the first time she had been back to the meadow since her 
mother’s death, and if she was going to read the letter, she wanted to be there, 
close as she could get to her mother.

As Adira sat and enjoyed the weather, she remembered the first time going 
to the ash tree meadow. Even though the memory had faded, she could still 
see her mother. She had wavy blonde hair, deep blue eyes like the pond, cream-
colored skin, and a soft smile. Adira imagined her mother sitting next to her 
younger self on that old blue blanket they had kept in the picnic basket. She 
had been about five, and that day her mother had packed her favorites: peanut 
butter and honey, pears, sparkling juice, and lemon bars. She had been anxious 
about starting school the next week, but her mother had assured her that she 
would love making new friends and gaining a little independence. When she 
had started school, it had been just as her mother had said. Within the first few 
days, she had been so excited to get to her friends that she had almost forgotten 
to tell her mother goodbye.
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Adira got up and walked to the pond, collecting smooth stones as she went. 
She stood before the pond thinking, as she skipped stones across the clear 
waters. She liked the way the stones skipped across the water and the way the 
ripples distorted the reflection of the trees on the far end of the pond. It had 
been rare for Adira and her mother to spend time, just the two of them. Life 
had always been busy, but in those moments at the meadow, everything had 
slowed, and the rest of the world had melted away.

When she was a teenager, Adira and her mother had fought often. She 
thought she knew better than her mother, and time with friends and boys 
became more important. Her mother was too controlling, overprotective, and 
pushy and didn’t understand what it was like to be a teenager, Adira would 
say. Her mother had said she had been a young girl once, and she knew how 
difficult it could be and just wanted the best for her. Her mother was always 
pushing her to do things, and Adira felt as though her mother wanted to 
change who she was. She could remember how angry she had been with her 
mother on one occasion when she had wanted to visit the meadow with her. 
“I hate you, and I hate that meadow!” Adira had yelled. Her mother had stood 
there. Adira knew she had hurt her, but her mother had said nothing, and Adira 
had immediately wanted to take it back, run over and hug her, say she was 
sorry—but she couldn’t.

Adira returned to her spot under the tree. Her mother had always loved 
that tree. She could remember her mother telling her how strong and beautiful 
it was. “The most beautiful things have strength; they go through struggles, 
but they stay strong,” her mother had said. “Storms will come. They will cause 
damage, but the tree will remain strong.”

As Adira slowly opened the envelope, she still didn’t know if she could read 
it—or if she wanted to. She feared what her mother had left to say. She knew 
this was the last time she would hear her words, and then her mother would be 
truly gone. As she pulled the letter out, she took a deep breath before beginning 
to read.

My Sunshine, 
I know things are difficult right now, and you are going through a lot. I know you 

will miss me and be sad sometimes, but know that I will always be with you in your 
heart. I loved being a mother to you and your brother. Watching you both grow gave 
my life more joy than I ever thought possible. I remember how I felt at your first school 
performance. My heart was so full of pride for you, and I never knew what happy 
tears were until that moment. I loved our dance parties in the living room, reading 
to you, kissing you goodnight, and singing your song. I loved teaching you to ride 

t h e  a s h  t r e e  m e a d o w
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your bike. You fought me and said you couldn’t do it, but minutes later, I watched you 
peddle down the street alone yelling “WOOHOO!” at the top of your lungs. You looked 
so free and proud, and I am glad I got to share that moment with you.

You are so kind and caring. I remember how you cared for your baby brother 
when he hurt his foot—carrying him to the chair, bandaging him up, getting him a 
drink, and sitting with him until he felt better. I loved watching you grow, and my 
only regret is that I don’t have more time with you. You are an amazing girl and 
a wonderful daughter. I never wanted to change you, just push you to be your best. 
Make sure your children know how much you love them. Be patient and enjoy your 
time with them; it goes too fast.

You have grown into a wonderful young woman. I have always been so proud of 
you. You and I struggled sometimes, I know, but it never made me love you any less. 
The things that you have struggled with are also the things that make you so strong. 
Love with all your heart, but never forget who you are. I know I can’t be here with 
you anymore, but know how much I love you. Always remember that storms will 
come, but the tree stays strong. You will always be my sunshine.

	 Love, Mommy
The sun was setting over the meadow, and shades of purple and pink hung in 

the sky, reflecting on the pond. As Adira folded the letter and returned it to its 
envelope, she stood there, tears in her eyes, and a somber smile on her face. As 
she looked toward the tree, she saw her mother standing there smiling back at 
her.

“Mommy!” Adira heard her daughter Nadia call. She turned around as the 
young girl leaped into her arms; when she turned back, her mother was gone. 

W
It was midday, and Nadia made her way through the meadow, the sun 

shining, casting sunbeams through the trees. She walked to the old ash tree 
where her mother used to bring her; the lush green grass stretched out to touch 
the calm sapphire pond. The leaves had just begun to change, and a cool autumn 
breeze blew her wavy blonde hair. This was their haven, and on days like this, 
she could still feel her mother next to her.

1

t h e  a s h  t r e e  m e a d o w
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T h e  S p o o n w o o d  D r e a m
Clinton Smith • Electronic Systems Technology

A respite betwixt laurel castles

To ponder the life of a short, soft glance

Dream the spoonwood dream upon

The eyelashes of the world

As a katydid in a fever dream

Cast a second question

Or a burl affixed to a sapling-neck

Finite grit of reminiscence 

Feral and misunderstood

As a vagrant silhouette

Clinton Smith
“I’m almost done with my degree at SCC. I like  
obscure music, and food is fun, too! I write things, 
and sometimes, it works out.”
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Noor Azeez
“One day, a professional artist said that I didn’t  
have the talent to be an artist. I was sad and wanted  
to give up. During the same week, I submitted a simple 
sketch to my class at SCC. The instructor said,  
‘Your sketch has da Vinci’s touch.” At that time, I 
believed that I should continue in the art path. Then, 
Instructor Barbara Neuwerth told me about 
Illuminations and that I needed to submit my artwork. She was so helpful 
in encouraging me to go forward. I graduated from Iraqi civil 
engineering university in 2008 and am currently a student in Design and 
Drafting Technology at SCC. I love everything about art.”

B e  L ik  e  A  C h i l d
Noor Azeez • Design and Drafting Technology
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L a n d s c a p e
Noor Azeez • Design and Drafting Technology
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L o u i s vi  l l e  P a r k
Noor Azeez • Design and Drafting Technology
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B i r d s
Noor Azeez • Design and Drafting Technology
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T h e  S p r i n g
Noor Azeez • Design and Drafting Technology

Ayschia Renschler
“This essay is about, by far, the most pivotal moment 
in my life. I wanted to share a part of that with  
others who might be in a similar situation and show 
that it is never too late to get out. I am a single 
mother of three rambunctious, kind, and intelligent 
little boys, who have mastered the art of keeping  
their mom on her toes! I am passionate about my 
career, which allows me to assist people as they 
overcome socioeconomic barriers. I am also a  
full-time student at SCC.”
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C e r u l e a n
Ayschia Renschler • Business Administration

My eyes fluttered opened from an afternoon nap on my couch. 
I wasn’t much of a nap taker, but the previous night had been 
particularly long, and at seven months pregnant I was becoming 

more easily exhausted. As my eyes opened and I rolled over, my position below 
the window left me staring up at the most beautiful blue sky. Blue has always 
been my favorite color—the deep blue that accompanies the clearest of ocean 
waters and cloudless summer skies. Cerulean. “Wouldn’t it be a shame if you 
never got to see that gorgeous shade of blue again?” I thought to myself.

My relationship with my husband had never been particularly healthy. 
Control, jealousy, and verbal attacks frequently left me questioning my worth. 
“But he doesn’t hit me,” I justified; I saw so much potential in this person, and I 
wasn’t ready to throw in the towel quite yet. My spouse had been injured on the 
job—a 95% tear in his ACL which had required urgent surgery. As a recovering 
addict, the pain pills he had been given had transformed his dormant addiction 
from a pile of smoking ash into an out of control inferno in the blink of an eye. 
As soon as he could no longer manipulate the physician into giving him more 
pain pills, he had turned to alcohol. Once he was released to work and couldn’t 
find employment while reeking of hard liquor, he had turned to illicit drugs.

“I vowed through sickness and in health,” I reminded myself. Upholding 
my vows was of the utmost importance to me, and my husband had become 
incredibly sick. Before my eyes, the strong, charismatic man I had married had 
wasted away into a lying, manipulative shell of his former self. The meth addict 
that stood before me had transformed into a stranger I had never seen before.

“I can help him become healthy again,” I fooled myself. “We will be over this 
bump in the road in no time.”

Within a year, he had blown through our savings, and the account was 
completely dry. He had soon learned that his paychecks were insufficient to 
fund his addiction. As soon as I thought my home life couldn’t become worse, 
he had proven me wrong. I was diligent to leave nothing on countertops, and 
from the walls of our once cozy home, I had removed decorations and pictures, 
which turned into painful projectiles when he was in a wild-eyed fury. Soon, 
I could no longer use the excuse, “He doesn’t hit me,” as a reason for staying. 
It was quickly replaced with, “I vowed through better and worse. Besides, 
life could always be worse than this!” The extent of my denial was almost 
embarrassing to admit to.
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His drug of choice resulted in him staying up late at night and, like 
clockwork, he would become belligerent and aggressive around half past 
midnight. Sleep deprivation seemed to be one of his favorite forms of abuse 
to put me through. The night before, he had stormed into the bedroom, nearly 
knocking the door off the hinges. His long, fast strides made a beeline directly 
to the bed where I was sleeping, and before I had a chance to process what was 
happening, he had grabbed the bed by the bottom of the frame and flipped 
the entire thing over in one swift motion. The nightstand so kindly caught my 
fall, leaving behind a prominent scar on my forehead. After several hours of 
being cornered in our bedroom under verbal attack and physical intimidation, 
I was relieved when he finally stormed out of the house around 4:00 a.m. Tears 
streamed down my cheeks as I put the bedroom back in order. In two hours, 
my alarm clock would buzz, and our morning routine of preparing for school 
and daycare would commence, in addition to the prenatal appointment I had 
to attend before going to work. Looking back, I am so thankful these events 
occurred in the nighttime hours, as my young children were always sleeping; to 
my knowledge they never awoke.

“Wouldn’t it be a shame if you never got to see that gorgeous shade of blue 
again?” I thought to myself as I gazed into the cerulean sky. With each passing 
day, the abuse was becoming more physical, and it had become a real possibility 
that I might not be given that opportunity in the future. I thought about my 
two young sons; they were the light of my life.

Who would be the educational advocate for my six-year-old, who struggled 
with speech delays and ADHD? Who would sit in his classroom for countless 
hours watching for triggers caused by his teacher and providing feedback as to 
improvements she could make in her delivery methods? Who would sit with 
him in front of a mirror every night practicing how to shape his mouth to make 
certain sounds as he was learning in speech therapy? Who would promise him 
that the beloved freckles which kissed his cheeks after playing in the summer 
sun would come back next year? Who would be the recipient of him saying, “I 
love you the mostest—I win!”

Who would build habitats for and help catch every bug in the neighborhood 
with my five-year-old? Who would teach him how to ride his bike with no 
training wheels? Who would encourage him to play in the rain and make those 
enormous mud pies he loved so much? Whose neck would he wrap his chubby 
little arms around while laying butterfly kisses on their cheek? For whom would 
he pick flowers for and proclaim, “These would look beautiful in your hair, 
Mama!”

C e r u l e a n
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Who would be the mother to my unborn son? Who would have the pleasure 
of experiencing all his first milestones? Who would he toddle to when he took 
his first steps? Who would pick out his first birthday cake? Who would take 
him to his first day of school? Would he know who I was? 

What about my own dreams? I never in a million years imagined that at 25 
years old I would be so far removed from any goal I had set for myself. I could 
not have fathomed being in such an unloving and unhealthy environment. 
Didn’t I deserve to love and to be loved in a healthy relationship? Didn’t I 
deserve to finish college and meet my career goals? Had I tried hard enough 
to uphold my vows of “in sickness and in health, for better or worse”? Had 
I explored every avenue possible to help my spouse back onto the road to 
recovery?

The son growing in my belly stretched his body and snapped me out of my 
thoughts. “Wouldn’t it be a shame if you never got to see that gorgeous shade 
of blue again,” I thought as I stared up at the most beautiful blue sky. I felt a 
strange calmness wash over me at this epiphany. Cerulean, the deep blue that 
accompanies the clearest of ocean waters and cloudless summer skies, is still my 
favorite color and brings me a sense of peace.

1

C e r u l e a n

Aaron Redding
A graduate of Wahoo High School, Aaron was a 
senior when he wrote this piece in his Comp. I class  
as a Dual Credit student. He is a twin and attends 
college at Brigham Young University in Idaho.

C o u n t y  R o a d  O
Aaron Redding • Dual Credit

Agravel road placed in the quiet Nebraskan countryside that borders 
mainly fields of corn and soybeans. This road is dotted with little 
scenes of wilderness waiting for someone to explore it. I’ve lived on 

County Road O for more than ten years of my life. It is located only two miles 
outside of Wahoo. The road provides my family with beautiful scenery, and it is 
the place where many family memories have been made. My house, my country 
school, and Lake Wanahoo are all places on the road.

A half mile east of Highway 109, an old brick schoolhouse is situated 
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between tall oak trees. Every weekday morning, my siblings and I walked to 
school with our lunch boxes in our hands. Well-kept sides of the road dropped 
off into ditches full of water. In the mornings, all one could hear were the 
songbirds chirping and whistling to each other and the gravel crunching 
under our feet. On our way, my brother Isaac and I scanned the road for cool 
looking rocks to collect. School in the country seemed like a joke. All we did 
was play computer games on the desktop and eat lunch. During recess, Isaac 
and I delved into the tree line next to the road to play pretend. After school, it 
was time to pack up and make the half-mile long trek home for an afterschool 
snack. During this time, Isaac and I would throw the rocks we had collected 
into the water-filled ditches as hard as we could. If we were lucky, a couple of 
ducks were available to use as targets. We’d find little crickets to put in Addy’s 
shirt or pieces of grasses to tickle the back of her neck. At night, the ditches 
came to life with the sound of toads croaking to each other in the dark. As 
the years went by, the road became narrower as the weeds and grass slowly 
reclaimed their ground.

The Wahoo Municipal Airport is only two miles from our home. Crop 
duster planes fly over our house at least once almost every day. During the 
summer, we have planes fly over almost every hour. In my whole life, there has 
been only one yellow plane. I see it all the time as it flips and loops through the 
air. As a kid, I thought it was awesome to watch.

My home is in the midst of giant oak and pine trees right off Highway 109 
on County Road O. I remember as a little kid hitting softballs with my family 
across the road into the neighboring field—that is, after we had cut down the 
three largest oak trees next to the road. My dad would normally cut down 
the trees himself, but these three were too big to cut on his own. Instead of 
employing his small children to help, as he usually did, he hired professionals to 
get the job done. Cutting the trees that once provided shade for our front yard 
made our property feel ten times bigger.

The removed trees uncovered the wide-open view of the adjacent field. 
During the summer, the field grows corn or soybeans every other year and is 
a rising sea of green that produces eloquent waves in the wind. In the fall, the 
field is still and yellow. It waits to be harvested by the monstrous machines 
driven by men. I’ve always enjoyed watching them move and work the field. 
The field turns a golden yellow in the sunset. I have never seen a field look any 
prettier. It’s the time of year when escaped corn leaves can be seen everywhere 
in the surrounding country, and a corn leaf might be lucky enough to make it 
into town to enjoy its spoils.
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In the winter, the fields are left barren, the soil looking exhausted from 
providing a summer’s worth of nutrients for the crops it raised. I can see the 
deeply cut tracks of the center pivots that slowly made their way across the field 
giving the crops water. It looks like a battlefield. Broken corn stalks lie amidst 
their brothers who grew before them. In the spring, fields are prepared and 
lined with small plants. They have always looked like mini soldiers lining up for 
battle. 

When I was a little kid, my parents warned me to never cross the highway. 
It seemed reasonable enough. Cars and semi-trucks often barreled down the 
highway at 70 miles an hour. My dad would occasionally take the dirt road to 
school as opposed to taking the highway. On the other side of Highway 109 
was a single mile-long road that led to a T intersection. The bridge on this road 
went over Sand Creek. It was an old wood and metal bridge. It went over a part 
of Sand Creek that cut deep into the ground. As I grew up, the town of Wahoo 
decided to make a lake. It covered a one-by-two mile country block that ran 
under the bridge on County Road O. Dad started taking us on family walks 
to the bridge. These would often take place on Sunday evenings. To the right 
was another field that alternated corn and soybeans. To the left of the road was 
a prairie grass field. It was often full of many colors: green, yellow, orange, red, 
and brown. It housed pheasants that people hunted. The farmers cut the field 
every few months for hay bales. The enormous bales would be stacked in a way 
that resembled a caterpillar. County Road O is flat until about another half mile 
where it slopes down into the creek/lake area.

The bridge is a place of thinking and peace for me. Since Lake Wanahoo 
opened to the public six years ago, I’ve loved coming out to enjoy the simple, 
peaceful nature of Nebraska. The area surrounding the bridge is full of trees and 
water. One group of tall and slender trees has white bark. It is so pretty to see 
in the sunset. As middle schoolers, Isaac and I regularly came down to fish for 
large and smallmouth bass. Our bikes were our only mode of transportation. 
One of us had to carry the tackle box, so we took turns. The way to the bridge 
was slow and wobbly. The goal was to make it to the hill in order to coast down 
it without pedaling.

We fished under the bridge on top of big boulders while balancing ourselves 
to keep from falling in. We had to fish under it because there were white signs 
that specifically said, “No Fishing from Bridge.” Directly under that sign was 
another one: “No Swimming or Diving Allowed.” I wasn’t about to dive off a 
bridge, so I never paid that sign too much attention.

As it got darker, we would start to make our way home. The hard part was 
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going back up the hill. After that, we could see the house. Hundreds of swallow 
nests made of mud and grass hung under the bridge. I was always confused as 
to how they were able to keep them up there. During the summer, the bridge 
is swarmed with adult and adolescent swallows that try to catch bugs. There are 
a couple of muskrats who live near the bridge that we can see swimming with 
their backs above water. The experience is short-lived once they retreat to their 
underwater dens. A couple of hawks can be seen scanning the ground for mice 
to eat. There was a time when I found three separate red-tailed hawks in three 
minutes on County Road O!

Perhaps the most interesting thing about this bridge is that it is within 100 
meters of a bald eagle’s nest. Its humongous nest can be better seen in the fall 
when there are no leaves. The eagle itself is commonly seen surveying the area 
atop its nest. There are a lot of photographers who come and take pictures of 
them.

My favorite season to take walks is fall because of the many beautiful fall 
colors that the prairie grass take on. I wait until sunset to start so I can admire 
those amazing “Nebraskan sunsets.” Along with the lake, the builders built 
a wetland reserve next to the northwestern part of the lake. I see countless 
numbers of cranes and herons fishing in them.

My whole time spectating this wonderful landscape had me yearning to go 
out there. One day during summer break, my friend and I took our shoes off 
and walked along the lakeside. We went into the middle of the lake and messed 
with the soft and squishy mud. It was only ankle deep. The shoreline was 
littered with mussels. It smelt really bad. The mud was mixed with bird poop. It 
was one of my favorite memories that whole summer. Farther past the bridge 
was the T intersection surrounded by a single field and prairie grass.

These past few years, I’ve been running on County Road O almost every 
day of the week, which has gotten me familiar with the landscape and wildlife. 
I never put headphones in during my runs, so I am forced to listen to the birds 
and wind brush through the grass. I’ve run almost 1000 miles on County Road 
O alone. During the school year, my cross country team would run on County 
Road O for a 1000 meter repeat workout. A dog named Abby occasionally 
greeted us. She ran our workout with us if we were lucky. I’ve familiarized 
myself with all the smells of the country, and I enjoy all of them except for 
skunk and dead animals.

This road has seen a lot of my life. It’s taught me many lessons. It has shown 
me how animals live and how we humans use the land. To most people, it is 
just another gravel road with a couple of houses on it. They don’t realize that 
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for some people, it is all they know. It doesn’t just have to be a road. It could be 
a suburb or an apartment building. As I’m writing this, the field in front of my 
house is being harvested. This isn’t a place where nothing happens. This is the 
place where I grew up to become who I am today. I can say with confidence that 
living on this country road has been the best part of my life.

1

Marjorie Itzen
“I love outdoor photography! I also write and  
belong to the Beatrice Writer’s Group. I garden, do 
crafts, and love to read. I also like to fish and  
cook/bake for my family. My family is my world! I  
do genealogy, and I worked for many years with 
children and youth. In fact, I was honored to win the 
Beatrice Volunteer of the Year award. I also love to travel; New 
Orleans is my favorite place to visit.”

P e a c e f u l  P l a c e
Marjorie Itzen • Administrative Assistant, Physical Plant



85

Matthew Ho
“I was born in Nebraska and have lived in Lincoln  
all my life. I love this city and its people just as  
much as I love writing. Much of my inspiration  
comes from my family and my Asian heritage. As  
a senior in high school, I look forward to the future 
and what it holds, especially as our city grows.  
On another note, I’ll be praying every Friday  
before a football game for a Nebraska win.” 

I  A m  F r o m  C h o p s t ick   s
Matthew Ho • Continuing Education

I am from chopsticks,
From fish sauce and peanut oil.

I am from hot woks and steaming pans,
From sautéed pork and simmering vegetables.

I am from the propane stove,
Whose burner is black and covered in grease,

Oily and dirty like my own hands.

I’m from family reunions,
From red envelopes and Tět money.

I’m from How do you do? 
And How is school?

From Do you have a girlfriend yet? 
And You’re so tall now.

I’m from starchy corn fields,
From rolling hills of golden wheat and emerald soy.

I’m from bitter winters
And 50 mile-per-hour winds
That make me squint my watery eyes.

I’m from blistering summers
And swampy humidity,
The drops of salty sweat on my forehead.

Lastly, I’m from red, Husker red,
From spiraling footballs and volleyball sets,
From tailgates and cookouts.

