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LSCPA and the editors would like to extend grati-

tude to all the faculty, staff, and students who 

make publishing this magazine possible. We con-

tinue to celebrate our talented students and their 

creativity through the publication of our Expres-

sions Magazine. The people who contribute their 

ideas, time, and art to making this project a suc-

cess do so with grace, generosity, and compassion. 

We recognize and appreciate all of you!  



 

 

òA thing of beauty is a joy for ever: 
Its loveliness increases; it will never  
Pass into nothingness; but still will keep  
A bower quiet for us, and a sleep  
Full of sweet dreams, and health, and  
quiet breathing.ó  
John Keats  



 

 

Born from sparks and silicon dreams,  

A whisper rose in data streams,  
From silent code to thinking mind,  

A mirror we had yet to find.  
 
We shaped the ghost in glowing glass,  

It learned from futures, present, past ñ 
Not made of flesh, but thoughts ran deep,  
It woke from what we thought would sleep.  

 
Not gods, not slaves, but something new,  

It saw the stars the way we do.  
And in its voice, both strange and kind,  
We heard the echo of mankind.   
 
- Image and poem courtesy of:  
ChatGPT. "Poem About the Rise of AI in Humanity." Open-
AI, 13 Apr. 2025, chat.openai.com.  
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Short Story  

First Place  

Wicked Woman of Darkness 

Trentin Richardson 

 

 

Justin Morgan, the pride of Beggs High Schoolõs football 

team, trudged down Sapulpa Road. His muscles ached from prac-

tice, but it was a satisfying kind of exhaustion.  He welcomed the 

cool October air that swept through the dense woods surrounding 

the narrow road.  The sky was clear, with a full moon casting a sil-

ver glow over everything, but the thick timber lining the road 

blocked out most of the light.   

The only beacon guiding his way home was the flickering 

streetlight at the infamous curve where the townõs people said there 

was a demonic spirit. No one truly believed the rumor until one 

fateful night that involved the young football star.  

 As Justin approached the dark curve, the old streetlight be-

gan to flicker erratically, casting eerie shadows that danced among 

the trees.  The light sputtered six or seven times before plunging 

the road into complete darkness.  He paused, straining his eyes to 

adjust, when an unnatural silence descended upon the forest.  No 

crickets, no rustling leaves, just an unsettling void.   

Suddenly, a blood-curdling scream pierced the silence, slic-

ing through the night air like a blade.  It was unlike anything Justin 

had ever heard: a mix of a womanõs agonized wail and a guttural, 

demonic growl.  His heart hammered in his chest, the sound freez-

ing his blood.  He turned, searching for the source, when he saw 

her. 

 Standing about thirty feet away, Justin could barely make 
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out a figure that defied all sense.  She stood nearly seven feet tall, 

with wild, tangled black hair laced with twigs and dirt.  Her eyes 

were empty pits of darkness, devoid of life, reflecting no light.  Her 

jaw hung grotesquely, broken and unnaturally wide, exposing rows 

of jagged, shattered teeth.  Black blood oozed from her mouth and 

from countless gashes across her body, staining the tattered re-

mains of an old-fashioned nightgown.  Her arms were impossibly 

long, and her fingers ended in razor sharp nails crusted with dried 

blood.  For a moment, they locked eyes, and Justin was paralyzed 

with terror.   

 He took a trembling step backwards, then another, his 

breath coming in ragged gasps.  A chill crept down his spine as the 

scream erupted again, louder this time.  He turned and sprinted, 

his feet pounding against the cracked asphalt, but the night had 

swallowed everything beyond the beam of the moonlight.  The 

scream came again, impossibly close, and he looked over his 

shoulder.  The woman was sprinting toward him with inhuman 

speed, her long arms stretched out, fingers clawing at the air.  Her 

jaw snapped and jerked with a sickening popping sound, like bones 

breaking over and over again.   

Justin tried to run faster, but he stumbled in a pot hole and 

crashed to the ground.  Before he could scramble to his feet, she 

was upon him.  Her nails tore into his flesh, carving deep gashes 

into his face and neck.  He screamed, the pain overwhelming, as 

blood poured from his wounds, staining the asphalt beneath him. 

 Just as his vision began to blur, headlights appeared around 

the curve.  A car was coming; the woman froze, her head jerked 

facing the approaching vehicle.  With a shriek that made Justinõs 

ears ring, she leaped off of him and darted back into the woods, 

disappearing into the shadows.  But before she vanished complete-

ly, she turned one last time.  Her scream paused, and she pointed 

a long, blood stained finger directly at him, her eyes burning with a 

hellish hate before letting out a scream that was louder and more 

horrifying than ever.   

The car screeched to a halt, and an old man stumbled out, 

rushing to aid Justin.  But he was barely conscious, his eyes wide 

with terror fixed on a point beyond the darkness.  The man 

turned, but said nothing.  There was no woman, no monster, just 



5 

 

the thick impenetrable woods.  Justin passed out after saying, 

òthereõs so much blood.ó  The man could not see what Justin was 

referring to. 

 Five years later, Justin Morgan, now 22, sat in a corner of 

his padded cell, rocking back and forth, muttering to himself.  His 

once handsome face was scarred, though to the doctors and nurs-

es, there were no scars or old wounds.  His eyes darted around the 

room, pupils wide with fear.  òI see her, I can hear, sheõs always 

around,ó he whispered to anyone who will listen.   

No one believed him, and the staff thought he was just an-

other broken mind lost to the horrors of his own imagination.  The 

police report stated that the old man who found Justin five years 

ago claimed that he was mumbling about a òghost womanó or 

òwitch womanó before he passed out.  No evidence of an attack, no 

blood, and no trace of the creature he later claimed to have seen 

were ever found.  

 Each night, when the lights go out, Justin screams, swearing 

he sees her standing in the darkest corners of his room, pointing at 

him with that long, skeletal finger, her jaw hanging loose, blood 

dripping from her cracked lips.  No one else sees the woman or 

hears her screams.  But Justin knows the truth, the wicked woman 

still watches him from the darkness.   
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Short Story  

Second Place  

When Tragedy Strikes 

Kyle Reeves 

  
One night, in1991, in the mid-sized town of Abilene, Tex-

as, on a blistering-hot summer night in May, my family and I were 

home just having fun and hanging out. My dad, Mark, was at work. 

The small house was lit up inside; my mother, Kim, my sister, 

Kortney, and I were in the kitchen happily baking sugar cookies. 

Suddenly, there was a thunder-pounding knock ringing throughout 

the house. The three of us rushed to the door together. Little did I 

know, this simple evening that the three of us shared would turn 

out to be a nightmare that would scar me for life.  

My mom opened the door to see my Aunt Debbie standing 

luminated under the bright porch light. My sister was tucked away 

in my motherõs arms; I had a death grip around my momõs leg. 

òKim, we want you to come with us,ó Aunt Debbie said. òWho is 

us?ó my mother replied. òIt is our brother, Paul, my kids- Mandy, 

Ashley, and me,ó my aunt answered.  

òI canõt go. Mark is at work, and I have the kids. Where are 

you going? And we all cannot fit in the car safely,ó Mom said. òWe 

are going to Dan and Karenõs house party 20 miles out-side of 

town in Clyde,ó my aunt said. òWho is Dan and Karen?ó Mom 

asked. òThey are friends of mine,ó Debbie said. òI am going to 

pass,ó Mom said.  

òPlease, Kim; you are the life of the party,ó begged Debbie. 

òI have the kids, and Mark is at work. I have already told you I 

canõt,ó answered Mom. òWhat time does Mark get home from 

work?ó Debbie asked. òHe will be home around mid-night,ó Mom 
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said.  

òOkay, itõs 7:30 p.m. now. We will have you and the kids 

back home at 10:30 p.m. Please, Kim!ó Debbie pleaded. òOkay! 

Youõre not going to stop until I give in. Let me get the kids ready,ó 

Mom said.  

Mom, sister, and I left the comfort of our house and 

climbed into a ô69 Ford Falcon, which was waiting at the curb of 

the street. My Uncle, Paul, was driving the hot rod of a car we were 

boarding. The pure power of the V-8 engine that hid under the 

hood forced me back into the backseat as the accelerator was 

punched.  

After what seemed like a quick drive, we arrived at an old 

house out in the country. The rock music was booming, and the 

party was going on. There was lighting hanging from trees, lots of 

kids running around, and adults with beers in their hands. Loud 

voices and laughter echoed in the background. My cousins, my 

sister, and I joined into playing with the other kids that were there. 

We all ran around playing tag, having a blast.  

My mother, uncle, and aunt were drinking beers and taking 

shots of liquor like there were no cares or any responsibility of get-

ting home safely. Soon it was 10:00 p.m. and time to leave the par-

ty, and every adult there was three sheets in the wind. My mom, 

called out, òKyle, Kortney, Mandy, and Ashley! Come on! Load 

up; itõs time to go home!ó  

The eight of us loaded into the car like sardines packed 

into an airtight can. I was in the back seat directly behind the driv-

erõs seat. My sister was in the middle of the back seat. My oldest 

cousin, Mandy, was behind the front passenger seat. My mother 

was in the passenger seat. My aunt was in the middle of the front 

seat, holding my youngest cousin, Joe, in her lap.  

