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Gabriella back 

By: Mara Coyen 

I stood on the pier engulfed in a large throng of people, inching towards the forbidding, run-down warehouse. Though rain was drumming 
down upon us, the crowd wasn’t deterred; it grew larger as time stretched on. Newsboys danced around the edges, offering copies of the 
day’s New York Journal. Why would any of us want it, though? No one in this crowd wanted to hear the news; they all knew yesterday’s 

events far too well. I glanced at the people around me and couldn’t see their faces, but I could hear their muted voices. A woman moaned 
in Italian into her husband’s shoulder while another man muttered a Yiddish prayer. Raw grief echoed in their voices. These people were 
just like me. New to the country; they probably had come through Ellis Island around the same time I did. Scraping to get by. Trapped by 

circumstance. Deprived of fam—no, that was the difference. I wasn’t deprived of family. Gabriella just hadn’t made it back to our tenement 

yet. But then, I asked myself as I approached the building, my heart beating quickly, why was I here? 

… 

The room, I noticed immediately, was large and spacious, but had the dusty, stilted air of a place that has been purposefully built, but then 

forgotten. Fittingly enough, as it was a place for the forgotten girls. It was ill-lit by out-of-date oil lamps that bestowed a feeble, flickering 
light. The rain clattered against the eaves, jolting the muted scene within. The dark clouds crowding the high window panes cast a grayish 
tinge over the dark, sodden mass of people streaming into the room. I got caught in the jumble and stumbled, but then the crowd quelled 
suddenly, as though some mysterious force was squeezing it into a line. I could finally see through the heads and stared in horror at my 

view. 

Down the middle of the hall were curious-looking aisles, created as though in great haste. Though the aisles had seemed to merely be 
made of boxes at first, on closer examination, bodies began taking shape in my wavering vision. Heads began to poke out of the cheap 
coffins. Most of the bodies were those of women, young women, whose pale faces were covered with blood-stiffened hair. Blood had 

congealed on some of the crushed features of girls who had landed head-first upon the sidewalks. Others had obviously broken limbs that 

the simple coffins couldn’t accommodate; arms and legs stuck out at awkward angles. Where a normal person would have had flesh, these 
bodies had bone, and where bone would have been, there was merely twisted flesh. A couple of the corpses—I swallowed convulsively as 
bile rose in my throat—were completely charred, totally unrecognizable. The worst, however, were the ones that were only partially burnt; 
though they were recognizable, the sickening smell from their patchy, blackened flesh punctuated the stale odor of the dust, a twisted 

combination reeking of death. She is not here. She is not here. She is not in one of these boxes, I begged at each body I passed. The silent 

corpses held command of the room; every eye was fixed on the grisly reminders of the previous day’s events. 

The taciturn mob swarmed past the aisles. It was a motley group, ranging from the poorest of poor to—my muscles tautened with rage—a 
fur-clad woman who had a false aura of sympathetic understanding as she peered down her nose at the spectacle. Rosaries were clutched 

in the hands of many as the searchers moved from coffin to coffin, bending over the silent girls, peering intently, straining to find family 

resemblance. Occasionally, a sorrowful wail would pierce the thick air and reverberate around every corner of the cavernous room as a 
ragged mother would fall to her knees beside a coffin, sobbing with both relief and anguish. 

… 

Officials fluttered around the hall, murmuring in little voices to the grieving families. A body would be marked, the lid would be closed, an 

occasional packet of belongings would be given to the distraught mother. Whenever a body was identified, the rest of the mob grew restive. 
The air would begin to stir as hope clashed with confusion; confusion, with desperation; desperation, with fear; fear, with anger, and energy 

would enveloping everyone in a chaos of feeling. The coffin would be carried out of the room, and the air would settle again. The clashing 
emotions would dissolve into quiet desperation, and each individual would carry on, strained by the exigencies of their search. 