I am all these things:
Another child of these memories,
Another piece to the puzzle to this Earth,
And finally, another chapter to this story we call life.
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W a i t i n g  f o r  t h e  T r a i n
Rebecca Welsh • Business Administration

Rebecca Welsh
“I’ve been taking pictures for a few years, but it’s 
mostly been for fun. Last year, I got to take my 
younger sister’s senior pictures. I was very happy  
with how they turned out, so I decided to get more 
seriously into photography, and I am loving it! My 
time is split between work and school, but the free  
time I have is spent with friends and family and my fur 
babies, Thor (cat) and Bella (dog). When I was 
walking out of school from class one night, I saw a copy of 
Illuminations on a table near the Business Administration office. I love 
seeing and reading different entries in the book, and I wanted to add my 
perspective of the world to it.”
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T h e  L e a d e r  o f  t h e  P a ck
Rebecca Welsh • Business Administration

S a m  t h e  M o o s e
Rebecca Welsh • Business Administration
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I ’ m  a  T r u m p e t  P l a y e r
Rebecca Welsh • Business Administration
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Kimberly Gilleland
“I am a 45-year-old meth addict who has been in recovery for 18 
months. I went from living on the streets for five years to now attending 
college for drug and alcohol counseling. I want to be able to help the 
still suffering addicts and to let them know that it is possible to change 
their lives around.”

I  A m  N o t  W h o  Y o u  T h i n k
Kimberly Gilleland • Human Services

I am Bobby and Judy’s daughter; I am Debbie, Kathy, Susie, Troy, and 
Kenny’s sister; I am Kia, Madison, Dallas, and Adam’s mom; I am Weston’s 
grandma; I am an aunt to my nieces and nephews; I am a friend—at times, 

a kind, caring friend, and at other times, you wouldn’t want me as your worst 
enemy. As you can see, I was a part of a loving, caring, supportive family. I had 
a normal childhood; my dad worked, and my mom stayed home with us kids. I 
did what every other kid did growing up: rode bicycles, went swimming, played 
with my friends from school. I graduated high school with a scholarship, and I 
left my little hometown to move to the big city of Lincoln for college. That is 
where I became a wife, and soon after that, I started my little family.

I was married for eleven years to my husband, but we had been together 
a total of 17 years. Our marriage began to unravel soon after the birth of our 
last son. He was born almost two months early. My husband was busy working 
and trying to provide for our growing family, busy with his friends and family, 
and busy with just about anyone else except me. I was feeling like I had done 
something wrong that caused Adam to be born early, stressing about the fact 
that our other son, Dallas, was only 14 months old—and who was going to take 
care of my girls? I was the caretaker for my children; I did everything for them. 
They were my world.

I never thought that I would leave the hospital without my son, but that 
day came. I spent almost all my waking hours at the hospital with my son, 
struggling to juggle the act of also being present for my other kids. I finally 
decided that I had had enough of an unhappy marriage and filed divorce 
papers. I had never felt so free as the day that the divorce was finalized. I got 
my freedom back. I wasn’t going to be put down anymore; I could say and feel 
whatever I wanted to without the fear of consequences.

I began to thrive in my newfound freedom. I was working and earning my 
own money, and I could do what I wanted. I was finally a voice. I shared joint 
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custody of our four kids with my husband. I know this sounds silly, but we 
became better friends than we were as husband and wife.

December 14, 2013, is a day that will haunt me for the rest of my life. An 
owner of a local hotel kept calling, asking me to leave my current job and to 
come work for him. I was in the process of trying to find a place to live, and 
his offer was to work for him as bar manager, and I could live at the hotel. 
I wondered how that would work; I needed to be making a paycheck, and I 
wondered how much rent he would charge me. He said that he would pay me 
enough so I could pay for the room and still have some money for myself. After 
thinking about it not that long, I decided to take him up on his offer. I thought 
it was a win-win for the both of us. Boy, was I in for a surprise.

Little did I know that I would see my kids less and less. After just a few 
weekend visits, their father decided that where I was living was not the best 
place for our kids. He went after and got full custody of the kids. Deep in my 
heart, I knew that was the best choice, but I also began to feel like a horrible 
mother. When I was little, I would always say that I was going to be nothing 
like my mother, and here I was letting my kids down again. I’m sure that was 
where my spiral out of control started, knowing that I didn’t try to fight my 
husband when it came to custody. I just hoped my kids knew that I wasn’t 
giving up on  them. I was in a dark place in my life, and I didn’t want to drag 
them into it with me.

I had worked before at the bar that was in the hotel. When I worked there, 
the bar was separate from the hotel. It was individually owned and operated 
by someone else. At that time, the bar was always busy; you made very good 
money as a bartender. There was always a lively, fun, loud crowd that would go 
there to do karaoke, gather with friends, have special events, and grab a bite to 
eat while they had a drink. I guess that’s what I expected to see when I returned 
there to work. 

The first night back to work, I just sat at a table and watched the crowd. 
There were a few faces that I recognized and some I didn’t. I thought that the 
job would be somewhat challenging, but I could handle it and live there. As 
the days went on, my boss began to give me more and more responsibilities. 
I was asked to not only bartend on my shift, but I was also supposed to help 
guests who were trying to check in to the hotel. Running back and forth like 
a chicken with its head cut off, I was juggling so many tasks that I barely had 
time to breathe. From my previous place of employment and my position there, 
I had made many connections with beer vendors, pool players, and VVH (who 
organized pool and dart teams out of local bars). I had the knowledge of how to 

i  a m  n o t  w h o  y o u  t h i n k
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run a bar and make it successful, and that’s what my new boss wanted. He saw 
what I could do for his business and took advantage of it.

It was a gradual increase of all the duties my boss expected me to do. I 
had remodeled the bar across the hall from the currently operating bar (on 
my dime) and opened it to good solid response from the clientele. I had VVS 
wanting to put pool tables in my bar, and I had alcohol reps wanting to have 
events at my bar. All the customers that used to frequent the old bar now came 
only to mine. Once I had that open, my boss decided to train me on front desk/
night audit duties and housekeeping, and I began being his personal assistant. 
He then requested me to make a flyer advertising that we had facilities to host 
birthday parties, wedding receptions, graduation parties—the list was a mile 
long that I had come up with of events that we could do. So guess what? I was 
now the Event Planner for the hotel since I was doing such a great job of being 
Bar Manager (for both bars). Event Planner, Front Desk/Night Audit, Personal 
Assistant, Housekeeper—and let’s go ahead and add Maintenance to my 
already larger-than-life to-do list.

I was being taking advantage of, and there was nothing I could do about 
it. I lived, worked, and started to play there. By play, I mean I began to use 
meth. I needed something to keep me going. I would literally work 24 hours 
a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year. I had no days off, no time for my 
kids, no time for myself. I dove deeper and deeper into work since my visits 
with my kids became less and less. Their dad didn’t think where I lived was 
an appropriate place for our kids to be, and he was right. The clientele had 
changed. Instead of the business workers, husbands and wives, families, and 
kids, I started seeing things that a “normal” person would find odd.

One thing that stood out in my memory was the first overnight that I 
worked. I went to walk back through the enclosed dome of the hotel, and the 
lights were off. I turned them on, and it looked like cockroaches running, but it 
wasn’t. The “cockroaches” were people.  They were either making drug deals or 
meeting up with people to get high. I was in shock and disbelief. It wouldn’t be 
long, and I would be one of those people.

The hotel had changed, it seemed, overnight, but really, it hadn’t. I was a 
zombie walking around with less to no sleep, so I made a choice to change that. 
I was sick and tired of being sick and tired. I wanted to get high; I wanted to 
feel alive again. I wanted to feel like I was part of a family. By this time, I had 
no visits with my kids, nor any contact with any of my family. My “family” was 
now the dysfunctional, homeless, meth-using people that lived and visited the 
hotel. All my job duties seemed easier, and I was working like a mad woman. I 
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guess you could say that I was the Energizer Bunny running around this dirty, 
nasty, unlivable, should-be-condemned property. I was trying to put a Band-Aid 
over a huge open sore.

In-between all my jobs, I would run to my room to either snort a line or hit 
the pipe of meth. I had to hurry because if the owner couldn’t find me, within 
minutes he would be banging on my door like the police.

As my addiction grew, my job performance suffered. Instead of wanting to 
do my job and help the owner make the place nice, I was 100% consumed with 
getting high, making sure that I had enough meth, and knowing where I would 
get more if I didn’t have enough. I had a friend that lived with me at the motel; 
he, too, was an addict. Our addiction had gotten so big and out of control that 
we began to sell it to support our own habit. Life was getting more and more 
out of control, and I couldn’t pump the brakes on the crazy…why? I could see 
all the shitty things that were coming my way, but it was like I had given up and 
accepted my fate.

I lost my job at the hotel, and we were evicted that day. We packed up 
the few belongings that we had, and that was the first time in my life that I 
was homeless. I became another homeless, good-for-nothing, waste-of-life 
meth addict. I had remembered that I had a garage at an apartment complex 
that I once lived at, and I remember putting all my belongings there. I went 
to that garage with the key I had, and to my surprise, the door opened. I 
thought, “Thank God. At least I have a roof over my head.” The only means of 
transportation I had was my bicycle unless one of my meth customers stopped 
by. Even a ride would cost me meth because they knew I had it. I would always 
be high and would ride my bike for hours at a time. It was something that 
would keep my mind busy and off what my life had become.

I woke up one morning to someone banging on the garage door, At first, 
I thought it was my friend who lived with me at the hotel, but it wasn’t him. 
In fact, it was the Lincoln Police Department and Lincoln Fire and Rescue. 
They had received a call that someone was living in the garage, and they hadn’t 
been seen for a couple days. I was calm, cool, and collected about the situation. 
I acted like I was moving my stuff out of there, and I was just waiting for my 
friends to show up with their truck. LPD looked around; they knew what the 
real story was. Why were there lit candles? Why was there a bed made up? 
Why was everything so organized as if someone was living there? That was the 
last time that I saw my boys’ bunkbeds, all the old homework, all my personal 
belongings. The day that I was asked to leave that garage, a part of me died. 
That was my opportunity to be honest with people that were there to help, my 
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chance of getting my life back, my chance to be a mom again, but what did I 
do? I put a couple changes of clothes in my backpack and took off on my bike.

For the rest of my addiction, I became friends with people that you wouldn’t 
want to have as friends. I squatted in places that people had died and lived 
in places with no electricity, gas, or running water. I became a full-blown, 
homeless, no-job, staying-wherever meth addict. I would go into grocery stores 
and steal food to eat. I would steal bicycles. I would go into the donation 
dumpsters throughout town to have clean clothes to wear. I was the person that 
no one saw.

The law finally caught up with me on October 16, 2016. I had an active 
warrant for my arrest because I didn’t pay a fine for shoplifting. I was at a 
gas station trying to get their free Wi-Fi. I couldn’t pay for service on my 
phone, but I always found a way to get meth. A police car pulled me over and 
asked my name. I was so high and so preoccupied with my phone that I had 
forgotten I had a warrant. Once I told him my name, he drove off slowly. Then 
it hit me like a ton of bricks: “Shit! I got a warrant!” I quickly took off on my 
bike because I had meth on me, like usual. They caught up to me, and I was 
processed into Lancaster County Jail. I could make phone calls, and the person 
that I called was my friend who was right beside me when my addiction began. 
He told me, “You will be fine, and I will try to find some money to bail you 
out.” My bail was $250, but he never came to bail me out or put money on my 
books; he didn’t even accept my calls.

So there I sat in jail with nothing but time to think and to sober up. After 
being in there for a week, someone had scheduled a visit with me. I was sober 
for the first time since I didn’t know when, and I couldn’t think of anyone else it 
could be but him. The screen came on, and there sat my oldest daughter, Kia. I 
instantly couldn’t breathe. I was shaking so much I could barely hold the phone 
to my ear. My stomach was turning, and my eyes were filling up. I had not seen 
or spoken to my child since I left the hotel in 2014, and I didn’t know what 
to say.  How, as a mother, was I supposed to explain to my child why I picked 
meth over her?

She was very quiet. I saw all the pain, hurt, abandonment that I had caused. 
We had little to nothing to talk about; it felt as if we were strangers. After our 
short visit, that was when I decided that it was time for me to change my life, or 
I was going to lose my children forever. I started to attend Bible study and to go 
to a treatment class that the jail offered. The instructor for the class was Alice, 
and she worked at St. Monica’s Treatment Facility in Lincoln. St. Monica’s was 
a treatment place for women only who had not only substance abuse issues, but 
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also mental health issues.
After sitting two weeks in jail, I was released. There were none of my so-

called friends that I used meth with to pick me up. My daughter wasn’t there, 
and my mom sure in the hell wouldn’t be there. I called my friend, and he said 
that he was at a friend’s house, and they agreed to come pick me up. I sat there 
for what seemed hours, so I started walking. I headed down West O Street, 
looking and waiting to see my ride that was supposed to be on his way. I finally 
hit Dairy Queen and called my friend again. Again, my friend’s friend told me, 
“Wait there; he is walking out the door now.” I had time to eat a full meal and 
my supposed ride still wasn’t there. I began to walk again, making it to 9th and 
O. Finally, there was my ride, but first, I was handed a SNAP card and was 
told that I was going to the grocery store to get food for the house where I was 
going to be staying.

Walking into a place where all people do is meth is like walking into 
a horror movie set. The house had a smell to it that was a combination of 
cigarette smoke, filth, and meth. I was there for only about an hour before I was 
on the phone with St Monica’s getting into treatment. I was told by Liz to be 
at St Monica’s on Tuesday of the following week. I waited and checked myself 
into treatment.

It is now 14 months later, and I am CLEAN! While at treatment, I 
discovered that I was bipolar, I had depression, I had anxiety, I was OCD, and I 
was extremely co-dependent. I began to forgive and love myself. I soaked up all 
information that counselors wanted to give me like a sponge. After treatment, 
I moved to Fresh Start, which is  transitional housing for homeless women. 
While there, I had a case manager who helped me believe in myself and to 
figure out what I wanted to do with this new life that I was given. My goal 
while I was still in treatment was to go back there one day not as a client, but 
as a counselor. I want to help the homeless, addicted mothers who desperately 
want out of that life and want reunification with their children. With that 
determination and fire in my heart, I enrolled in classes at SCC-Lincoln in 
Human Services—the Alcohol and Drug program. 

I am a daughter; I am a sister; I am a mother; I am a grandma; I am an 
addict. I truly am all of these, but the one that I am most proud of is: I AM A 
SURVIVOR!

1
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Teresa Burt
“I am a lifelong Beatrice resident who hopes to 
someday live on a Caribbean Island away from the 
Nebraska winters. Writing is a passion and a hobby.  
I am pursuing an Associates of Arts degree, and I  
like to live life outside the box!”

F r e e  F a l l i n g
Teresa Burt • Associate of Arts

As the plane prepared for takeoff, Lisa bit her nails. Skydiving had 
been on her bucket list for years, but she was a bit nervous doing it 
for the first time at age 60. Encouraged by her boyfriend Mick, Lisa 

had been checking things off her bucket list at a fast pace in the six months she 
had known him.

Lisa’s husband, Jerry, had passed away two years ago after battling prostate 
cancer. They had been married for 33 years, and while they hadn’t been rich by 
any means, they had had a comfortable lifestyle. With the life insurance money, 
she would have enough to live out her life without pinching pennies and be able 
to travel and do a few things she had always wanted to do.

Jerry had been a hard-working railroader for 35 years when he got sick. He 
earned a great wage, invested well, and didn’t spend a lot on frivolous things. 
Jerry and Lisa’s only child, JeriAnn, died tragically at age 19 in an accident. Lisa 
was lonely until she had met Mick.

Lost in thought, Mick brought her back to the present, “How you doing, 
honey? Ready for your first jump?”

“A bit nervous, but yes, I’m ready!”
Lisa had been thinking about her marriage to Jerry. Though she had loved 

him dearly, he was happy staying home. Jerry wasn’t much for travelling. He 
always told her he did enough of that on the trains with his job. When he 
was home, he just wanted to enjoy the simple life—drinking iced tea on the 
porch while watching the traffic go by, eating a good steak at home, gardening, 
and drinking coffee with his friends on Saturday mornings while Lisa did the 
grocery shopping.

Lisa, however, had dreamed of seeing exotic places, walking beaches, hiking 
in the mountains, and skydiving. They had the time and money, but she could 
never convince Jerry to do anything. Once she had turned 50, she had pretty 
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much given up on her dreams.
Mick had changed all of that. Sixteen years her junior, he was athletic and 

enthusiastic. Despite the age difference, he seemed to enjoy their time together, 
whether it was eating at the local Mexican restaurant, walking at sunset, or 
travelling. So far, they had visited San Francisco, gone camping for a long 
weekend at Yellowstone, and now—skydiving! What a difference he had made 
in her life.

The only thing that bothered Lisa about Mick was his lack of willingness to 
share much about his past with her. She knew only that he had never married 
but had a son with his high school girlfriend when he was 17. As a freelance 
writer, he had the freedom to travel. He was often gone for several days at a 
time, but he and Lisa always kept in touch by phone or Skype.

Mick had jumped on several occasions. He was confident as he prepared his 
chute and helped Lisa with hers. Stroking her arm, he told her how much he 
loved her.

“Now remember, as soon as you jump, look up so you’ll see me, then pull 
your cord. I’ll pull mine a little later, allowing me to catch up with you. Or 
down, I guess it is,” he said with a chuckle. 

Lisa nodded. They had been over the routine several times.
As the plane neared 12,000 feet, Mick opened the hatch. “It’s time!”
Mick reached for Lisa, carefully helping her to the edge. He blew her a kiss 

as she took a deep breath and turned toward him.
Free falling, Lisa was scared out of her mind. What do I do? she thought? Oh, 

yeah. She looked toward the plane. Mick gave her a thumbs up and jumped. He 
was holding something above her head. It looked like a parachute, but it wasn’t. 
A banner of sorts. Falling faster, Lisa pulled her cord, making her rise several 
feet before she started sailing toward the ground. She couldn’t find Mick. 
Where was he?

Something swished past her. It was Mick. He was tangled in that bright 
yellow banner. Apparently, it was preventing his chute from opening.

Lisa watched Mick fall to the ground. Her ride seemed to take forever, 
although in reality, she supposed it was only a few minutes. She safely landed 
and quickly fought with the parachute before remembering how to unhook it. 
She ran the few hundred feet to where she had seen Mick land.

Lisa never got to answer the question on the banner: “Marry me, Lisa?”
1
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S a u e r k r a u t
Teresa Burt • Associate of Arts

I want to throw things.
Breakable things.
Pretty things.
Colored glass and hand-thrown pottery.
Wooden things that will splinter.
Smash them against the wall,
pound them, bounce them off the carpeted floor.
I don’t, though.
I’m a peaceful person
or so I like to think.
Besides, I’ve done that before.
Things break.
Things I need.
Things I like.
Things I care about.
Then it’s only me
left broken.
Life’s just a crock
of shattered pieces
of clay.
Even if you fix it,
it leaks.
Who wants a leaky 
crock to pickle sauerkraut?
Sauerkraut—there you have it—
turning a head of garden-grown
cabbage into something
bitter.
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S a l t
Teresa Burt • Associate of Arts

It smells like salt
(can you smell salt?)
bitter and briny

It’s not the sea salt kind
of smell like the ocean breeze

It’s the salt of buttered popcorn
rich and warm and in-the-shell
peanuts in a bag

The salt that makes my lips swell
after a big soft pretzel
or potato chips

Maybe it’s the smell
of 30,000 sweaty bodies
baking in the sun
on a 90-degree day
sitting in Kauffman Stadium
clapping, laughing, cheering
their loyalty to the Royals

Or the salt of the earth
from every player
in the last 44 years
who has poured out sweat
or shed blood or tears

I smell the salt of baseball!
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I n  M y  M i n d ’ s  E y e
Teresa Burt • Associate of Arts

Exhausted but restless, the house
too stale with warm air and onions,
I roam out into the darkness
of my porch to catch a hint of breeze.

The painted floorboards
grime my bare feet. An outdoor
spring cleaning is needed.
My mind’s eye declares it is sand
on a veranda
overlooking the wild ocean waves,
not the grass of Nebraska.

In my mind’s eye,
the headlights of passing cars
and streetlights are ships sailing
near the shore and moon rays
moving across the waves.

In my mind’s eye,
the dog I hear
is barking at two lovers holding hands
strolling the ocean shore,
not barking at a feral cat, dark against the night,
streaking across the lawn.

I scour the sky for stars.
A red blinking light catches
my sight.  My mind’s eye
sees a falling star veining 
through the sky.

My mind’s eye entertains
the notion
of an ocean
knocking at my back door.
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T h e  I n v e s t ig  a t i o n
Teresa Burt • Associate of Arts

This neighborhood is falling fast into the hands of Hell. This last 
happening nearly gave me a heart attack.

We’ve recently gotten new neighbors, as there were several old 
folks who have since moved on to a different plane. Most likely Heaven, but 
one really doesn’t know for sure, does one? The old lady across the street, who 
wouldn’t even wave when she was out hanging up her wash, may have gone 
a different direction. Can you imagine in this day and age not even having a 
clothes dryer? I wonder if her washing machine was an old Maytag wringer.

Well, anyway, back to my story. The other day, I was looking out my window. 
Now I’m not the nosy neighbor type, just curious. And a concerned citizen. I 
usually only watch the house across the street to the west where the unfriendly 
old bitty used to live. I’d call her by name, but I never found it out in the four 
years that we lived across the street from each other. So the reason I watch that 
house now is because it’s a rental house. The first renter who lived there had 
some strange goings-on, like the time she had the front porch light on and 
was outside on her porch. As soon as her boyfriend/brother/son drove up, she 
turned the light off. He walked up the steps in the dark, went inside for a few 
minutes, and left. Things like that happened all the time—until her boyfriend 
hit the dog and she called the cops. They arrested him for domestic abuse (he 
beat her, too, but she didn’t call until he hit her dog). He had warrants in four 
states and got a three-year prison sentence.

Here I go rambling again. Anyway, the new lady to the west does some 
strange things, too. She comes and goes a lot. I don’t think she is ever gone 
more than four hours, so I don’t think she works. I called Animal Control 
one day because she left her dog outside tied up. It was whining, crying, and 
howling. I walked over, but seeing as it was a Rottweiler, I decided I didn’t want 
to get too close. He was all tangled up and had no chain left to move around. If 
he had water or food, I didn’t see it. Anyone who keeps a Rottweiler must be up 
to no good.