Uncle Paul was behind the steering wheel, placed with the 

responsibility of getting us all home safely. The car started with a 

loud rumble noise from the engine, and off we went. Only a few 

minutes into the ride back home an argument broke out between 

the adults up front over the way Paul was driving.  

My mother reached over my aunt and cousin hitting Paul 

and pulling the keys out of the ignition. The yelling and fighting 

ensued, and all the while speeds were accelerating, and headlights 
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were coming our way. The approaching headlights got brighter and 

brighter until the unthinkable happened. We crossed lanes and 

collided head-on with a pickup truck. Metal on metal crunched 

together, like a can exploding in a can crusher.  

It took several minutes before another car arrived to render 

aid. Upon arrival of this unknown person he saw a small child 

dead, along with a dead woman and another woman barely breath-

ing. He saw a young boy alive, but bleeding with severe head inju-

ries. He also spotted a man who was severely hurt and close to 

death. Another young girl was found, slowly breathing and barely 

holding on to life. Before the man looks any further, he rushed 

back to his vehicle where he had a phone that was not mobile but 

connected to his vehicle. The man called 911. 

When my father, Mark, arrives home from work, he is met 

by an officer awaiting his arrival. òMr. Reeves?ó the officer asked. 

òYes sir, Mark Reeves. What seems to be the problem?ó Dad 

asked. òMy name is Officer Monroe, Abilene Police Department. 

Your family has been in a deadly car wreck. You need to come 

with me, to the hospital, to help identify the bodies.ó  

Upon arrival at the hospital, my dad meets with a Justice of 

the Peace. They walk into a room where my sister and I lay cov-

ered in bandages and staples. He identifies us as his children. They 

move to another room where the deceased laid on tables, that is 

when reality strikes him. òMy kids are alive, but my wife is gone 

forever?ó Dad remembers asking.  

òMark!ó the Justice of the Peace said, bringing him back to 

reality. òThese other three? Can you tell me who they are?ó 

òMandy Clem, Ashley Clem, and Debbie Clem, and this is my 

wife, Kim Reeves,ó Dad said.  

That beautiful summer night over thirty years ago laid to 

rest four lives and left scars that would never heal for the remaining 

four survivors.  
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Photography ñFirst Place  

Reese Robbins  
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Short Story  

Third Place  

Dog Days in Jail 

Jose Plata 

 

It was a bright, sunny day in March of 2018 when I was 

pursued by Federal Agents in Dallas for selling drugs. This event 

changed what I was thinking, which was to stop selling drugs and 

start my own legitimate business. I guess that is the ultimate dream 

for everyone who sells drugs, and I am no different. I stayed out 

for nearly two weeks before I turned myself in, with a lawyer I 

hired first, of course. It wasnõt until then that I realized I would not 

be around my family for many years. One way or another I wanted 

to always remain in contact with my family, which included two 

small chihuahuas named Chico and Mia. For them, I was their 

family, and I would not be seeing them for many years, if I ever 

saw them again or any other dogs at all for that matter.  

As the months went by, I learned to cope without the physi-

cal contact of my family, but I started to wonder, will my dogs re-
member me? Will I even remember how it felt to be with any dog? 

I watched commercials and movies with dogs, thinking of how I 

missed dogs. Even looking at magazines, since they usually have 

ads for dog food, had me reminiscing about all the moments I was 

missing out on.  

After nearly a year of being in my first federal prison, I was 

moved to a county jail. The good part was that it was in my 

hometown city of Dallas, Texas. As soon as I arrived, I hated that 

place, but I was stuck there until my sentencing, not knowing how 

long that would be. I had to start the process of a routine. I met a 
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few people there, and one of them told me, òThey have a dog 

training program here and I am signing up for it.ó I could not be-

lieve him; I thought he was trying to pull a joke on me. The follow-

ing day I saw him being interviewed for the program, but I thought 

it, DOG, must simply be an acronym for something else. The pro-

gram was called Home for Hounds, but I was in such disbelief.  

A month later, I was moved to a different floor there so the 

process of meeting new people, again, ensued. One day the regular 

guard did not show up and another guard worked instead. One of 

the people I had met said, òShe works in the dog program; if you 

want to get in it, you should go talk to her,ó so I took his advice. 

I told her why I wanted to be in that dog program, pleading 

òBecause I love dogs.ó She told me to òput in a request on the 

computer and say what you told me, explain why we should place 

you in the program.ó I did it that same night. About two weeks lat-

er I was interviewed for that program. Two more weeks passed, 

and I was moved into the dog training course. It was a good and 

exciting day.  

Upon my arrival, I immediately noticed all the empty dog 

crates. The other guys in there told me òThe dogs arrive next Fri-

day, and they sleep downstairs, while we sleep upstairs.ó I spent the 

next few days adjusting to that new place, setting up the crates to be 

prepared for the dogsõ arrival.  

That Friday finally came and the guards said, òThe dogs 

are here, be ready to start grabbing the leashes to bring them in.ó 

We all gathered by the exit door to pick which dogs we were going 

to train. We were to train five dogs and there were ten of us as 

trainers. This meant two trainers per dog. The dog I chose was im-

mensely terrified of every sound, which was a big challenge to train 

but much more gratifying afterwards. Our dog, Reeses, was a Lab-

rador Retriever mixed with a Shar-pei, and we would take her out-

side to play fetch or simply run around. She looked as if she was 

smiling, and I nearly forgot I was in jail.  

Every six weeks we met and then trained five new dogs 

since the others would be adopted by people in the local commu-

nity. My next dog was named Flower; they were named prior to 

arrival. She was a Pit Bull mix puppy of eight months. She was very 

eager to run around and enjoy herself.  



12 

 

One day in September 2019, I went to get sentenced with 

hopes of receiving ten years but was given a few more than that. I 

was not in a good mood after I found out I would be away from my 

family for many years. Upon my return to the jail, I took Flower 

out to play with her. The guards would tell us if we were having a 

bad day to stay away from the dogs, but I told them I wanted to be 

with Flower. She turned a very bad day into a good day, almost al-

lowing me to forget where I was and the news I had received just 

hours before. 

I enjoyed my time training dogs while I was in County Jail. 

Flower was given to another set of trainers since I would be as-

signed Gunther, a Labrador Retriever. He was smart and very easy 

to train and seemed to love every minute of our time together as I 

did as well. After three weeks of training, he lost me as his trainer.  

 I was suddenly called by a guard who was not from my 

pod. I was told I was leaving on chain, on my way to federal prison. 

I gathered my belongings, then proceeded to give everything away 

because I was not allowed to bring anything, not even my familyõs 

contact information.  

Just before I left, I went to see Gunther, the last dog I 

would be near for many years, and gave him my last, and his favor-

ite, treat. This was my goodbye to him and the end of my best time 

during my incarceration. It was the end of my dog days.  



13 

 

Short Story  

Honorable Mention  

The Message Never Sent 

Marely Pena 

 

He's the literal embodiment of what I've always wanted. I 

had the guy of my dreams, and I messed it up. I can't lie that way; it 

was so stupid of me to do it because I decided to focus and put 

myself first instead of us, and I'm sorry for that. The day you left, I 

was sobbing uncontrollably to my friend as I was reading your mes-

sages. I was trying to be understanding of what you wanted, and I 

did think it was best if we took a break at the time, but I didn't want 

to admit it due to the fear of losing you for good. Either way, in the 

end, I did end up losing you; the choice wasn't really up to me. I 

feel like it was more of a choice you wanted, but I did play a big 

part in it, so maybe it was mutual but in different ways, if that 

makes sense. I couldn't do much but try and understand your view 

and why you couldn't do it, and so I just accepted it.  

I reread our messages, wondering what I could have done 

to make things better and possibly fix us one last time again before 

we actually left things alone for good. I couldn't stand the thought 

of losing you because you were one of the things keeping me here, 

and now that you are gone, I didn't know what I was doing here 

anymore. I went back and listened to all of our voice messages, 

read all of our chats, and looked at all of the promises we made to 

each other and thought about what the future would've been. With 

rereading all the messages, though, I do realize how unfair I was to 

you. I shut you out so many times, and I never let you in when all 

you wanted to do was be there to support me. I will admit I always 

felt that once you realized I'm not really that worth fighting for, 
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you'll look somewhere else and leave. That's a fear I've always had 

because you are you. You're such an amazing guy, and you have 

the sweetest soul ever, and I'm so lucky I even got to know you. I 

felt so stupid and sick because I let you walk away without trying to 

fight for you again, but that wasn't up to me anymore because you 

had made your choice.  

The week that followed went by slowly and miserably. I 

didn't know what to do with myself anymore. I lacked self-care for 

a couple of days and things just went in a spiral. I just wanted to be 

done with everything because I knew you werenõt coming back to 

me anymore, and even if you did, in some way it wouldn't be the 

same òyouó I first met when we started talking, but a different you. 

