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άWe are only as strong as we are united, as weak as 
we are divided.έ 
 
                                      ς J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire 
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What is the role of arts when the world is in crisis? When people are losing their loved ones 

and worrying about the shortage of food and other daily necessities, why do we still care 

about putting together another issue of a free literary magazine? 

I am always clueless for many of my decisions. But this time, Iõm proud of this ignorance 

and seeing this humble issue ð Issue 11 of BALLOONS Lit. Journal born during the world-

wide pandemic. 

At first, I worried that nobody would have the mood to write and submit their work to 

journals. But I was stunned receiving so many pieces after I announced online that BLJ 

invited themed submissions on COVID-19, knowing that we had never had any themed 

sections in this journal. I guess that in times of trouble, peopleõs desire for being together 

and getting connected increases. And we are finding ways to comfort one another, regard-

less of who we are and where we live. So, following the waves in the storm, we sail along, 

spreading words of love, passion, kindness, inspiration and humour to all those who have 

the chance to listen to our voices. 

I begin this unique issue using a darker tone, with works related to ghosts, death and separa-

tion. Then, we come to lighter themes like magical beings, imagination and childhood. Once 

we arrive at the COVID-19 section, you will see the canvas brushed with our usual vibrant 

colours to unleash hope and joy ð something we all need at this time. Works about connect-

ing people, helping one another, having faith, family love, and looking forward to a new sea-

son are selected for this part. They all tell great stories and send powerful messages which I 

believe all of us should read and appreciate. 

I thank Emily for her timely paintings which set a tone for this issue. I naturally adore all the 

entries here but my personal picks would be C. W.õs fiction which makes me rethink about 

the roads not taken; Andrewõs verses of simplicity which lift me up and wipe my face with 

summer breeze; Evelynõs amazing talent which reminds me of the significance of every 

single helping hand to the needy; and Vincentõs metaphorical words which direct  

me to look forward to the coming future with blossoms of smiling and healthy  

faces all over the world again. 

This project may not be heavy enough to make a huge splash in the ocean of new  

literature. But with your involvement, through reading and writing, we have built  

up a positive and constructive community of arts. And our role in this troubled  

world is simple: we spread love, extend our helping hands and continue to grow  

this amazing group of people.  

 

Dr Lee Ho-cheung 

Founding Editor 

BALLOONS Lit. Journal 

BALLOONS Lit. Journal  Issue 11  May 2020 
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Welcome to the eleventh issue of BALLOONS Lit. Journal ; a unique offering at a very unique 

time for all of us. The COVID -19 pandemic has touched each and every one of us no matter 

who we are, whatever our jobs and wherever we m ay live. It has changed the way we live 

our daily lives, the way we travel, the way  we learn and teach, and the way we connect to 

loved ones. As this issue goes to print itõs fair to say that these sudden and dramatic changes 

will be with us all for quite some time to come.  

There have been many dark days for communities around the world  in the last few months 

and you will notice immediately that this issue chooses to adopt a darker theme graphically 

as a sincere gesture of respect and mourning for those dearly departed and for all the families 

suffering so much from this world -wide pandemic right now. The opening image of Emily 

Houõs dark sky and soaring aurora can be seen as a way of reflecting that mournful tone, 

perhaps. However, letõs not forget that in Roman mythology and Latin poetry, Aurora was 

the goddess of the dawn, and in this issue, you will see dawn and the anticipation of a new 

start for all of us coming to life on every page through the words, feelings and experiences of 

our wonderful contribu tors. In the darkest moments there is always hope, and this issue 

demonstrates that by including a themed section of COVID -19 pieces that stand as deeply 

personal symbols of hope and positivity for all of us.  

I was drawn to so many pieces in this issue, and I know you will be too. Ashley Qiuõs poem 

òScreen to Screenó will resonate with all of us who have experienced the joys and frustrations 

of connecting with loved ones using technology, and how those online chats really are òa 

beautiful thing ó in the absence of face-to-face meetings. Two lines from Surina Venkatõs short 

story stand out , too: There is nothing more amazing than humans in times of crisis, and Thereõs 

always something good. Take time to savour those beautiful lines for a moment and think abou t 

we can be even more amazing as partners, family members, friends, colleagues, and comm-

unity members during this global crisis, and beyond. And there really IS always something 

good, but perhaps we need to learn to look for good things more, and to then truly express our 

gratitude for them once weõve found them. I hope to carry this line with me far beyond the 

pandemic.   

This issue allows us to appreciate through poems, stories and 

imagery the beauty that continues to exist in our world, in each 

other and in ourselves. Such creativity from our contributors 

allows for redemption and affords us precious glimpses of a 

better tomorrow. There WILL  be a better tomorrow if we con-

tinue to be as amazing as we can be and if we look out for each 

other. Stay safe, stay well and stay in touch.   

 

Dr Gary James Harfitt  

Associate Professor 

Associate Dean (Learning and Teaching) 

Faculty of Education 

The University of Hong Kong  
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I found a key just yesterday, 

ÂÕÔ )ȭÍ ÓÃÁÒÅÄ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÕÎÌÏÃËÓȢ 

The door to another dimension 

or the lid to a haunted box 

or the desk drawer of a demon 

or a cellar filled with gloom 

or a closet full of skeletons 

or a silent shed of doom. 

Too many possibilities 

and all sound pretty bad. 

So I locked the key up in a safe 

with another key I had. 

And to be absolutely certain 

ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÓÔÁÙȟ 

I went outside and quickly 

threw the second key away. 

 

 

Key 
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Zombie Zack wants his old life back. 

He wants to be human again. 

Vampire Vince was once a prince, 

but has since lost all his friends. 

Werewolf Will is a person still, 

but not on a full-moonȭÓ night. 

And Ghostly Gus, he envies us 

and wants to be put right. 

 

4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÍÕÃÈ ×Å ÃÁÎ ÄÏ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÍȟ 

poor former human beans. 

Except for trying to make each day 

feel just like Halloween. 

 

The Accursed 
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and spoke with a husky Spanish accent as he took 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳŜŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊǎΦ ά[ŀƴƎƻǎǘŀΗέ ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ !ǎǘƻǊΩǎ 

father with glee. Astor had never heard of langos-

ta before and thought nothing of it until the 

waiter returned to the table bearing a dish with a 

ŦǊŜǎƘƭȅ ōƻƛƭŜŘ ƭƻōǎǘŜǊΦ ά[ŀƴƎƻǎǘŀΗέ ƘŜ ŎǊƛŜŘΦ 

!ǎǘƻǊΩǎ ƘŜŀǊǘ ǎŀƴƪΦ {ƘŜ ǇƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜƎŜǘŀōƭŜǎ ƻƴ 

her plate and did everything she could to avoid 

watching her father gobble up the lobster she had 

daydreamed of keeping as a pet. 

 Astor had trouble sleeping that night. She 

tossed and turned, kicking her blankets to the 

floor and having an all-around unpleasant evening. 

Everything was how it should have been on her 

shelves and dresser, but she sensed there was an 

extra thing in her room. It was close τ very close 

τ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘself known. It was a mys-

ǘŜǊȅ !ǎǘƻǊ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǘŀƴŘ ŀƴȅ ƭƻƴƎŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŀ-

ǎƻƴǎ ǎƘŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŀȅΣ ǎƘŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ 

out into the dark. 

 ά[ŀƴƎƻǎǘŀΗ L ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ȅƻǳ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿΦ 

¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ǳǇǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƳŜ ǘƻ ƴƻ ŜƴŘΦ bƻǿ Ǝƻ ŀǿŀȅΗ 

{ŎŀǘΗέ 

 !ǎǘƻǊ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎǳre why she knew the thing 

was Langosta, but it just felt right. Nothing she 

knew could explain the feeling. It was so powerful 

that she simply had to speak. While she was cer-

tain of her feelings, Astor was unaware she had 

made the grave error of speaking to a ghost. 

 She suddenly felt the thing coming closer, 

pushing right up to her face. She saw the great 

shell and two beady black eyes twitching her way. 