So, the other day I’m watching out the window to see what she might be up 
to when I see a delivery van pull up in the driveway of the house to the south. 
The lady who lives there, Elda, is new to this area as well. She’s a petite little old 
lady, and if I had to guess, I’d say she was around 70 or so. She doesn’t have a 
car, but she gets others to take her to the grocery store, and her daughter lives 
nearby. I’m 5’ 1”, and Elda is a good three to four inches shorter than me, and 
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probably doesn’t weigh 90 pounds.
This delivery van wasn’t familiar to me. I guess I forgot to tell you that I 

live in a little podunk town the size of a couple large shopping malls and a 
football stadium all put together. Now if Elda bought a piece of furniture or 
an appliance, she would have gotten it at Bob’s Furniture & Appliance store 
located on Main Street. I know Bob’s delivery van, and this wasn’t it.

It wasn’t so much the van that worried me, but the driver. He was black. Is 
it okay to call them black these days? I get confused. Oh yeah, right, African 
American, if that term is still in. Now I want to go on record to say I am not 
prejudiced, racist, sexist, a bigot, or anything else like that. In fact, I am probably 
one of the least likely people in this town to be that way. But you have to realize 
here in Podunk Town, we don’t have any people of color—in fact, we don’t have 
any minorities at all. That’s not to say we haven’t ever, but there aren’t any right 
now.

So a suspicious van pulls up with a very large African American driver. He 
was still sitting in his van fiddlin’ with a portable phone or some such thing. 
Oh, I didn’t tell you why the van was suspicious looking. The side was marked 
Acme Delivery and had one of them there portable phone type numbers on it. 
First of all, does anyone really call their business “Acme”? Isn’t that from the 
old Roadrunner cartoons? Secondly, the phone number—back in the day when 
we all had normal phones like I still use (you know, the ones connected to the 
wall that you dial in a circle, not some portable thingy with little push buttons 
on it)—well, anyway, everyone in this town had a number that began with 228. 
And, I know all the prefixes for all the surrounding towns and most of the 
whole state (which, by the way, is Nebraska), plus those from northern Kansas 
and western Iowa, and this number didn’t have any of those prefixes. I know all 
of this because of the 25 years I worked for the telephone company until they 
did away with it. I know those little portable phones have different prefixes, but 
in Podunk, they all start with 806 or 230, and this van had one that started with 
395. That is not a Nebraska phone number.

Why would a little old lady who doesn’t even drive be buying something 
from a different state? That is exactly what I was thinking. I was worried about 
poor little Elda. Well, I’ll tell you, I thought about calling up the police and 
getting them over there right quick, but for some reason, they don’t seem to 
come any too quick whenever I call. Now, I mind my own business most of 
the time, but I have called them on a few occasions. Like the time the young 
neighbors to the back of me had a party. Now, I didn’t call them right away—
anyone has the right to have a good time—, but when the hootin’ and hollerin’ 
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was still going on past 10:30 p.m., well that was just too much. Have you ever? 
Lordy, why anyone would stay up half the night like that, and on a weeknight 
no less, I have no idea. The cops did come eventually and put an end to all the 
racket. Then there was the time Mrs. Canfield’s teenage son was driving their 
four-wheeler with the snow plow on it up and down the street through the 
snow, tearin’ ‘round, whipping circles. He wasn’t even plowing anything, and 
I was afraid he’d get hit or fall off. I didn’t dare call Mrs. Canfield to tell her 
about it, as she thinks her little Tommy would never do anything wrong. Well, 
the police took so long getting there that Tommy had long been gone before 
they arrived. Just because I have reason to call and report the goings-on around 
the neighborhood to the police now and then doesn’t mean I’m a meddlin’ old 
fool, mind you.

So here I am, not knowing what to do, but I couldn’t just stand there at the 
window whilst little old Elda gets murdered, could I? No, siree. 

A quick plan hatched in my head. I ran to the closet and pulled an old 
flowered dress over my head. Now, anyone who knows me knows I don’t 
wear dresses. Pants and button-down shirts is all I ever wear. I keep some old 
clothing around for my grandchildren to play dress-up when they come a 
visiting. I threw on a large floppy yellow hat, grabbed the baby stroller which 
already had my granddaughter’s doll in it with a blanket over it. I headed out 
the opposite door from which Elda lived, crossed the street, and rounded the 
corner.

Now directly across from Elda’s, I walked around the front of the stroller, 
peeked under the blanket, and cooed to the “baby.” The man was on the porch 
holding some papers, and Elda had just stepped out to talk to him. Thank God, 
I was in time. I hollered over to them just to let that man know I was watching 
him. I finished going up the block, crossed over, and slowly walked towards 
home.

Just as I was directly in front of Elda’s, a small scream escaped Elda’s meek 
voice. Tossing the stroller aside, I ran into the yard.

“Don’t you hurt her!” I yelled. “Go! Just git! I already called the police. They’ll 
be here any minute!”

“Oh Mimi, I’m fine. This lovely, wonderful young man just told me the 
happiest news. Come on up here so I can introduce you properly.”

Wearily, I trudged through the yard. Tears were streaming down Elda’s face, 
and I was still scared for her.

“Mimi, this is Roger. Roger just came knocking at my door today. He’s the 
son I gave up for adoption 52 years ago today.”

1
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Vicki Williams
“I work part time as an administrative assistant in 
Student Services. I am married, have two children,  
and two grandchildren. Spending time with my  
family tops the list of things I love. I enjoy 
scrapbooking, taking photos, traveling, reading,  
and playing my dulcimer. I also love learning and 
experiencing new things and meeting new people.”

T h e  C o w b o y
Vicki Williams • Administrative Assistant, Student Services
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T h e  L a n d i n g
Vicki Williams • Administrative Assistant, Student Services
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Sandie Pirnie
“I’m the mother of two boys and have been married 
for 13 years. I’m getting my business degree to better 
myself and to show my boys that I can do it. That 
way, they don’t have any excuses as to why they 
can’t do it. I work about 60 hours a week and go to 
school online while maintaining my household and 
taking care of my boys. I am a hard-on-the-outside, 
soft-on-the-inside kind of girl—sort of like a chewy 
jawbreaker. I have a wall a mile high, but once someone gets over it, I’m 
a giant softy. Not many people get over that wall. I am a hard worker. I 
got hired on to Kawasaki at the age of 20, and I was a supervisor by 22. 
Still to this day, I have not seen another supervisor that young. I 
succeed at everything I do because I never give up. Writing has always 
been a weakness for me; I’ve always been nervous about letting people 
read my writing because I don’t generally let people know the real me. 
This essay makes me vulnerable.”

G o o d b y e ,  G r a n d p a
Sandie Pirnie • Business Administration

My grandpa was a strong, stocky man. He was about six feet tall. 
His name was Cleatus, which I found odd because everyone 
called him Dick. He wore dark rimmed glasses and had tattoos 

all over his arms. His hair was combed over to the side and back with gel in it. 
It reminded me of Elvis Presley’s hair. He had a harsh, deep voice. When he 
spoke, everyone in the room listened.

My first memory of my grandpa was at Christmas time in 1989. My father 
took my brother, sister, and I over to visit. His house was dirty, cluttered, and 
smelled like animals—rightfully so, because he had three dogs and at least 20 
birds.

He had gotten us some Christmas presents and wanted us to open them. My 
brother opened his first. It was a red Matchbox car with silver stripes down the 
side. His face lit up and he told my grandpa, “Thank you.” 

My sister was next. She unwrapped her present with one rip of the wrapping 
paper. It was a doll with long blond hair. The eyes opened and shut when she 
tipped it. My sister smiled and said, “Thank you.” 

It was finally my turn. My box was two feet wide and two inches tall. It was 
wrapped in shiny red and gold wrapping paper. I tore open my present as fast as 
I could. Inside was a plain, white box. I took the tape off the corners, and inside 
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was a sweater. The sweater was green with white polka dots all over it. It had a 
reindeer on the front and writing that said Merry Christmas. It was made from 
the itchiest material I had ever felt. I tried to hide the disappointment in my 
voice as I said thank you. 

It was obvious at that point that my grandparents didn’t know us at all 
because my sister hated dolls, and I would never wear that sweater. 

As a child, I didn’t see my grandparents often, and I never knew why. But 
one night, our parents were in the living room in our small house. I was laying 
in my bed just down the hallway. I heard my father say to my mother “My 
father is a very mean man. That’s why I don’t want our children around him. It’s 
only the five of us. No one else.”

Occasionally, I would hear my parents talking while I was supposed to be 
sleeping. I would hear my dad tell my mom horrible stories about my grandpa. 
My dad said that my grandpa always told him he would never amount to 
anything. He was not only verbally abusive, but also physically abusive. He 
would hit him almost like he was taking all of his aggression out on my father.

At that point, I was skeptical of my grandfather. He had never been mean to 
me, but I wasn’t around him much. I couldn’t imagine anyone treating my father 
that way. I hated the thought of someone treating my father badly. After the 
stories I had heard, I was mad at my grandpa.

Cleatus was wrong about my father. My father was the best dad I could have 
ever had. He had always been a hard-working man, a man that took care of his 
family and was there for us every day of our lives. He is and always has been the 
example of what a man should be in my eyes.

As time went on, I would generally see my grandparents only on Christmas 
and the Fourth of July. Independence Day was my grandpa’s favorite holiday. 
He had a fireworks stand every year, and my father would work there. He did 
this because my grandpa paid him in fireworks, and my dad wanted us to have 
as many as we could get. We all enjoyed the Fourth of July.

In 2004, I got married. My grandpa showed up dressed in a black suit with 
a baby blue vest underneath. He looked amazing. When the father/daughter 
dance came over the speaker, he wanted to dance with me first. To my surprise, 
he was a really good dancer. We did the two-step for the entire song. Afterward, 
he told me how proud he was of me and that he was glad I was happy. 

Seven months later, my first baby was born. My child was two months 
premature, so he was very tiny. He was only three pounds, but he was the 
longest baby I had ever seen. He had the bluest eyes. They were like the sky on 
the most beautiful day. This baby stole my heart from the beginning. 

g o o d b y e ,  g r a n d p a
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Later on that day, my grandpa called me. He said to me, “I heard you had 
a baby today.” I told him that I had. He said, “You had him on my birthday. 
This is my only grandchild that was born on my birthday.” He had so much 
excitement in his voice. He went on and on about how proud he was. This was 
the longest conversation I’d ever had with my grandpa.

In the summer of 2008, my grandfather got really sick. He was in and out 
of the hospital getting blood transfusions. They couldn’t figure out what was 
wrong with him. I decided to go visit him with my husband and father. When 
I walked into the hospital room, I couldn’t believe my eyes. My grandfather 
wasn’t the same man I had remembered. He was very skinny. He had lost at 
least 60 pounds. His eyes were sunk in, and his voice was no longer harsh. His 
tattoos had turned into blurry blue ink spots. You couldn’t even tell what they 
were anymore. His hair was a mess. It no longer reminded me of Elvis’s.

My grandpa told me he didn’t think he was going to live much longer, so I 
piped up and said, “What about July 4th? We are going to light off three Saturn 
missiles in a row.” The Saturn missile was my grandpa’s favorite firework. His 
face got some color back in it, and he talked for an entire hour about what we 
were going to do for July 4th.

My grandpa never made it to that Independence Day. He died a couple days 
after I visited him.

The day he died, I was bombarded with questions in my head. Why had my 
father kept us from him all of those years? If he was so bad, why wasn’t he bad 
to us? Why had I been so mad for this long?

At that moment, I regretted not spending more time with my grandfather. 
I regretted being mad at him for all of those years. I regretted listening to what 
everyone had said about him. From that moment on, I was going to make my 
own opinions of other people.

I forgave my grandfather that day. I forgave him for all of the things he had 
done to my father, and I chose to no longer be mad at him.

1

g o o d b y e ,  g r a n d p a
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Lynda Heiden
“I am an Executive Administrative Assistant at SCC.  
I use photography to record memories of places 
traveled to and moments that fade away in the  
passage of time that eventually could be forgotten.  
My photography is also used to document the stories 
of my family history.”

W a i t i n g  P a t i e n t l y
Lynda Heiden • Executive Administrative Assistant

4  a . m .  A l a s k a  T i m e
Lynda Heiden • Executive Administrative Assistant
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Y o u n g  B u d
Lynda Heiden • Executive Administrative Assistant

B l a ck   E y e d  S u s a n
Lynda Heiden • Executive Administrative Assistant
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D e n a l i :  T h e  G r e a t  O n e
Lynda Heiden • Executive Administrative Assistant
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Cassie Shepherd
“I grew up in Cadiz, Kentucky. My father was an alcoholic, my mother 
was co-dependent, my grandfather was a pedophile, and I have two little 
sisters. My happiest memories were Christmas with my paralyzed aunt, 
going to church with Ms. Tishie, and bottle-feeding the baby goats. My 
family moved back and forth between Lincoln and Kentucky; I ended up 
in trouble as a teen and became a state ward. I’ve struggled all my life, 
and I dream of being successful. I am very creative and smart, and I 
have a great sense of humor. One day, I will say, ‘I made it!’”

U n t i t l e d
Cassie Shepherd • Continuing Education

He comes to my window                                                  
Late at night,
So, I hide in the corner,
And out of sight.

You’ve seen him, Mommy,
Touching me there,
But you walked away
Like you didn’t even care.

I’m hurt, I’m scared,
I don’t know what to do.
Are these the same things
That he did to you?

You tell me to go away
And keep my mouth shut.
Those words slice me deeper
Than a razor-made cut.

Now I’m in trouble;
I made a mistake,
And you’re telling the Judge
You’ve had all you can take.

Now I get moved around,
Being placed and replaced.
No one knows anything
About the troubles I’ve faced.

Nothing can help me
With the pain that I feel.
These are the kinds of wounds
That don’t just heal.

Now I do drugs
Just to numb the pain,
With only a temporary fix
Straight into my vein.

People ask questions,
Who, where, when, why, and what?
But I do just as she said
And keep my mouth shut.

They don’t understand
Why I do what I do.
They simply know nothing 
About the pain I go through.
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U n t i t l e d
Cassie Shepherd • Continuing Education

Lies, Deception, and Unshed Tears.

Grief, Guilt, and Lifelong Fears.

Unwanted, Unneeded, and Unloved.

I’ve been punched, kicked, and repeatedly shoved.

Tired, battered, and deeply bruised.

Lost and shattered from being abused.

Misguided, mistaken, and misunderstood.

I’ve gone through things no person should.

I’m breathing, my heart is beating, and I am moving on,

Using my story to dictate an unlikely phenomenon.

B u l l y
Cassie Shepherd • Continuing Education

How do you sleep at night?

When you hold a grudge;

When you pick a fight.

What do you gain?

When you hurt someone;

When you cause their pain.

Does it make you feel tougher?

When you break innocent hearts;

When you make people suffer.

They took their last breath;

Now, how do you feel,

After you bullied them to death?
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D e c l a r a t i o n  o f  W a r
Aaron Odvody • Academic Transfer

Aaron Odvody
“I’m a small town guy that loves chess, football,  
and the Army. My love for chess inspired this  
artwork, and my English professor, Patti Burris, 
encouraged me to submit.”
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Brittney Dean
“I am a new college student. I haven’t decided  
what I want to do with my life yet, and I have 
challenges that I need to get through. I love  
animals, especially horses, and I hope that this  
is the first of many pieces I will publish in my life.”

F i n d i n g  C o m m o n  G r o u n d
Brittney Dean • Early Childhood Education

I was born with a disability called Asperger’s. It is mostly a problem for me. 
My family and friends accept me for who I am most days. My teachers, 
co-workers, and many peers do not. They try to figure out all the reasons 

I’m not like them instead of finding a common ground. I don’t see things the 
way “normal” people do. I can’t read facial expressions, sarcasm, and figures of 
speech, and I really can’t think outside the box. It makes it hard to go to school, 
work a job, read a book, cook food, price shop at stores, navigate through life, 
and be “normal.”

Here is what I want people to know. No matter how many times you tell 
me to “just figure it out,” I really can’t. I am unemployed because on my good 
days, I don’t think I need to take my medicine that stabilizes me, so I don’t. The 
problem with that is, when I am not on my medicine, I think I am completely 
fine. That is what I see. What others see is that I am unable to complete a task; 
I cannot follow an instruction that involves more than two steps. I can’t follow 
a list because if I am supposed to stock the ketchup, and it is not where it is 
supposed to be in the back room, I panic, get anxious, start to hyperventilate, 
and cannot move onto the next task until I stock the ketchup. If someone finds 
me and gets me the ketchup, then I can move on. You guessed it; my manager 
got tired of handing me the ketchup, and my co-workers pretty much walked 
around me and ignored me.

The next thing I want people to know is that I didn’t choose to be this way—
it chose me. I don’t want to live my life with so much confusion. I know that 
if I try to do things my way, I get yelled at or laughed at, or I feel like a failure 
because I just don’t get it. On the other hand, I find the simplest things to be 
funny. I identify easily with small children who live their lives so freely, and I 
have a huge support system. Although my family wants to help me get through 
life, I want to step out on my own and create my own future. I want to find a 
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job where I can work with animals. I want to someday live on my own. In time, 
I want to get married and have children. Based on my experiences, I haven’t had 
much success at any one thing, and I am pretty sure I will fail the next step.

I know one thing that would help me is to take my medicine the way I am 
supposed to. I know it would help balance me out because when I am on my 
medication, people smile a lot more around me. When I am off my medication, 
people look angry all the time and don’t seem to want to help me. My mom 
typed up lists for me—just simple daily lists that said things like, “Brush your 
teeth, comb your hair, take a shower, take your meds, eat a healthy breakfast, say 
hello to people....” As long as I have a list in my hand, I can do these things. 

I really want to be like everyone else. I look around and try to do what I see 
“normal” people my age doing. I want to talk to people, but instead I just walk 
around with a cell phone in my hand and try to shut out the world. This is a 
solution! I look like everyone else. It seems easier to try to blend in than to have 
people try to figure out why I am the way I am. No one questions you or tries to 
have a conversation with you when you look like you are busy on your phone.

Another thing I think would help me is if I would write down simple daily 
goals—something that I know I can be successful at, like do a load of laundry, 
fold it, and put it away. Another goal could be to eat a healthy lunch or go for 
a walk every day. I know if I could complete one thing every day, it might build 
up my confidence to try bigger things.

I know tomorrow will come. I know I will wake up with Asperger’s, and that 
is all I really know for sure.

1

f i n d i n g  c o m m o n  g r o u n d

Amanda Barón
“I’m a life-long learner, mean salsa dancer, and  
art lover. I train my creative eye when I go for  
runs on the Lincoln trails. This photo was inspired  
by late winter light that filtered through the window 
and, for a moment, produced these replications.”
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T h e  F iv  e  O ’ C l o ck   S h a d o w
Amanda Barón • Associate Instructional Dean



117

Jennifer McCreary
“I was involved with drum corps for four years,  
and I am currently teaching myself piano. I love 
anything to do with music, and I collect vinyl. I  
also enjoy photography and exploring random 
places.”

H i s t o r y
Jennifer McCreary • Design & Drafting Technology
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D o n ’ t  H i d e  Y o u r s e l f
Jennifer McCreary • Design & Drafting Technology
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Nature Villegas
“I am a culture embracing Queen, unapologetically 
swirling in all my ethnicities. I have faced endless 
uphill battles through this thing called life—battles 
ranging from being orphaned at the age of nine due 
to my mother’s illness, losing my loved ones to bad 
habits, guns, and violence, to learning to walk and 
talk again after surviving my own face-off with 
death. I found solace and an escape from life’s harsh 
realities in music, dance, art, and poetry. I realized at a young age that 
few listen to hear, so I began to write, only to feel like exotic poetry in 
an illiterate world. I then added mass genres of art and let the ballet, 
expressive dance, pencils, and paintbrushes do the talking. I healed and 
grew myself from the concrete and dirt I was left in with the use of my 
art. I formed phenomenal kaleidoscope beauty from all my broken pieces. 
I live up to my Native name, Medicine Song, with the use of my art, as the 
Warrior in me spreads the wisdom I carry within to inspire all around me. 
For me, art is perfection, as there is no right or wrong.”

L i f e
Nature Villegas • Academic Transfer
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Tammy Jolene Atha
“I hold an MFA in creative writing from Miami 
University in Oxford, OH. Currently, I live in Lincoln 
with my partner and teach in the English department  
at SCC. My work has won an Academy of American 
Poets prize and has been published in Fiction Southeast.  
I am a huge fan of cooking and trying new restaurants 
in the Lincoln and Omaha areas. ‘Niagara Falls’ is a 
story my mother likes to tell at family gatherings, mostly to point out 
that my father, a truck driver, is notoriously bad with directions.”

N i a g a r a  F a l l s
Tammy Jolene Atha • English Instructor

In the summer of 1996, my parents took loan against their home to go 
on vacation. It was our first family vacation before my brother arrived, 
but while he was a secret from the rest of the family gestating inside my 

mother’s womb. We packed up the car, a light blue Chevy Celebrity Eurosport 
Wagon. My father sat in the driver’s seat, my mother in the passenger’s 
seat, road atlas in tow. I sat in the backseat next to my sister, and my great 
grandmother sat in the back of the wagon on a lawn chair between suitcases 
and a red cooler full of Capri Sun pouches.

We set off from Ohio with a course for Niagara Falls, but along the way, my 
father got lost, and my mother, only 19 years old at the time, kept turning the 
road atlas around and around in her hands trying to locate our position.

We didn’t make it to Niagara Falls that night although my parents took the 
loan with the high interest rate and planned the trip and tried to hold together 
a relationship along the way with two screaming girls in the back seat. And 
though they tried to hold it together, the map was in my mother’s hands, and 
she couldn’t figure out my father’s (mis)directions.

We stopped the car along Lake Erie, bundled up in blankets, and watched 
fireworks over the lake. The colors flashed and reflected off the surface of 
the water. It may have been the Fourth of July, or maybe it wasn’t. We set off 
the next day with fresh directions and made it to Niagara Falls, yet I don’t 
remember the Falls. I remember the fireworks, my parents arguing in the front 
seat while my great grandmother tried to distract my sister and me with sugary 
drinks. The endless hours of nonstop driving only to end up somewhere we 
didn’t intend, watching fireworks over the wrong body of water.