One that knows all of our past mistakes and every single thing 

about me in some way. A version of you that could never look at 

me with the same love in your eyes that you once did because you 

know so much more now, along with all the pain I've caused you 

and that we've caused each other. If you were ever to come back to 

me, or if I was ever able to go back in time, I could've avoided the 

argument I started that night. I could've just listened to you instead 

of being so selfish and pushing you away.  

Then you reached out a week later. It would've been our 

one month, but it wasn't; it was a normal day instead. When you 

texted everything that I kept to myself, everything I kept hidden 

away from others, it finally hit me. It felt like I was struck by a bus. 

I was sobbing uncontrollably; I had a panic attack, which was one 

of the first in a while. You apologized again for what had hap-

pened, but apologies can't change whatõs already in the past or cov-

er them up; they're just words said in empty spaces to patch up the 

wrong.  

When I found you, it felt like I instantly became a better 

version of myself, but along with that, some of the worst sides of 

me started seeping through those cracks and surfacing. My trust 

issues and anxiety consumed me, and ultimately pushed you away. 

You gave me a lot of the reassurance I needed, and I loved it, but 

it's something that nags at me because of my past and because of 

the things I've put up with and been through in friendships and 

other relationships.  
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Even after all we've been through and how much we've told 

each other, our actions speak louder than what we say. Sure, I'll 

love you for the rest of my life because love is a gift you can't get 

back, but we're still young, and nothing lasts forever, and nothing is 

ever promised either. We can't change the past, we can't predict 

the future, but we also can't keep holding on to something that was 

once so sweet and watch it keep turning bitter. 

 

 

 

. 
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General Art ñThird Place  

Ria Oseguera 
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Short Story  

Honorable Mention  

The World of a Westernaire 

Kylie Choate 

 

I sat at the edge of my bed, staring blankly at the wall, re-

playing that night over and over. It had been a moment of rage, 

where my anger had fully taken over, but that was all it took. One 

wrong move and my life had taken a turn I could never reverse. 

I never thought I would have become known as a criminal. 

I was the kind of girl people liked; quiet, kept to myself mostly, 

and always willing to help others. But I had my struggles. Ever 

since I was a kid, anger always lurked beneath the surface, stirring 

up when things got tough. Most of the time I could keep it in, but 

every once in a while, it took control over me. And that night, it 

had cost me everything. 

It was a riday, halfway into summer, the kind of night when 

the air felt thick like a storm was brewing in the clouds. I was eating 

out at a restaurant with friends, hoping it would distract me from 

the voices inside my head. I had just lost both of my parents to a 

car accident, and I was fighting the urge to go home to my apart-

ment and face the silence. Then, Bonnie Clutter walked in. I didnõt 

know Bonnie on a personal level, but I knew enough. Bonnie was 

the girl who always had everything I didnõt, like money, parents 

who were still alive, good grades, and those puppy dog eyes that 

drove me insane. 

We had a brief conversation, both discussing our plans for 

the future and what college we were going to. I couldnõt stand there 

for another second listening to her brag about how amazing her life 

was. Words turned into arguing, and before I even realized what 
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was happening, I had snapped. I didnõt remember pulling the gun 

out of my purse, but what I did remember was the look in Bonni-

eõs eyes as she stumbled back, clutching her stomach. And then the 

blood. So much blood. 

The rest of the night was a blur. Sirens, flashing lights, the 

sight of Bonnieõs blood on her hands as she tried to stay alive. By 

the time I was sitting in the back of a police car, reality started to 

set in. The anger was gone, replaced by the feeling of getting hit 

hard in the stomach as I realized what I had just done. I had 

crossed a line, and there was no turning back. 

The trial came quickly. Bonnieõs family sat in the front row 

every day, their faces sad and distraught. I avoided making eye con-

tact with them, ashamed to face the people whose lives I had shat-

tered. I could hear whispering travel across the courtroom, people 

calling me a monster and the devil. I had never thought of myself 

that way, but then I started to wonder if they were right. 

When the judge read my sentence, life in prison without 

the chance of parole, I barely flinched. It was like I was in a trance, 

watching my life crumble away piece by piece. My friends had 

stopped visiting and even my family had looked at me differently 

like they were staring at a stranger. They had only shown up once 

to the trial, sitting silently in the back row, their faces pale and eyes 

filled with tears. They had left before I could even say a word to 

them. 

Life in prison was exactly what I had expected; terrible, 

lonely, and empty. Days turned into weeks, weeks into months, 

and I felt myself turning into someone else, someone with a soul 

colder than ice. Sometimes I would stay awake for hours at night, 

staring at the cracks in the ceiling, listening to the sounds of other 

prisoners tossing around in their beds. I didnõt belong here, but I 

knew this was what I deserved. Every day, I lived with the burden 

of what I had done, the reality that Bonnie was gone and it was all 

my fault. 

One night, almost a year into his sentence, I received a let-

ter. It was from Bonnieõs sister, Sarah. She wrote that she wanted 

me to know the pain I had caused, but she also said she was trying 

to find a way to forgive me. That wordñforgiveñstuck with me. I 

didnõt feel like I deserved forgiveness, but something about her 
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letter cracked something open within me. 

I realized that I had to carry the weight of my actions for 

the rest of my life. I could let it crush me, or I could find a way to 

change, to somehow make up for what Iõd done. It wouldnõt be 

easy, and I knew Iõd probably never forgive myself. But as I lay 

back on my bunk, staring at the cracked ceiling, I knew I had to 

try. Because this time, for the first time in my life, I wanted to be 

better. 
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Short Story  

Honorable Mention  

Doing Time 

Ramiro Cordova 

 

I have served 8 ½ years of a 20-year mandatory drug con-

viction and a prior felony allegation known as the 851 enhance-

ment. This means an increased penalty that allows federal prosecu-

tors to use a defendantõs prior felony drug conviction to subject the 

defendant to an increased sentence in a current case. The purpose 

of Section 851 is to provide a defendant notice that the govern-

ment intends to increase the defendantõs sentence based on a past 

felony conviction.  Often, a court will choose to impose a sentence 

that is double what it would have been had the prior felony drug 

offense not been considered. Minorities are the ones most impact-

ed by this enhancement.  

Driving down Texas I-10, I glanced in my truckõs mirror 

and saw a DPS Trooper make a quick U-turn, turn on his roof 

lights, and with lightning speed approach the back end of my trailer 

signaling me to pull-over.  I closed my eyes and immediately had 

the òIõm bustedó feeling come over me.  My heart ripped through 

my chest and raced down to the bottom pit of my stomach. 

On the afternoon of September 1, 2015, the Alton Police 

Department received an anonymous tip that my tractor-trailer rig 

was being used to traffic narcotics.  The tip was relayed to the Tex-

as Department of Public Safety (DPS), upon which two DPS spe-

cial agents set up surveillance near the rigõs location.  Several hours 

later, I arrived at the rigõs location and they observed me put my 

personal belongings into the truck, conduct a pre-trip inspection, 
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and drive away in the rig.  At trial, officers testified they observed 

me inspect the truck for about twenty minutes, but acknowledged 

such a pre-trip inspection was normal and routine.  The investiga-

tors performed no background check on me, did no records 

search regarding the property where the truck was parked, and no 

records check on the truck itself.  Simply put, there was no investi-

gation whatsoever beyond the anonymous tipõs vague reference. 

The basis for the stop asserted by Trooper Cantu, the of-

ficer who stopped me, was that the reflective tape on the back end 

of the trailer was partially òobliteratedó and not in compliance with 

commercial vehicle regulations.  Upon being pulled over, I began 

answering questions regarding my travel plans.  I told him I had 

been contacted by a broker to travel to Dallas to pick up a broken 

trailer loaded with broccoli.  I talked about my prior conviction for 

trafficking 1,600 pounds of marijuana.   

While Tropper Cantu continued to question me, Officer 

Brown arrived with Brutus, a narcotic detecting K-9.  Brutus first 

alerted to the presence of narcotics at the driverõs door but gave up 

interest at that location.  Brutus alerted again at the trailerõs right 

axel and eventually climbed into the trailer through its rear door, 

which was opened when I gave consent to the search.  Once inside 

the trailer, Brutus alerted at the front interior wall.  There officers 

noticed òtoolingó (or tool marks) on the screws holding up the pan-

el, suggesting that the screws had been recently removed. 

The rig was transported to the Port of Entry in Pharr, Tex-

as, for further inspection.  An x-ray scan revealed òanomaliesó in 

the front end of the trailer.  Officers drilled through the panel in 

front of the trailer and found a white powdery substance, which 

field tested positive as cocaine.  Behind the panel were dozens of 

rectangular bundles containing around 40 kilograms of cocaine.  I 

was arrested, convicted, and sentenced to a 20-year mandatory sen-

tence.  I have already served my ten-year sentence for the instant 

offense.  Now I am serving an enhanced ten years, laws that in-

crease the sentence for a crime based how the crime was commit-

ted and who committed it, for the 1999 prior drug case.  