My mind was fraying as I jerked down the line, staring into the dead faces that held no answers. Was this a friend of Gabriella’s? Was this 
blackened skeleton a boss? Did these lost souls know the truth? Could they help me find my sister? The fellow behind me prodded my 

back and I realized I had hunched over, clutching my head. The line was starting to pool into a mob again, anxious to keep moving. I forced 
myself to my feet and took a few steps, then promptly collapsed again, because there she was. Her face was smashed; she must have 
jumped. Her hair and shirtwaist were singed, but she had avoided the flames. Was that better, or worse? Had she escaped the agony of 

burning only to feel the terrifying thrill of the fall? Did she pause before falling, or was she pushed by the desperate people trying to evade 
the flames? Did she have comfort in those precious final seconds? Did she hope a fireman’s net would catch her? I battled with the 

answers as the officials closed the coffin and gave me the packet containing the wages that would be used for her burial. The coffin was 
lifted into the air and the officials began nudging past the searchers; I numbly followed. At the end of the hall I looked back. The mob was 
beginning to settle again. The faces were now distinguishable, and I saw on each of them despair that must have been mirrored on my 
own. I, too, was deprived, of my sister and my hope. As another mother sank next to a coffin, I turned away from the scene and went back 

out into the rain. 
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Two Poems back 

By: Brittany Allen 

If Weakness Were a Waitress 

If Weakness were a waitress, 

One tear would slowly creep 

It’s way out of her colorless eye 
And drag down her bony cheek 
Leaving a stain on her unclean skin 
And she’d look in her grimy, cracked mirror 

And see her brittle, lifeless, straw-colored hair 

Fall out in small clumps 
As she slowly ran her brush through it. 

If Weakness were a waitress, 

She would be sliding one of her few, stained socks 

Over her aching, over-worked feet 
And skinny ankles 
Before heading to work 
Just to try to earn enough money 

To put at least a little food on the table 

For her four-year-old daughter, 
Sick with cystic fibrosis. 

If Weakness were a waitress, 

She would work through her lunch break 

Just for the extra hours 
And instead she’d snack on biscuit crumbs 
Left on people’s plates. 
And on the bus ride home, 

She would silently weep when she looked at her nails 
Once pretty and always manicured 

Now cracked, chipped and as dry as the desert 
From hard labor and warm dishwater 

If Weakness were a waitress, 
Her hand would shake from exhaustion 

As she unlocked the door she had to keep locked 
Because of the neighborhood she lived in. 

She would draw herself a bath 
To try and relax 
Before her mom brought her daughter home. 

If Weakness were a waitress, 

She’d silently cry as she laid her daughter in bed 
And slowly make her way to her own 
Where she’d reach under her pillow 
And pull out a solid gold watch her grandpa gave her. 

She’d hold it while she slept- 

And dream of being Strong. 

Because She's Brooklyne 

Because her electric blue eyes sparkle when she laughs 
And she growls when she’s mad 
And giggles when you squeeze her stomach 
And cries when you tell her her hair’s turning brown. 

Because she loves the Land Before Time movies 
And memorizes every word. 
And wears tutus every chance she gets 
And stick people are the only things she can draw. 

Because instead of saying of course she says, “course of,” 
And thinks nobody and anybody is the same 
And responds to questions with a shrug and, “sure,” 

And her favorite excuse is, “he did it second!” 

Because she’s brilliant. 

Because she’s beautiful. 

Because she’s my little sister. 

Because she’s my best friend. 

Because she’s Brooklyne. 
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Eventide back 

By: Hannah Klump 

there’s something strange about 

the way you move. 
is it those limbs, stretching, 
branching outward as evening spawns? 

vermicelli white, spilt milk and jaundiced flesh, 

it crawls over tiny bones 
that snap like toothpicks when pressure and stress 
break the state of being. 

is it those eyes, reaching, 

spinning in all directions as different paths cross? 
apathetic azure, ultra-grey and glassy, 
they play cruel, silent games, their black pupils 
swimming in a sea of severity. 

from their eyes grow salt blossoms 

when heartbreak and terror strike and sullenly 
warp the state of mind. 

is it that mind, spawning, 

plotting danger, avoiding hopelessness as life moves on? 
beautifully connected, an enigmatic maze 

of puzzles and paradoxes, fiction and nonfiction. 
torn between malevolent ambiguity and withering hope, 
it desperately searches in its own creation with one wish 

that keeps the stars in an imaginary sky in an imaginary world 
and secretly distorts the mirror of sight. 