It was the ghost of the lobster her father had eat-

en only a few hours earlier that evening τ

Langhosta. It was enough of a fright to make Astor 

scream and shut herself in the bathroom at the 

end of the hallway. She dove into the bathtub and 

ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŜȅŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǘƻǇ [ŀƴƎƘƻǎǘŀ 

from floating beside her like a piece of driftwood 

washed in by the tiŘŜΦ ά[ŜŀǾŜ ƳŜ ŀƭƻƴŜΗέ !ǎǘƻǊ 

cried.  

 

BALLOONS Lit. Journal  LǎǎǳŜ мм  aŀȅ нлнл 
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The first thing you need to know to understand 

this story is that ghosts are indeed real. The 

second thing you need to know is that not all 

ƎƘƻǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǿƛŎƪŜŘΦ aƻǎǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ŦƻǊ ƘŀǳƴǘƛƴƎ 

and just want to get on with their dealings as 

spirits but, for sad and unfortunate reasons, they 

cannot. Many ghosts are stuck between our world 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƳƻǾŜ ƻƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ 

unfinished business from when they were alive. 

Anyone and anything can be a ghost, so don't 

make the foolish mistake that animals caƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ 

unfinished business of their own. If you see one, 

ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ȅƻǳ ŘƻΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ƛǘΦ 5ƻƛƴƎ ǎƻ ƳŀƪŜǎ 

you honor bound to help it onto the next world, 

which can be a difficult task. Keep in mind, ghosts 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ tired and they can be very demanding 

until you help them. The last thing you need to 

know for the purpose of this story is that in the 

{ǇŀƴƛǎƘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ άƭƻōǎǘŜǊέ ƛǎ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ ŀǎ 

άƭŀƴƎƻǎǘŀΦέ  

 bƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ ǘƻƭŘ ȅƻǳ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ 

know, the story can begin. 

*           *           * 

 Astor fidgeted in her seat throughout the 

ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ŘƛƴƴŜǊΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƘŜǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ 

had taken Astor and her mother out to a restau-

rant overlooking the sea. The walls were painted a 

deep shade of red and violin music played the 

whole time, making !ǎǘƻǊΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ǊƻȅŀƭǘȅΦ  

 A grand fish tank towered in the back of 

the restaurant, full of gigantic lobsters crawling 

over each other. They looked like they were 

playing an epic game of King of the Mountain or 

perhaps a game of lobster rugby. Astor imagined 

that somewhere beneath the pile was the unlucky 

lobster carrying the rugby ball, trying to wiggle 

itself free. Whatever the lobsters were playing, 

Astor liked watching them and decided she would 

ask her parents for a pet lobster for her next 

birthday. 

Their waiter had a magnificent moustache 

 

 

 Their waiter had a magnificent mustache 

and spoke with a husky Spanish accent as he took 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳŜŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊǎΦ ά[ŀƴƎƻǎǘŀΗέ ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ !ǎǘƻǊΩǎ 



12 
  

  
She remembered the steam that rose from 

LanghoǎǘŀΩǎ ǇƭŀǘŜΦ {ƘŜ ŎǊŀƴƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōŀǘƘΩǎ ŦŀǳŎŜǘ 

full blast. Langhosta cowered and disappeared. 

The memory of boiling in a pot was still too fresh 

ǘƻ ǿƛǘƘǎǘŀƴŘ ŀ ōŀǘƘǊƻƻƳ Ŧǳƭƭ ƻŦ ǎǘŜŀƳΦ !ǎǘƻǊΩǎ 

parents scrambled through the door soon after, 

demanding to know why Astor was taking a bath 

ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ǇŀƧŀƳŀǎΦ !ǎǘƻǊ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ 

word. 

 ά{ƭŜŜǇǿŀƭƪƛƴƎΣέ ǎŀƛŘ !ǎǘƻǊΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΦ 

 ά±ŜǊȅ ƻŘŘ ǎƭŜŜǇǿŀƭƪƛƴƎΣέ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ƘŜǊ 

mother. They never spoke of it again. 

 The haunting, however, did not cease. The 

lobster spirit ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ !ǎǘƻǊΩǎ ǊƻƻƳ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ 

nights later, shivering at the threat of more steam 

but hovering all the same. Its fear confused Astor. 

²ŜǊŜƴΩǘ ƎƘƻǎǘǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘǊŜŀŘŦǳƭ ŎǊŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ 

ǘƘŀǘ Ǝƻ ōǳƳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƛƎƘǘΚ {ƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƛǘ ōŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ 

to snip at her with ƛǘǎ ŎƭŀǿǎΚ [ŀƴƎƘƻǎǘŀ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

seem like a very fearsome ghost. He seemed sad. 

 Astor wondered why she was stuck with 

the strange creature floating around her room. 

After all, her father was the one that ate him. Why 

was she the one being haunted? At that moment 

she had a strong feeling τ much like the one she 

had when she first called out to Langhosta τ that 

she must help him somehow. 

 ά²ƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ǘŀƴƪ 

ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΚέ ǎƘŜ ŀǎƪŜŘΦ !ǎǘƻǊ ƎǊŀōōŜŘ 

her bicycle and made her way across town to the 

restaurant from a few nights before. Langhosta 

flew beside her like a ghostly windsock. 

 They snuck into the restaurant and crept 

towards the fish tank. Astor expected Langhosta 

to dive on top of the lobster pile and declare him-

self King of the Mountain, but all he did was hover 

near her shoulder. 

 ά²ƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ǊǳƎōȅΚέ  

 Soon they were down at the park. Every 

time Astor tossed a rugby ball to Langhosta, it 

passed right through him and crashed into the 

time Astor tossed a rugby ball to Langhosta, it 

passed right through him and crashed into the 

bushes. Langhosta flared his claws, but there was 

never a chance he would catch anything. Astor 

frowned. 

bushes. Langhosta flared his claws, but there was 

never a chance he would catch anything. Astor 

frowned. 

 άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ L Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ȅƻǳέ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ 

Langhosta lowered himself into the basket at the 

ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ !ǎǘƻǊΩǎ ōƛŎȅŎƭŜ ŀƴŘ nestled inside. She was 

about to ask where he wanted to go, but deep 

down she already knew. 

*           *           * 

 The beach was clear when they arrived. 

Astor walked her bicycle all the way up to the 

ǿŀǘŜǊΩǎ ŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘΦ IŜǊ ƛƴǎǘƛƴŎǘ ǘǊŀƛƭŜŘ ƻŦŦ. 

{ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǿƻuld happen next and it 

made her feel afraid.  

 Langhosta slowly rose from the basket and 

drifted towards the sea. He remained the same 

silvery outline of himself until the foam from a 

large wave swept him out of sight. Astor kept ex-

pecting him to rise, but he was gone. 

 LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ŀ ŦǊƛƎƘǘŜƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 

ǘƻ ōŜ ƘŀǳƴǘŜŘΦ Lƴ !ǎǘƻǊΩǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ǎƘŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƳƛǎǎŜŘ 

her floating companion. She wondered again why 

he had haunted her, but then she remembered 

how awful she felt when she saw him steaming on 

a plate. Perhaps his ghost sensed those feelings 

and wanted to stay a while longer. Perhaps 

[ŀƴƎƘƻǎǘŀΩǎ ǳƴŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ-

ship. The tide began to turn, and Astor rode home. 
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    CChhiicckkeenn    
    iinn  tthhee  RRuuffff  

Joey was getting cold feet. After all the hours of 

planning and putting things together, he was 

backing out. 

άDŜŜȊΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΣ !ǊƭƻΦ aŀȅōŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ 

the right time. Know what I mean? I mean maybe 

we should wait, see what happens. You know? 