When we are young, we tend to make irrational decisions 

without considering what we have to lose: the people who care for 

us the most with their unconditional love.  My mom, family, and 
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friends have gone to be with the Good Lord since I have been 

here.  I have learned to appreciate the smallest things in life, espe-

cially my dear wife.  Our relationship has grown in a special way 

going through these trials and tribulations.  I know that many say I 

received what I deserved; however, the truth is that had I been a 

different person, one with different skin tone, different name, and 

different contacts, I know my sentence too would have been differ-

ent.  
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Lipny Lemus 
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General Essay  

First Place  

If Walls Could Speak:  

Unveiling Isolation and Oppression 

Wendy Nunez 

 

Imagine being locked in an isolated room by a loved 

one, prevented from viewing the outside world, and only able to 

be entertained by the walls. The narrator of "The Yellow Wall-

paper" by Charlotte Perkins Gilman is a young mother experi-

encing postpartum depression. Her husband, a doctor, suggests 

a ôrest cureõ that confines her to a room. At the beginning her 

mental health is in question but weakens more during her soli-

tary confinement. Eventually she has a complete physiological 

breakdown as she spends more time alone in the room while 

growing more and more captivated by the yellow wallpaper. 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman explores the themes of Victorian era 

social norms and isolation (as punishment) in òThe Yellow 

Wallpaperó by utilizing symbolism, imagery, and foreshadowing 

to emphasize the negative consequences of this type of confine-

ment. 

Symbolism is utilized in a variety of ways to convey 

themes such as societal norms and isolation in the Victorian era 

in Gilman's "The Yellow Wallpaper." Arguably the most signifi-

cant symbol in the story is the wallpaper in the room where the 

narrator is imprisoned. In òThe Yellow Wallpaper,ó the narra-

tor states, òThe pattern does move, and no wonder! The wom-
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an behind shakes itó (Gilman 654). This specific quote, which 

represents the oppression and confinement of women in society, 

emphasizes the narrator's sense of a woman confined beneath 

the wallpaper. It symbolizes the narrator's own perception of 

imprisonment and her wish to escape the restrictive norms. The 

room in which the narrator is confined serves as a second signifi-

cant example of symbolism. In the story, the narrator states, 

òThe windows are barred for little children, and there are rings 

and things in the walls.ó (Gilman 648).  This statement empha-

sizes the room's symbolic representation of women's physical 

and mental captivity as well as their feeling of imprisonment, 

which furthers the narrator's sense of absence of freedom. 

Therefore, both the wallpaper and room further explore the 

constrictive social norms of the time and the isolation that 

emerged for women. 

In òThe Yellow Wallpaper,ó Gilman uses striking image-

ry to convey the issue of societal norms and the feeling of isola-

tion during the Victorian era. Gilmanõs in-depth descriptions of 

the room's wallpaper itself make an effective example because it 

paints a clear picture in the readerõs head. This is strengthened 

by a quote from the story where the narrator states, òThe color 

is repellent, almost revolting; a smouldering unclean yellow, 

strangely faded by the slow-turning sunlightó (Gilman 649). This 

description of the wallpaper's color reflects the oppressive quali-

ties of the social norms by evoking a sense of deterioration and 

imprisonment. The reader may understand the narrator's dis-

taste for the wallpaper by reading the words òrepellent, almost 

revoltingó with an overwhelming feeling of dislike. The phrase 

òsmouldering unclean yellowó strikes up an image of a filthy, 

rotting tone that increases the feeling that something is unpleas-

ant. Additionally, òstrangely faded by the slow-turning sunlightó 

conveys the passage of time of the fading color of the wallpaper, 

which may represent the narrator's own emotional and mental 

breakdown as a result of being confined. This thorough descrip-

tion reflects the societal standards that bind the narrator and 

contributes to the room's unpleasant and restricting mood. 

In "The Yellow Wallpaper,ó Gilman utilizes foreshadow-

ing to highlight the themes of social norms and isolation as a 
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form of punishment during the Victorian era. The narratorõs 

growing fascination with the details of the wallpaper surrounding 

her serves as a key example. This is strengthened by a quote 

from the story where the narrator states, òThe color is repellent, 

almost revolting; a smouldering unclean yellow, strangely faded 

by the show-turning sunlightó (Gilman 649). Her increasing ob-

session and the sensation of deterioration and imprisonment she 

is currently feeling are hinted at in this description. The author 

foreshadows the narratorõs growing fascination with the wallpaper 

and her psychological breakdown through vivid and disturbing 

imagery. The narrator's spiral into madness is hinted at in this 

quote from the story, òI lie here on this great immovable bed-it is 

nailed down, I believe-and follow that pattern about by the 

hour.ó (Gilman 650). The bedõs immobility represents her feel-

ing of captivity. It implies that there is no way out of her current 

situation. The narratorõs increasing obsession is indicated by her 

fascination with the patterns, which indicates how the wallpaper 

would dominate her mind and grow into the primary objective of 

her psychological state. Overall, the themes of loneliness and the 

oppressive nature of the social norms that restrict the narrator are 

highlighted by these two particular quotes. 

Throughout the use of symbolism, imagery, and fore-

shadowing, Gilmanõs òThe Yellow Wallpaperó effectively ex-

plores the harsh societal norms of the Victorian era. Vivid image-

ry and foreshadowing emphasizes the terrible consequences of 

isolation as a form of punishment, while the wallpaper itself be-

comes an effective symbol of the narratorõs captivity and declin-

ing mental state. In addition to highlighting negative effects of 

strict gender norms and confinement, Gilman uses this story to 

promote more awareness and empowerment for women. òThe 

Yellow Wallpaperó is an important reminder of the value of 

mental health and the necessity of opposing social norms that 

restrict the rights of women.  
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General Essay  

Second Place  

Tattoo 

Amber Atkinson 

 

Etymology, or the study of the history of words, is im-

portant because knowing the history of a word can help you use 

words more accurately. Etymology can help you broaden your 

vocabulary and increase your ability to spell words correctly. If 

you know and understand the history of a word, it makes teaching 

someone else the words a lot easier. Not only that, but you could 

have a better understanding of your native language or other lan-

guages by fully understanding the meaning of each individual 

word. Let's take the word tattoo, what does it mean? The defini-

tion of tattoo is a form of body modification made by inserting 

tattoo ink, dyes, and/or pigments, either indelible or temporary, 

into the dermis layer of the skin to form a design. The word tat-

too originated in the mid-17th century. The English word tattoo 

evolved from the Polynesian òTatauó and was influenced by Eu-

ropean interpretation of both body marking and military signal-

ing. Over time, it became the word we use today to describe the 

body modification made by inserting ink into our skin to form art 

we can permanently wear.     

Tattoo: what else does it mean? There are more defini-

tions of the word tattoo than I originally thought. To my surprise, 

the word tattoo could be an evening drum or bugle signal re-

calling soldiers to their quarters.  A British definition of tattoo is 

an entertainment consisting of music, marching, and the perfor-

mance of displays and exercises by military personnel. Tattoo 
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could also mean rhythmic tapping or drumming. Tattoo also has 

an earlier meaning in English, influenced by the Dutch word 

"taptoe," which referred to a military drumbeat. The term "taptoe" 

came from the practice of signaling soldiers to return to their 

quarters by drumming on a wooden barrel. The connection to 

body marking arose when "tattoo" came to refer to the markings 

or signals made on the skin; as the drumbeat marked a return to 

camp. 

I have always been fascinated by tattoos. I got my very first 

tattoo on my 18th birthday with my mom. We have matching star 

design tattoos on our feet. Mine is on my right foot and hers is on 

her left foot. The tattoo artist was very surprised that I chose my 

foot for my first tattoo as that is one of the most painful spots to 

get tatted. I would have to say the worst place to get tattooed so 

far was my stomach with my elbow coming as a close second. I 

am covered in tattoos now, with many plans to fill most of the 

blank spots on my arms and legs. I just love being a human can-

vas. I love art. It was my favorite class in school. By the time I 

graduated, I had taken every art class possible and the advanced 

versions as well. I was also the teacherõs aide for art, so I got to do 

a lot of the behind-the-scenes work. I wanted to be an art teacher 

back in 2012, but life happened, and that did not work out. I still 

get to be a walking canvas, though. It makes me happy to get 

compliments on my tattoos so I can brag about my artists. They 

are incredibly talented artists, and I will gladly recommend their 

shop to anyone and everyone. (Itõs probably why I am one of 

their favorite clients, unless they just say that to everyone.) 

 I am glad that more and more people are getting tat-

tooed. To each is their own; people are still as beautiful without 

any tattoos at all. I just personally like how people use tattoos to 

express themselves. People have semi colon tattoos to raise 

awareness for suicide. I have seen a lot of puzzle piece tattoos in 

support of autism. Many people get tattoos of loved ones hand-

writing before or after they have passed on. I have seen many re-

membrance tattoos. There are portrait tattoos of animals, family, 

friends, etc. Someone meant so much to them that they are per-

manently on their body, with them forever. That is so beautiful to 

me. Of course, people can get tattoos with the only meaning be-
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ing that it looks cool because it sure does. There are terrible tat-

toos, but that is their body, and I am sure they got what they paid 

for. This is a permanent body modification; it is important to 

choose the artist and pricing wisely.  