1
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Izchel Quintero
Winner of Runner-Up Poetry Award

“I read a lot; I write sometimes. I’m still set on my  
goal of making people uncomfortable, and I am  
still not American. These poems are for Neal  
Kirchner, for being the first person to make me  
believe that I could write poetry and to make me  
believe that I could keep writing. If he’s reading this, I 
can’t thank him enough for being proud of me (not 
poking the reader on the face here).”

A t  T h a t
Izchel Quintero • Academic Transfer

I wanna kiss you

that mole

on the length of

your arm

where your hair grows

thick, warm.

I wanna kiss you

that scar

you have in your

thin wrist

that you did yourself

alone, late.

I wanna kiss you

that mark

you have on your

soft thigh

where your skin stretch

wide, bright.

I wanna kiss you

good night

on the corner of your

closed eyes

where you sleep in the dark

still, sound.
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She Ain’t Got Nothing on You
Izchel Quintero • Academic Transfer

Mary is kind to every john.
She greets them all with a smile 
when they’re approaching by the corner
on their Benz, VM, 
their soccer mom’s car.
Sometimes even one or two bikes.
“Hi, sweetie, you wanna gimme a ride?”

But every time 
Laura is coming down the street
she stops to yell
“What a bitch!”

After blowjobs in the 
dark, damp alley, 
she takes muffins to the church.
Good morning, Mrs. Carlson, 
How’s your husband doing.

Like clockwork for five minutes
she stays every day.
What a nice young lady, 
Mrs. Carlson always says.
 
She greets the mailman every morning. 
Asks him if she’ll see him tonight
and he blushes and backs down, 
like he’s ashamed, 
shuffling away
like nobody knows.

Laura helps the old ladies
carry produce to their homes
up the stairs after work
high-heel boots and thigh-long 
skirt

What a nice young lady
Mrs. Carlson thinks.

Laura bakes for the auctions
at the end of the month
feeds the kittens on the streets,

and some other hungry things.
What a fucking bitch.

They went to school together
three years ago
ripped the smiles off their faces
with kisses.

Mary says Laura ain’t got
no good in her soul.
Laura says she was in love.
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B a ck   i n  t h e  D a y
Izchel Quintero • Academic Transfer

He sits at the porch every morning 
throwing stones at couples
holding hands

Damn people in love
Damn people these days
Back in my time,
The good ol’ golden age.

Grandma died ten years ago.
The major closed the movie theater.
Back in the day, 
we didn’t kiss on the streets. 

She had long hair
and big eyelashes,
Laughed with the head thrown back.
And at seven, every day
came out the window to kiss his face.

There’s a picture of her
right around the corner.
He hit a man on the head
Then brought her a bouquet of roses.

Back in the day, 
We loved like it mattered.
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Coming to the Start
Izchel Quintero • Academic Transfer

She has big hands
and it’s the simple things
she can do with them that
make me look up in the
morning, sometimes.
Just making sure she’s still there.

she reads me fairy tales
at night
when the dark is
too much to handle

She has small eyes,
but they’re enough to point
out the way I should’ve followed.
She doesn’t tell me where to go
looks into the nothing
and follows a road.

she walked away
too soon
and me, 
not waiting
not watching her go
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c o m i n g  t o  t h e  s t a r t

She has big shoulders
to carry me on,
like she carries the world
at night
she cries
when she thinks I can’t listen.

she saw the life she didn’t have
decisions she couldn’t grasp
and she learned to be silent

She has big hands
that look too small
when she tries to 
grab onto her problems;
her small eyes
not big enough for crying,
her big shoulders
not small enough for falling  

she reads,
tales at night
when it’s too
dark to handle
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A  F i r e  i n  H e r  E y e s
Lora Hudgens • Human Services

That warm October afternoon will be burned into my memory for the 
rest of my days. A hot breeze came and went like a passing tide as I 
spread my mother’s ashes across her prized wildflower garden. I’d never 

felt such a real ache in my heart, knowing that this beautiful woman was gone 
from this world with one swift shift in the wind. The realization that I was now 
completely alone came crashing down on me like the weight of an avalanche. 
Before this moment, the death of my father had been the worst experience of 
my life. Losing my mother was a thousand times worse. As I stared across the 
empty yard, I couldn’t help but to reflect on the last two years and wonder how 
to carry on from there.

At the age of 59, my mother was an ocean of boundless energy and 
ambition. She toiled in the earth for countless hours, shaping the gardens that 
she loved so much. The look of pure admiration as she gazed upon her newly 
grown flowers could almost take your breath away. There was a fire in her 
gaze—one that convinced you that it couldn’t be extinguished for many years to 
come.

 The day the doctor called to give her the results of her recent physical all 
but smothered that fire. The dark spot on her lung was not a glitch in the x-ray, 
as they had prayed it would be. She hung up the phone in a slow, awkward 
way. My mother turned to look at me and breathed just one treacherous word: 
“Cancer.” 

At that moment, I noticed the years in her eyes. The wrinkles I hadn’t 
noticed before covered her face like a mask. I thought, “Could this really be 

Lora Hudgens
“I am in the Human Services program with a focus on 
grief and addiction counseling. This essay started as 
a simple composition assignment, but it quickly turned 
into a therapeutic release of a lot of feelings and 
memories. I am originally from Detroit and lived for 
several years in Chicago before finally relocating to 
Lincoln to take care of my mother, who had fallen ill. I 
became her full-time caretaker. After fighting for two years, she 
unfortunately lost her battle with cancer. In the time I spent here, I began 
to fall in love with Lincoln and to find myself. That was a huge reason 
why I decided to return to college—in part to help myself, in part to help 
others, and definitely because I knew it would make my mother proud.”
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happening?”
My mother hid in her room for two days. I could hear her soft steps pacing 

the length of her room. Her pleading prayers rose over the constant humming 
of the ceiling fan. When she finally emerged from her room, the light in her 
eyes shone brighter than ever before. “I will beat this,” she chirped to me. It 
was then that I remembered her abhorrence to traditional medicine and cancer 
treatments. After watching my father go through surgeries and suffer through 
chemo, she knew she would never go down that road. I recalled a conversation 
we had had many months before, of her belief that changing your diet and 
taking the right vitamins and minerals could retrain your body to attack the 
cancer cells and obliterate them from within you. She was my mother and my 
rock. This was her body and her life she was fighting to keep. I had no choice 
but to support her and help her. 

The following months were a whirlwind of online research and trips to the 
library. Copies of medical journals and holistic teachings were printed and 
strewn across the house. The pantry that had once contained a momentous 
amount of snacks and sugars was now stocked to the brim with gluten free 
flour, organic honey, and more vitamins than you could name in one breath. 
Bottles of turmeric, fish oils, and eastern herbs that were unknown to me at the 
time now filled the medicine cabinets. If one had tried, they wouldn’t have been 
able to find an item in the entire house that wasn’t organic. She filled her head 
with as much knowledge as she could, stating boldly that she was convinced 
this would work. I supported her blindly. She was my mother, and a mother 
always knew best.

For months, I shopped health food stores and farmers markets. I cooked 
for her—gluten free, vegan meals. Some were delectably flavorful and filling. 
Others tasted as if I had sautéed cardboard and served it to her on fine china, 
hoping the presentation would distract from the fact that it may have been 
organic cardboard. My mother always ate the food gratefully and happily. Her 
unprecedented optimism about her medical outlook always shocked me. The 
fire in her eyes grew daily, and I began to finally believe that we were making 
progress and that maybe, what she was doing might save her life. 

There were times I would plead with her to contact the doctor and have a 
few more tests done, just to be sure we knew what we were dealing with. My 
pleas were met with a stubbornness I had grown to know quite well. It wasn’t 
until a year into her holistic cancer treatments that I sadly got my wish. A 
persistent cough and dramatic weight loss finally led her to angrily return to 
the doctor. After a combined urging from the doctor and myself, my mother 

a  f i r e  i n  h e r  e y e s
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begrudgingly agreed to a new chest scan. Awaiting the results, I could feel 
the lumps rising in my throat. My fear and panic began to overtake me. Even 
sitting in the office, surrounded with surgical textbooks and framed medical 
degrees, my mother believed that her methods were the way, and the doctors 
and I knew nothing. The crisp leather of the sofa felt cold beneath my hand. As 
the doctor, wearing a stark white coat, entered the room, the solemn look on 
his face shot into my heart, and my fears came to life. Although there was no 
proof that our holistic methods hadn’t helped, the results were as the doctor had 
imagined. What was once a dark spot on one lung had now spread into a dozen 
or more tumors, filling both lungs. Stage four, treatment-resistant, non-small-
cell lung carcinoma. The words rang in my ears like a thousand buzzing flies 
circling the room. Without the help of doctors for the previous year, the cancer 
had grown at an alarming rate. My mother was now looking at a life expectancy 
of six months. As I gazed through tear-filled eyes at my mother, I was greeted 
with a look of fear that I was not expecting.

The drive home from the doctor was quiet and still. I glanced at my mother, 
who hours earlier had still looked so strong and full of life. It was then that I 
noticed how frail her frame had become. Her body looked gaunt and weak, as 
if a slight breeze could blow her away. “How had I not noticed how slight she’d 
become?” I thought to myself. Over the next several hours, arrangements were 
made—phone calls to insurance companies and a particularly difficult phone 
call to hospice to arrange home care. I stressed and panicked. My mother sat 
quietly. I noticed that the fire in her eyes still burned bright. It was the moment 
I knew that despite her weak appearance, her strength was immeasurable. She 
wouldn’t give up. She would fight until her last moment. There was still hope to 
be had. 

The next few months were a whirlwind of pain medications and treatments 
to keep my mother comfortable. A revolving door of hospice nurses came 
through the house at all hours of the day and night. A portable oxygen 
concentrator was brought into the house, for my mother could no longer 
breathe without it on her own. It sat outside the door to my room, constantly 
humming and buzzing, making sleep for me the most daunting of tasks. My 
days were filled with pain monitoring and medication dosing, keeping a journal 
of pill types, amounts, and times given. I had to constantly stay upbeat and 
supportive to keep my mother in high spirits. My nights were filled with tears 
and regrets. I had to constantly sleep, whenever sleep came to me, with one 
ear open, listening for the soft yelling of my name from her room. Every cold 
sunset, I wondered if it would be my last with her. Every warm sunrise, I was 

a  f i r e  i n  h e r  e y e s
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blessed with another beautiful day with her. While she slept, I often worked in 
her garden, trying to keep up on the plants that she loved so immensely, never 
keeping them quite as beautiful as she could. I did anything in my power to 
keep that fire in her eyes burning bright, even if that fire was clouded by the 
pain medication.

I can remember a time when I was young, maybe six or seven years old, 
that I grew very ill. I woke from a nap with a sizzling and dangerously high 
fever, and I softly cried and called for my mother. She floated like an angel into 
my room to check my temperature. She calmly scooped me from my bed and 
effortlessly carried me into the bathroom, where she had already run a cool 
bath to help lower my fever. I remember feeling how much she loved me as she 
gently washed my hair and spoke softly to me to keep me calm.

Roughly 24 years later, I was the one who was scooping my mother from 
her bed to carry her to an already drawn bath to help lower her fever. I thought, 
“When had she lost so much weight that I am able to so effortlessly carry her? 
How have I not noticed that over the course of a few months, she had dropped 
to an alarming 74 pounds?” I had spent so much time every day and night 
trying to keep her alive that I had neglected to notice her dramatic weight loss. 
I had spent all my time hoping for more time with her, and now I felt like I had 
wasted the time I had left with her. 

The day she died, it was business as usual. I awoke around 9:00 to prepare 
her breakfast and her pain medication to go with it. I walked quietly into her 
room to see if she had already woken up. She still slept, looking beautiful as 
ever, despite her frail and delicate frame. I decided to let her sleep in, knowing 
that it would do her some good. I glanced out the window and noticed that 
her beloved wildflowers were in full bloom and decided to bring some inside 
to cheer her up when she woke. Upon entering her room an hour later, I felt in 
my heart that something was wrong. I tried and I tried, but I couldn’t get her 
to wake up. I called the hospice nurse, and she rushed over to the house. After 
running a few physical tests, the nurse explained that my mother had fallen into 
a coma and that it wouldn’t be long before she passed.

My heart sank like an anchor into the pit of my stomach. I climbed into 
bed with her, and I held her close and cried. I sat all day talking gently to my 
mother, wishing with every fiber of my being that she would open her eyes and 
show me the fire that, even then, I could feel slowly going out. I talked to her 
for hours, telling her how much I loved her and how strong she was for holding 
on for so long, hoping she could hear me. I watched her chest slowly rise and 
listened to her soft breath rush in and out. I took my mother’s hand and gave it 

a  f i r e  i n  h e r  e y e s
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a gentle squeeze.
“It’s OK, Mom. You’ve fought long and hard enough. It’s time to let go and 

finally rest,” I whispered to her, gently kissing her cheek. 
On October 6, 2016, at roughly 10:00 p.m., my beautiful mother took a long 

last breath and slipped into an eternal sleep. The fire that had burned so bright 
for so long was gone, and the world was worse because of it.

1

a  f i r e  i n  h e r  e y e s

Nancy Hagler-Vujovic
“I come from a long line of bibliophiles. I also take  
in rescue dogs and cats. When I retire, I hope to be  
able to rescue possums (they are a full-time job!). In 
creating ‘Untitled’—I like hostas, and when I saw the  
size of this leaf, I was compelled to preserve it by  
casting it in plaster, then using it as a press mold  
for stoneware dishes.”

U n t i t l e d
Nancy Hagler-Vujovic • Art Instructor
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F l o r a l
Angelica Jasiak • Undeclared
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Nelson Dungan
“I received a B.S in Art Education from Colorado 
State University, where I was fortunate enough to 
receive an art scholarship. I earned my Master’s 
degree in Art Education from UN-Kearney. Teaching 
art has been my passion for more than 44 years in the 
public school system. I have retired from public 
school teaching, but I continue to teach as an 
adjunct in the art department at SCC in Beatrice. 
Some of my artwork has been purchased and placed into permanent art 
collections, and one became part of the collection at the Museum of 
Nebraska Art, MONA, in Kearney. I continue to produce art at my home 
studio where my wife and I run a business called Pottery Possibilities. 
Here, I teach children and adults in drawing, painting, and pottery. I will 
continue to teach and professionally produce art for as long as I can.”

F a l l  L e a v e s
Nelson Dungan • Adjunct Art Instructor
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P o r t r a i t  o f  S t o n e s
Nelson Dungan • Adjunct Art Instructor

S t o n e s  f r o m  L a k e  M ic  h ig  a n 
a n d  F a l l  L e a v e s

Nelson Dungan • Adjunct Art Instructor
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V i e w  a t  E l e v e n  M i l e 
R e s e r v o i r  i n  C o l o r a d o

Nelson Dungan • Adjunct Art Instructor

Diane Paul
“I am from Fremont, NE. I lived in Lincoln for ten  
years while pursuing my degrees, then lived in New  
Mexico for 34 years where I taught at Central New 
Mexico Community College. I’m now back in Lincoln 
teaching English at SCC. My motto is, ‘Work hard and  
be nice to people!’”

M i d - L i f e  H a ik  u
Diane Paul • English Instructor

The horizon quivers

Washed out by hot bright light

Destination lost
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C o r n  Q u e e n s
Diane Paul • English Instructor

I planted corn in the desert

With visions of miles of dew damp green
Rustling in the breeze
Rows upon rows of stately queens
Leading me back home

I could see them

Dancing, swaying to a private prairie dance
With graceful leaves applauding life and 
Golden crowns blowing
Pollen kisses across the humid hills

I so wanted corn in the desert

The tiny sprouts fought 
Against the sun and sand and the dry desert air
They, too, dreamed 
Of wombs bursting with fat cobs

But I languished in the searing sun

I let the burning blue heat
Dry up the possibilities 
And it left bent old women
Brown and sharp

Cutting my fingers I tore them out of the ground

Next time I will nourish their souls
I will sway with the wind
Like the graceful leaves of the 
Beautiful green queens

Next time I will join in the dance
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Marnie Bolen
“I play the cello and viola. I love dark chocolate,  
and coffee is my greatest weakness. Writing and  
drawing are both hobbies I love to indulge in when  
I have time.”

I l l u s i o n s  a n d  D a y d r e a m s
Marnie Bolen • Nursing
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Heidi Isemann
“I have grown up with stacks of books and 
conversations of politics all around me. Journal  
writing has been a way to relieve stress, and often,  
poems have emerged! Taking SCC courses on my path  
to a pre-med major has been thoroughly enjoyable. I 
wrote ‘I Hear America Chanting’ as the result of my 
frustration with the constant conversation about 
kneeling for the National Anthem that was taking the 
focus away from the real issues facing our country.”

I  H e a r  A m e r ic  a  C h a n t i n g
Heidi Isemann • Academic Transfer

I hear America chanting, cheering all around stands

All in various tones and voices

The fans are screaming down the stadium onto the 100-yard field

Chanting at the players

Chanting at the refs

Chanting at each other

I hear America chanting through the Internet

Taking away 1st Amendment rights

I hear America chanting over the National Anthem

Another issue the country is divided on

No wonder nothing gets done

I hear America keeping up with the fake news, 

Rather than understanding actual news

I hear America chanting

No one understanding
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Cari Forbes
“I am always doing things—Cub Scouts, working, 
reading, Jazzercise, gardening, or remodeling my  
house. This essay was written as part of an assignment 
for class.”

T h e  P o l ic  y  o f  
N o  C h i l d  L e f t  B e h i n d

Cari Forbes • Business Administration

In January of 2002, President George W. Bush, signed H.R. 1, The No 
Child Left Behind Act, into law. No Child Left Behind was enacted so 
that the federal government could meet its responsibility of ensuring that 

all schools were consistently representing educational standards for all students 
equally. This law required all schools to adhere to a strict set of criteria to meet 
yearly annual progress and tied Title 1 funding to performance levels (Hewitt 
175).

To gauge progress, standardized tests became the tool to measure 
performance. Principals were under increased scrutiny to produce test score 
gains (Gardiner 149-150). By requiring schools to define progress by the results 
of standardized testing, the teaching of critical thinking skills was abandoned. 
Student success and failure rates would be tied to teacher performance. Student 
achievement without reference to student growth led many states to lower 
their standards, and this began the practice of “teaching to test” (Hewitt 174). 
Under pressure to perform, teachers and administrators found ways around the 
legislation, including suspending students and cheating (Hewitt 176).

No Child Left Behind had unintended consequences for the school 
districts it had intended to help. With most schools dependent upon Title 
1 funding residing in less affluent neighborhoods, these schools were put at 
a disadvantage. Schools with a history of underperformance or successful 
performance with a subgroup failing would be labeled as failed schools. Failing 
schools created neighborhoods that were viewed negatively by prospective home 
buyers and were shown to drive home values down (Bogin 789). This impacted 
how much funding a school district could secure via property tax revenue. 
Communities with less revenue sources from property taxes received far less in 
local funding than children in more affluent areas (Bogin 794-795).

To change the policy of No Child Left Behind, legislative reform would 
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be needed. Reform to Federal Legislation requires introduction to Congress 
and must go through the same process as bill creation. Legislation can also be 
overturned through judicial review. The President can use the bully pulpit to 
help usher in new legislation by helping to sway public opinion or by listening 
to public opinion and by pressuring congress. Or, in a reauthorization period, it 
can be included in the language of the bill; with No Child Left Behind, there 
was a reauthorization period.

In 2015, President Barack Obama signed into law the Every Student 
Succeeds Act (ESSA), which included the standardized testing to continue to 
measure student progress but untied the Title 1 Funding from test score failures 
to ensure that all schools were funded (Dennis). Continued reform must move 
away from just using test scores to analyze progress and must look further into 
the actual root causes of the poor achievement rates in schools. The Federal 
Government must allow states to monitor and develop corrective courses of 
action within their own borders that are compliant with the federal mandate set 
forth.

No Child Left Behind exposed an achievement gap between white students 
and non-white students. The federal government must act upon fulfilling the 
goal of Brown vs. The Board of Education, serving as a watchdog to ensure that 
federal funding is being used to see that districts create equal environments 
for all students (Hewitt 173). The data compiled from standardized test scores 
should be used to identify at risk districts to determine if and what intervention 
would aid their student populations. States and local governments should be 
working together with their school boards to ensure equal opportunities in 
learning are made available in accordance with Every Student Succeeds.
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Roger Evans
“I love to travel the world! I took the family on a Mediterranean 
vacation in August of 2017, and my wife and I went to Israel in  
March of 2018.”

G o l d  C o a s t
Roger Evans • Computer Programmer
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T e l - A viv 
Roger Evans • Computer Programmer
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W a i l i n g  W a l l
Roger Evans • Computer Programmer
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Marco Bravo
“I am a Spanish instructor at SCC. My upbringing 
and culture inspired me to write these poems. Words  
are puzzles, and sometimes, if you put them in the  
right order, magic happens.”

To better understand you,
I pretend you talk to me in Spanish.
	
I close my eyes to a sound
similar to that of 1492. 
When men with ember revelations
and moonlight skin
arrived, 
orphaning a continent
with a single syllable
that spread like wildfire. 

I pretend you talk to me with the presence
of the Sun
in your mouth.
With buried treasures beneath your tongue,

As I sit here, as mute
as a shipwreck
resting on the ocean floor.

I close my eyes a little tighter 
and I pretend
you talk to me in Spanish, 
but when I open them 
you are still there,
my conquistador. 

D u b b e d  i n  E n g l i s h
Marco Bravo • Spanish Instructor
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P r o l o g u e  t o  S e l f
Marco Bravo • Spanish Instructor

It came to him in whispers. In subtle

kisses that made their way toward the universe

of his soul.

Pablo Neruda was one of the lucky ones,

	 one of the few.

Poetry came to him between the river, the rain,  

and the shadows of winter.

Between the shallow branches of the night 

and the violent fires of the day. 

Life would have it 

that I would not be one of the lucky ones.

Poetry came to me in the burly voice

of a drunk 300-pound man I called: 

Tio Moncho. 

There was nothing romantic 

about him.