Enroll at WǳƴƛƻǊ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜΣ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƎƻŜǎΦέ 

I was througƘ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳΦ LŦ ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

want to go, so be it. I was going, tomorrow morn-

ing at 3:00 a.m., sure of only one thing: I was 

heading east, to Sacramento, then Reno, then Salt  

 

 

Lake or Denver and beyond. I was not 

going west to San Francisco. Frisco was the end of 

the line, not the beginning. You went to Frisco and 

Lake or Denver and beyond. I was not going west 

to San Francisco. Frisco was the end of the line, 

not the beginning. You went to Frisco and then 

you went to the Golden Gate and jumped off. The 

end. No, I ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŜŀǎǘΣ ǘƻ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ LΩŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴΦ 

I mean, isƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ IŜƳƛƴƎǿŀȅ ŘƛŘΚ !ƴŘ 

YŜǊƻǳŀŎΚ wŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ IŜƳƛƴƎǿŀȅ ǎŀƛŘΣ άLƴ 

going where you need to go and doing what you 

need to do and seeing what you need to see, you 

dull and blunt the instrument you ǿǊƛǘŜ ǿƛǘƘΦέ 

Sure you do, but if you stay in your hometown and  

 

 

go nowhere and do nothing, what are you going to 

write about? No, it was time to leave, with or 

without Joey. 
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go nowhere and do nothing, what are you going to 

write about? No, it was time to leave, with or 

without Joey. 

ά[ƻƻƪΣ WƻŜȅΣ LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǘ ¢ŜǊǊȅΩǎ 

²ŀŦŦƭŜ {ƘƻǇ ŀǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎΦ LΩƳ 

gonna have breakfast τ the best eggs, bacon and 

hash browns in town τ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ LΩƳ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎΦ LΩƳ 

ōƭƻǿƛƴΩ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻǇ ǎǘŀƴŘΦ LΩƳ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ǎŜŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ 

world. If you want to come along, great. If not, no 

ƘŀǊŘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎΣ ōǳŘŘȅΦ aŀȅōŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƛƳŜ 

ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ only ǘƛƳŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΦέ 

Joey was quiet. I waited for him, letting 

him mull it over. 

ά¢ŀƪŜ ŎŀǊŜ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΣ !ǊƭƻΦ L ƭƻǾŜ ȅƻǳΣ 

ōǳŘŘȅΦέ 

ά[ƻǾŜ ȅƻǳ ǘƻƻΣ WƻŜȅΦέ 

He hung up. I stared at the phone for a 

minute. Would I ever see Joey again? Friends like 

ƘƛƳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǾŜǊȅ ƻŦǘŜƴΦ aŀȅōŜ ƻƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ 

lifetime. 

I checked my backpack. I had all the essen-

tials for life on the road, even a sleeping bag that 

rolled into a package the size of a football. Joey 

and I spent hours making checklists, going over 

ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜΩŘ ƴŜŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘƛŜǎΦ bƻ ŜȄǘǊŀ 

weight. Whether you were hitching a ride with a 

trucker or hopping a freight train, you had to be 

able to toss in your pack and follow it quickly. 

¢ƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ LΩŘ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ƳƻƳ ǎŀǘ ƻƴ Ƴȅ 

desk. I resisted the urge to open it, read it through 

one more time, maybe add a note. No way around 

ƛǘΣ ǎƘŜΩŘ be worried sick. But I had to do this. And 

the time had come. My room was in the back of 

the house, added on by my father a year or two 

before he died. A door opened onto a small patio. 

LΩŘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀ ƴƛƎƘǘΣ ǎƴeaking out of 

the house to hang out with my friends, then let-

ting myself in just before sunrise. This time I 

ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪΦ  

At 2:45, I looked around, hoisted my pack  

onto my shoulders and headed out the door, 

onto my shoulders and headed out the 

door, closing and locking it as quietly as I could. 

Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǿŀƭƪ ŦǊƻƳ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ ¢ŜǊǊȅΩǎΣ 

on the frontage road along the freeway. The café 

was open all night. It was June, the weather cool, 

closing and locking it as quietly as I could. 

It was a short walk from home to ¢ŜǊǊȅΩǎΣ 

on the frontage road along the freeway. The café 

was open all night. It was June, the weather cool, 

a marine layer starting to move in, typical for the 

North Bay. 

I walked up Magazine Street, heading to-

ward the freeway, and started to think about 

breakfast. It may be the last good meaƭ LΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ 

ŦƻǊ ŀ ǿƘƛƭŜΦ ¢ŜǊǊȅΩǎ ǇǊƛŘŜŘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƻƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 

called Chicken in the Ruff. A sign painted on the 

building depicted an angry chicken with a bag full 

of beat-up golf clubs τ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ƭƛƪŜ ƘŜΩŘ Ƙƛǘ Ƙƛǎ 

ball into the rough. It dawned on me that after all 

these years, I had no idea what Chicken in the Ruff 

was. I should probably ask before leaving town. 

I pushed the door open, walked in and 

looked for an open booth. And then I nearly drop-

ped my pack. There was my brother Gary, sitting 

with a friend, smiling, laughing, his deep blue 

ŜȅŜǎΣ ǎǇŀǊƪƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƘǳƳƻǊΦ IŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ƳŜ ŀǘ 

first, locked in conversation. I stood staring in 

disbelief. He was wearing his Air Force khaki uni-

form, starched and pressed, his tie meticulously 

knotted with a perfect dimple slightly off-center. 

He looked toward me, smiled and waved me over. 

I walked to the booth, dropped my pack and slid 

onto the seat across from him. 

ά!ǊƭƻΗ DǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ȅƻǳΦ Iƻǿ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ 

ōŜŜƴΣ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΚ DƻŘ Ƙƻǿ LΩve missed you and 

aƻƳΦ LǘΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘƻƳŜΦέ 

I reached across the table and he grabbed 

Ƴȅ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƘŀƴŘ ƛƴ ƘƛǎΦ άDŀǊȅΣ ǿƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƛƴƎ 

ƘŜǊŜΚ L ƳŜŀƴΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƘƻŎƪΧǘƻ ǎŜŜ ȅƻǳΧL ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

ƪƴƻǿ ȅƻǳΩŘ ōŜ ƘŜǊŜΦέ 

ά²ŜƭƭΣ ƘŜǊŜ L ŀƳΣ ōŀōȅ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΦ !ƴŘ ƴƻǘ ŀ 

minute ǘƻƻ ǎƻƻƴ ŜƛǘƘŜǊΦέ IŜ ǇŀǳǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƎƭŀƴŎŜŘ 

ŀǘ Ƴȅ ǇŀŎƪΦ άIŜȅΣ Ƙƻǿ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƻƳŜ ōǊŜŀƪŦŀǎǘΚ LǘΩǎ 

ƻƴ ƳŜΦέ 

He waved to the lone waitress, a pretty girl 

with auburn hair, and in a minute my order was on 
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its way to the kitchen. The girl was back quickly 

with coffee for me and a refill for my brother. We 

were alone in the booth now, his friend gone 

somehow. In fact, we were the only customers in 

the café. I stared at him, not really sure what to 

say. God, he looked good, sharp and precise, his 

wavy blonde hair neatly trimmed, lean and well-

built, six feet tall, maybe one seventy-five at the 

most. And he never seemed to age. How he pulled 

ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦŦΣ LΩƭƭ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƪƴƻǿΦ L ƭƛǎǘŜƴed to him as he 

filled me in on the details of his journey. 

άΧǎƻΣ L ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ƘŜǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƘƻƳŜΦ 

5ƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŀǊƎŜ ƛƴ ƻƴ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŘ aƻƳΣ ǿŀƪŜ 

everyone up. I figured the sun will be up soon 

ŜƴƻǳƎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ LΩŘ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀnging on your door. 

You still sleeping in the room at the back of the 

house? Still sneaking out to carouse with your 

ōǳŘŘƛŜǎΚέ 

He laughed and flashed his brilliant smile, 

white teeth gleaming in the fluorescent lights of 

the café. The waitress brought my breakfast and I 

dug in like it was my last meal. In the meantime, 

my brother carried the conversation, one story 

after the other, making me laugh with his adven-

tures. I glanced at the clock and saw that is was 

ƴŜŀǊƛƴƎ пΥлл ŀΦƳΦ LΩŘ ŦƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴ ŀōƻǳǘ WƻŜȅΦ 

ά/ƻƳŜ ƻƴΣ !ǊƭƻΦ [ŜǘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ ŦƻǊ ƘƻƳŜΣ ƎƛǾe 

aƻƳ ŀ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΦέ IŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

waitress over, handed her some bills and left a 

generous tip. She gave him a smile that spoke 

volumes. 