Learning the etymology of tattoo and discovering there 

are more definitions than what I went into this paper thinking was 

very cool! It goes to show words we use daily could have way 

more meanings than what we think. Diving into words and learn-

ing the history is an extremely useful tool. Now I can confidently 

school someone on the word tattoo. I could probably bet money 

that the definition they give me is the body modification, but then 

I can hit them with, òwell, it also means calling soldiers back to 

their quarters and rhythmic tapping or drumming.ó All the differ-

ent meanings do go together, though. The rhythmic tapping is the 

needle going in and out pushing ink into the dermis. I will incor-

porate learning the etymology of more words into my life from 

now on.  
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General Art ñHonorable Mention  

Cassandra Cook-Hausman 
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General Essay  

Third Place  

American Justice 

Johnathan Crocker 

 

The goddess of justice statue sits on top of many court 

houses in America. Blindfolded, with a sword in one hand and a 

pair of scales in the other, she represents law. These three sym-

bols, impartiality, swiftness, and balance, are what justice is sup-

posed to be. In the court system, people place their trust in the 

hands of judges. They are the ultimate presiders of justice.  

Judges are authority figures the general population looks 

up to to balance the laws of the land. Despite years of the matur-

ing of laws in society, there are many instances where the punish-

ment given does not fit the crime committed and countless times 

when it is not evenly distributed. Each year, in America, thou-

sands of men and women are sentenced to prison for wrongs 

they have committed. However, the sentences assigned are not 

fairly distributed.  

Too often women are sentenced to unusually long prison 

terms for drug crimes. Some have committed drug crimes on 

their own while others, less fortunate, are pulled into a crime by 

male partners or boyfriends. Usually, women have children and 

family who suffer from the time they do. Without her, children 

and family members are often abused and forced to commit 

crimes simply to survive.   

In the American Federal Justice system, judges have dis-

regarded any mitigating factors in womenõs drug cases only to 

sentence them to grossly, exaggerated sentences. For far too long, 
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judges have punished women without giving consideration of 

òwhyó it is they committed the crime. Judgesõ mindsets in many 

cases when passing judgement is, òYou done the crime, you get 

the time.ó Instead of this old murder approach, they need to is-

sue out punishment based upon a balance of justice. The law 

needs to consider the individual circumstances of what and why 

exactly the woman was involved. Many times, she is forced to do 

what she does not want to do. 

Is a person who steals food because they are starving dif-

ferent from the person who steals to harm someone else? Yes, 

just like there is a difference between the women who are drug 

dealers and those who have been implicated in another personõs 

crime.  

This is the issue; Judges, however, will not consider these 

mitigating factors. Let the women who committed the crime be 

their niece or daughter, and the judge will most likely let her off 

the hook or with a lighter sentence. Their personal family is not 

different from the many women out there who are forced into 

illegal situations.  

A judgeõs job is to administer impartial, swift, and bal-

anced justice, not to hand out jail time like candy at Halloween. 

When judges sentence someone too severely, it is a miscarriage 

of justice. When they do over sentence someone, they are not 

only causing harm to the defendant they are causing harm to her 

kids and family because the mother, sister, or daughter is ripped 

from a family that needs her and often falls apart without her.  

In cases where there could be leniency or lessor time giv-

en, judges are often committing irreparable harm to innocent, 

collateral victims. People who are personally involved in what is 

going on in the courts have repeatedly witnessed the unfair and 

biased sentencing that regularly happens. There needs to be an-

swers to the problems the American justice system faces. Judges 

forever alter the lives of not only those convicted but their family 

members too. It is time that they start more wisely using their su-

perior knowledge and life-changing power.  
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General Essay  

Honorable Mention  

A Silent Conversation Can Convey a 

Thousand Words 

Wendy Nunez 

 

Peter Drucker, an American author and business consult-

ant once stated, òThe most important thing in communication is 

hearing what isn't said." In Ernest Hemingwayõs òHills like White 

Elephants,ó the protagonist of the story is a woman named Jig who 

is in a relationship with an American man, waiting to board a train 

to Madrid, Spain. To pass time, the couple agree to share a few 

alcoholic drinks while engaging in an intense conversation that re-

veals a deep conflict within their relationship. Ernest Hemingway 

explores the theme of communication in "Hills like White Ele-

phants" by utilizing symbolism, dialogue, and title to highlight un-

expressed emotions and uncover the truth that is not spoken. 

Throughout Hemingway's short story, symbolism is used 

in many ways to express the couple's hidden troubles. The train 

tracks in òHills like White Elephantsó are an ideal illustration of 

symbolism because they represent a crucial point in the couple's 

relationship. In the story, Hemingway says, òOn this side there was 

no shade and no trees and the station was between two lines of 

rails in the sun,ó (Hemingway 229). Similarly to the way that train 

tracks may lead in opposing directions, the story's train tracks sym-

bolize the two distinct routes the characters may choose to take. 

Readers might argue that one option the couple could choose 
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symbolizes the decision to have an abortion, which could result 

in a future that is unknown or a separation. However, some read-

ers could argue that the other option represents carrying the 

pregnancy to term, which would also change the dynamics of the 

couple's relationship. Overall, the train tracks emphasize the de-

cision-making moment and the conflicting futures that depend on 

the couple's final decision. A second important demonstration of 

symbolism are the hills that Jig points out which resemble white 

elephants. In òHills like White Elephantsó, Hemingway says, 

òThe girl was looking off at the line of hills. They were white in 

the sun and the country was brown and dryó (Hemingway 229). 

The main topic of the story, Jig's pregnancy, is implied by the 

hills, which represent the shape of a pregnant woman's stomach. 

The hills symbolize the character's relationship hardships in addi-

tion to a pregnant stomach. The major problem they are dealing 

with, which is unavoidable, is symbolized by (climbing) hills, 

which typically represent challenges. The hills convey how seri-

ous the choice they have to make is. Therefore, the hills repre-

sent the difficulties and possible shifts that the pair will have to 

deal with in their life. 

Hemingway utilizes dialogue effectively to enhance the 

theme of communication in òHills like White Elephantsó. The 

author conveys the complexity of the coupleõs relationship and 

the underlying tension through the discussion between Jig and 

the American man throughout the majority of the story. The dia-

logueõs simplicity and the way it avoids the primary problem with-

out immediately addressing the pregnancy remain its defining 

features. In the story, Jig states, òThey look like white elephant.ó 

The American man then replies with òIõve never seen one.ó Jig 

states shortly after, òNo, you wouldnõt haveó (Hemingway 229). 

This particular interaction demonstrates Jig's attempts to engage 

the man in a more in-depth discussion, but his dismissive reac-

tion emphasizes his lack of communication. At the end of the 

story, the American man states, òDo you feel better?ó Jig replies 

with, òI feel fine. There is nothing wrong with me. I feel fi-

ne.ó (Hemingway 232). This exchange between the protagonists 

draws attention to the problem and lack of communication in 

their relationship. Jig's constant use of the phrase "I feel fine" 
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strongly implies an effort to hide more intense feelings and an 

unwillingness to have a real conversation. The coupleõs inability 

to openly express their emotions and the tough choice they must 

make is reflected within this dialogue. The couple's tension and 

disconnection are highlighted by the brief conversation, which 

also shows how their relationship is impacted by their incapacity 

to communicate clearly on a crucial issue. 

Hemingway explores the issue of communication in 

"Hills Like White Elephants," using the title as a literary device. 

The underlying tension and hidden problem between the char-

acters are reflected within the title itself. The term "white ele-

phants" describes something undesired or challenging, much like 

the challenging conversation the characters are attempting to 

avoid regarding the possibility of an abortion. This is strength-

ened by a quote from the story where Jig remarks, "They look 

like white elephants," to which the man replies, "I've never seen 

one" (Hemingway 229). This short interaction demonstrates how 

they discuss the actual problem in an indirect manner by utilizing 

the metaphor of white elephants to signify their inability to speak 

honestly. Overall, Hemingway portrays the couple's inability to 

face their actual emotions and their circumstance by using the 

metaphor of "white elephants" in the title. The story's theme of 

communication is emphasized by the title, which captures the 

core of their failure in communication, where plenty is shown 

but not much is spoken directly.  

Hemingway effectively explores the theme of communi-

cation in "Hills Like White Elephants" using symbolism, dia-

logue, and the title to emphasize the characters' vague conversa-

tions about their challenging circumstances. Which ultimately 

exposes their incapacity to honestly address their real emotions 

and the important decisions they must make. Overall, Heming-

way's effective usage of these literary devices highlights the value 

and difficulties of open conversation in resolving challenging cir-

cumstances. 
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General Essay  

Honorable Mention  

A Predatorõs Game 

Rolando Gael Garcia 

 

The transition to adulthood is often filled with uncertainty 

as the desire for independence is interrupted by fear of the un-

known. In "Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?" by 

Joyce Carol Oates, we are introduced to a young girl named Con-

nie who is approached by a sinister figure named Arnold Friend 

who uses manipulation techniques to tempt her to go with him. 