or is it that heart, beating, 
pulsating softly, a melody of cryptic songs, 

buried in a shadow world of its own making? 
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Letters to Memphis back 

By: Amanda Adams 

The warm sun beat down on my face as the pavement stung my bare feet. I walked along the boulevard glancing at the ocean line. The 
beaches were packed with teenagers running around getting an early start on their summer. There was only two more weeks of school for the 
year and then I was a senior. It was a scary thought, for the past year had sped by. It reminded me of Alie and Charlie in Memphis, what they 

would be doing to prepare for the summer. Where was their next big adventure? I was stuck here in Santa Rosa with no hope of going back 
home to visit my—a beach ball came flying from my right to hit me in the forehead before I could finish my thought. I looked up to see Evan 
Stiles running in my direction. I picked up the ball and tossed it back before he could reach me. Evan caught it with a confusing look and 

started to say something to me. I stuck my headphones back in my ear and continued on my walk home, not turning back. 

I walked into my house tracking my steps with sand. It was quiet unlike most days when my parents would leave us kids alone. When Taylor 
and Ronnie were around, there would always be chaos. All their friends spent every waking moment at our house. They had claimed it as 
their home too, which my Mom didn’t mind, but our privacy was little to none. Now since they had graduated, it was just me and Kacie 

I pulled open the refrigerator door to be welcomed with a burst of cold air. I took out a Dr. Pepper can and walked into our TV Room. I 

plopped down on the couch, tapped on my can, and pulled out my notebook. I flipped on the TV as Kacie came running in. 

“Nattie! Nattie!” her little voice screamed. “Come play with me!” 

“Not right now Kacie.” I responded as I opened my notebook. 

“But Nattie, you never play with me no more.” 

“I said no Kacie. Go play with Gunther.” 

Kacie dropped her head in defeat as she squeezed Gunther’s squeaky toy. 

“Come on Gunther,” she said exasperated, “Do you wanna play with me?” 

I surfed through the channels in a daze as Kacie half-heartedly tossed Gunther’s toy into the air. Channel after channel passed by as I 

stopped on a random show. The actors moved and interacted but the entertainment was just a background noise. I dazed at the TV willing 
myself to pick up my pen. I didn’t want to do this but it’s something I had to do. 

“Letter 1, 

I’ve decided that for everyday I go without you is a day I painfully endure. I live lifelessly, never truly smiling or laughing. Yeah, I fake it but 
everything seems to remind me of you. It’s a happy place; I really think that you’d like it here. We always talked about coming here one 

summer and making real sandcastles. Now I live here. Every summer, every birthday, every holiday I’m here and you’re there. I can’t live 
being without you so I’m writing you letters. I don’t know if you will ever read them but I need to tell you about my life now. 

Today there were kids on the beach. They are all living and I’m here, barely breathing. My heart is still heavy. Kacie likes it here. She 
runs in the sand constantly, and Gunther loves the beach. Alie hasn’t responded back to my messages. I don’t know if she has visited you or 

not. And Charlie, he tries to stay in touch but it’s hard. I don’t want to live here. I want to go back home. I won’t ever forgive Dad from taking 
me away from there, but even more so I won’t ever forgive myself for losing you. 

I closed my notebook and shoved it under the couch. I had no intention of anyone ever reading the letters. So no one would find it there 
and Gunther was too big to fit under the couch anyways. Speaking of Gunther, he and Kacie seemed to have disappeared. 

“Kacie,” I yelled through the house, “Kacie where are you?” 

Silence. I searched through the house but it turned out that I was alone. I began to wander down the street, thinking Kacie had gone down to 
the beach. I was almost there when I ran right into Evan, literally. 

“Hey!” He said, “I was trying to find--” 

“Not now.” I said, cutting him off. “I have to find my sister and I really don’t want to talk to you right now.” 

“Wow, okay. I get it you’re tense about your sister but there’s no reason for you to--” 

“Stop. Okay? I’m not tense. I’m just not in the mood.” I cut him off and tried to navigate around him but then he stepped in front of me. 