ά¸ƻǳ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ƭƻƻƪ ǎƻ ŜŀǎȅΣ DŀǊȅΦ L ǿƛǎƘ L 

ƘŀŘ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜΦέ 

He smiled and punched me lightly on the 

shoulder as we left the booth and headed for the 

door. 

The fog thickened as we walked along 

familiar streets. The closer we came to home, the 

ŘƛƳƳŜǊ Ƴȅ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƳŀƎŜ ōŜŎŀƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƛƴǘŜǊ 

his voice, until I was alone. 

I moved quietly along the side of the 

 

 

I moved quietly along the side of the 

house, through the back gate, and opened the 

ŘƻƻǊ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǊƻƻƳΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘȅ L ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ 

house, through the back gate, and opened the 

door to Ƴȅ ǊƻƻƳΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘȅ L ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ 

with me. I should have left it with the note to my 

mother. I dropped my pack in the closet, undress-

ed, and crawled into bed. My eyes were heavy. In 

spite of the coffee, I was asleep in no time. 

I never told anyone about the night I left 

home, ready to hit the road and see the country, 

ready to dull and blunt the instrument you write 

with. No one wants to hear that kind of stuff. No 

one would believe it. Everyone knows my brother 

died years ago. I took the note to my mom and 

stuck it in my sock drawer. Maybe IΩd need it, 

someday. 
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Some dead trees fall across the path. 

Either we scramble over, walk around, 

or saw right through them. 

Others tumble over the creek, ravine, 

form bridges, ease the crossing. 

The dead, in the restlessness of their waning, 

are still up for one final gesture. 

They slant against the living, 

play at being trees still. 

They topple in deep forest, 

their final weathered leafless crash, 

an unheard coda to the unexamined life. 

Ants devour them slowly. 

Snakes slither into the comfort 

of their fractured hearts. 

A groundhog burrows where 

the wood is softest, 

spends winter 

in the winter of another. 

 

These Dead Trees 

 

John Grey is an Australian poet, US resident. Recently published in That, Dalhousie Review 

and North Dakota Quarterly with work upcoming in Qwerty, Chronogram and failbetter. 
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TThhee  IIccee  
        CCrreeaamm    
                                CCaarrtt   
  

9ǾŜǊȅ ŀŦǘŜǊƴƻƻƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƻǳǊ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪΣ ǎƻƻƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ 

school lets out, I hear the tinkling bell of the ice 

cream cart.  

  There are plenty of ice cream carts in 

Guatemala City, but this one is my favorite. The 

little old man who pushes the cart through our 

ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊƘƻƻŘ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎƳƛƭƛƴƎΦ IŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ 

to have much reason to ǎƳƛƭŜΦ IŜΩǎ ƘǳƴŎƘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ 

ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛƴƪƭŜŘΦ IŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΦ 

He is always alone. But his grin still stretches from 

one ear all the way to the other.  

  Whenever I hear the chiming of the bell, I 

run to the window and press my face up against 

the glass to see the man and his cart. This window 

run has been part of my daily routine for as long 

as I can remember. And though I feel rather child-

ish now, a 13-year-old lovingly gazing at a cart 

ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦǊƻȊŜƴ ǘǊŜŀǘǎΣ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ōǳǘ ŀǎƪ 

Mama the same question each day. 

 

ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦǊƻȊŜƴ ǘǊŜŀǘǎΣ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ōǳǘ ŀǎƪ 

Mama the same question each day. 

  άaŀƳŀΣ Ŏŀƴ L ƎŜǘ ƛŎŜ ŎǊŜŀƳΚέ 

  Keeping with our routine, Mama always 

gives me the same ŀƴǎǿŜǊΦ άbƻΣ {ƻŦƛŀΦ bƻǘ ǘƻŘŀȅΦέ 

  But in every story there comes a day when 

everything changes. My friend Esperanza is over 

ǎƻ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ƘƻƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦ CƻǳǊ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ 

comes, and we donΩǘ ƘŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƭΦ aȅ ǎǘƻƳŀŎƘ 

twists with worry for the old man with the ice 

cream cart. What if he is sick? What if something 

happened to him? Does he have a sister or child or 

wife to look after him, or would he be alone in his 

desperate struggles? I voice my fears to Esper-

anza, but she is not impressed. 

  ά¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎƛƭƭȅΣ {ƻŦƛŀΣέ 9ǎǇŜǊŀƴȊŀ ǎŀȅǎΦ 

ά¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƪƴƻǿ ƘƛƳΦέ 

 ά.ǳǘ ƘŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŀǘ ŦƻǳǊΦ IŜΩǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ 

ǘƘƛǎ ƭŀǘŜΣέ L ǎŀȅΦ 
BALLOONS Lit. Journal  Issue 11  May 2020 

 

 



18 
  

  
ά.ǳǘ ƘŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŀǘ ŦƻǳǊΦ IŜΩǎ ƴever this 

ƭŀǘŜΣέ L ǎŀȅΦ 

  9ǎǇŜǊŀƴȊŀ ƭŀǳƎƘǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŦǳƴƴȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

ƛǎƴΩǘ ǎƛƭƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ōŜƭƭǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛŎŜ ŎǊŜŀƳ ŎŀǊǘ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 

Ƨǳǎǘ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƴƻƛǎŜ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ Řŀƛƭȅ 

noise, noise that is foundational to my routines, 

ƴƻƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŘŜǇŜƴŘ ƻƴΦ ²Ƙen Esper-

ŀƴȊŀ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƘƻƳŜ ŜŀǊƭȅΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƳƛƴŘΦ  

  Mama makes tamales for dinner τ my 

ŦŀǾƻǊƛǘŜΦ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜ 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘŀƳŀƭŜ ƴƛƎƘǘΣ ōǳǘ LΩƳ ƳƛŘ-bite when I hear 

the most beautiful sound. The ice cream cart is 

here. The rickety wheels are tumbling across the 

potholes in our street. But the sun is already 

setting in the dusky sky. He is more than two 

hours later than normal. 

  άaŀƳŀΣ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƎŜǘ ƛŎŜ ŎǊŜŀƳ ǘƻŘŀȅΗέ 

I rise from the table so abruptly that my chair 

crashes to the ground behind me.  

  Mama winces as if I threw the chair right in 

ƘŜǊ ŦŀŎŜΦ ά²ŜΩǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴiddle of supper, Sofia. Sit 

ŘƻǿƴΦέ 

  ά.ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣέ L ǎŀȅΦ άL ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ 

ƘƛƳΦέ 

  ά¢ŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǿƘƻΚέ 

  ά¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛŎŜ ŎǊŜŀƳ ŎŀǊǘΣέ L ǎŀȅΦ άL 

haǾŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΩǎ ƻƪŀȅΦέ 

  Mama sighs, shakes her head. She finds my 

sense of schedule rather strange and misplaced in 

ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƛǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅΦ άhƪŀȅΣ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ 

ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ƳƻƴŜȅΣέ ǎƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΦ ά!ƴŘ ȅƻǳ 

still have to finish your tamale when you come 

ōŀŎƪ ƛƴΦέ 

  άhŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣέ L ǎŀȅΦ  IŜǊ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ 

problem. I would never miss out on a perfectly 

delicious tamale.  

  I run into my room to see if I have any 

spare change. A few coins hide in my pockets, 

others rest in my backpack, and a few are under 

Ƴȅ ōŜŘΦ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΦ .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ŀ 

try. Nerves bubble in my sǘƻƳŀŎƘΦ LΩǾŜ ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ 

 

  

 

ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀƴ ŦƻǊ ǎƻ ƭƻƴƎΣ ōǳǘ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōƻǳƎƘt his ice 

cream. Never asked his name. Never even talked 

to him. 

  I unlock the gate in front of our door and 

run into the street, just as the man is about to turn 

the corner. I catch up to him quickly. He always 

moves slowly, but he is moving slower than 

normal today. Again, I fear something is wrong. 

  άLΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ōǳȅ ǎƻƳŜ ƛŎŜ ŎǊŜŀƳΣέ L ǎŀȅΣ 

ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ Ƴȅ ƘŀƴŘŦǳƭ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦ άLǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ 

ŦƻǊ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΚέ 

  The man nods, that familiar smile lighting 

ǳǇ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀŎŜΦ aȅ ƘŜŀǊǘ ǎŜǘǘƭŜǎΦ LΩƳ ƎƭŀŘ LΩǾŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ 

worked up the courage to buy something from 

ƘƛƳΦ ά²Ƙŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜΚέ ƘŜ ŀǎƪǎΦ άL ƘŀǾŜ 

ŎƘƻŎƻƭŀǘŜΣ ǾŀƴƛƭƭŀΣ ƻǊ ŘǳƭŎŜ ŘŜ ƭŜŎƘŜΦέ 

  ά5ǳƭŎŜ ŘŜ ƭŜŎƘŜΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜΦέ 

  As he scoops ice cream into a tiny paper 

ŘƛǎƘΣ L ǎŀȅΣ άL ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ 

today. Lǎ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƻƪŀȅΚέ 

  IŜ ƘŀƴŘǎ ƳŜ ǘƘŜ ƛŎŜ ŎǊŜŀƳΦ άaȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ 

ƭƛǾŜǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ƳǳŎƘΦέ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜΣ Ƙƛǎ ǎƳƛƭŜ ŦŀŘŜǎΦ 

But it returns as quickly as it disappeared, and he 

ƛǎ ƎǊƛƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ ά²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ today, we 

ǘŀƭƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƛƳŜΦ L Ƴƛǎǎ ǘƘŜƳΦέ 

  ά²ƘŜƴΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ȅƻǳ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜƳΚέ L 

use the miniature plastic spoon to take a bite of 

the ice cream. Ice crystals sting my tongue from 

the burn of the freezing cart. Still, the sweet, 

caramel-like flavor is delectable.  

  ¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ǎŎǊŀǘŎƘŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜŀŘΦ άL ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜ ƛǘ 

was almost two years ago now. Yes, two years. We 

write letters. For now, ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƻǎŜǎǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ 

to beinƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦέ 

  L ƭƛŎƪ Ƴȅ ǎǇƻƻƴΦ ά²Ƙȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ Ǿƛǎƛǘ 

ǘƘŜƳΚέ 

  IŜ ŎƘǳŎƪƭŜǎΦ ά.ǳǎ ǘƛŎƪŜǘǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŀƴȅ 

cheaper, and with all these big new grocery stores 

popping up in every neighborhood, my business 

ƛǎƴΩǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜΦέ Iƛǎ ǿƻǊŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǎŀŘΣ ōǳǘ Ƙƛs 
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voice is still bright and cheery. He nods at the 

ŘŀǊƪŜƴƛƴƎ ǎƪȅΦ άLΩŘ ōŜǎǘ ōŜ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ǿŀȅΦ 9ƴƧƻȅ ȅƻǳǊ 

ƛŎŜ ŎǊŜŀƳΦέ 

  I go back inside to finish my tamale, but I 

ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎǘƻǇ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ the little old man with 

the ice cream cart. What would it be like to go 

without seeing family for two years? How does he 

ǎƳƛƭŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ƳƻƴŜȅ 

to buy a bus ticket out of the city? Those tinkling 

ōŜƭƭǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ǎƻǳƴŘǘǊŀŎƪ ǘƻ Ƴȅ daily routines; 

ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀ ǎƻǳƴŘǘǊŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻƴƻǘƻƴȅ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎƭǳ-

sion of his life. 

  I want to help him. More than anything. 

  For the rest of the week, I earn all the extra 

money I can. Our wealthy neighbor pays me to go 

to the market and fetch her some fresh veget-

ables. Mama agrees to give me my birthday 

money early for such a noble cause. A few coins 

on the sidewalk catch my eye. Esperanza even 

surprises me by throwing in a small contribution 

ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴΦ ά¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ {ŀƳŀǊƛǘŀƴΣ {ƻŦƛŀΣέ ǎƘŜ 

ǎŀȅǎΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ know what that means, but I thank 

her for the money.  

  Each day I hear the bell and watch him 

from the windowΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƛƳŜ L ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΣ LΩƭƭ 

have the money in hand. Enough for a bus ticket, 

and enough for him to take off work for a week or 

so and still have enough to get by. 

  Then the afternoon comes. Mama says I 

ƘŀǾŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΦ LǘΩǎ ǘƛƳŜΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎt wait 

for the sound of the bell; I watch. The minute I get 

home from school I sit in front of the window.  

  CƻǳǊ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ ŎƻƳŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ. 

  Mama convinces me to leave the window 

ǘƻ Ŝŀǘ ŘƛƴƴŜǊΣ ōǳǘ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƭΩǎ ƳǳǎƛŎΦ 

My skin itches with worry and anticipation. Maybe 

he got a chance to talk to his family on the phone 

ŀƎŀƛƴΦ aŀȅōŜ ƘŜΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ƭŀǘŜΦ 

  But he never comes.  

  Not that day. Not the next. 

  My routines feel broken. The world is still 

 

 

 

ŀƴŘ ǎƛƭŜƴǘΦ aȅ ŘǊŜŀƳ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƻƴŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀ 

little better is as freezer burnt as the dulce de 

leche ice cream.  

  Mama is wƻǊǊƛŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŜΣ ōǳǘ LΩƳ ǘƻƻ 

worried about the absence of the tinkling bell to 

even consider her worry.  

  And then, one month later, the music of 

ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƭ ǊŜǘǳǊƴǎΦ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǿ ŀ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜ ǘƻ ƳŜΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 

than routine, and I run to the window.  

  But the little old man is not there.  

  The music is only in my head. 

  And the jar of money I collected for the 

man with the ice cream cart now collects dust on 

my windowsill. 
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The sky was stricken through with streaks of red. The colours were blinding, their 

hues almost indistinguishable to the naked human eye. But the eye currently 

watching it was not human. A black helmet covered the head, angular and sharp, a 

tri-forked slit covered the front resembling something from Star Wars. Its body was 

covered in armor, perfectly fitting sections. But what was most interesting were its 

hands. Dark shadows swirled around them, occasionally spreading upwards to-

wards the shoulder, like two long lost friends trying desperately to meet.  

  It sat on a rooftop, high enough as to see the whole of London, but not 

enough to be over the clouds. The creature could if it wanted to, but it was content 

with sitting cross-legged on the top of a building, and looking out into the sunrise. 

  It raised its hand wreathed in a black chainmail glove, curling its fingers 

slightly and rotating its wrist as if it had never seen its hands clearly before. Energy 

coiled around it, twisting and turning like a snake, in a pattern similar to that of 

9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ ƳŀƎƴŜǘƛŎ ŦƛŜƭŘΦ  

  A small seed had begun to sprout on the roof, out of the little cracks in the 

concrete, a bright green stem with two tiny leaves fluttering in the evening wind. 

Bending its helmet downward, it reached down a slender finger and caressed the 

slight shrub.  

  Gazing away into the distance, the creature suddenly stood up as if remem-

bering something of more importance, and jumped off the building. Seconds from 

impact, its hands pulsed black and the shadows suddenly expanded to form a 

sphere around its metallic gloves, slowing his descent.  

  It landed to the ground with a gentle cushioned thump in an alleyway, deep 

in the heart of London. Its helmet seemed to withdraw into the rest of the glisten-

ing armor, revealing the face of a brown-haired boy with bright blue eyes. The rest 

of the helmet disappeared into him like wisps of smoke, as he hurried through the 

school gate, not wanting to miss his first class. 
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Have you ever wondered why 

A flight of stairs 

Is called a flight? 

 

Well, some nights 

When moonlight lies 

In parallelograms of pearl 

 

And curtains billow 

With dreams of pillows 

And nothing feels 

 

Quite real 

And everyone is fast asleep 

And the owl turns away 

 

And the rats and mice 

Are counting sheep 

And the shadows start to sway 

 

And the faucets leak 

And the floors all creak 

Like ships in olden days 

 

Flight of Stairs 

 

Maya Mahony just graduated Stanford with a degree in English and creative writing. Her 

fiction and poetry have been published in Terrain, Scrivener Creative Review, Leland Quarterly, 

and Collison Literary. She loves spending time in nature, swing dancing, and playing guitar, and is 

ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴƻǾŜƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ǿƛǘŎƘΦ 

 

 

And the rugs are sunk in slumber 

!ƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŦǘŜǊǎ ŘǊŜŀƳ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƭǳƳōŜǊ 

Still drifting down the river 

 

On a bright and windy day 

When everyone is busy 

Snoozing, unawares 

 

And nobody is watching 

This is when the stairs 

Whisper to each other: 

 

LǘΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǘime, prepare! 