He didn’t come from the rain,

or the rivers

and certainly not between the cold shadows. 

He came as he was.

Big as a lion, loud as thunder.

But long before I knew the meaning,

he spoke in a language similar to swans.
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p r o l o g u e  t o  s e l f

There he stood with a rum and coke,

swaying as if the patio yard

had now turned into a castaway ship, 

and with the exhale of a polished anthem,

he recited in slurred words:

		  (words that I recognized,

			   but couldn’t have)

				  

Juventud, divino tesoro, 

Ya te vas para no volver!

Cuando quiero llorar, no lloro…

Y a veces lloro sin querer.

And with those brutal words,

the swarm

of my identity

began to crawl 

toward  me. 

And as many of you have experienced,

something happened.

Something growled and awoke.

Something that had always been there,

something that had been dormant since I entered this world,

was finally ready to emerge. 

And it was at that age….

The Mombacho,

Momotombo, and Masaya arrived in search of me.
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Cómo no querer la marea
Que resbala de tus labios.
La simplicidad de ese beso
Vuelto un secreto, para decir
Nada y sentir todo.

El mar está pensando en vos.

Vuelva a besarme querida,
Como si fueras la última puesta del sol,
Deteniendo el continente, latido
De un fuego, en un movimiento lleno
De silencio como las hojas de noviembre.

Deja que todo nos cubra!
Las estrellas de Nicaragua, el vino
Del cielo, los caracoles de nunca,
Las sábanas del caribe, que todo nos cubra!
Porque ahora que te quiero, nada es secreto.

Tienes la nostalgia de una noche sin luna,
Y vuelvo a pedirte que me beses.

Toca mi labios y bésame
Con la alegría de tu niñez, porque
Más al fondo que pareciera, me recuerdas
De las últimas sirenas que nadaban, por el pecho
De mi corazón.

Bésame,
Y vuelva ver como me pierdo
Por los caminos transcurridos,
Viajando como un huracán,
De norte a sur, por el universo
De tu boca!

Bésame en total, porque algo menos,
Sería inútil!

L a  M a r e a  d e  T u s  L a b i o s
Marco Bravo • Spanish Instructor
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Benjamin Stara-O’Brien
“I’m very quiet, but once you get to know me, I can  
be really obnoxious. I enjoy creepy stuff like Stephen 
King books/movies and spending time with family,  
and the way to my heart is through video games,  
good food, and more creepy stuff! My dream is to do 
something with creating things for others to enjoy, so 
being an actor, voice actor, writer, or animator.”

D o n ’ t  T a p  t h e  G l a s s
Benjamin Stara-O’Brien • Academic Transfer

Abby seemed to have it all–good looks, good grades, a good car–but 
what she didn’t have was a good heart. Even though her mother was 
single, she still provided well for herself and Abby, but Abby wasn’t 

thankful for the things she had. She had always had anything she wanted, and 
her parents had always given. When she wasn’t parading around her expensive 
outfits and good looks at school, she lived her life on social media. She loved 
to use her $800 smartphone and $2000 laptop to cyberbully all the geeks and 
weirdos she could get her digital hands on. Despite this, she still managed to 
be one of the most popular girls at school, and all the football jocks and other 
members of her cheerleading team flocked to her like flies on horse manure.

Abby pulled her shiny black Jeep into her driveway, scooped up her 
backpack, and headed inside the front door of her four-bedroom, four-
bathroom home, slamming the door behind her.

“Hello, sweetie! How was your day?” her mother asked as Abby walked 
through the kitchen. Her mother sat at the white marble kitchen counter 
surfing the web on her laptop. She was in her PJs, which was understandable, 
as she worked overnight shifts at Elmwood Hospital. Her neatly brushed opal 
black hair flowed down her shoulders and rested atop the front of her white 
T-shirt.

“Horrible!” Abby hissed, rolling her dark brown eyes. “Chad dumped me!”
“Chad? It’s about time! That boy is nothing but trouble, Abby,” her mother 

replied.
“Mom! No, he’s not! He’s like the hottest guy in school—the head of 

the football team!” Abby shouted angrily. She headed toward the fridge and 
rummaged around for a soda. 

“And now that he dumped me, my reputation is going down the toilet! There 
are already rumors spreading about why we broke up.” Abby’s eyes landed on 
a can of her favorite soda, Bub L. Fiz, and she snatched it up quickly, annoyed 
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that it wasn’t readily available for her in front of all of the other junk in the 
fridge. She glanced down at the can—a light blue background with purple 
bubbles dotted around the can, the name of the soda in popping white bubble 
letters with a black border around the words.

“Sweetheart,” Abby’s mother said sadly, gently closing her laptop to focus all 
of her attention on her daughter, “you really need to distance yourself from all 
of these people and this drama. You don’t need it. I don’t need it,” she explained 
sternly.

“So now this is all about you?” Abby questioned, annoyed. She had heard this 
ten million times before already. “You don’t know what it’s like to be popular–
you probably never were. Drama is the best part! It’s the thrill, all of the juicy 
gossip that gets spread around.” Abby’s eyes lit up for a second as she thought 
about the fun she had had discussing rumors with her friends and talking trash 
about the people they hated. “And these ‘people’ are my friends–we’re there for 
each other. Didn’t you have any friends in high school?”

“You don’t talk to me like that, young lady,” Abby’s mother snapped back. 
She pursed her lips and stared at her daughter. “You used to be so much better 
than this, Abby. What happened? I deserve some respect from you.”

“Whatever,” Abby mumbled. She began to head to the stairs to the second 
story, where her bedroom was.

“Excuse me—I wasn’t done talking to you!” her mother hollered. Abby kept 
walking.

“You’re doing these dishes by the end of the night, or else I will take away 
that precious phone of yours!”

Abby uttered a loud, frustrated, “Ugh!” as she stomped up the stairs. First the 
Chad thing, and now this? How could her day get any worse?

When she reached her bedroom, she slammed the door behind her, threw 
her backpack onto the floor, and hopped onto her bed. She cracked open 
her can of Bub L. Fiz and took a sip, then set it down on her nightstand and 
whipped out her smartphone. Her friends were pelting her with questions about 
Chad. Chad this and Chad that. Her thumbs began to quickly tap the screen 
and soon, she was reaching for her laptop to video chat with her friends about 
the whole ordeal.

As she chatted with her friends, she searched her phone for the most 
embarrassing pictures she could find of Chad and uploaded them immediately 
to her social media. She made up stories about how rotten of a person he 
was, and when she got bored of this, she began to take out her anger on the 
innocent, kind “nerds” and other kids she knew.

Before she knew it, the sun had set, and Chad called her. He had seen her 

d o n ’ t  t a p  t h e  g l a s s
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posts on social media, and he was furious. They argued, and after thoroughly 
cursing him out, Abby blocked his number. She was hungry now, and she had 
finished her can of Bub L. Fiz long ago. She closed her laptop and, annoyed, 
she trudged out of her room to fetch a snack and another can of soda.

When she reached the kitchen, new anger swelled up inside of her as she 
stood face to face with a mountain of dishes in the sink. She had completely 
forgotten about them. She wanted to blow them off, but she knew her mother 
was serious about taking her phone–it had happened once before–and she 
angrily called up a friend to gossip and complain about Chad while she tackled 
the dish monster.

When she had finished, it was already one in the morning. She wasn’t tired, 
though. She popped herself some popcorn and grabbed another can of soda, 
and then she began to head back to her room. At the top of the steps, however, 
she noticed a strange blue light coming from under her mother’s bedroom door. 
Wasn’t she supposed to be at work at this hour? Abby asked herself. Intrigued, she 
first silenced her phone, then stood quietly by the door and listened.

She heard what sounded like the pouring of a liquid and the turning of a 
page. What on earth is she doing in there? Abby stood, listening, and then heard 
a mixing sound, as if her mother were stirring a thin, liquidy soup. Abby grew 
impatient, and she just wanted to know what silly stuff her mother was fiddling 
around with.

Knock, knock, knock.
Abby heard her mother quickly withdraw her stirring utensil from the liquid.
“Y-yes? What do you want, Abby?” her mother’s voice came. She spoke 

quickly, and she sounded worried.
Abby tried the door, but it was locked. She decided to get right to the point.
“What’s this blue light coming from under your door?” she questioned. Abby 

heard shuffling coming from inside the room.
“Uh, uh…nothing. It’s just…don’t worry about it. Did you get the dishes 

done?”
“I don’t know. Why don’t you come and look for yourself ?” A slight pause.
“I’m busy right now.”
“Doing what?”
“Some medical stuff. You wouldn’t understand it.”
“Well, just tell me anyway,” Abby insisted, annoyed.
Silence.
The blue light under the door vanished. Abby heard footsteps approaching 

her, the click of the lock, and then the door opened to reveal her mother before 
her. Abby craned her neck around her to peer inside the bedroom. She didn’t 

d o n ’ t  t a p  t h e  g l a s s
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notice anything out of the ordinary. Her mother smiled at her, although the 
smile was more of an “I told you so.”

“What were you doing?” Abby asked, her eyes narrowed.
“Nothing, dear,” her mother smiled.
Her mother said nothing more, and neither did Abby. They just stared at 

each other for a few seconds.
“Aren’t you supposed to be at work at this hour?”
“I wasn’t feeling well, so I called in sick.”
Another awkward pause.
“Whatever,” Abby finally sighed. She turned and began to head to her room. 

Her mother didn’t say another word.
As Abby walked, she kept tossing back glances toward her mother’s room. 

Abby noticed that her mom had closed the door for the most part, but it 
remained open just a crack. Was her mother watching her return to her room? 
Abby thought so.

When she reached her room, she turned and noticed that her mother had 
closed her bedroom door, and no light was crawling out from beneath it. Abby 
closed her own door, flipped the light switch, and sat down on her bed. She 
pondered what her mother could have possibly been up to. Her mind couldn’t 
think of anything. However, she decided to lock her bedroom door, just in case. 
She plopped back down on her bed and munched on her popcorn, sipped her 
soda, and chatted away with her friends. She fell asleep a couple of hours later.

The next day was a typical day for Abby: gossip, spread rumors, the usual. 
After school, she pulled her shiny black Jeep into her driveway, scooped up her 
backpack, and headed inside her large home.

“Hey, sweetie, how was your day?” Her mother smiled at her. It was weird, 
though; she was just sitting at the counter, her hands folded in her lap, as if she 
had been waiting for Abby to return home.

“It was fine,” Abby replied. She thought about the day’s events, of all the 
drama surrounding Chad and all the gossip she and her friends had shared. She 
grinned to herself.

“That’s good,” her mother answered coolly. “I got you a little something. It’s 
in your room.” She smiled again.

Abby shot her a puzzled look. “What for?”
“Oh…you know.” That’s all her mother said.
“Um…okay….”
Intrigued, Abby headed for her room. As she walked, she thought about 

what had happened last night. What had really been going on in her mother’s 
bedroom? But most importantly, what had she gotten for her? And what did 
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she mean when had she said, Oh…you know…?
Abby finally reached her bedroom. Excitedly, she threw open the door and 

scanned her room for anything new. There on her dresser was a five-gallon 
rectangular fish tank filled with crystal clear clean water, sky blue pebbles 
carpeting the bottom, healthy looking bright green plastic plants extending 
from the bottom like long, flat fingers, and a brightly colored goldfish 
swimming around, taking its time to explore its surroundings. Abby’s eyes were 
glued to her new goldfish. She stepped towards it, and her backpack slowly slid 
off her shoulders and onto the floor. She bent over slightly to level her eyes with 
her fish, and she watched as the fish looked back at her. It seemed to be staring 
at her, watching her intently.

“So, what do you think?” Abby’s mother’s voice came from behind her. The 
sound startled Abby.

“It’s cute,” she replied. She had always wanted a goldfish, except….
“But I wanted a fish bowl, not a tank. It doesn’t look as cute.”
“It’s better for the fish, honey,” her mother explained coolly.
“It’s just a fish. Why does it matter? Can’t we just change its water and 

stuff?” Abby whined. Her mother pulled her lips into her mouth and stared at 
Abby. Then her lips reappeared and curled themselves into a smile.

“Sure. Of course. We can get you a bowl tomorrow, dear.” She turned to 
leave, then paused and faced Abby.

“Oh, and sweetie,” she paused again. She looked at Abby very seriously and 
said, “Do NOT tap the glass.” She then simply turned and left.

Abby returned her eyes to her fish. It was still watching her.
Dumb fish, Abby thought to herself. What was the point of having a fish if it 

wasn’t going to swim around? Abby seated herself on her bed and peeked up at 
her new fish again. It was still watching her. It was beginning to make Abby feel 
uneasy. She decided to ignore it and opened up her laptop and began texting 
her friends, as usual. She stopped to snap a picture of her fish, and she was 
somewhat relieved to find that it was now swimming around the tank again.

A thought returned to Abby, and she looked up from her phone, which 
was now resting in her lap but still gripped in her hands. Why exactly had her 
mother gotten her that fish? It was probably just a mom thing for her breakup 
with Chad. Yes, that was it. But still, something didn’t feel quite right. She 
couldn’t shake the thought of what had been going on the night before.… Did 
it have something to do with this fish?

Abby turned her head toward the tank and saw that the fish was resting near 
the bottom of the tank and seemed to be watching her again. She was getting 
annoyed now. She set her laptop and phone off to the side and rose from her 
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bed. She took small steps over to the tank and bent over slightly, her hands on 
her thighs, closely above her knees.

Their eyes met, and the two began to have a staring contest. There was 
something not quite right about this fish, but what was it? Suddenly, Abby’s 
mother’s voice rang in her head: Do NOT tap the glass.

Abby’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion, and her lips turned down into a 
frown. Maybe that would make this dumb fish stop looking at her, and it might 
startle it into swimming around more. That’s what fish were for, right?

Abby hesitated but then raised her right hand and slowly extended her index 
finger towards the fish. Its eyes remained fixed on Abby.

“Stupid fish,” Abby whispered.
Tap, tap, tap.
Suddenly, Abby felt dizzy and like she was going to fall over. She tried to 

reach out her arms to catch herself, but she couldn’t move. Her vision became 
black.

When her vision came to, it was blurry. She tried to focus on what was 
in front of her. She made out her gorgeous face staring back at her, her eyes 
focused on her, her long, cleanly brushed dirty-blonde hair flowing down from 
her head. She noticed a strand of it was in front of her eye, and she moved her 
right hand to fix it. However, her hand didn’t move. Instead, her whole body 
turned to the left.

Confused, she tried to move her left hand, but instead, she turned to the 
right.

What the heck? Abby tried to say. Instead, bubbles came from her mouth. 
Wait—bubbles?

Abby watched as a smirk spread across her own lips, but she wasn’t telling 
them to do so. Her eyebrows pressed down atop her eyes.

“Stupid fish, huh?” she heard her voice say. It sounded like she was 
underwater, though. What was happening? Abby frantically looked about and 
noticed the same sky blue pebbles and green plastic plants that were in her new 
fish’s tank. Wait….

Abby turned back toward herself and focused her eyes on what was right in 
front of her. Glass. And she also happened to notice a faint golden reflection 
staring back at her—in the shape of a fish.

Abby heard her door open and saw the blurry image of her mother entering 
her room. She looked to Abby’s body–the one outside of the fish tank.

Abby’s body said to her mother, “It was successful, Mrs. Wells.” Her mother’s 
face lit up like a sinister Christmas tree, and she eagerly walked over to the tank 
and peered at Abby, the one inside of the tank.

d o n ’ t  t a p  t h e  g l a s s
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“I knew you would do exactly what I told you not to do,” she snickered. Her 
face was that of a successful villain. 

What? What are you talking about? Mom, what did you do to me?
Abby tried desperately to speak, but only bubbles escaped her lips. She 

swam around in desperation, terrified. Her mother and Abby’s body giggled in 
amusement.

“I gave you your chances, Abby, and I got sick of it. So I figured the only way 
I could get you to be a good, well-behaved daughter was if I made you that way 
myself. So, in case your little fish brain can’t put it together, that’s what I was 
doing last night—concocting a potion for the perfect daughter.”

Abby couldn’t believe what was happening.
I’ll be good—I promise! I’ll do anything you want! Just please, let me out of here! 

PLEASE!
Abby swam around madly, and she wanted to cry, but she couldn’t tell if she 

was crying; if there were tears, they blended in with the water around her. This 
was her world now.

Abby watched as her face grew closer to the glass.
“I have a lot of work to do before you are seen as a perfect daughter to 

anyone outside of this house. Or should I say… I?” she chuckled.
Abby stopped swimming. It was useless. She simply watched as her body 

and her mother headed toward the door. She noticed her phone erupting with 
messages. She saw her body reach for her phone and rejoin her mother on their 
exit from the room.

“You hear that, Mrs. Wells? I mean…Mom?” Abby’s voice asked. Her mother 
chuckled.

“Hear what, darling?”
“Nothing.” Another giggle. “Isn’t silence golden, Mom?”
“It sure is, my Abby. It sure is.”
And with that, the lights turned off, and the door closed on Abby, leaving 

her alone in the tank. 
Alone.
I shouldn’t have tapped that stupid glass. 
Abby sat on the sky blue pebbles, alone, and tried desperately to weep.
She could see her pillow only a few feet away, but she knew she might never 

touch it again. She wanted nothing more than to lay on her bed and weep into 
that pillow.

I shouldn’t have tapped that stupid glass, she kept repeating.
1

d o n ’ t  t a p  t h e  g l a s s
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Sarah Heliker
“I wrote ‘To Struggle and To Conquer’ about my  
recent mental and physical health issues and the 
struggles I have fought so hard to overcome. This 
story sheds a light on my life and how hard people  
with mental health issues have to claw to make their 
way back to a healthy and happy life when they hit  
rock bottom. The story starts dark and ends with a 
light of hope for those in my shoes. My motivation  
for creating this submission was my English teacher, 
Amy Doty. She has been a huge support and positive 
influence, and she helped me see the value in my 
writing.”

To S t r u gg  l e  a n d t o Co n q u e r
Sarah Heliker • Academic Transfer/Surgical Technology

I was feeling tired, my feet dragging heavily behind me, always. No 
motivation, no desires, and no goals. Depression was creeping in more and 
more each day. As I sat on the cold, stiff medical table, I felt worry edge 

into the room. My hands were clammy, and I knew that what I was going to 
hear wasn’t going to be the best news I had heard that year. He walked in with 
a solemn look on his face, and as he relayed the news, I could hear only parts, 
as my anxiety made my blood begin to bubble and ring in my ears. Overweight. 
The word echoed in my mind. I was overweight, and my health was suffering 
for it. 

My health had deteriorated and with it, my joy and hunger for life—my 
hunger for excitement, for adventures, for taking risks to grow and become 
closer to my goals and closer to my dreams. The metaphorical weight was 
pressing down on me just as heavily as I saw the task I had to face become 
clearer and more daunting. Ready to climb under the covers and hide in my 
embarrassment and disappointment, I dragged my feet as I walked through the 
front door. I laid there trying desperately to remind myself how amazing I had 
once felt, how proud of myself I once had been, and how my marriage had also 
taken a hit when my weight had begun wreaking havoc on my body and my 
mind.

I decided at that moment that that was it. I wasn’t going to treat myself that 
way and allow that toxicity to taint my marriage and my ability to appreciate all 
that I was so abundantly blessed to have. I was done, and I knew I wouldn’t look 
back, not to that sad part in my life—not unless it was going to be to appreciate 
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how far I had come. I could finally see my future, and it was bright. It was filled 
with laughter and pride in myself. It was filled with trips to the park and jogs 
by the lake with my husband and our rambunctious puppy, Baxter. I was excited 
for the next morning to arrive for the first time in what felt like forever, and I 
could feel my husband’s joy and recognition radiating back at me.

I woke up that next morning and walked into the family room, the golden 
light gleaming through the crisp white shades, and I felt a ray of hope enter 
my mind and my soul. That excitement for the rising sun was still there, and 
although it was a little shy after all this time, I could feel it building in my 
chest. Although what lay ahead felt like an impossible task, and honestly, quite 
terrifying, I knew that the results of doing what had to be done would be a 
reward well worth it. It was then that I pushed myself to my feet and slipped on 
my flexible black pants made to support my strong legs as they slammed against 
the pavement, made to make me feel like I had an endless range of motion. 

All dressed, I felt invincible. I felt like my goals were already more attainable, 
and my spirit lifted. I dashed over to the sheer blue curtain that was swaying 
as the breeze that had enveloped the room danced across it. I swept the curtain 
aside and pulled out my bright orange running shoes with their shimmering 
shoe strings. “Long time, no see,” I thought as I slid my feet snug into their 
haven of health. Bouncing on my feet, I pulled my hair back tight to keep the 
wind from blowing it around recklessly. 

As I stepped outside my doorway, I felt the sun shine through the clouds 
and kiss my cheeks, and a weight lifted off my shoulders. I started forward, at 
first hesitant, almost unsure of myself like a baby first learning to walk. As I 
continued running, I began to shed my shame as a snake sheds its skin. I felt 
renewed and ready to tackle the issues I had so recently swept under the rug 
time and time again. 

With this new sense of confidence and self, I formed a fresh routine. I 
hopped up with enthusiasm every single day. I remembered that feeling of 
accomplishment, health, happiness, and rejuvenation that filled my mind. I felt 
like myself all bright and shiny for the first time in almost two years. I saw a 
different person now when I looked in the mirror. I saw beauty and a glowing 
smile that said, “THIS IS ME.” Several months passed, another season was 
approaching, and the leaves had turned to a beautiful radiant amber.

I was preparing to run the Nike Women’s Half Marathon in San Francisco. 
So much had changed over the course of my training, and my next visit to that 
cold, stiff medical table was a much more positive experience. The news was 
that I was within my weight range, and it showed not only outside but inside, 

t o  s t r u gg  l e  a n d  t o  c o n q u e r
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as well. My struggles had done a complete 180, and I was ready to tackle not 
only that race, but life. As I ran hard across the finish line that crisp October 
morning, I heard the cheers, and I felt the hot tears of pride run down my 
cherry red cheeks. As that sense of pride warmed me throughout my entire 
being, I knew that all that hard work had been worth it. Having my health and 
my hunger for life back was all I had ever wanted.