“I’m Evan.” He tried. 

“Hi Evan, I appreciate, uh, whatever you’re doing here but I don’t need help. I don’t need friends. I have plenty of those back home. I 

don’t want a boyfriend. I just need to find my sister, okay? So I’ll see you around.” 

I walked around him and this time he didn’t move. His feet were still planted firmly on the ground when he shouted, 

“She’s at Fresno.” 

I turned stopped in my tracks and tilted my head sideways. No making eye contact but showing that I was listening. 

“The little blonde hair girl with the big Golden Retriever?” he continued on, “That’s what I was trying to tell you earlier. But you don’t 

seem to like me for whatever reason. I don’t know what I’ve done to you but your sister should still be there so good luck.” 

I turned around to protest. To tell him I was sorry and thank you or maybe I would’ve just looked at him. Maybe I wouldn’t want to say 
anything because I might like him. He doesn’t seem to understand that I didn’t want to open up. But I wouldn’t know what I would’ve done 
because when I turned around to face him, he was gone. 

I walked down to Fresno Beach and sure enough, Kacie and Gunther were sitting on the sand watching the families play. Her head was 

resting on Gunther's back and his toy lay at her feet. I pulled her up into my arms and she buried her face in my shoulders, gripping me 
tightly as I walked her home. 

* * * * * * 

Summer began but the routine stayed the same. Every day I would write one more letter. Some days would be long letters and some 

would be even longer but I always wrote a letter. I stayed in the house most of the time. I didn’t have any desire to go out to the beach. I only 
went out when Kacie would run away and I tried avoiding others at all costs. But nearly every time I went out, Evan would find me. He would 
always stop me and try to get me to play along in a Volleyball game or go surfing and each time I would decline. I got nicer with my 

responses though. Evan really wasn’t that bad but I still couldn’t let myself be happy here. After what I had done to screw our lives up, I 

didn’t deserve to be anything but dazed. 

One hot, sticky day in August, the air conditioner broke. Our house felt like it was at least a hundred degrees if not more. I sat by the 
fan and even sat in a cold bathtub but no matter what I did, the house got hotter. I decided that my only option was the beach. I packed a 

lunch for Kacie and me, got Gunther on his leash and headed down our street. 

Fresno was the closest beach we had but it was always packed and full of families so I decided to take Kacie down to Walton. It was the 
furthest from town but it was quieter. I wouldn’t have to worry about Kacie getting lost in a sea of people and there was a playground nearby 
where she could play. 

The sun beat down on the sand making it unbearable to touch. I laid out my towel while Kacie ran to the ocean and splashed around 
with Gunther. The beach was quiet today. There were a group of kids kicking around a soccer ball towards the pie (one of which I believed to 
be Evan) and a family off to the side near some picnic tables. 

I knew Evan would come down eventually to try out some new line to get me to play along but I dismissed the thought and 

concentrated on the family. There were two little girls making a sandcastle. They carefully carried buckets of water to their moms who were 
patiently sitting in the sand. Bucket by bucket, the Moms and daughters built up their sandcastle. They laughed and smiled as the little girls 
proudly dug a moat. 

I imagined myself as those little girls. Only it was a sandbox in Memphis on the patio of an apartment complex. And instead of getting water 

from an ocean, it was water from the hose. And it wasn’t my Mom, it was my Aunt Lilly. We sat on opposite corners, digging our feet into the 
cold wet sand. We had sandwiches and Dr. Pepper every day. Lilly taught me how to make PB& J without having soggy bread and that tapping 
on your pop can will make the fuzz go away. And every day after working hard that on whatever wing of our fairytale castle we had 
completed we watched the sun set. Every week we would finish a new castle, different design but same routine. Me and Lilly, turkey and 

cheese, castle and moat. Always. But I grew up and instead of me and Aunt Lilly; it was me and Alie. Instead of turkey and cheese, it was 
burger and fries. And instead of castle and moat, it was mall and movies. I had so quickly given up on those moments that I would give 

anything to have back. Now I had lost Alie as my best friend. I had lost Memphis. And worst of all, I had lost my Aunt Lilly, my fairytale 
castle. 