And when all the clocks 

That tick and tock 

 

Strike the middle of the night 

¢ƘƻǎŜ ǎǘŀƛǊǎΣ ǿƘƻΩǾŜ ǎƻ ƭƻƴƎ ǿŀƛǘŜŘ 

Finally take flight. 
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When I sat next to you, you kept poking 

my shoulder. Tongue stuck out.  

Stickers on your face. (And this was hours 

after art class, no one else had them on anymore.)  

 

It was kinda pointless 

for a little boy like you  

to bully your friend like that.  

I had to try to flick your hand off.  

 

L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ς  

Whether to raise my hand, tell a teacher 

ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ǉƭŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳ 

or ask if something was on my shoulder.  

 

I did what I always do: 

I just drew a butterfly on your finger 

and a flower on another, as if that was 

what any other girl would do.  

 

and kept my face smiling. 

It must have been a test, because 

you didn't do it again, not with me, 

not with other girls, not with other boys 

 

You continuously came to me 

I thought I had won, but 

L ǎǘƛƭƭ ŦŜŜƭ L ƳŜǎǎŜŘ ǳǇΥ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ 

what exactly you wanted me to draw.  

       

Kindergarten 

 

Dedeepya Duppiôs work has been published in Inkwell, her high school literary magazine, and 

she has taken the creative writing course there as well. She has long had an interest in writing and 

reading, starting with fiction from the age of twelve, and has recently begun dwelling into poetry, 

starting at the age of sixteen.  
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The Cycling Cyclops pedals down the road 

Glaring this way and that, with fierce eye bold. 

He rides his unicycle around town, 

Turning his uni-eyed skull round and round 

Searching for people to gobble and chew, 

Chasing down children to pop in his stew! 

²ƘƛƭŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƻǳǘ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǊƛŘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ōƛƪŜ 

Watch out for this monster ς look left and right! 

For the Cycling Cyclops might be about 

To roll round the bend and give you a clout! 

At least this villain is easy to spy: 

He is the one on one wheel with one eye! 

    

Cycling Cyclops 
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A curious creature lives in Witch Wood 

Beyond the cold stream where ruins once stood. 

Deep in green shadow, away in the mist, 

Hard by Gloom Hollow ς there Druids, past, kissed. 

 

This forest dweller has a strange hunger ς  

Indeed, its cravings will make you wonder! 

The appetite of this unexplained beast 

Is really not normal, to say the least! 

 

The Anti-alphabet this brute is called; 

It gobbles up language, words just get mauled! 

Consonants, vowels, make its mouth water; 

Calls, shouts and howls this savage will slaughter! 

 

If you chance ever to walk in Witch Wood, 

Beware of this fiend for which words are food. 

Skulking in lime shades beside the footpath, 

The monster will wait there for you to pass. 

 

 

         

The Anti-Alphabet 

 

Eric Bryanôs work has been published in The Caterpillar, Scoop Magazine, The Saturday 

Evening Post and many others in North American, Europe, Australia and New Zealand. 

 

 

And should you while walking utter aloud 

Sentences, phrases, from out of a cloud 

The Anti-alphabet will then appear 

To chew up your speech and hiss in your ear! 

 

Adjectives, adverbs, are on its menu; 

Proper names, places ς and even when you 

Say them in German or French or Spanish, 

They will be devoured, chomped, wrenched and ravished! 

 

If only this ogre could be convinced 

To dine on sweet berries and pies of mince 

Instead of eating vocabulary 

With no fear of the constabulary! 

 

The Anti-ŀƭǇƘŀōŜǘΩǎ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎǳƭŀǊ 

Yearning for the local vernacular ς  

Letters, nouns and verbs, all in its diet ς  

aŜŀƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƛƴ ²ƛǘŎƘ ²ƻƻŘΣ 5hbΩ¢ ¢![Y ς BE QUIET! 
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Northern Lights 
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Peaceful Sunset 

 

Emily Hou is a 10th grader at Dougherty Valley High School in San Ramon, California. 

When sheôs not practising and competing on the golf course, she is partaking in her hobbies: 

writing, painting, and baking. Her dream is to someday become a cardiothoracic surgeon.  
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SSwwiinnggiinngg  OOuutt   SSoofftt

  
 

 swinging out 

 soft 

 warm 

 tire rubber under 

  bare feet 

   out over the green 

    river 

    letting go 

    falling 

    down to where the world hums 

    at peace 

   swimming to where 

  bare feet 

 walk on rock 

 cool 

 hard 

regrasping rope 

 

swinging out  

swinging out 

 soft 

 warm 

 tire rubber under 

  bare feet 

   out over the green 

    river 

    letting go 

    falling 

    down to where the world hums 

    at peace 

   swimming to where 

  bare feet 

 walk on rock 

 cool 

 hard 

regrasping rope 

 

swinging out  

 soft 
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fluttering wings, fair 

and delicate, 

though with power 

 

sufficient to bear 

all who take them 

gently in their hands 

 

over blue horizons 

Pages 
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Themed Section 
 

COVID-19 
 

The following poems and short stories are inspired by the current worldwide COVID-19 pandemic. 

These pieces are written and submitted in an effort to spread comfort, love, unitedness and 

positivity which are much needed in this period of time. 
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Ƴȅ ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜȅŜǎ ŎǊƛƴƪƭŜ 

as our faces show up on his iPad screen 

he calls for my grandmother 

who appears behind his shoulder 

ŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ǊƻōƛƴΩǎ ōƭǳŜ ŀǇǊƻƴ 

still adorned with powdery flour 

i squeeze next to my siblings 

to make sure my face gets seen 

and in this moment 

when our emotions extend beyond the glass  

and to the other side 

we are reminded  

that technology 

can be a beautiful thing 

 

screen to screen 

Ashley Qiu is currently a sophomore at Palo Alto High School. Through poetry, she aims to capture 

specific moments in time that are important to her and allow her to reminisce when times get rough. 

Besides writing, she loves to film and edit videos of her day-to-day life or of her travels around the world. 

During quarantine, she has been spending her time playing ping pong with her family at home, 

experimenting with crazy baking recipes, and finishing up a large oil painting project.  

 

 
BALLOONS Lit. Journal  Issue 11  May 2020 

 

 



32 
  

  

Surina Venkat is a 16-year-old sophomore at West Shore Jr/Sr High in 

West Melbourne, Florida, where she works on the yearbook and works with 

literary magazine staff. 

 

 

When Neha first saw the word coronavirus in the 

ƴŜǿǎΣ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ǉŀȅ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƛǘΦ The 

virus was in China. That was worlds away from her 

ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǘƛƴȅ ŀǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ .ǊƻƻƪƭȅƴΣ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΦ .ǳǘ 

then, seemingly overnight, it was everywhere.  

  It dominated her news feed. Thousands 

dead, her screen informed her. LǘΩǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{Φ ƴƻǿΣ 

TV anchors said. Schools have closed. So many 

people are going to die. Every time she saw or 

ƘŜŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άŎƻǊƻƴŀǾƛǊǳǎΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ-

ing more and more frequently, she would feel a 

spike of unease. And every time she remembered 

her mom was a doctor and on the front lines, she 

found it harder to breathe.  

  .ǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǎƘŜ ƻǾŜǊƘŜŀǊŘ ƘŜǊ 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇƘƻƴŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƪƴƻǘ ƻŦ  

 

dread and panic took up permanent residence in 

her chest, leaving her short of breath. 

 

dread and panic took up permanent residence in 

her chest, leaving her short of breath. 

  Her dad was a software engineer who 

ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭŜŘ ǘǿƛŎŜ ŀ ȅŜŀǊ ǘƻ LƴŘƛŀ ŦƻǊ ǿƻǊƪΦ IŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ 

on one of those trips when the coronavirus 

started dominŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿǎŦŜŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ 

ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘΦ bƻǿ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΧǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ōŜ 

concerned. It was serious. People were dying. 

  άbƻΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ȅƻǳ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƛƴƎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǿΣέ 

Amma had said in Tamil. Neha pressed up against 

ƘŜǊ ǊƻƻƳΩǎ ŘƻƻǊΣ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎŀǘŎƘ ƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ 

ƘǳǎƘŜŘ ǾƻƛŎŜΦ άbƻΣ ƴƻǘ ǿƛǘƘ this virus. You have 

respiratory issues. L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǌƛǎƪ ƛǘΦέ  

  άWǳǎǘ ǎǘŀȅ ƛƴ LƴŘƛŀΣέ !ƳƳŀ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ƛƴ 

9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΦ άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻΦέ 

  Great. Her dad was stuck in a country 

notorious for its uncleanliness while a pandemic 

took the world by storm.  

 

SSoommeetthhiinngg  
GGoooodd  
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notorious for its uncleanliness while a pandemic 

ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ōȅ ǎǘƻǊƳΦ 9ǾŜǊȅ ǳƎƭȅ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǎƘŜΩŘ 

felt in the past two weeks seemed to rear its head 

ŀƴŘ ǎƭŀƳ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƘŜǊ ǊƛōŎŀƎŜΦ Lǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ŀǿŀȅΦ 

  ά!ǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣέ 

!ƳƳŀ ǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƻǳǘΦ άL ƪƴƻǿΦ bƻ ƻƴŜ ŎƻǳƭŘΩǾŜ 

ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎΦέ ²ƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ Ǝƻǘ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻƴŜΣ bŜƘŀ 

ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǊƻƻƳΩǎ ŘƻƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŜǇǇŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

kitchen. Amma quickly wiped away her tears. 

άIŜȅΣέ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎƳƛƭŜΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƭƻǇǎƛŘŜŘΦ 

άYour dad is staying in India for a little bit. Until 

thƛǎ ŀƭƭ ǎǘƻǇǎΦέ 

  bŜƘŀ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǇŜŀƪ ǎƻ ǎƘŜ ƴƻŘŘŜŘΦ  

  At that point, she began seeking out news 

ƻōǎŜǎǎƛǾŜƭȅΦ {ƘŜ ǎŜǘ άŎƻǊƻƴŀǾƛǊǳǎέ ŀǎ ŀ DƻƻƎƭŜ 

Alert and asked her mother if she could get social 

media so she could keep up with her friends ς but 

ƻƴŎŜ ǎƘŜΩŘ downloaded Twitter and Instagram, 

the first accounts she followed were the ones for 

news websites. Every half-hour, even if she was in 

ŀƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ ǎƘŜΩŘ ŎƘŜŎƪ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǊǳǎ ǿŀǎ 

spreading in LƴŘƛŀΦ !ǘ ƴƛƎƘǘΣ ǎƘŜΩŘ ŀǎƪ ƘŜǊ ƳƻƳ ŦƻǊ 

updates and Amma would tell her stories of infect-

ŜŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀŘŜ bŜƘŀΩǎ 

gut clench.  

  When her mom told her, tears in her eyes, 

that Auntie Iksha died from the virus, Neha had a 

full-on panic ŀǘǘŀŎƪΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ 

her room for breakfast the next day, her mom sat 

down on the bed next to her.  

  ά{ǘƻǇ ǘƘƛǎΣέ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ IŜǊ ǾƻƛŎŜ came off as 

harsh, making Neha flinch. Talking to each other 

ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƎƻƻŘ ŀǘΦ beha 

always felt small around her. She missed her dad. 

άCƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƎƻƻŘΦέ 

  bŜƘŀ ǎǘŀǊŜŘΦ ά¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ something goodΚέ 

  ά¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƎƻƻŘΦέ  

  Millions of people were out of jobs, food 

shortages were happening across the country, 

people were dead and dying, and Neha was sup-

posed to focus on something good?  

 

 

 Her mother squeezed her shoulder. 

IŜǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǉǳŜŜȊŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊΦ ά[ƛǎǘŜƴΣ L 

ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǎŎŀǊȅΣέ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǎƻŦǘƭȅΦ ά.ǳǘ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

ƘŀǾŜ ƛǘ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǿƻǊǎŜΦ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƧƻōΦέ A dan-

gerous job, bŜƘŀ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΦ ά!ƴŘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻƻŘΦ {ƻ 

Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘΦέ 

  That made the constant knot of panic in 

bŜƘŀΩǎ ŎƘŜǎǘ ŜȄǇŀƴŘΣ ŎǊǳǎƘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ƭǳƴƎǎΦ {ƘŜ ǿŀǎ 

having more and more trouble breathing lately. All 

the time.  

  !ƳƳŀ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ ǎƘŜΩŘ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ 

wrong thing and sighed, hugging her daughtŜǊΦ άL 

ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎŎŀǊȅΣέ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ ά¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ƛƴ 

middle school. Too young. But I think if you look, 

ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǳǎ ŀǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

ǘƘƛǎΦέ {ƘŜ ǎƳƛƭŜŘΦ άLΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ŘƻŎǘƻǊ ŦƻǊ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ 

Neha. There is nothing more amazing than hu-

manǎ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΦέ  

  Neha stared at her mother. Humans were 

amazing while they were suffering? 

  Neha only started to understand what her 

mother meant a couple days later. She and her 

mother put on masks her mother had ordered 

online ς the masks had come two weeks late ς and 

hurried to the convenience store on the corner. 

While running through the lobby of their apart-

ƳŜƴǘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣ bŜƘŀΩǎ ŜȅŜǎ ŎŀǳƎƘǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ 

board hanging behind the front desk. The build-

ƛƴƎΩǎ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ƛǘ ŦƻǊ ƛƳǇortant 

announcements, but now it was filled to the brim 

with writing.  

  Messages upon messages of hope and 

ƎƻƻŘǿƛƭƭ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ǘŜƴŀƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŎǊŀǿƭ-

ed across it. Stay safe and love to everyone, nice 

old lady Ms. Betty had written and signed in her 

shaky handwriting. Mr. Shen offered to give food 

to anyone who needed it and underneath his 

message, the Nielsens, who had three kids and a 

baby on the way, had penned a heartfelt yes 

ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀƴƪ ȅƻǳ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘΗΗ ²ŜΩǊŜ ǎƻ ƎǊŀǘŜŦǳƭΦ 

Someone ς probably WrŜƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ŦƭƻƻǊΩǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ 

mischief-maker ς had drawn a comic strip where  

two people fought over a roll of toilet paper. 5ƻƴΩǘ 

forget to laugh! The seven-year-old had written. 

Neha laughed before taking a picture and sending 

it to her dad.  
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two people fought over a roll of toilet paper. 5ƻƴΩǘ 

forget to laugh! The seven-year-old had written. 

Neha laughed before taking a picture and sending 

it to her dad.  

  At the convenience store, a person in the 

lane next to them had their credit card declined. 

¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ǎƻ ŜƳōŀǊǊŀǎǎŜŘΦ άLΩƳ ǎƻǊǊȅΣέ ƘŜ 

ŀǇƻƭƻƎƛȊŜŘΦ άL ƭƻǎǘ Ƴȅ Ƨƻō ƭŀǎǘ ǿŜŜƪΧέ Iƛǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ 

ōǊƻƪŜ ŀƴŘ bŜƘŀΩǎ ŜȅŜǎ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘŜŀǊǎΦ   

  άLΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ȅƻǳΣέ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ƘƛƳ 

suddenly spoke. She pulled out her own credit 

card, smiling, and waving off the weak protests of 

ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ƘŜǊΦ άaŀƪŜ ƛǘ ǳǇ ǘƻ ƳŜ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ƛŦ 

ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎƻ ǿƻǊǊƛŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΣέ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ƭŀǳƎƘƛƴƎ ŀǎ 

ǎƘŜ ǘȅǇŜŘ ƘŜǊ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǇƘƻƴŜΦ bŜƘŀ 

blinked at the thoughtfulness of the gesture, stun-

ned that had just happened. Next to her, her mom 

was smiling. She nudged her, and mouthed, 

ά{ŜŜΚέ 

  The next day, when trying to figure out if 

she wanted to watch TV or continue scrolling 

aimlessly through Instagram, Neha saw that her 

friend Alya had updated her story. She clicked on 

it and a familiar smile greeted her. 