A person can feel lost, depressed, sick, and overall unhappy if they carry extra 
weight. The happiness exercise brings into a person’s life and soul to make them 
spritely and skipper is so worth the struggle of a daily run or a match of tennis. 
Exercise saved me in more ways than one, and I now know that to love myself 
is to make healthy choices, and to make healthy choices is to find joy in life. 
I will wake up again tomorrow and throw on those dirty old orange running 
shoes and those pants that give me a sense of invincibility, and I will do it all 
over again, gladly.

1

t o  s t r u gg  l e  a n d  t o  c o n q u e r

Khanh Nguyen
“I am an international student who has lived in 
Lincoln for more than three years. During my 
senior year of high school, I won a Silver Key of 
Scholastic Art and Writing Award. Unlike my 
fellow college friends, I am more of an observer 
than a speaker or a writer. Even though I’m a 
major in business, I consider photography as one 
of my favorite hobbies. I love taking landscape 
photos and photographing animals’ movements, 
and the squirrel is such an adorable creature.”
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N u t s

P h o t o  C o l l e c t i o n
Khanh Nguyen • Undeclared



159

S q u i r r e l  2

L a z y  S u m m e r

k h a n h  n g u y e n  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n
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Brianna Currence
“I am an avid reader who dabbles in writing when the stories in my head 
are too hard to organize.”

R u n a w a y  T o d d l e r
Brianna Currence • Business Administration

My younger brother has always been prone to running off for no 
reason. No one could ever figure out why he would do it, though. 
He would be sitting in front of someone playing with his toys, 

they would look away for a second, and when they looked back, he would be 
gone!

The first time I remember him running off was when my family lived in a 
house that was across the street from a small basketball court. The summer after 
I turned four, my parents let me go across the street and play basketball with 
my older cousin. While I was playing, my younger brother and cousin, Nathan 
and Corey, who were two, decided that since I wasn’t in the yard anymore, they 
didn’t have to be either.

The yard around our house had a four-foot fence all the way around it with a 
gate at the front that had a latch just high enough that a two-year-old couldn’t 
reach it. When Nathan and Corey realized they couldn’t reach the latch, they 
decided to climb the fence instead. I don’t think anyone will ever figure out how 
they managed to get completely over the fence without anyone noticing.

Instead of going across the street, where I was, they decided to take off. Of 
course, they couldn’t make it easy on anyone going after them, so they took 
off in opposite directions. I don’t remember who first realized they were gone, 
but I know that my parents, grandmother, and their friends, Mike and Diane, 
were suddenly frantically searching the whole block for runaway toddlers in 
Pull-Ups and t-shirts. Back then, none of them had cell phones, so they ended 
up wandering the neighborhood with toy walkie-talkies shaped like Power 
Rangers. 

About half an hour after the boys hopped the fence, the adults made their 
way back to the house, only to find that Nathan and Corey had somehow 
managed to end up back at the basketball court across the street without anyone 
noticing them.

The second incident I remember was a couple months later, on the first night 
in our new house, which was on the corner of 19th street where it intersected 
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with one of the busiest streets in Lincoln, L Street, which was connected to 
most of the major streets in the city. That night, my mother put us to bed in 
our rooms and then went to bed herself. At about midnight, she was woken by 
police officers at the door. The first thing the officers asked was if she had any 
children and how old they were. When my mother answered that she had a 
four-year-old and a two-year-old, they asked if she would check if we were in 
the house because a little boy had been found wandering down the street alone. 
When my mother realized that Nathan wasn’t in his bed, she ran down the 
stairs crying, begging to see the boy they found.

It turned out that little boy had been Nathan. He had woken up and figured 
it was an appropriate time to go for a walk. When he got to the door, the 
deadbolt was too high for him to reach and unlock, so he improvised. First, he 
rolled his rideable toy car over and pushed it against the door. Then, he dragged 
in a kitchen chair and sandwiched the car between the door and the chair so it 
wouldn’t move. After he was done, he was finally able to climb the chair up to 
the roof of the car and unlock the door.

Luckily for Nathan and our family, a nurse driving down L Street on her 
way to work saw him and stopped to grab him so he wouldn’t get hurt. She 
then took him to the police, who started knocking on doors in the area because 
Nathan didn’t know our address yet. They didn’t let my mother see him until 
she described him to them and told them what he was wearing when she had 
put him to bed. Then she had to answer a lot of questions about what time she 
had put us to bed, when she had gone to bed, how long we had lived there, and 
where our father was.

Our father and grandmother had been at our old house finishing up the 
packing and moving the rest of our stuff over to the new house. They didn’t get 
home until about two o’clock in the morning. When they walked into the living 
room, the first thing they saw was my mother sitting on the couch and rocking 
back and forth with Nathan and me in her arms.

Nathan and I didn’t really understand what was happening, but our family 
became very overprotective. Suddenly, there were multiple locks on every door 
leading outside; Nathan’s car had been locked away where he couldn’t access it, 
and he was being followed around by one of our family members religiously.

My parents spent a lot of time going to doctors and specialists after that, 
trying to figure out why Nathan constantly felt the need to take off on his 
own and why they couldn’t keep him in one place for more than five minutes 
at a time. Eventually, he was diagnosed with ADHD—Attention Deficit 
Hyperactive Disorder—, and the escapes stopped after he started receiving 

r u n a w a y  t o d d l e r
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treatment. 
At four years old, I didn’t understand what ADHD was beyond the fact 

that it was what made my brother run off all the time. Over the past 17 years, 
there have been various points where Nathan would not have his medicine, 
for whatever reason, and I would see what ADHD really was. It was being 
loud. It was not being able to sit still for long amounts of time. It was being so 
impatient that my brother tripped down a couple of stairs and cut open his arm 
on a broken bowl in a trash can. It was having an attention span so short that he 
made ginormous leaps between topics. It was being extremely bored, trying to 
rectify the boredom, and ending up annoying everyone around him, but never 
usually meaning to.

Finding out my brother had ADHD didn’t make an outwardly noticeable 
change in my life, but that was my first encounter with any type of mental/
chemical disorder, and it started to reshape the way I perceived the world 
around me. It has shown me that no two people are the same, and some 
differences may not be as obvious as others. I have learned that most differences 
are not automatically “bad” or “weird,” just because they are not immediately 
obvious.

1

r u n a w a y  t o d d l e r

Jessica Grieser
“I am a Lincoln native. In fact, I grew up in the 
SCC Child Development Center for many years. I 
love to travel and have spent a few years during 
my 20s living abroad in Europe. On the weekends, 
you can find me doing activities at my family’s  
lake house or watching a soccer match with 
friends. My guilty pleasures are potato chips  
and British reality television. I am also a  
self-diagnosed misophonic.”



164

K n a r e s b o r o u g h ,  E n g l a n d

P h o t o  C o l l e c t i o n
Jessica Grieser • Global Education Coordinator
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B i a r r i t z ,  F r a n c e
j e s s ic  a  g r i e s e r  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n
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j e s s ic  a  g r i e s e r  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n

A m s t e r d a m ,  N e t h e r l a n d s
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Z a r a g o z a ,  S p a i n
j e s s ic  a  g r i e s e r  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n
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Jennifer Snyder
“I work for SCC in Public Information as the Social 
Media Marketing/Writing Specialist. Continually  
seeing the world as an Instagram post, I am rarely  
seen without my phone or camera. After connecting  
via Facebook with a fourth cousin living in Sweden, I 
embarked on a once-in-a-lifetime journey to Denmark 
to discover my roots. As you can see, I took a few 
photos.”

P h o t o  C o l l e c t i o n
Jennifer Snyder • Social Media Marketing/Writing Specialist

N o t  o n  M y  W a t c h
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Forgive Them, They Know Not What They Do

O u r  H i s t o r y  S t a r t s  H e r e
j e n n i f e r  s n y d e r  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n
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W h e e l i e  G o o d

T iv  o l i  M a gic 

j e n n i f e r  s n y d e r  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n
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Danul Patterson
“I just want to live a moderately comfortable life and 
have the ability to pen it down in fairly well-worded 
sentences. That I am any good at this ‘writing 
thingamajigger’ is like a wellspring of wonder to me, 
for I consider myself, as Colette so eloquently phrased 
it, ‘a person of letters who has turned out badly.’ Given 
half the chance, I’d gladly sequester myself away on 
an unchartable isle with a few good books to while away  
the ever listless hour.”

Now Don’t You Go and Start 
Telling Some Lies Up in Heaven Or 
Else This Angel is Gonna Have to 

Go and Get Gone (Excerpt)
Danul Patterson • Academic Transfer

We were having a party, Johnnie and I. We were having a party, a 
party, for his bosses, his bosses. I was a flurry of activity for the 
past four days, and now, the big day was at last here. Only hours 

to go and so, so, so very much to do, but to hear Johnnie put it, “If we listened 
to you, we’d be buttoning our shirts at the same time we were shucking the 
oysters.”

He says I have a nervous disposition. I say if I am nervous, it is because he 
has made me so. In fact, he has made me so, and it was for that exacting reason, 
along with that of him not being able to resist my charms—my charms, scant as 
they are—that he married me some five years ago when I was still little more 
the a fresh face and boyishly handsome almost-adult of 18, just barely out of 
the puppy fat of youth with the beginnings of coming into my manhood and 
he, the Darcy to my Jane, was the budding neophyte lawyer twelve years my 
senior. Yes, he married me for my nervous disposition that at times bordered 
on an obsessive need, nay, in-magnanimous Pyrrhic daemon, that demanded, 
demanded, always demanded perfection.

As I tied the knot in Johnnie’s black silk tie, wishing for the umpteenth time 
that he’d decided on the cerulean one with the midnight-blue suit that so lovely 
played up the ocean that was his eyes, I double, double-checked my mental tally 
of tasks completed. Everything was done and crossed off. Now all that remained 
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was to get through the night with Johnnie and those stiff-as-washboard lawyers 
and their more-so stiff-necked wives, trophies if ever a person was one. But, at 
23, wasn’t I in the same boat as they? That may yet be true, but—I am not like 
them, not like them. I am free, and if I lean on Johnnie too much, it is with the 
knowledge that should I ever leave him, it will be with half, if not more, of his 
possessions.

It is now two hours into this supposed to be four-hour fête, two hours 
that seem like days, upon days, upon days. I am only able to survive by the 
heady grace of the six glasses of red wine I’ve consumed. A life preserver to a 
drowning man, thus far, and, the only thing sustaining my air of quaint and gay 
hostess is the solemn hope that those six glass won’t be the last of the night.

We’ve split off now. Johnnie, Mark Gale, Larry Hamilton, and Paul Marsden 
retire to the drawing room for the required cigars, sherry, and drawing room 
shop talk. What I wouldn’t give to be a fly on those peach and emeraldine 
trimmed walls. A fly in a room full of unencumbered men. What words would 
fall from their wagging lips when they were free to speak as any Yenta, when 
there was no one, no one at all, around to filter them?

I understand why Mark and Larry were invited to this...shindig. They are 
the senior partners at the firm (Mills, Gale & Hamilton founded by the late 
George Mills, Mark’s father-in-law.) Mark, with his rotund stature and spry 
tan, looks the spitting image of what one imagines the offspring of an Oompa 
Loompa and Bibendum would look like were it to have a godawful bleached 
blond coonskin-like hat for a toupee and a personality akin to watching white 
paint dry on a white wall. Larry is a snake in the grass if ever there was one 
with the inability to keep his pants zipped around a PYT in a skirt, a pantsuit, 
anything, anything at all. Then there is Mr. Marsden. Pretty, pretty, young Mr. 
Marsden, who rather pretentiously pronounces his name like P-aw-uu-l. There 
is no denying that the 24-year-old was an oasis of blushing Venus in a dessert 
of malformed Hephaestus with his flawless skin like fresh cream, lips as lush 
and red as any red, red, rose, and the possession of a conceited confidence that 
only one born to the lap of beauty can possess.

The men had retired to the drawing room, and that left me with the chore 
of entertaining the women, the women. We were in the solarium, Mrs. Mary 
Gale nee Mills, Anne Hamilton, and I. We had scarcely been out there more 
than 20 minutes, and Mary was a third of the way through her fourth Virginia 
Slim and half way through her second glass of second glass of Grand Cru of the 
hour, a bottle of wine I had had to specially order for her because she wouldn’t 
drink anything other than white. I so despise a women for whom drinking 

n o w  d o n ’ t  y o u  g o  a n d  s t a r t  t e l l i n g  s o m e  l i e s …
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is as natural as breathing water is to a fish, although only a brave, brave fool 
would tell Mary Gale that she had a drinking problem to her face. Mary was, 
by sacrosanct virtue of nature, very much into correcting other people. It was an 
infamously known fact about this sleepy little hamlet that when encountering 
Mary, you were expected to call her Mrs. Gale, and she’d reply with, Please call 
me Mary. Mrs. Gale is my mother-in-law.

Mary was talking at Anne. Anne, poor thing, that poor, poor, wretched thing. 
She was very much into being Mrs. Larry Hamilton. I’ve little doubt that were 
he to attempt to leave her for his half-his-age secretary or for one of his many 
by-now-too-numerous-to-place-a-guesstimation-on amorous liaisons, and 
she were not to kill them both dead on the spot, that she’d die from the sheer, 
flensed, and indifferent realization that she really was nothing without him. 

I was startled out of my contemplation of Anne’s sorry state of existence by 
some pointed question tossed at me by Mary—a live grenade poised to explode 
at the drop of a hat.

“I’m curious as to how he got an invite to this quaint petite fête. Mr. 
Marsden is, after all, not associated with the firm,” Mary said as she expelled a 
plume of smoke, giving her the appearance of the dragon she was often, behind 
closed doors, painted as.

“I believe that Mark is considering hiring him in some capacity. He is a 
lawyer, after all, and not just a Shayner ponim.1”

“No, Mr. Chandler. I do not believe Mark agreed to hire him,” Mary said. 
What she really meant was that she hadn’t told Mark to hire Paul. Everyone in 
town knew that, when all was said and done, it was Mary, or rather her vieux 
riche, that really called the shots.

“Between us,” I said in a conspiratorial manner, “Jackie Monroe is about to 
go on maternity leave, and Paul is the best Erzetsung2 for the job.”

“Jaqueline Monroe is not with child,” Mary hissed emphatically as she 
expelled a plume of smoke to hide her wide-eyed amazement at having been 
left in the dark.

“Oh, it’s true, alright. She’s putting in for vacation time and going down to 
Raleigh to put the child up for adoption.”

“Do we know who the father is?” Anne said timidly, as though she were a 
student speaking out of turn without first raising her hand. She vocalized a 
question Mary would not let herself ask in any means other than a burning eyed 
gaze.

Annotations:
1. A pretty face.
2. Replacement

n o w  d o n ’ t  y o u  g o  a n d  s t a r t  t e l l i n g  s o m e  l i e s …
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“No, Anne. I don’t know. She won’t say who the father is,” I said while giving 
Mary a subtle sideways nod of affirmation. We both knew who the father was. I 
just wasn’t going to say it aloud in present company.

I let my eyes wander over the garden whilst my mind began to wonder 
what I’d do were I in Anne’s shoes. Naturally, I would never, never be her. We 
were two different creatures—a tortoise and a two-headed snake. She was a 
thing born out of a love that possessed you so completely that when it ended, it 
consumed you heart, mind, and soul, not even leaving a hollowed-out husk of a 
shell in its wake. Hers was a love that killed.

I was possessed of a love that endured. Though the heart may die, stillborn 
in the chest, the mind and soul would remain, haunted by the phantasm-like 
beating of a still and lifeless heart, yes, but intact, nonetheless.

A spell of silence, a grotesque and malformed Morning Glory, bloomed 
around us as I continued to contemplate the majesty of nature. The night 
was unseasonably warm for this time of year in the high mountains of North 
Carolina in the winter. It seemed to me that Nature was at odds with herself. 
The should-be-icy-armed-and-still California Silver Bell tree grew in the back 
of the garden here—an ecological anomaly if ever such a thing could exist in 
this quaint, oddball patch of earth called Hot Spring’s Oasis, North Carolina, 
where the odd and the unusual were as common as the daily birth and death 
of the sun. In fact, wasn’t it just this morning that Mercy Roberts, the aging 
Post Mistress General, went in to do the post and found all the mail to be 
gone? This was the day that the Mayfair-Martin invitations were supposed to 
go out, and all morning those matte robin’s egg blue envelopes kept popping 
up in some of the oddest of places. (I found ours as I was opening the box of 
Raisin Bran). Our California Silver Bell tree was in full bloom. In the daggers 
of incandescent light cast by the pregnant, full-bodied moon, the tree’s pale, bell 
jar blooms took on the appearance of white sheet, Halloween ghosts drifting in 
the black-blueness of the ether. In that light, the lush green, green grass became 
an unperceivably vast sea swirling with daemons one could only imagine in the 
darkest hours of the night in the deepest depths of a dream. The house, boxy, 
utilitarian, and earthy, was a phantom ship long ago given over to the deep. It 
was Atlas with the world-like sky on his back, and there were no Alcides to 
relieve the weight. 

How very unlike my hometown of Angel Falls, 30 miles to the north, was 
Hot Spring’s Oasis. Yes, it was true that both were resort towns, that both 
boasted hot springs and ski lodges as their claim to fame. It was true that both 
had their ecological oddities, with trees growing where they were not native 
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or were known to thrive and bloom long into the heart of winter when they 
should be dull, lifeless, and asleep. In the Oasis, it was the California Silver Bell 
that was the oddity, and the one in our backyard was even more odd in that 
her winter blooms seemed to want to show you things from your past—the 
long forgotten or what your mind had suppressed that you should have dealt 
with there and then but didn’t. For the Falls, it was the Southern Crab Apple, 
and the one that grew in the back of that Queen Anne at the end of Cupid’s 
Head Lane took the cake. One bite of its bitter, pear-shaped fruit was enough 
to give you a clarity of mind strong enough to evaluate the pain of your most 
heartrending days and to see for yourself the silver lining in that dark, dark 
cloud. But there, the similarities ended. At least for me.

It still amazed me, sometimes, how I found myself dreaming of it, in the 
deepest, deepest darkness of sleep. Home. That peach and cream Queen Anne 
at the end of Cupid’s Head Lane. In that dreamy half-light shed by the cow-
heavy moon, the house took on the appearance of milky-skinned Cora. The 
copper-capped window ledges reflecting that silvern light were her defiant 
eyes. The crab apple tree’s aubergine petals looked like a hood made out of 
fairy wings once the Moon Lay hid her face behind a mask of downy clouds 
as white, white-gray as falling snow. When taken in with the dark blackness of 
the sweeping lawn, that was only broken part way by the flensed bone-white 
heads of the Moon-flowers and the night blooming jasmine (planted by, and 
still tended in the dead of dark, a distant somehow still living after nobody 
knows how many years relative known only as Grandmother), became like a 
psychopomp Kharon, and the lawn became the Acheron upon which he ferried 
those dead soul flowers across.

What was wrong with me that night? The rivers of my mind seemed 
overflowing with the waters of Mnemosyne. I knew that when the time came to 
slip betwixt the cool crispness of the sheets, it would be to the caressing arms of 
the past, awaiting just on the other side of that gate of horn, that I relinquished 
myself unto. There was little I could do about it. If I had my way, I’d be done 
with memory, and it would be the sweet butterfly kisses of Lethe that I’d 
surrender myself of selves to—that blessed, all-consuming sea of oblivion just 
on the inside of that ivory gate that would embrace me, enfold me, guide my 
footfalls through the eternal fog of sleep.

Once more, I was startled from my memories by a pointed grenade of a 
question spoken so quietly that had I not been standing second-skin close 
to Anne, I wouldn’t have heard her speaking. “He’s the father, isn’t he. My 
husband?” She said this as though it were a self-fulfilling statement. She spoke 
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those words, even as her disbelief of them was as palpable as the carpeted wood 
beneath our feet, in a sticky and sickly sweet voice that proclaimed the indelible 
irrevocable truth. That: her much beloved husband had taken another to bed, 
had begun a family with a woman that was not her.

I stood rooted to the spot, tongue tied in my throat as intricately as any 
Icovellavna knot. Struck mute as though my voice were eyes hit by a sudden 
blinding burst of sunlight, I couldn’t find the words to dispute her statement, 
nor the words that would restore her faith in her husband, in humanity, in 
anything, anything at all.

For once, I was overjoyed to find that Mary was there. If anyone would 
have those words and the will to speak them, it would be Mrs. Mary Gale. “I’m 
afraid it is,” Mary said in a dour voice like sorrow made corporeal. “Something 
we all have in common.” That last part she said while her gray, gray eyes poured 
their soul in depths of my own. She tore her eyes away a second, an eternity 
later before she turned with a flourish of mauve fabric and sauntered over to 
the sidebar and went about fixing a drink. Once done, she came back over and 
handed it to Anne. “Don’t forget what you are. You are a woman. A Goddess. 
And no man can undo you unless you allow him to.” She then turned toward 
me and said, “The soul of a woman is not such a beatable thing. It is the soul 
of a survivor. It will weather the bitterest tempest of a man. It may shatter 
under that force. It may scatter to the winds. But it will reform and be more 
strengthened than before. This is the true power of a woman and those who 
possess the soul of a woman.”

A heavy spell of silence grew around us like a quilt of neutron stars stitched 
with threads of osmium. I felt an overwhelming need to say something, 
anything, everything. It was a pushy, needy, demanding little thing. A 
compulsion to fix the mouth to move. A call to action for that dead silent voice. 
Try as I would, no words would come to me. My voice lay still in its formless 
grave.

As luck, that fickle preening goddess, would have it, the men chose that very 
moment to merge their demimonde with ours. “Well, my lady,” Mark said to 
Mary as he awkwardly cuffed his hands around her wrists and pulled her in 
for a sloppy kiss that fell short of the passionate and loving rouler un patin he 
intended it to be. “It’s high time for these old bones to carry themselves home.”

Mary didn’t say a word. She just cast icy daggers with her eyes as she 
imbibed the remains of her drink at a pace that made a pair of circling snails 
seem to be going at warp speed. With her drink done, Mark and she, mercifully 
as those last few minutes were pure torture for us, took their leave of us. At 
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some point between the time the men arrived and the time the Hamiltons 
departed, so ten minutes after the Gales took their leave, it was decided, mostly 
by Johnnie, that Paul would be staying the night, as he was too drunk to drive 
himself home.