It had happened last summer. I was driving home with my Aunt Lilly from Alie’s Sweet Sixteen. Lilly had picked me up after the party but I 

begged her to let me drive. I was getting my license in week or two and wanted to show her how good of a driver I was. We were going down 

Smith Avenue, two blocks away from Lilly’s apartment, and we were singing to “Thriller” at the top of our lungs. It was around 8 O’clock and 
starting to get dark. I was reaching down to turn on my lights as I crossed through the intersection. I hadn’t realized that the stop light had 
turned red and I began to drive right through it. I looked up in time to see the big red truck coming straight at her. Not at me, her. It was 

honking its horn and its lights shown through my passenger window right into my eyes. The next thing I knew I was laying in a hospital bed. 
Beeping and needles were everywhere and my mom sat next to me. She looked tired. Almost like she should be the one in the hospital bed, 

but then I thought of Lilly. 

I started to stir and my mom opened her eyes. Tears began to roll down her face like buckets of water rolling down a window. She hugged me 
so tight I thought I would burst. I kept asking 

“Where’s Lilly?” 

But all my Mom did was hug me tighter. I started to cry, I was scared. I wanted to go home, go back to when everything was okay. But all we 
did, was cry. Nurses came in and started messing with me since I was awake. They made my Mom leave. When the nurses left she came back 
with my Dad and sisters, Ronnie and Taylor. They both hugged me and cried with me too. Then my Mom brought in Kacie. She ran to me and 
snuggled her little body against mine in the hospital bed. I grabbed her tightly and she fell asleep in my arms. That’s when I finally got my 

answers. 

My Mom recapped the accident, trying not to cry. I had run a red light and a driver had hit my car. The car was totaled. I had been in 
the hospital for two weeks. I had missed my sixteenth birthday. I broke my arm in two places and a few ribs. Other than that, I was okay. The 
other driver got out without a scratch and his truck was barely damaged at all. But that still didn’t answer my question. 

“Where’s Aunt Lilly?” I asked, more afraid than I had ever been in my life. 

“Natalie,” My mom paused, “the side of your car that the truck hit was the passenger side.” 

“Where’s Aunt Lilly?” 

“It caused a lot of damage to your car. The paramedics couldn’t open the door when they arrived. It was completely smashed in.” 

“Where is Aunt Lilly?” 

“Honey, Aunt Lilly, she’s in a coma, Natalie.” 

They told me that they weren’t positive when she would wake up. I knew enough to realize that they meant she may never wake up. 
Ever since that moment, my world was at its end. I didn’t take my driver’s test. I didn’t drive in any car at all. I didn’t smile anymore. I didn’t 

laugh. Everything about me was different. I wasn’t me anymore. That’s why Alie stopped talking to me. She couldn’t handle how I had 

changed. She was becoming more social and I was becoming more secluded. I was in my own coma of sorts. I didn’t ever want myself to feel 
that kind of hurt again so I stopped living my life too. 

Lately I had begun to feel happy again. I began looking forward to running into Evan on my days when I had to find Kacie. I knew that 
if my Aunt Lilly were here right now she would yell at me for acting so stupid. I knew that there was a chance that would never happen. I 

knew that I may never get to see my Aunt Lilly smile again or hear her soothing voice. And I knew it was all my fault. That’s what hurt me 

most was that I was responsible for what happened but I knew that she wouldn’t blame for anything in the world. 

“Nattie! Nattie! I heard her scream as Gunther jumped on my lap sending sand all over my towel and notebook. 

“What Kacie?” I answered while I searched for her. I got worried though when I couldn’t see her. Gunther’s loud barking got me quickly 

to my feet. I whipped my head around. 

“Kacie!” I yelled, “Kacie, where are you?” 

Gunther took off running towards the playground and I began to run after her when I heard my name. 

“Natalie! Hey wait up. Is everything okay?” Evan panted from running all the way over. 

“No it’s not I can’t find my sister again but this time she needs me.” 

“Do you want my help?” He asked as he kept up pace with me as I searched the playground. 

“Yes, actually that’d be—“ 

I stopped mid-sentence and when I saw Kacie lying on the ground holding her left arm under the monkey-bars. I ran to her side with 
Evan by mine. 