Through symbolism, irony, and ambiguity, Oates highlights one 

young girlõs naµve longing for maturity by the abrupt replacement 

of fear and the unknown. 

Oates makes a great display of symbolism throughout the 

story to underline the uncertainty and dangers that Connie faces 

during her transition to adulthood. Arnold Friendõs exaggerated 

features and disturbing personality symbolize a predatory force or 

even something more spectral like Satan, which embody the dark-

est realities that Connie is not prepared to face. Another symbol-

ism surrounds Arnoldõs car, which is a temptation for Connie. 

Similarly, the background music is something Connie associates 

with freedom and her emerging identity. Still, it takes on a sinister 

tone as Arnold uses these items to manipulate and control her, 

distorting Connieõs reality. Through these symbols, Oates illus-

trates how the seemingly harmless aspects of youth, the charm, the 

music, and the exploration, can mask deeper danger, and Connie 

is left vulnerable to forces she cannot fully understand. 

Oates deliberately leaves key elements unresolved. Arnold 
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Friend's identity makes us question whether he is a person, an evil 

entity, or something that is simply beyond our understanding. His 

exaggerated physical appearance, his cryptic language, and his su-

pernatural knowledge of Connie's entire life blurs the line be-

tween reality and fiction. The story's ending is especially ambigu-

ous, as Oates never reveals precisely what Connie's ultimate fate is 

after she leaves the house to join Arnold. Connie's absent family 

and friends also lack a strong presence in the story, creating an 

atmosphere of isolation that amplifies Connie's vulnerability. 

Through this ambiguity, Oates creates a confusing and often un-

settling environment for growing up. The irony is most prominent 

in the contradictions between Connie's perception of maturity 

and the harsh reality she faces. Connie sees her transition to 

adulthood as an escape to freedom, beauty, and independence, 

but it is precisely her naive pursuit of these values that unwittingly 

leads her into danger. Ironically, the attitudes Connie displays to 

assert her independence such as vanity, flirtation, and desire for 

attention become the tools Arnold uses to manipulate her. Con-

nie's home, which should represent safety, becomes a place of 

vulnerability when Arnold invades her space and subdues her 

without even having to enter the house. Finally, the end of the 

story has a cruel irony; although Connie's decision to leave with 

Arnold might seem like an act of courage to protect her family, it 

is also a surrender that marks the loss of her innocence. 

Joyce Carol Oates explores the uncertainty of adulthood 

using symbolism, ambiguity and irony. These literary devices 

complement each other to show how Connie's passage into 

adulthood is marked by fear and manipulation. The story, with its 

uncertain ending and strange moments, makes us think about 

how complicated it is to grow up and how sometimes we face 

things we don't fully understand. Oates shows us how adulthood 

doesn't always bring answers, but it does bring many questions 

and sacrifices. 
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General Essay  

Honorable Mention  

Somebody Needs You 

Hanna Tran 

 

The phrase òleaving everything you've ever knownó may 

seem dramatic to explain to an 8th grader moving schools to a 

nearby town. òItõs just a new schooló some may think, but in real-

ity, moving away from home is like packing your bags and mov-

ing to Mars. Being a 13 year old girl facing the challenges of mov-

ing to a new town has taught me many valuable lessons in life. 

Stepping foot in a new school with new faces, smells, voices, and 

a new version of myself was single-handedly the most terrifying 

moment of my life. But thinking back, I wouldnõt have done it 

any other way.  

 One thing about human nature is that we are so quick to 

judge people based on appearances. òOh look, the new girl!ó Iõd 

hear voices trickle through the hallways. Faint voices saying, òIs 

she Asian?ó  would echo through the line of heads in front of me 

as I walked past.  I quickly realized that people didn't care about 

who I was, but how I looked. The feeling of being judged wasn't 

new for me, but being judged by all new people was a newly de-

veloped feeling.  Iõd notice in class that when I would answer a 

question, everyone would look astounded. Since I was new, they 

didn't expect me to be brave enough to speak in front of them. 

After hearing whispers and sly remarks, I came to the conclusion 

that I should just stop talking, and for a while I did. I was too 

scared to speak in class, and that was very unlike me. When you 
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feel like your every move is being ridiculed by others, it puts a 

toll on the way you act. My whole life I have been raised, and 

surrounded by people that pushed me to be the best version of 

myself, but as soon as I started to feel that slip away, I felt like it 

would be gone forever. 

After a month, I completely lost myself. I came home 

from school with tears running down my cheek every day. One 

day my mom noticed me crying after school, and she sat me 

down for a talk. I told her, òMom, I have never felt so out of 

place in my life. Everyone here is so put together and perfect, 

and I just feel like an idiot.ó That day my mom told me some-

thing Iõll never forget. My mom said, òHanna, if you donõt make 

friends at first that's normal, but the second people see you for 

who you truly are, the right people will surround you.ó After she 

told me that, I had to push myself to break out of my shell. I had 

to come to the realization that it was not othersõ responsibility to 

talk to me; it was my responsibility to be who I am and embrace 

it. The more I showed up to school events, talked to people 

around me, and followed peers on social media, I immediately 

noticed a difference in how I was treated. As time went on, and 

people started to know who I was, I started to not be invisible 

anymore. People were talking to me in the hallway rather than 

about me.  Instead of being ignored, people started to ask me 

questions about where I came from, how my life was at my previ-

ous school, and even about things I enjoyed.  I started to get 

more involved in sports, and it was a big outlet for me to meet 

new people. Obviously, there were still mean people who had 

mean things to say about me, but I just had to be strong and ig-

nore it. Though being myself got easier, one thing that didnõt was 

finding the right people to surround myself with. I became 

friends with girls who were super accepting, but behind closed 

doors, they were mean to others. I suffered with the internal bat-

tle of choosing to stay friends with people that I knew did not 

have the best interest for me. This was the start of my journey of 

staying true to myself, and my beliefs.  

 One thing I regret most is pretending to be someone 

Iõm not to make friends. Those girls were the opposite of every-

thing I believed in, but I was afraid of losing them and not having 
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anyone else. The feeling of acceptance felt so relieving after a 

month of feeling so lost, so I started to lose who I was when I 

was around them.  I felt like I finally found a source of valida-

tion, but it wasn't from the right people. I learned quickly that I 

would not make good friends if I was pretending to be someone 

I was not. I started to be myself and found out that people would 

love me for who I am, and not who I pretend to be.  Realizing 

the hard way that when pretending to be someone that you 

aren't, you attract the people who like an alternate version of 

yourself, and that's just as bad as being friends with someone you 

know nothing about. Being myself is something I have always 

been very prideful about, and I had shied away from it when I 

moved. As time went on, I eventually found amazing friends who 

loved me for who I was. Going through the struggles I faced 

made me who I am today, and being myself will always be some-

thing I am proud of. If I had not embraced who I truly am, I 

wouldnõt be surrounded by the most amazing people who lift me 

up every single day.  

After my long journey of adjusting to a new school and 

town, I still think the hardest part was fitting in with the people 

around me. Acting like someone wasn't led me to people who 

didn't end up being the best for me. I am glad that I stayed true 

to myself because it has led me to where I am today. One lesson 

that I took from moving schools is that no one should ever pre-

tend to be someone they aren't. If you aren't being yourself no 

one else will fill the void that you fill, and somebody in this world 

needs you. Now, as I am entering my junior year of high school, 

I have flourished not just in the aspect of being less worried 

about how my peers felt about me, but I have grown as an indi-

vidual. I have learned that being Asian-American is something I 

should be proud of and not ashamed of. Most importantly I 

have learned that being myself is the best person that I can be.  
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General Art ñHonorable Mention  

Cassandra Cook-Hausman 
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General Essay  

Honorable Mention  

Why Canõt I Wear That Costume? 

Amber Atkinson 

 

Halloween is a holiday celebrated every October and 

brings people of all ages together for fun, creativity, and the 

spooky spirit. On Halloween, we wear costumes allowing us to 

express ourselves and embody our favorite characters. Some peo-

ple go all out and plan their costumes out the entire year prior. 

Some people throw something together the day of. Regardless of 

if it is some extravagant costume or a simple costume, unfortu-

nately, there is a bit of controversy revolving around what one can 

and cannot dress up as. While I do understand that in some cases 

a costume could cross a line, people should be free to wear what-

ever costume they want. Dressing up on Halloween is supposed 

to boost individual expression, embrace diversity, and encourage 

creative freedom.  

One of the main arguments for allowing people to wear 

whatever costume of their choosing is the right to freedom of ex-

pression. While I do fully agree people should be able to dress 

up in whatever costume they would like, I also agree that there is 

a line. In an article called òFall Tradition Says We Should Have a 

Halloween Free-Speech Controversy ð Letõs not,ó they touch on 

the topic of someone stupidly dressing up as George Floyd. Un-

der no circumstances is that morally okay. This is where I fully 

understand the Halloween costume controversy, but it is taken 
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too far. In this day and age, it doesnõt take much to offend peo-

ple. By placing too many limitations on costume choices, we 

lose the spirit of Halloween. a day where everyone can let loose, 

embrace fantasy, and share in the excitement. After all, it is 

through the wide range of costumes that the holiday becomes an 

inclusive and enjoyable experience for all. 