Me, being the ever so magnanimous host that I was, made up the guest bed 
for him and then went to bed. I was joined some moments later by Johnnie. I 
turned over in my half-sleep haze, a homing missile seeking the hard muscled 
warmth of his flesh, and wrapped myself around him. Legs wrapped around 
legs preceding the firm caressed of bare, wanting, and longing loins. Arms 
snaking through arms. Encircling. Drawing. Drawing closer. The heavy weight 
of my head pressed to his chest. Hearing. Listening for the rhythmic drumming 
of his heart. My cold, cold flesh pulling in his warmth, radiating it outward like 
a beacon, a lighthouse in a black sea of doubt proclaiming for all the skeptical 
world that I am home. I am safe. He is mine. Mine alone....

1

n o w  d o n ’ t  y o u  g o  a n d  s t a r t  t e l l i n g  s o m e  l i e s …

Rebecca Burt
“I am a Life Sciences instructor at the Beatrice campus 
of Southeast Community College. I greatly enjoy 
long-distance bicycle riding, traveling, spending time 
outdoors, birdwatching, reading, and learning new 
things beyond science. My oil painting portfolio, 
commenced a few years ago, now includes six 
completed paintings.”

T r o o s t  L i n e
Rebecca Burt • Life Sciences Instructor

Oh, the smells. In my posh hotel room near the Kansas City Plaza, 
I knew I could wash away the smells. It didn’t even take a minute. 
The smells of their sweat and other funk, the drops of spittle I’d 

seen land on my arm…all washed away in my shower in a blink of my tired 
eyes. While I showered, I thought, “I am so tired.”

“Really? I’m tired?” I said out loud. I’m tired from riding all day in a spacious 
air-conditioned car, bottles of cold water and snacks at my reach? I’m tired from 
serving food and drink from Styrofoam plates and red “party” cups for one-
and-a-half evening hours? Seriously? I’m “tired” from serving the homeless, the 
discouraged, the dirty, the truly tired souls who sought “a radical welcome to all” 
at Micah Ministries?
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t r o o s t  l i n e

My “tired” was not from serving the homeless. My “tired” began earlier in 
the afternoon at the “Country Club” church (so aptly named) gilded in millions 
of dollars of artwork, stained glass, and sculpture. I was soul-tired and heart-
weary after a “learning session” at that place, my eyes more sore than feasted 
by the magnificent palace. True, it funds some missions in far-away places; yet, 
does it offer “a radical welcome” to all? Or just a grand welcome to people like 
me who are privileged, well-fed, and clean? “What if,” I thought to myself, “a 
homeless person graced their door? Would he or she be welcomed as I had been 
welcomed?”

Later, after cleansing my soul’s palate of the bad taste left by the Country 
Club church, I truly “feasted.” My feast was not of food, but rather of heartfelt 
smiles—gratitude exchanged for plates of spaghetti, corn, and salad I helped 
serve to the homeless at the Micah Ministries Robert’s Café, named for a 
homeless man who froze to death in 2002 on a Kansas City street.

We served them—really served them—they stood not in a line. They stand 
in those infernal lines at the VA, at the clinics to get help (or at least hope of 
help) of all sorts. At Micah Ministries, there were no lines. All were greeted and 
seated, and we served them “restaurant style.” Food, drink, and dignity for all. 
Nourishment for their bodies, kindness and dignity for their hearts and souls. 
Dignity. That’s the gift I tried hardest to give that night. There’s just so little 
dignity in living on the streets, in a tent, or under a tarp.

For I, with my privileged life—not rich, but not poor—, know nothing 
of lines, tents, or tarps. The “lines” of my youth were at the grocery store, at 
the swimming pool, and at a restaurant door. Later, my lines were at college 
waiting to register and pay, one more step in my life’s privileged way. Now the 
lines of my life are at events—concerts, sporting events—to enjoy ticketed 
entertainment. I’ve never stood in a line to wait for necessities like food, 
clothing, and medicine. 

Oh, yes…back to my hotel room at the Plaza hotel. I had five fluffy pillows 
on each bed. Two beds, ten pillows. One person. How many pillows does each 
homeless person have? How many pillows do you need when you don’t have a 
bed?

Judge them, some say—”They’re lazy...no job.” Judge them, others say, for 
their addictions. How much better to just care for them, to heap up servings 
of food, clothing, and dignity. A wise companion reminded us, “Just remember 
that each one was once someone’s baby.” That thought, indeed truly food for 
thought, as well as food for my soul.

At the end of the next day, I knew I could soak away the smells of the 
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homeless, the abused...all children this time. Sweet little children at the 
Operation Outreach center on that Troost line road. The smells this time from 
deep in their cots, the afternoon refuge from their world’s constant threats. 
We scrubbed cot after cot, wiping off those smells. Boogers and sweat, blood 
hopefully from just a casual nosebleed; likely more poopie and pee than I 
could bear to know, and certainly the salty tears of their fears. Their young lives 
touched—assaulted, really—by guns and by drugs. We were told that by age 
four, most had been assaulted in at least four ways.

Again, I peeked into the homeless world. I saw the children, spoke and 
smiled with them, yet I still really knew nothing of their lives. I absorbed their 
smells—really, with my soul—and those “smells” I would not wash down the 
drain, but rather keep in my heart. These were the hopeful “smells” of little ones 
who knew they were loved, cared for by the kind staff at the Outreach center. 
The happy smells were of sticky fingers after a good morning snack, smells of 
clean clothing, fabric softener, and mostly of hope.

As I now reflect on all these things, my heart and mind go to this thought: 
perhaps the “smell” that really needs washed away is not theirs but mine and 
ours? The “smells” of our privilege and lives lived so easily compared to their 
struggles and pain.

May I never forget my glimpse into their world. I went to serve and to learn. 
I hope I blessed them with my feeble and fumbling efforts; I know my heart 
will never forget, and I know I am forever changed.

1

t r o o s t  l i n e

S t .  C r o i x  B l o w  H o l e
Rebecca Burt • Life Sciences Instructor
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G o l d e n  G a t e
Rebecca Burt • Life Sciences Instructor

Usual Lazy Day in San Francisco
Rebecca Burt • Life Sciences Instructor
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Melissa Herrick
“I’m the mother of three great kids that keep me on my 
toes at all times. I love to write, and I love to spend 
time outside. Some of my favorite things are fishing  
and camping, and I think it’s safe to say that I’m an 
avid horse person. There is nothing like seeing the  
world from a new perspective on the back of a horse! 
I wrote ‘What Makes a Memory?’ for my Comp. II class; 
I had recently lost my grandfather, and I wanted to use him as the 
subject for a paper, which gave me the idea to write this.”

W h a t  M a k e s  a  M e m o r y ?
Melissa Herrick • Academic Transfer

I look at my children and all of the things they have, and I’m torn between 
being grateful and sad. It’s probably a cliché thing to say, but they have so 
many things that I never had growing up. They have the newest gaming 

systems, cell phones, tablets, laptops, not to mention the entire Internet at the 
tips of their fingers. At times, I begin to envy their childhood, yet, someone is 
always whining, “Mom, I’m bored!” 

My reaction is usually, “You have got to be kidding me, right?” They’re not 
kidding. It’s amazing how quickly they grow tired of the newest technologies 
that they begged for with such zeal. I didn’t have any of this stuff when I was 
little, so what on earth did I do to not be bored all the time? I think back to my 
own childhood.

When I was a little girl, every moment that I wasn’t in school was spent with 
my grandparents. I was there every weekend, I was there on all the holidays that 
school was closed, and I was even there if I was home sick from school. They 
both had jobs, although it seemed as if I was the only thing in life that deserved 
their attention. There weren’t electronics attached to everyone at all times. I 
do remember them watching television sometimes, but not very often. When 
my grandma would get a phone call, I would overhear her tell the caller, “My 
granddaughter is here right now. I will have to call you back later.” Talk about 
making a kid feel special!

The house wasn’t anything fancy. It was a little red house that had seen a 
few additions and renovations over the years. There was an attached garage that 
was also the main entry point to the house. The entry door had a long hallway 
covered by a long, green Astroturf carpet. It was my red carpet, and I was a star 
making my entrance into what I knew would be a grand event. That hall led to a 
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small entry room, which took you into the dining room and kitchen or down to 
the basement. The bulk of my time was spent in those rooms or out in the yard.

The yard was large and surrounded by chain-link fence. I have so many 
memories there. One year when the snow was deep, my grandpa took me out 
back, and we became Eskimos. We built an igloo big enough for both of us 
and the dog to fit in and made up a silly, nonsensical language, the language of 
our own tribe. There was a tire swing on a huge oak branch that saw countless 
hours of swinging and talking about anything and everything while soaking up 
the warm rays of the sun. When my grandpa purchased a riding lawnmower, 
he taught me how to use it. In turn, I wasted all his gas by turning the yard into 
a NASCAR track. A playhouse, painted blue with pink trim, also sat in the 
yard. It had two rooms, a semi-functioning kitchen, and a deck. It was semi-
functioning as in the sink worked and the stove lit up, but apparently, it never 
got hot enough to actually cook the macaroni I used to feed to my grandpa. I 
still remember the attempt he made at conveying a blissful reaction when he 
said, “Mmm, mmm, that’s so tasty!”

My grandpa built that playhouse, the deck, and the kitchen that was inside 
of it. He built the additions and did all the renovations on his house, too. I’m 
positive there wasn’t anything that man couldn’t build. If my grandma or I 
could dream it up, he could make it happen. We used to flip through magazines 
together, and I’d point out my favorite things, usually animals. The next time I 
would go to their house, those animals would be my new toys in the form of 
scrap blocks of wood that had been cut out and either painted, drawn on, or had 
the actual magazine image glued onto it. We would lay on the floor together 
and play with these for hours.

Sometimes, Grandpa would take me down to his workshop in the basement 
so I could watch him work. The stairs were steep and narrow, the lighting wasn’t 
great, and it wasn’t a place I would venture to alone, so it was always a treat 
when I was invited down there. The carpet on the stairs was a hideous sight. 
It was textured with large brown patterns all over it, surely the most beautiful 
of carpets when it was purchased in the 1960s. The smell of sawdust was the 
first thing that hit me when I entered the room, followed by fumes of paint 
or glue. The cabinets were an interesting green color, not dark, not light, and 
not a green I can recall seeing anywhere else—probably another leftover from 
generations gone by. They housed a bunch of tools, paints, and more types of 
glue than I ever knew existed. There was a small wall near the doorway lined 
with what seemed like a billion tiny bottles of wood putty in various colors. At 
the very back of the room, there was a heap of scrap lumber, saws of all sorts, 
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and a workbench along a wall lined with shelves of nails and screws. This was 
our secret hideout.

A lot of the time spent upstairs was spent in the kitchen cooking normal 
meals and deserts with my grandma and making fun foods and midnight snacks 
with my grandpa. I absolutely loved peeling all the boiled eggs that Grandma 
would cook to put in her pea salad and helping to mash the potatoes. There was 
always dessert of some kind, usually homemade chocolate pudding. There is 
nothing quite like the aroma of all that melted chocolate, and nothing like the 
anticipation of having to wait for it to turn from molten chocolate lava into a 
warm, velvety delight. The later it got, the more interesting the food got. There 
were fried peanut butter and bologna sandwiches, egg sandwiches, and even 
tuna sandwiches. Sure, they were just sandwiches, but they were also works of 
art made into characters. My favorite by far was tuna, which usually got turned 
into kittens by carving the bread to round out the bottom and cutting out a 
bit at the top to make pointy little ears. Sliced up hot dog strips were added as 
whiskers, and green olives made perfect eyes.

It’s almost unbelievable the amount of vivid memories that come flooding 
back from that place, even though I haven’t set foot in it for over 20 years. My 
grandpa is no longer with us, and my grandma no longer lives in that house, but 
thinking back on it brings everything back to life. Memories of people, pets, the 
things we did, the smells, the sounds, all come back to me with such intensity 
that it’s like they happened just yesterday. There’s a common theme in all of 
those memories: imagination and creativity were the seeds that were not only 
planted, but also cared for and harvested by my grandparents. I was engaged 
and immersed in the world around me—exploring, learning, and absorbing. 

Suddenly, I realize not only why my kids are bored, but also that I’m glad 
they’re bored! You can’t get these kinds of memories by staring at a screen.

1

w h a t  m a k e s  a  m e m o r y ?
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Stephan Laboy
“I’m a musician who can’t get enough of the arts,  
and I am always trying to learn new things. My  
photo, ‘Industrialization,’ was taken during my time in 
Australia, while the diversity and divisions I see in my 
own country inspired ‘Land That I Love.’ A greater 
appreciation of Jackson Pollock’s work was the fun 
inspiration for ‘Overexaggeration,’ and the frigid cold 
Nebraska winter inspired ‘A Winter’s Walk.’ Thanks to my SCC 
instructor, Trudie Trejink, for encouraging me to submit to 
Illuminations!”

O v e r e x a gg  e r a t i o n
Stephan Laboy • Undeclared
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L a n d  T h a t  I  L o v e
Stephan Laboy • Undeclared
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W i n t e r ’ s  W a l k
Stephan Laboy • Undeclared
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I n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n
Stephan Laboy • Undeclared

Larry Fangman
(pictured on right, with novelist Jake Tapper):  
“I was motivated to write this story when I came  
across Steve Langan at a summer low-residency 
MFA program. He is a poet whose book I did not  
buy over 20 years earlier because of his scribbled  
autograph. After I got to know him at the  
residency...well, it is explained in the essay. I 
teach enth grade English and the SCC classes  
Composition I, Composition II, and Introduction  
to Literature at Wahoo High School.”
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A u t o g r a p h e d  C o p y
Larry Fangman • Dual Credit English Instructor

In November of 1991, I almost bought a book of poetry. I was in The 
Bookworm bookstore in Omaha when a blue book with a cat sketched 
on the cover caught my eye. The unknown author, Steve Langan, had 

published his first collection, Freezing. 
The author’s bio said he was a graduate of the University of Iowa Writers’ 

Workshop. He lived in Omaha, so the store stocked a stack of his books with a 
sticker on each one that advertised Autographed Copy.

I leafed through the pages. I found a poem titled “The Black Pants.”

There is absolutely no sign 
of a struggle. A pair of black pants 
in the road that was not 
in the road yesterday at this time, 
six a.m. Its zipper 

is to the cobblestone. Its absent 
legs are spread.
It has been run over.
It’s getting run over right now.
I cannot tell if these are the pants
of a man or the pants of a woman.

There hasn’t been a murder 
in this town for thirteen months.
Ice remains from the ice storm.
My Ford Ranger will not turn over.
At this time, the bare trees are still.

I turned the page and found “The Black Pants, Day 2.” Langan had written 
a series of seven poems about the pants until on the last day, in the final poem, 
the pants are gone.

Farewell, black pants. Whoever 
took you away must have needed you 
for something I can only guess….

These seven poems captured my imagination like no poem had since 1975, 
when I had discovered “I’m Nobody! Who are You?” by Emily Dickinson in 
Mrs. Olsen’s tenth grade English class. By the time I graduated from high 
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school, I owned two books of poems by Emily. Sixteen years later, I was 
considering buying a third book of poetry.

I took one, two, three steps toward the checkout counter. I flipped through 
the pages until I found the autograph. I stopped walking. Langan’s signature, 
“written” in blue ink, was two scribbled letters. One out of ten readers might 
identify the first letter as an S; no one could identify the second one. It could 
only be described as being something from A to Z, or just a stray mark—as if 
the author had been bumped as he signed the book.

I went back to the bookshelf. I looked at the other copies of Freezing. Each 
one had the same scribbled two-letter signature.

I didn’t buy the book. 
I raged in my mind. I worked hard for 15 dollars! Poets complain, “Everyone 

reads poetry, but no one buys it.” So why didn’t this poet go the extra mile for 
his readers? In third grade, Mrs. McDonald had given me a D+ in handwriting. 
I understand sloppy signatures. I sympathize. But why couldn’t Steve Langan 
sign his full name? Earn my 15 bucks with great poems and a great signature!

Since that day in The Bookworm, I’ve been conducting an informal study of 
authors’ signatures. 

In June of 2016, I took a writing class in Iowa City. I decided, as part of my 
writing weekend, to spend some money on books. In the Iowa Bookstore was 
a table of autographed books. I picked up The Girls, a novel by Emma Cline. 
I’d read a positive review in The New Yorker. I opened the book to the author’s 
page. Two looping lines rose and fell across the page like long sloping hills or 
poor Pictionary drawings—but not letters. Oh, how Emma’s fatigued hand 
must have ached as she signed extra books for the store. Why else would she 
have slipped off her shoes, stuck the pen between two toes, and signed the store 
copies with her foot? I wasn’t sure if foot-powered signatures were worth more 
than five-fingered ones, so I put her book back on the table.

Next, I picked up The Diary of a Wimpy Kid. This would be the perfect gift 
for my nephew. He loved the series! But Jeff Kinney’s signature looked like a 
first grader’s drawing of two fish swimming. I did not buy his book.

I picked up Lucky Alan and Other Stories by Jonathan Lethem. I’d never 
heard of him, but I liked short stories. Maybe his autograph would seal the deal. 
His signature looked like Rt Wt. Had he changed his name after the book was 
printed? No sale!

The next book on the table had only one copy left. The Fireman by Joe Hill 
had the sweetest signature. First and last name—spelled out in full. Ten out of 
ten readers would identify the name written as Joe Hill. Even though it cost the 

a u t o g r a p h e d  c o p y
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most, $28.99, I bought it.
Then I went to Prairie Lights Books. In front of the store was another table 

of autographed books. Unknown authors and poets. Unreadable signatures. No 
sale!

Writers so often read articles on how to write query letters or how to market 
their books. Book signings are mentioned as a great way to make sales. The 
author, after meeting readers, will sign extra books for the store. Sometimes 
publishers send signed copies to sellers. The authors can show they care about 
their readers by signing these books like Joe Hill—not like Emma Cline and 
Jeff Kinney and Jonathan Lethem and Steve Langan.

Fifteen years later, I met Steve Langan in person. 
In the summer of 2016, I enrolled in the low-residency MFA program in 

creative writing at the University of Nebraska Omaha. The students stayed for 
ten days at the Lied Center in Nebraska City. Steve Langan was one of the 
poetry mentors. I was there as a fiction writer, but I attended Steve’s lecture. He 
read a poem in progress about his dad. After the reading, I told him about how 
I had read his poem, “The Black Pants.”

“That poem has always stuck with me,” I said, “even after 15 years. I loved it!”
“Thanks for telling me that,” he said. “That made my night.”
I didn’t tell him that I didn’t buy the book, or why.
Later that night, as I waited for the elevator, Steve came in from outside the 

lodge. In his hand he held some loose sheets of paper. “I liked the poem you 
read tonight,” I said. 

“I’m not happy with it yet. It needs some work.” He held the papers out to 
me. “Here, you can have the poem.” He gave me the manuscript he had read 
from during his lecture.

“Thanks.” Wow. This was the guy who I judged did not care about his 
readers. I told some classmates that he had given me the poem. “It will be cool 
to compare the poem when it is published someday to the version he read us in 
class,” I told them.

A few days later, I went down to breakfast. A group of ten teachers had just 
finished eating. I went through the buffet line and sat down just as the group 
got up to leave. Steve Langan stayed in his seat as the waitress took away his 
plate. Making small talk, I said, “I can’t believe how prolific Joyce Carol Oates 
is. She writes books of poems, essays, novels, and short stories. Plus, she teaches 
full time!” (I googled “Joyce Carol Oates autographed book”; she neatly signs 
her full name—all three words!)

“When I was in graduate school,” Steve said, “the novelist Jim Shepard, 
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who teaches at Williams College, told me a story about Joyce Carol Oates. Jim 
was sitting in a bar with some friends in front of a window that overlooked the 
street. He and his buddies wondered, ‘How does Joyce Carol Oates do it? She 
teaches full time and gets so much writing done.’ Just then, she jogged by on 
the sidewalk right in front of them. ‘What! All that writing and time for a run?’ 
They shook their heads. ‘Life’s not fair!’”

I told Steve the first author reading I had ever gone to was Jorie Graham, 
30 years ago at Luther College. “That was a big deal for me back then. I grew 
up in a small town, so I’d never met an author. I listened to her reading. Years 
later, she won the Pulitzer. I still browse through her books, but I struggle to 
understand her poems. I don’t have hours to spend figuring out the meaning of 
a poem.”

“She was my mentor in graduate school,” he said. “Brilliant lady! Great 
teacher! Read Erosion. It’s one of her early books. Those poems are more 
accessible.”

Steve chatted with me until I finished eating. 
The next day, I ordered his book Freezing from Amazon. Using two-day 

Prime delivery, I had it sent to the lodge. I tore open the package and found 
“The Black Pants” poems. I read them again. Loved them again. That night, 
I went for a walk. I stopped at a bench, took a seat, and opened the book. I 
started to read the poems I would have read 15 years earlier if the autographed 
copy had been signed Steve Langan. A full signature for a reader paying full 
price!

The next day, I found Steve sitting in the audience at another teacher’s 
lecture. I asked him to sign the book. “Be glad to,” he said.

July 2016
	 for Larry—
	 do not run over
	 the black pants.
		  Yours,

(Poems reprinted with permission of author and publisher)
1
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Mark Gudgel
“I am a husband, father, writer, traveler, and teacher, 
and I believe firmly that these are important things to 
be. My experiences in the classroom shape my writing, 
and my writing returns the favor more often than not. 
I live in Omaha with my wife Sonja and my two 
children, Titus and Zooey. These poems were inspired by 
my experiences teaching, and I hope to release a book 
of poetry about teaching next year.”

“And so,” I start to wind down, 
with the smug look of a man 
who knows that he is about to short-circuit thirty-two 
bright, eager, young minds with the single 
nuclear warhead of a question that he is
about to unleash like a madman into their midst:

“If Dr. Mengele’s experiments had lead to a cure
for cancer, would you argue that it is ethical 
or unethical 
for us to use it today?”

Boom! I think, the mic drop in my mind,
my warhead detonating in room 205 
so loudly that the kids cutting class in the bathroom
across the hall may very well hear it and come in to 
see what happened.
 
Chew on that, Honors students.

Silence.