“I’ll go get my car and we can take her to the Emergency Room.” Evan offered. 

“No!” I responded loudly. 

“Why? She needs to get help, like now!” 

I looked at my little sister. Tears filled up in her eyes and her bottom lip quivered. She looked so small as she lay helplessly in my lap. 

“Nattie, my arm hurts real bad.” She whispered 

“I know baby I know. Nattie is going to make it stop, okay?” 

“I’m not gonna cry though Nattie.” 

“It’s okay to cry though Kace.” 

“But I wanna be strong like you. You don’t ever cry so I’m not either.” 

Tears filled my eyes and slowly began to roll down my cheeks. I carefully picked up my fragile sister. 

“Go get the car.” I told Evan. 

I carried Kacie to Evan’s car and sat her gently on my lap as we drove down the road to the hospital. I rubbed her forehead and she pet 

Gunther with her good hand. Kacie still didn’t cry. She was much stronger than I was. I had let my fears take me over, and I had let myself 
feel sorry for myself for too long. I was going to change that starting with this moment. 

After arriving back home, Kacie asked me to tuck her into bed. She had a pink and yellow cast on her arm which I had proudly been 
the first to sign. 

“I love you Kacie, more than you know.” I said kissing her forehead. 

“I love you too Nattie.” She smiled sweetly and then drifted off into her dreamland. 

I went downstairs and looked under the couch to pullout my notebook. It was nowhere to be found. That’s when I realized that I had 
left it at the beach. I started to panic but then I realized that I didn’t need my notebook. It was all part of my moving on. So I left my notebook 
on the beach and pulled out a piece of paper. At the top I wrote, 

“Dear Aunt Lilly, 

I know that you will never be able to read this letter but I hope that you will hear it. I am sorry that I have been so blind lately. I have 
shut out everyone that ever mattered to me. I know you are disappointed in me but I hope that you can forgive me. I will never be full again 

but I can try my best to make the best of what I have and live my life like there is no tomorrow. You always told me that tomorrow was no 

guarantee so to make the most of today. Well I have lived for too long in the past and now I am going to live for today. I love you so much 
and I always will. I will always and forever keep you in my heart. This is my last letter to you but you already knew that didn’t you. I love you, 

Love, Nattie” 

I sealed this letter in an envelope and carefully addressed it to Memphis Community Hospital. I walked it out to the mailbox at the end 
of my street. But instead of going home, I turned around and headed to Fresno. 

Evan was there, just like I had thought he would. He was alone this time though, sitting on a bench watching the sun set over the water. 

I approached quietly and took my seat next to him. We sat there in a peaceful silence for what seemed like forever. Then he turned to me. 

“I’m sorry for pushing you to go in the car today but I knew that if Kacie didn’t get to the hospital—“ 

“Thank you.”I said, cutting him off. 

“You’re welcome.” He smiled at me, and this time I didn’t look away. This time, I smiled back. We looked away towards the water 

watching the waves roll in. All of the sudden, a beach ball hit me in the head. 

“Last one to the water drives home.” He yelled. 

I turned towards Evan and he was already running away from me laughing. He glanced back as I picked up the beach ball. 

“It is so on.” I yelled to him. So I got up and ran towards the water; throwing the beach ball, laughing, and smiling all the way there. 

* * * * * * 

School had been in session for about two months when I pulled into my driveway. 

“Are you sure you don’t want me there?” Evan asked me over the phone. 

“No thanks, I need to do this myself.” I responded. 

“Okay, well I’ll pick you up at seven?” 

“I’ll be ready.” I hung up the phone and walked into my front door. It was the same door I had walked into a few days ago when I saw 

my parents sitting on the couch crying. I knew it had happened. It was hard but we were okay. We all knew it was long overdue. Evan was 

helping me through it and I was grateful to have him by my side. I walked into the kitchen and pulled out a Dr. Pepper can. I tapped on the 
top as I went upstairs to get dressed. She would’ve loved to be here tonight, she always loved attention. But I knew even as I walked into the 
Funeral Home, that she was already there. 
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