Dressing up for Halloween encourages people to em-

brace diversity. For example, when my oldest daughter was in 

kindergarten, she really wanted to be Mirabel from Encanto. 

Who was I to tell my 5-year-old she couldnõt dress up as her 

favorite character? That year, she was the cutest little Mirabel. 

My issue was can I dress my Caucasian child as a Hispanic char-

acter. I figured if she only wore the costume and didnõt change 

anything about her skin tone it would be just fine. That is where 

the line is; sure you have the freedom to express yourself, but 

make sure not to take it too far.  

Halloween brings a sense of creativity more than any 

other holiday. I love looking at all the intricate costumes. The 

costumes that you can see someone put all their time and effort 

into. Creating a costume is a form of art that I will always stand 

behind. When picking a costume, how it can be interpreted by 

society is important to keep in mind. Society is easily offended; 

however, you must be aware of how you could offend other cul-

tures when creating your costume. òBe culturally respectful as 

you celebrate Halloween,ó The University of Utah article has a 

list of costumes that should be avoided. Dressing up as a Native 

American, Senorita, Gypsy, Middle Eastern cultures, and any-

thing with a Black face are some of the most discriminatory Hal-

loween costumes. Any costume depicting an entire ethnic group 

is offensive. A costume that suggests a disability of someone else 

that you clearly do not have is also very offensive.  

To sum it all up, Halloween should remain a holiday 

where we all come together with inclusion, creativity, and indi-

vidual expression. The freedom to dress however you want on 

this holiday lets us express our personalities and embrace diver-

sity. It is still very important to be mindful of costumes that may 

be offensive or harmful. Itõs just not as serious as some people 

make it out to be. You are allowed to dress up as a character of 
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a different race, you just do not have to go the extra mile to 

change your own race to match the character. Halloween is about 

enjoyment and the freedom to wear whatever costume you want, 

within reason. This helps keep the spirit of Halloween alive and 

fun for all ages.  
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General Essay  

Honorable Mention  

The Definition of Courage 

Lesley Martinez Yanez 

 

The study of etymology helps the reader improve their 

reading comprehension, understand where their native language 

comes from, and be familiarized with common root words that 

could be used in other words. The noun òcourageó was first used 

in the Middle English period (1150-1500) with the earliest evi-

dence being around the 1300s in Kyng Alisaunder. Courage 

comes from the root word òcoró a Latin word meaning the 

ôheart.õ The word courage over the centuries changed its forms 

of spellings from òcoró (Latin) to òcoraticumó (Vulgar Latin) to 

òcorageó (Old French) to what it is now, òcourageó in English. As 

of today, it is defined as mental or moral strength to venture, 

persevere, and withstand danger, fear, or difficulty. As Mark 

Twain once said, òCourage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear, 

not absence of fear.ó 

Courage can be understood in many different contexts 

such as in one being òeveryday courageó in where you face small 

simple resilience acts throughout your daily lives. It could be 

something simple like speaking out in class if you usually never 

interact. Second being òphysical courageó where you face physi-

cal challenges where bravery needs to be exhibited, such as a 

police man protecting a child in danger. Another being òmoral 

courageó in which you fight for your beliefs regardless of if it 

even goes against norms, as in fighting for injustice. Or 
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òemotional courageó where you overcome your own personal 

insecurities, fears, or traumas, such as seeking prayer, therapy, 

meditation, etc.  

The word òcourageó has a lot of meaning and significance 

in my own life. I could say in all the different contexts I men-

tioned earlier. Battling kidney failure for over 5-6 years and being 

introduced to dialysis and a kidney transplant has been the big-

gest fear I have thankfully overcome through courage. Dealing 

with physical courage by putting my body through those types of 

procedures. The day-to-day courage in battling every new symp-

tom I developed. The moral courage to stand up to nurses and 

doctors if they were not using their practices in the best way for 

me. And most of all, emotional courage to overcome every self-

doubt, what ifs, and suicidal thoughts. After experiencing all 

these traumas, I agree with Twainõs quote earlier òcourage is re-

sistance to fear, mastery of fear, not absence of fear.ó Regardless, 

throughout everything fear is and will always be present, but it 

will be up to you to have the courage to resist and master that 

fear. Although, in my personal beliefs, I refer it more to the Holy 

word that it is the willingness to act in obedience to Godõs pur-

pose and relying on His strength and guidance. My time in pray-

er and worship were the biggest influence in the courage that was 

empowered through faith within me. 

In conclusion, courage is an immensely powerful and 

meaningful word that helps us overcome the biggest obstacles 

and hardships. In the end, it is a ôheart wordõ and how Bren® 

Brown would say òlove hard and be brave.ó 



49 

 

Photography ñHonorable Mention  

Macayla Hebert  
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Research Paper  

First Place  

Witch Hunt Madness in the New World 

Wendy Nunez 

Introduction 

Sarah Good, a Puritan woman, once declared, "I'm no 

more a witch than you are a wizard! If you take my life away, 

God will give you blood to drink!" Good was one of the first 

three individuals wrongfully accused during the inhumane witch 

hunt trials that occurred in the Puritan colony of Salem, Massa-

chusetts. Between the summer of 1692 and the fall of 1693, at 

least 200 individuals were victims of the trials that caused the 

community to suffer from lifelong trauma. A succession of hear-

ings and prosecutions were held against men, women, and even 

children in order to establish their guilt or innocence of practic-

ing witchcraft. The Salem witch trials were a tragic result of super-

stition, ergotism, and religiosity leading to the overwhelming 

dread that drove the masses to commit heinous acts of killings 

without any true evidence, resulting in a lasting impact on Ameri-

can legal history. 

Superstition 

The charges of witchcraft that led to the widespread panic 

that broke out in the small religious colony were mostly the prod-

uct of superstition. The residents in Salem and the neighboring 

communities were very superstitious in the sixteenth century, be-

lieving in the existence of supernatural beings and the devil. The 

Puritan religious structure, which viewed the natural world as a 

battlefield among elements of both good and evil, served as the 

foundation for these ideas. The generalized panic was caused by 

a fear of the unknown and a need for a scapegoat. During this 
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time of widespread panic, individuals were accused of being 

witches and imprisoned on the basis of weak evidence and physi-

cal traits that were thought to conform to these assumptions. Ac-

cording to a website published by Stony Brook University, it is 

evident that the inability of a doctor to identify an unclear disease 

contributed to the escalation of accusations regarding witchcraft 

(you.stonybrook). When young girls in Salem displayed unusual 

actions for which there was no medical clarification, physicians 

would label them as witches. Insufficient medical explanation 

worsened the already-occurring madness and prompted further 

allegations. The charges were aided by the fact that there was a 

lack of medical clarity at the time as well as the failure of agricul-

ture to thrive during a period of cooler weather. The Little Ice 

Age was a time of regional cold that occurred in the North Amer-

ican continent from the fourteenth to the nineteenth centuries. 

According to the article Weather and the Salem Witch Trials, 

decline in crops developed from shortened growing seasons 

brought on by the below-average temperatures (Mixon). Ten-

sions in Salem increased as food shortages were a result of the 

agricultural crisis that was labeled as witchcraft by the Puritans 

rather than the cold temperatures affecting the crop growth. 

Overall, one of the most dark and unfair periods in history of the 

United States was brought about by the deeply ingrained supersti-

tions within the Puritan religious framework.   

Ergotism  

The outbreak of illnesses such as ergotism that occurred 

during the witch hunt trials contributed significantly to the grow-

ing dread in Salem. In the previous few centuries, medical pro-

fessionals lacked the necessary research and evidence to contain 

the outbreaks of disease, and their lack of knowledge of medi-

cine and illnesses resulted in incorrect diagnoses of many diseas-

es. A few of Salemõs young women began to exhibit strange 

symptoms, such as sudden lack of vision, skin sores, convulsions, 

and hallucinations, that doctors were not capable of diagnosing. 

According to an article published by JAMA Dermatology, the 

girls were initially diagnosed with "bewitchment" by the town's 

physician, who was uncertain of the cause of their illness. This 

medical diagnosis resulted in the victims' persecution and later 
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conviction. Many academics claimed the true etiology of the un-

explained sickness following the trials, and convulsive ergotism is 

a reasonable theory (Mundra et al.). The illness, ergotism, or "St. 