The ancient clock ticks audibly behind its 
bulbous window. 

Their eyes 
avoid mine. 

I await the first hand, which I know in my 
pounding teacher heart will invariably be attached to 
a piercing mind, 

“ W i l l  t h i s  b e  o n  t h e  t e s t ? ”
Mark Gudgel • Adjunct Instructor
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an articulate tongue, and 
a brazen personality, a future senator,
a future news anchor.

At last, slowly arises the hand of the daring, 
the sharp, and the strong of will. I nod to him, 
the ceremonial passage of the invisible conch 
in order that 
he may begin our next 
epic and mind-blowing conversation.

“C’nIgot’th’bathroommm?”

My sharp exhale is audible,
my disappointment visible.

No, you may not go to the bathroom.  Never again!
Hold it until you freaking explode you little dipstick! 
I wonder if I could still get hired at Gallup?
This is why arming teachers is a horrible idea.

“Sure.” 

He strolls out, removing his
social media database from his pocket as he leaves,
eager to resume  
more important conversations about 
more important things with
more important people.

I attempt to turn him into a pillar of salt with my eyes.
He doesn’t look back, or return for twenty minutes. 

After school, I push aside a pile 
of steamy ninth grade plagiarism and 
begin to update my resume. 

I say “call me…”
	 hoping for “Ismael”
but instead
	 I get “maybe”.

I point out
	 a speaker’s pregnant pause
and hear them murmur 
	 “whore”.

I ask them 
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to think critically;
they ask me
	 “will this be on the test?”.

Not on the same page?
	 Not in the same book;
mine is frail, dog-eared, has my penciled notes
scribbled along the margins and cracks at the spine 
when opened.
It smells
	 of antique binding glue.
Theirs is on a Kindle,
	 and they read it one-hundred-forty 
		  characters at a time.

I compliment her on her floral cardigan, 
	 and I can watch her scan the horizon of her mind,
desperately seeking a “like” button 
	 with which to respond to my compliment.

I shake his hand,
	 and I hear his knuckles groan inside of mine,
unused for more than 
	 sliding his fingertips across a screen.

Sometimes I can almost agree with those
	 who say to me: “Kids these days,” as if 
in that lone dependent clause
	 exists every problem our world is facing.

But then I remember—  
	 I remember, and I remind myself
		  of everything I know deep down.

I remind myself 
that these kids couldn’t even vote 
in the last election, that we did that, and
that I, too, was once a surly, angsty teen.

I remind myself 
that last year in August, 
I’d begin every morning with “good morning,” 
and 219 kids would invariably respond
to my cheerful salutation with a sideways glance,
place their damp, limp hand in mine or, worse,
extend a lone, scraggly finger for me to shake, 
rather than let go of their God-damn phone.

“ w i l l  t h i s  b e  o n  t h e  t e s t ? ”
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I remind myself 
that by October, we were down to 206, and my
“good morning” was greeted with a general murmur of assent,
and the occasional firm handshake could be exchanged, 
sometimes complete with eye contact. 

I remind myself 
that come February, back up to 211, it felt 
more like 105, because gradually, methodically, 
consistently, these fledgling human beings 
began to act less like socially awkward robots,
and more like the terrific young people they are. 

I remember 
the email a former student sent me,
thanking me for teaching him to shake a hand
in ninth grade, crediting that small thing with 
his new promotion at work.

I remind myself
that finally, in May, the handshakes often turned to hugs, 
and many of my outbound seniors 
would take one look at my facial expression in the morning
and respond with things like 
“You okay?” and “Don’t worry, you’ll get through it.”

Not long after, 
with one final ring of the bell,
	 they depart,
released into the wild to find their own way forward.

They are armed 
only with vague memories about 
lessons on ethics,
	 but also with the knowledge of how to shake a hand,
		  make eye contact,
determine when it is appropriate to use the restroom,
	 and for many, the ability to truly connect
with another human being, to
sympathize, to
	 empathize,
		  even to 
			   love. 
 
Yes, yes, all of this will be on the test.

“ w i l l  t h i s  b e  o n  t h e  t e s t ? ”
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I have to remind myself that
her snoring isn’t personal. 

Once I was so married to my content that
I could never have allowed a student to 
sleep through one of my classes.  

Today, I let her sleep, let her snore,
because I know she cannot sleep at home.

I wonder how many of my students
cannot sleep at home, 
yet are too ashamed to tell me this.

I wonder how many students I have kicked out of class over the years
because their parents liked to party on a Tuesday night. So I remind myself that 
her snoring isn’t personal, and that she isn’t bored, and she isn’t rude— 
she’s just exhausted. 

I let her sleep, let her snore,
because there are mirrors 
I have to be able to look into.

I can’t help the kids I once booted out,
but she is right in front of me.

She will never know about Armenian culture,
but she will leave this place well rested, 
and that’s something.

Impersonally, she sleeps, 
and in the background I drone on.

C o n t e x t  >  C o n t e n t
Mark Gudgel • Adjunct Instructor
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—first snow of the year, wafting
gently out of a dirty sky, turning to slush in 
forty degrees, slowing down our bus,
setting the tone for— 

—students are anxious; 
fourteen of them, 

a thousand miles from home,
not sure what they will— 

—but they don’t see it at first;
only after they step inside does

the stark contrast of black on white
echo through the industrial archite—

—car still smells of, smells of, of,
just smells, I suppose. Quietly descending
the ramp, past a model, 
until at last Sharon leads
us all to— 

—He speaks as if it were yesterday,
as if he were right there, as if all of

us were right there with him, facing—

—the way out, the young man in 
cheap tennis shoes looks longingly at 
an ornate wooden mezuzah. Buying

it for him is one of the simplest— 

—others buy yahm, er, yam, er, kipas,
and proudly wear them to Shabbat services. 

“Shabbat shalom! Shabbat sha—“

I n t e r r u p t i o n s  –  S k o ki  e
Mark Gudgel • Adjunct Instructor
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“—from Omaha? Then do you know
Rabbi Azriel? Of course you do; everyone
knows him! He’s my daughter’s—“

—transliterated Hebrew helps to
sing, or squawk, along, the Oneg

settling and the smiles telegraphing
around the room, assuring and

reassuring us all that—

—of the cantor reverberates 
throughout the chamber, warm
and resonant, proclaiming—

—Veteran’s Day, the old man
standing, hunched with difficulty, 
all at once a Jew, an American, and
a veteran of the Second World War,
he is living history, he is— 

—later on,  at Lou Malnati’s, 
jokes circulate and we raise our
Cokes, L’chaim. Chicago-style 

deep dish pizza: 
“Baruch ata Adonai, 

Eloheinu melech ha—“  

—then fourteen students think
about what we know inside,
about who we are inside, 
about what we learned, and
about the changes we—
 
—and take personally 
the charge to act up and speak out, 
and I hope and pray that—   

i n t e r r u p t i o n s  -  s k o ki  e
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Matthew Taylor
“I am a father to my four-year-old beautiful 
daughter and my two-year-old amazing son. 
My wife and I have been together for eight 
years and married for three. I work full-time 
for the Nebraska Department of 
Transportation, and I go to college full-time. 
I’m also a head coach for a select baseball 
team. My mother has and always will be my 
hero. At the time this essay was written, I have 
been proudly sober for over three years; I submitted this essay because I 
want my story to be heard in hopes that it will inspire anyone who thinks 
they are stuck with no way out. There is always a way, and I believe I can 
be the voice to help guide anyone willing to listen.”

Clear Eyes, Full hearts, Can’t Lose
Matthew Taylor • Associate of Arts/Academic Transfer

Looking out at the green grass of the outfield and the freshly raked 
infield, I can feel my heart racing, just as fast as it did when I was 
taking the field to play. Smelling the popcorn, hotdogs, and the fresh 

spring air makes the adrenalin run through my body as if I were up to bat. I 
bring my team together for the pre-game speech that they now know will be 
coming. Since I have taken on the role of coaching a select baseball team of 
13-year-olds, these pre-game pep talks are something I look forward to. As my 
team trots toward the dugout, I close my eyes; I can still recall a time when my 
teammates and I would be running toward our coach. We would look at each 
other with determination and excitement as if we were getting ready to play the 
World Series. As my team nears the infield, the players circle around me, ready 
to hear something to get them fired up.

“All right, team, listen up! Once this game is over, you will never get these 
innings back. I want you to give this everything you’ve got. Not for me, not 
for your family, not for your girlfriends. Leave it all out on that field for you. 
I would give anything to play one more inning. I don’t want you guys to live 
life with that feeling—you guys understand? If you play 100%, you will leave 
tonight knowing and believing you did your best. I need you to believe in 
yourselves as much as I believe in you. Now bring it in!”

That part never fails to bring the emotions out of me, since I know that I 
rarely gave anything my 100%, and it kills me.

“Clear eyes, full hearts!” I yell at the top of my lungs and, as if it was on the 
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tip of my players’ lips waiting to explode, they chant back, “CAN’T LOSE!”
Life has not always been this way for me, and I have nobody to blame for 

my poor decisions other than the man I see in the mirror. Life has been nothing 
short of an uphill climb due to the decisions and pain I have caused myself and 
others around me. If I am going to tell you this painful but true story that I call 
my life, I need to tell you the whole ugly truth, and there is no better place to 
start than the beginning.

When I was growing up, I was rarely bothered by the fact that all my friends 
had both of their parents around. I rarely became upset that they would have 
me over, and they all sat at the kitchen table and had dinner as a family. I never 
became jealous that my friends had their fathers around to teach things, like 
how to play baseball, shave, drive, or simply become a man. I had my hero, my 
mother, to help me become a loving, caring, and hardworking man. Who better 
to teach someone how to love and support a family than a strong woman who 
had to work three jobs to raise my sister and me? I would be terrified every 
time two weeks would roll by, and it would be time to visit my father. I believe 
my mother saw it as “a child just being a child” in a torn home. I would throw 
everything in myself into a world class fit in hopes my mother would somehow 
find the judge who made this court order and fix this situation called “visitation 
rights.”

I knew very little about my father, and vice versa,  but he found something 
that he and his son could do to bond. From the time I was eleven or twelve, I 
started asking him questions, such as, “What’s in the brown bag?” He would 
wait until we pulled away on our every other Friday route to reach back, as if he 
was trying to put his arm around his only child to comfort him. He would then 
pull out that homeless looking brown bag and crack open his “cold one.” Next, 
he would offer his only child, at twelve years old, his first taste of poison.

From that point on, I would no longer fight like Ali going into the ninth 
round to convince my mother to allow me to stay with her. My father and I 
were bonding now, and I couldn’t be more excited to see him four days out of 
the month.

If I wanted to continue being my father’s partner in crime, I needed to “keep 
one promise.” That was the promise that every father tells his son to keep as 
they are doing what father and sons do: “You can’t tell your mother.” Logical, 
right? I was on top of the world feeling whole, as I finally had a relationship 
with this guy I barely knew. Who needed someone to teach me how to play 
baseball, shave, or treat women right? I had a dad to teach me how to hold my 
booze like a carnival attendee at the county fair. I now had someone who later 
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in life would teach me the key to driving while intoxicated. We were doing 
things every father and son did, like the countless times he would play this 
game that consisted of hiding me in the backseat to sneak me into the pits at 
the dirt track races. Once successfully smuggled in, I found it became open 
season, as I began taking shots with all these “cool adults” who were also my 
family. My uncles and aunts on my father’s side loved this circus act of their 
pre-teen nephew stumbling into anything in my way.

My father remarried, and the common denominator in that relationship was 
also booze. She was a nice lady who, later in my life, I would become close with, 
but not before the night of the crowbar. Considering I was only twelve when 
this night happened, one would think I would easily shove this nightmare of a 
memory to the back of my mind. That was not the case, as I have never looked 
at my father and stepmother the same.

My new stepmom, father, step-sister, and I had been at the dirt track races, 
and everything took a turn for the worse when we arrived back home. First, it 
was just yelling, but it quickly escalated and became physical. My dad had this 
brilliant idea of pushing his new wife out of the house and locking the door. I 
heard someone yelling, “Your kid is a faggot! Just look at him, and you can tell 
that kid is a faggot!” Then, as if scripted for a horror movie, I heard the glass on 
the door shatter. As I looked up from my safety spot behind the couch, I saw a 
bloody hand holding a crowbar, and with a click, that door was now swinging 
open with force. I went into fight-or-flight mode when my stepmother started 
toward me with blood dripping from her arm—the same arm that was holding 
the crowbar meant apparently for her “faggot” stepson. (For the record, she used 
these terms when speaking about me strictly based on the facts that I knew, and 
still know, every word to every Backstreet Boy song ever made, dyed the tips of 
my hair blonde to get the “frosted” look, and used an extreme amount of hair 
gel—but hey, it was the 90s.) I ran like prey running from its attacker to the 
only place I knew they couldn’t find me—under the tornado slide. I stayed there 
until I saw a light that could only be God come to take me back to my hero, my 
mother. To my surprise, it wasn’t God but the next best thing: the sheriff, who 
was on a first name basis with this twisted love duo. He took me back to the 
scene of the fight.

As life went on and I dove into my high school years, I felt like I was well-
prepared for adulthood. I felt like Michael Phelps going for his 23rd gold 
medal, and nothing could stop me. For me, watching my mother punch 80-
100-hour workweeks had become normal. It never crossed my mind that she 
was slowly killing herself. Going into what I thought of as adulthood, I took 
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advantage of her work schedule by doing what I did best—party. I was never 
alone, and that’s the way I wanted it. People would stay for nights on end, going 
home only to shower and change. We would smoke weed and drink, and we 
thought that was what living the dream was all about. My mother had no idea 
about any of this because all the boozing and smoking took place in the garage 
that nobody ever parked in.

Every other weekend “bonding” that my father so graciously shared with me 
became my new normal. No longer contained to just four days a month, the 
beast had broken from his cage, and I refused to slow down.

I have shed many tears thinking about the pain I put my mother through 
with my lies and the countless times I was quick to take advantage of the life 
my mother had worked so hard to provide for her only son. For the last 23 
years, my mother has worked at a place that helps mentally disabled people live 
everyday lives. The people my mother works with we consider family, and that 
has a lot to do with her never clocking out. 

If my mom did not want to miss my baseball games, she brought our 
extended family. My cheering section during my high school graduation was 
one of the loudest there. These people have shown me that no matter what 
anybody may be going through in life, they need to be able to face it standing 
on their feet. Honestly, I acquired this outlook on life the hard way, as I had 
many more mountains to climb.

Graduation had come and gone, just like my childhood that felt stripped 
away too early. My mother hadn’t the slightest idea that my father had allowed 
me to binge drink with his friends and that side of my family. If she would have 
caught the slightest hint of what her baby boy was being put through, the trips 
with my father would have come to a screeching halt, but I was not ready for 
this circus show I called a life to have the high-flying act pulled.

I had to spend a few nights in jail the day after I threw my graduation cap to 
the sky. I graduated with a less-than-average GPA and left high school carrying 
nine Minor in Possession charges along with me. I let the dust settle in my 9x9 
cell that I was so lucky to share with what I called a “thug.” My new roommate 
for the next seven days had two teardrops tattooed just below his left eye, both 
arms covered in what could only have been done by a top- notch jail tattooing 
artist, and neck ink that topped it all. I couldn’t shake the thought of how bad 
those neck tattoos had to have hurt. It was enough to make an 18-year-old kid 
stop his shenanigans, and that was my plan—until I was released and I moved 
straight to Hastings where my father resided.

Ninety days and many police visits later, it was time to move on to Lincoln. 
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I had decided life was like a basketball game at the county fair, where the rim 
has been modified just enough that the ball would not go through. I stayed on 
this course until I received a call from Dad saying he had broken his back and 
needed help for a while. I helped because, at the end of the day, this guy took 
the time to teach his boy the important lessons in life, lessons that I will carry 
with me like a monkey on my back until the day I die.

It was during this time that I met the most beautiful woman who, later in 
life, would become the mother of our two amazing children—my wife, but most 
of all, my best friend. We moved to Lincoln together and rented our first house. 
I knew what kind of man I wanted to be, but the seed of addiction planted years 
prior had now blossomed into a rose whose thorns were quick to hurt anyone 
trying to get close. Melissa and I had been together for three years, and I knew 
she was the very best part of me. However, it wouldn’t be until after Maddison, 
our daughter, was born that my world changed forever. 

 I knew it was time to put the ball in play and ask Melissa if she would 
be my best friend for the rest of our lives. I had been exposed to my father 
beating my mother, drugs and alcohol before I could drive, and marriages that 
were bound to fail, but Melissa came from a different world. In her world, 
people did not divorce because they simply couldn’t get along. Her father was a 
fighter in every sense of the word. Her father, grandfather, and uncle all served 
our country. My father-in-law had been away for war on two separate tours. 
Knowing he was stripped from everything he knew and loved, Melissa wrote 
her father letters every chance she had to connect. I could see the love she had 
for her dad, and I knew I wanted to be the best dad I could. I wanted Maddison 
to know she was my world. 

Melissa and I were working full time while she was in school when I 
received a call from my father. “I know I wasn’t there for you growing up, 
and I know your mother and grandmother raised you. I want to be there for 
Maddison, and I want to be around to help raise her.” 

My first thought was, “Not a chance.” Neither Melissa nor I would sign 
off on him having any part of “raising” our children. Next thing I knew, I was 
driving back to our house with a truck and trailer full of his belongings because, 
for some unknown reason that I would later chalk up as a learning experience, 
when he asked to stay for two or three weeks, I said yes. Melissa was furious, as 
anyone can probably imagine. She didn’t know what kind of man would ask his 
only child for help, knowing we were about to embark on our own life journey.

Two or three weeks quickly turned into two years, a wedding, and a drinking 
problem that had snowballed into a painkiller addiction. Just like when I was 
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a child, I was not alone in feeding this addiction. Melissa was working nights 
while I was working days, and, in the two years of my father’s residency with 
us, he never helped with bills. In his twisted mind, paying his child for the 
hospitality in painkillers was the only logical way to go. I was not only battling 
a lifelong drinking habit but was now a part of the growing club in America of 
opioid addicts. 

My life took its last hard turn the day I heard my best friend’s voice for 
the first time in over a year. He told me he had turned his life around and was 
finishing his stay at the Diagnostics and Evaluation center in Lincoln. He said 
if I had time, I should pick him up that next day and take him to where he was 
going to work until his release.

When I told Lance what I was battling, he delivered the wakeup call that 
saved my life. With the love he would show his own brother, he said, “If you 
are going to continue with the drugs and booze, I can’t be a part of your life. I 
love you, and you’ll always be my brother, but I have fought too hard to throw it 
away. Matthew, please get clean, and let’s fight this fight together.” 

 I called my hero, who had given so many years of her life to provide for me. 
Like clockwork, she drove the 2.5 hours, and we walked into Lincoln Treatment 
Center together: a beaten-down man holding hands with a mother who, after 
the storm of problems, stress, and pain, could still be proud of me for making 
the right choice.

I finally told my father his stay with us was over, and I needed to better 
my life because the path I was on was bound to end up in tragedy. He, to this 
day, never understood why I couldn’t do that with him in my life. I have had 
countless meetings with a counselor, digging up my memories like a gravedigger 
preparing for a funeral. I had never looked at my weekend stays with my father 
as abuse until it was brought to my attention at one of those meetings. 

I would still receive the occasional phone call from my father asking 
for money, and not once did he ask how my life was going. I eventually 
sat down with my grandmother to explain to her that I was in a treatment 
program for alcohol and opioids. She looked at her first grandchild with such 
disappointment; I felt like a man who had leprosy. My father, who was there, 
acted just as shocked, as if he wasn’t my main painkiller supplier. A man I had 
opened my doors to left me hanging out to dry in front of my grandmother. 
That was the last bit of pain I could endure from that side of my family, and I 
eventually had to cut ties with all of them.

After three and some change years later, I have remained sober, free from any 
drugs or alcohol. I have a new outlook on life and wake up each day to provide 
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for my family, just as my hero of a mother had for many years. My wife and I 
have been together for over eight years and married for over three. I thank God 
every day for giving my amazing wife the strength to never give up on me and 
for riding the storm out, hand in hand. I have worked for the State of Nebraska 
for over two years now and am in pursuit of my teaching degree. I plan to 
spread the knowledge I have gained to other children who need a mentor that 
refuses to give up on them, just like my best friend Lance, who I cannot thank 
enough for finding the strength to better his life. He knew the big man calling 
the plays upstairs needed him to spread his love and message to people like me.

We are down by three runs, as we get ready to take our last at bat. I hate 
seeing my players hang their heads when I know how much heart they play 
with. I need them to believe in themselves as much as I believe in them. The 
team circles around me in the bottom of our final inning, and I know exactly 
what they need to hear. “If you play this final inning with clear eyes and a full 
heart, you can’t lose.”

1
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Kent Reinhard
“I am an instructor of physics and astronomy at SCC. 
Spending a lot of time outside watching the sky treats 
me to some great artwork.”

P h o t o  C o l l e c t i o n
Kent Reinhard • Science Instructor

A m e r ic  a n  E c l i p s e
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k e n t  r e i n h a r d  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n

S o l a r  E c l i p s e  a n d  S u n s p o t s

S u n r i s e  H a l l o w e e n  M o r n i n g
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F r o s t y  F u l l  M o o n

L u n a r  E c l i p s e  a n d  U r a n u s

k e n t  r e i n h a r d  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n
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H a r v e s t  M o o n r i s e

k e n t  r e i n h a r d  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n

I c e  B u s h
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1
EqualOpportunity/ NonDiscrimination Policy - It is the policy of Southeast Community College to provide equal 
opportunity and nondiscrimination in all admission, attendance, and employment matters to all persons without regard to race, 
color, religion, sex, age, marital status, national origin, ethnicity, veteran status, sexual orientation, disability, or other factors 
prohibited by law or College policy. Inquiries concerning the application of Southeast Community College’s policies on equal 
opportunity and nondiscrimination should be directed to the Vice President for Access/Equity/Diversity, SCC Area Office, 
301 S. 68th Street Place, Lincoln, NE  68510, 402-323-3412, FAX 402-323-3420, or jsoto@southeast.edu.

k e n t  r e i n h a r d  p h o t o  c o l l e c t i o n

S a t u r d a y  M o r n i n g  S u n r i s e
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