  άIŜȅ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΗ IƻǇŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀƭƭ ǿŜƭƭΗέ !ƭȅŀ 

greeted. She pointed her camera towards the 

ground, where bolts of fabric littered the floor. 

ά{ƻ ȅƻǳ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀǎƪ ǎƘƻǊǘŀƎŜΦ 

My father is a nurse at a ŘƻŎǘƻǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ 

need face masks. He partnered with a local fabric 

shop to get cloth so we can make masks for them, 

because any protection ς even hand-made items ς 

ŀǊŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎΗέ {ƘŜ ǇŀǳǎŜŘΦ ά.ǳǘ ǿŜ 

have a lot of fabric and my younger sister and I 

ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΣ ǎƻ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ 

ŎƭƛŎƪ ǘƘŜ Ψ¸ŜǎΩ ōŜƭƻǿΗέ bŜƘŀ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ς 

ǎƘŜ ŎƭƛŎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ά¸Ŝǎέ ōǳǘǘƻƴΦ ! ǎƳƛƭŜ ōǊƛƎƘǘ 

ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ƳŀǘŎƘ !ƭȅŀΩǎ ƭƛǘ ǳǇ ƘŜǊ ŦŀŎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ 

saw 97% of people watŎƘƛƴƎ ƘŀŘ ŎƭƛŎƪŜŘ ά¸Ŝǎέ ǘƻƻ.   

  The next time she and her mom went on a 

grocery run was after a mere three days. They  

 

were getting some food for the people at her 

office, her mom explained as they walked towards 

the elevator, fidgeting with their masks. Before 

were getting some food for the people at her 

office, her mom explained as they walked towards 

the elevator, fidgeting with their masks. Before 

they got in, Neha hesitated.  

  There was a couple down the hall that had 

a kid a few years older than her. He was always 

getting sick, so he might be immunocompromised. 

The news said being immunocompromised gave 

the virus a higher chance to kill you. Overcome by 

resolve, Neha turned around, surprising her mo-

ǘƘŜǊΦ άbŜƘŀΚέ IŜǊ ƳƻƳ Ŏŀlled after her as she 

knocked on Apartment 403. 

  Mrs. Cho opened the door a crack, peering 

ƻǳǘ ŎŀǳǘƛƻǳǎƭȅΦ άbŜƘŀΚ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿǊƻƴƎΚέ 

  άhƘΣ ǳƘ-ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎΗέ ²Ƙȅ ƘŀŘ ǎƘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ 

this was a good idea? Now that Mrs. Cho was 

looking at her, she had no idea what to saȅΦ ά¦ƳΧ 

well, I just ς my mom and I were going grocery 

shopping so I wondered if you needed anything? I 

know Kent is always sick so ςέ 

  aǊǎΦ /ƘƻΩǎ ŜȅŜǎ ǿƛŘŜƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛŜŦ 

ǘƘŀǘ ōǊƻƪŜ ƻǳǘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ƘŜǊ ŦŀŎŜ ƳŀŘŜ bŜƘŀΩǎ 

ǎǘƻƳŀŎƘ ŦƭƛǇΦ ά¸ƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΚέ {ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ άhƘΣ 

thank you so much, we were so worried about 

that. The online grocery thing has a three-day wait 

ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻƻŘΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǘƻƻ ǎŎŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ 

ƻǳǘΗέ {ƘŜ ǎƭŀƳƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊ ƛƴ bŜƘŀΩǎ ŦŀŎŜΣ Ƴŀƪ-

ing her jump. And then she opened the door again 

quicklȅΦ ά{ƻǊǊȅΗ LΩƳ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƳƻƴŜȅΦέ {ƘŜ 

closed the door again, but much more gently, and 

came back with a handful of cash and a list of gro-

ceries for them. Kent stood at her shoulder, and 

gave her a shy smile. 

  As they left the convenience store that 

day, their groceries and thŜ /ƘƻΩǎ ǇƛƭŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

cart, Neha blinked as the realization came over 

her. Oh, she thought. ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ !ƳƳŀ ƳŜŀƴǘΦ   

  For the first time in a while, the knot in her 

chest eased. Despite the mask on her face, she 

suddenly found it so much easier to breathe. 
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[ŀǎǘ ǿŜŜƪ L ǿŀǎ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ Ƴȅ ǎŜǿƛƴƎ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ ƴƻǿ-canceled 

prom. It was a red satin two-piece that had a slit in the side of the skirt. Somehow, I messed 

ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƻǿƴŜŘ ŀǘ Ƴȅ ǳƴŜǾŜƴ ŜŘƎŜΦ LΩŘ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜǿ ǎƘƛǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀƴǘǎΣ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ŜƴŘ 

up with lopsided, strange concoctions. I refused to give up, though. Sewing was my nemesis 

that I needed to defeat. As I sat there looking at my odd creation, I thought about how my 

ǎƛǎǘŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ŀ ǇǊƻƳ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜ ŀƴȅǿŀȅΦ tǊƻƳ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƴŎŜƭŜŘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ŎƻǊƻƴŀǾƛǊǳǎΦ 

{ǘƛƭƭΣ L ŦŜƭǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜΦ LΩŘ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ƴƛŎŜ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ I messed 

it up. If L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŜǿΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ ŜƭǎŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ L ŘƻΚ  

  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜ ǘƘŀǘ LΩŘ ǘǊƛŜŘ ōǳǘ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ŀǘΦ LΩŘ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŀǘƘΦ 

LΩŘ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ƎȅƳƴŀǎǘƛŎǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǎƻ ƳŜŀƴ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƳŜ ƘƻƳŜ ŎǊȅƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅ 

day. I couldnΩǘ Ǉŀƛƴǘ ƻǊ ŘǊŀǿΦ ay pictures and paintings looked like those of a toddler. I 

ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŀƪŜΦ L ƻƴŎŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ōŀƪŜ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŀ ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅ ŎŀƪŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ōǳǊƴŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜǎ 

ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ Ǌŀǿ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜΦ L ǿƻƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ŘŀƴŎƛƴƎΦ .ŜƛƴƎ ƻƴƭȅ мпΣ L ƪƴŜǿ L ƘŀŘ ǇƭŜnty 

of time to become a master at something, but why was it taking so long?  

  I looked out the window and pondered what I could do. Making a prom dress for my 

ǎƛǎǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ǿŀȅ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ά{ƘŜƭǘŜǊ ƛƴ tƭŀŎŜ hǊ-

der.έ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŘƻƴŀǘŜ Ƴȅ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǘ ŀ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǊǳǎΦ {ƻ, I was stuck at 

home.  

  Outside my window, there was a squirrel sitting on the fence, staring at me as if to 

ǎŀȅΣ άLΩƳ ŦǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƳƛƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǳƴƴȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭittl e breeze, perfect 

for my friends and me to go to Stanford Shopping Mall and window shop for makeup. I 

thought about all the people who were stuck inside their homes like me, waiting for the day 

that all of this ends. Then I thought about doctors, nurses, and hospital staff who were 

ǊƛǎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŜŀŎƘ Řŀȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎǘŀȅ ƘƻƳŜΦ 

  I thought about what hospital workers needed most right now. I knew that my 

nearby hospitals needed masks, and they were running out everywhere. A quick search of 

the internet told me that all I needed was 100 percent cotton fabric. I found some old t-

shirts, and I printed out a pattern from the CDC website. It took me two hours to make ten. 

In the end, some of them were too small, big enough only for children, but six were good.  

  They were pink, yellow, and green, not the prettiest face masks. I packaged them 

ŀƴŘ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƻŦŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Řƻƴŀǘƛƻƴ ōƛƴ ŀǘ YŀƛǎŜǊΦ Lǘ ŦŜƭǘ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƻ Řƻ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

need to be perfect and neither did I. 
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