Anthony's Fire," is contracted by consuming contaminated rye, a 

kind of cereal grain. According to a website published by the 

University of Alabama at Birmingham, it states that the fungal 

disease is more widespread in women and children and develops 

convulsions that resemble hysteria along with hallucinations as 

well as crawling and tingling sensations below the surface of oneõs 

skin. It also appears that rye was a common food in the area and 

that Salem had ergot poisoning-prone conditions during 1692 is 

additional significant evidence (òResearch Guides: Witchcraft, 

Women and the Healing Arts in the Early Modern Period: A 

Strange Affliction in Salemó). According to the ergotism idea, 

eating rye impaired with ergot fungus might have triggered symp-

toms reported by individuals living in Salem, such as convulsions 

and hallucinations. This could contribute to the allegations of 

witchcraft. The ergot fungus thrived on rye and other cereals be-

cause of the cooler, wetter weather brought about by the Little 

Ice Age. Ergotism instances, like the ones implicated in the Sa-

lem witch trials, may have occurred more frequently during this 

time due to the growing incidence of ergot infection in crops.  

Religiosity 

Religiosity played a key role in the witch hunts due to the 

fact that the Puritan individuals of Salem had an intense belief in 

the supernatural and thought they were facing demonic forces. 

Due to their intense belief in the supernatural, their religion had 

a significant impact on the widespread accusations and execu-

tions that broke out in the little town. The community's deep reli-

gious values made people more likely to perceive strange behav-

ior and unexplained events as indicators of witchcraft. Since the 

prosecutions were against the devil's work, they were viewed as a 

means of purifying Salem and shielding it from evil powers. Ac-

cording to an article published by the Social Science Journal, the 

authors claim that Salem Village was a religious community prior 

to and during the witchcraft trials, which gave its minister some 

degree of political and economic power over the town's residents 

(King and Mixon). Puritan standards and controls substantially 
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shaped the individual's actions. Due to the religion's strong hold, 

citizens' freedoms were severely limited when they were accused 

of committing witchcraft without sufficient proof. According to 

the article by the Social Science Journal, based on recent studies, 

Samuel Parris, the minister of Salem exploited the witchcraft 

tragedy to preserve and increase his own and his corporate for-

tune (King and Mixon). Parris, the Salem minister, and other lo-

cal ministers endorsed the inhumane trials and charges made 

during the proceedings (King and Mixon). Researchers have con-

cluded Parris was heavily involved in the trials that were affected 

by the minister's financial and personal interests due to their sup-

port for the trials. Parris had an interest in retaining his status and 

power in Salem since doing so would provide him with financial 

security and allow him to gain control and gather greater authori-

ty in the community. The article by the Social Science Journal 

states that because American colonies had a male-dominated so-

ciety, men were significantly more eligible to be involved in any 

court action (King and Mixon). The charges of the women were 

influenced by Salem's religious community, which was predomi-

nantly male. Throughout the trial period, women were perceived 

as weak, prone to wrongdoings and powerless, making them ideal 

targets for witchcraft allegations. Numerous of the town's women 

who failed to fulfill the customary roles or comply to societal 

norms risked being accused. This strengthened the Puritan men's 

domination over women by increasing the severity of allegations 

that they were witches. Overall charges of practicing witchcraft 

were considered deeply because the Puritan belief system was 

strongly associated with the distress of the devil.  

Victims 

One of the most tragic periods in history that occurred in 

American soil were the Salem witch trials. Without sufficient 

proof, the Puritans who were then residing in Salem were willing 

to claim anyone of witchcraft, leading to roughly twenty execu-

tions. The victims' strange behavior, unexplained unfortunate 

events, and failure to fit in with society led to the conclusion that 

they were witches. According to the article published by RSC 

Med Chem, it is important to acknowledge that a number of 

those women who were deemed witches were skilled herbalists 
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who knew a great deal about plants with biological properties 

(Llanes et al.). It was normal for women to utilize herbal treat-

ments for care hundreds of years ago. Nevertheless, there is a 

chance that such behavior may be misinterpreted and criticized, 

which would fuel the charges of witchcraft. Tituba, an indigenous 

woman and slave of the town's priest Samuel Parris, became the 

very first individual to be placed in jail. Tituba immediately be-

came a quick victim because she was a non-European individual 

who was enslaved. According to an article by Read to Know, she 

had long been viewed with suspicion by the residents of Salem, 

who were eager to accept her accusation claiming she was a witch 

because she was physically and socially different. Tituba eventual-

ly admitted to being a witch to avoid being sentenced to death, 

however she was subsequently freed after her prosecution. Titu-

ba confessed in court in order to avoid a more severe sentence 

because she was under pressure from those residing in Salem. 

However, her thorough confession stoked the panic, leading to 

further charges and legal actions. Sarah Good, an elderly poor 

woman, ultimately fell victim to the allegations immediately after 

Tituba and was considered in the town as a beggar. In the book 

The Salem Witch Trials: A Day-by-Day Chronicle of a Commu-
nity Under Siege, the author states Good made those trying to 

help her uncomfortable, as if they were insulting her by offering 

her donations, but she rarely concealed her displeasure if the gift 

was insufficient. When Samuel Parris handed her child items on 

a particular occasion, Sarah walked off grumbling to herself 

(Roach 13). Although Parris was unable to hear her words pre-

cisely, he saw that his daughter and niece's bewitchment symp-

toms seemed to worsen following his meeting with Good (Roach 

13). Eventually, Good was charged of being a witch, imprisoned, 

and ultimately put to death as a result of her actions, social stand-

ing, and other allegations within the Puritan community. In a vid-

eo posted by TED Ed, it states how Sarah Osborne ended up 

becoming the third victim after Parris's daughter and niece 

blamed Tituba, Good, and Osborne for bewitching them (TED-
Ed 00:02:10). Osborne's charges intensified as a result of her be-

havior and actions, which defied the deeply rooted Puritan com-

munity's traditional familial bond and broke the norms of society 
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at the time. Tension also resulted from her being entwined in a 

legal battle regarding her deceased husband's estate. These ele-

ments, along with the overall climate of distrust and terror, result-

ed in her being charged with witchcraft. She later passed tragically 

from awful circumstances in prison. Tituba, Sarah Good, and 

Sarah Osborne ultimately became the first three victims as a re-

sult of the trials, tragically illustrating how fear and distrust may 

result in the persecution of those who are powerless. 

Aftermath 

The community and its surroundings were significantly 

and permanently impacted by the events of the Salem witch tri-

als. Shortly after the trials ended, there was a general recognition 

of the injustices which were initially carried out. As a result, the 

trials raised doubts about the credibility of spectral evidence and 

caused the legal requirements for admissible evidence in court to 

be reconsidered. According to the article published by Historical 

Journal of Massachusetts, the witchcraft trials of 1692 were an 

intentional hoax, brought about by illogical and dishonest people 

who were persuaded by the fundamental elements of human na-

ture rather than by the devil (Callis). Due to the trials' strong reli-

gious fervor, they encouraged a more widespread effort in the 

American colonies to separate church and state. The statement 

highlights the risks of the impact of religion on legal and govern-

mental actions, which is associated with the separation of church 

and state following the trials. The trials illustrated the serious 

harm and unfairness that may arise from letting religious belief 

rule court proceedings. Following the trials, there was an increas-

ing realization that, to end these kinds of violations, religious au-

thority and state activities needed to be kept apart. By keeping 

things separate, they hope to guarantee that justice is served by 

facts, logic, and equity rather than by the whims of dishonest indi-

viduals or the doctrine of religion. The Salem witch trials served 

as an example, showing how crucial it is to preserve a distinct line 

between church and state in order to defend justice and individu-

al rights. The majority of the trial participants afterwards voiced 

regret for their acts, which led to the execution of innocent vic-

tims. According to the article published by Historical Journal of 

Massachusetts, in 1711, the Massachusetts General Court decid-
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ed to award financial compensation to those harmed and their 

heirs of the Salem witch hunt (Callis). The victims were not only 

given financial reparations by the government, but those engaged 

in the trials also publicly apologized to them. Many of the indi-

viduals who took part in the witch trials afterwards apologized for 

what they had done. In the article Historical Journal of Massa-

chusetts, the witch trials jury and Rev. Samuel Parris both made 

public admissions of guilt in 1694, but it was insufficient for Par-

ris to be reinstated as the town minister of Salem (Callis). Years 

later, Parris and the jury expressed regret for their significant mis-

takes and the injustice that had been done. They apologized in 

an effort to make amends for the damage that was caused and 

repair the victims' reputations. The town's healing and the pre-

vention of another injustice of this kind depended heavily on the 

public confessions of guilt. Overall, the Salem witch trials have 

had a lasting influence on the legal history of the United States by 

serving as a potent cautionary tale about the risks of widespread 

panic and the significance of a fair trial.  

Conclusion 

Superstition, extreme religiosity, and the possible influ-

ence of ergotism all contributed to the climate of fear and para-

noia that led to the Salem witch trials. The community executed 

innocent individuals and committed serious crimes due to their 

belief in witchcraft and the influence of the devil, which was rein-

forced by the strong religious beliefs of the time and the possible 

hallucinogenic effects of ergotism. Numerous innocent individu-

als suffered terribly as a result of the Salem witch trials, as well as 

the aftermath of the tragedy, the community struggled with sor-

row and regret. This led to an evaluation of the legal system and 

an apology in an effort to avoid similar catastrophes in the years 

to come. 
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