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Short Story  

First Place  

The American Nightmare 

Kevin Vazquez 

 At times, the American Dream seemed more to be like the 

American Nightmare. Being a United States citizen in an undocu-

mented family hasnõt been all that great as it seems. Simply being 

labeled a United States citizen made my life a lot harder. Iõve had 

to put my wishes to the side to help my family make it through the 

hard times. It wasnõt like I had much of a choice; it was either me 

or my family and I seemed to have been cursed with a conscience. 

I was humbled by the situation, and it gave me a different perspec-

tive of life. 

 It was late December of 2015, and I was a senior in high 

school. At the time, I was in a happy relationship and a student in 

honors. One day on the way towards my high school soccer game, 

I received a call from my mom. She told me, òSon, your brother 

was picked up by immigration on his way towards work.ó My heart 

fell to the ground and the news left me speechless. I immediately 

left the bus and called a taxi to take me home. I had already faced 

the same situation with my dad before, but his parents and siblings 

were over there making his situation easier. In my brotherõs case, 

he had never been in Mexico since the day he was born.  

Upon arriving home, my parents and siblings were in tears, 

looking for answers anywhere they could find them. At the time, 

my mom and dad couldnõt find jobs that didnõt ask them for a 

work permit making it hard to make ends meet. Since I was the 

second oldest and the first to be a United States citizen. Without 

thinking of how I would balance school and work, I knew what I 

had to do. The next few days after school, I began applying at any 
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place I could think of. A week past when I received a call from two 

fast food places, Jack-in-the-Box and McDonaldõs. I was a high 

school student working a full-time overnight job and a full-time 

overtime job. There were times where Iõd go three days without 

sleep. Iõd go to school and after I would have to go work both jobs 

on the same day.  

Having to deal with keeping my family afloat financially 

didnõt seem enough for life. Instead, it felt my school life needed to 

have some changes. As time went on, keeping up with my grades 

started to become a challenge. My grades started to drop, and 

many people started to notice. Colleges whom I had received ath-

letic and academic scholarship offers began to withdraw their of-

fers. At the time I was in a relationship for almost five years with a 

girl I loved. Being that majority of the time, I was either tired or 

busy, made our relationship complicated. As if I didnõt already 

have enough problems to deal with, she eventually left me for an-

other guy. Everything I had worked for started to slip from my 

hands. School ended up being a graveyard for my hopes and 

dreams. 

 Dealing with school and work wasnõt my biggest problem. 

My parents couldnõt enter the detention center to visit my brother 

or the immigration building where his case was being handled. Iõd 

sit in court rooms for hours hearing arguments between my broth-

erõs lawyer and the ICE defense. Iõd have to travel to Houston 

three times a week to visit our lawyer and see the process of my 

brotherõs case. Iõd always visit my brother in jail to discuss his case 

and seeing the fear in his eyes of being deported was unbearable to 

watch. He was eventually released from the cold bleak hands of 

immigration on a bond of fifteen thousand. To be able to see my 

family smile again made every sleepless night worth it in the end. I 

no longer take anything in life for granted and I still consider this 

chapter of my life a nightmare.  
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Photography ñFirst Place  

Carmen Sanders 
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Short Story  

Second Place  

Riley 

Brandon Copeland 

 

  

    Iõll never forget the first time I laid my eyes on her.  The 

first thing I noticed was that she looked grey.  I later asked and 

found out it had to do with amniotic fluid.  She had blood on her, 

but thatõs to be expected from a cesarean section.  

 

Riley had her little fists clenched and her baby eyes closed.  She 

made not a sound until I cut the umbilical cord.  She rook a huge 

breath, her eyes shot open, and she screamed. I was paralyzed by 

the sudden burst of energy from such a tiny human being.  Nurses 

began poking and prodding, doing what they do best to clear her 

nose and eyes.  They wiped her baby body down and swaddled 

her.  

 

òWhere is she?  I want o hold her!ó said Chandler, Rileyõs mother.  

I barely hear her as Iõm too focused on what is happening to Riley.  

 

Chandler canõt see anything.  A curtain is blocking her view. Doc-

tors and nurses are working on sewing her up and cleaning her as 

well.  

 

As Riley is still screaming, I move the few paces now between us 

and grab her tiny baby hand and say, òDaddy is here, Princess.ó  It 

doesnõt take but a second for her to stop and look up at the sound 
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of my voice.  For the last nine months, she has heard me talking to 

her through her mommyõs belly.  

 

òWhatõs happening? Where is Riley? Please bring her to me, Bran-

don.  I want to hold her!ó  Chandler demands now that they have 

removed the curtain.  She had an epidural and had been up for 

nearly twenty-four hours, so was understandably tired and some-

what confused.  I think they had also given her other drugs to ease 

her pain but she doesnõt remember and I never asked.  

 

The nurse has finally finished doing the necessary things nurses do 

when children are born and hands Riley to me.  I cradle her in my 

arms and turn around to show Chandler our beautiful baby girl.  I 

am sure that I had the biggest smile on my face that Iõd ever had in 

my life.  I walk over to Chandler, lay Riley on her chest, and say 

òMommy, meet Riley.  Riley, meet Mommy.ó  Only then do I no-

tice the tears in my eyes because Chandler had some of her own.  

 

The nurses give us about ten minutes to fawn over Riley before tak-

ing her to get weighed and measured.  I give Chandler a kiss and 

follow the nurses to the nursery.  They never say anything to me so 

I assume I am allowed in here.   

 

The nurse takes her to a table, unwraps her from the towel they put 

her in and place her on the scale for babies.  Eight pounds, nine 

ounces is what reads on the digital readout.  òThatõs a big girló I say 

remembering my own mother tell me I was nine pounds, two ounc-

es when I was born.  

 

òSure is. A big healthy baby tooó, replies the nurse as she gets a 

measuring tape and goes about her job, measuring the circumfer-

ence of Rileyõs head and the length of her body.   

 

I went about rubbing my finger on Rileyõs nose and her little feet 

and her tiny hands.  When I touched her hand, she opened it and 

I gave her my finger to hold on to.  What a grip she had!  I never 

imagined such a small human could have such strength!  I never 

understood what I was expecting when she was still inside her 

mommyõs belly.  
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The only time she cried during the measurements was when the 

nurse asked me to hold her leg still and somewhat straight so she 

can get a fairly accurate measurement.  I cannot for the life of me 

remember what the measurements were because I felt so bad to 

be the one to make Riley so upset.  From that moment on, she 

had me wrapped around her finger, imagine that!  She goes from 

wrapping her whole hand wrapped around my finger to having me 

wrapped around hers.  Thirty minutes of life and already the roles 

have reversed.  

 

After we are finished with the measuring, the nurse asks me to 

pick Riley up and follow her.  I do, and for the first time, I no-

ticed my family on the other side of the glass.  My whole family 

was there, smiling, laughing and taking pictures.  My smile is huge 

but it is no match for what was shared with Chandler.  

 

The nurse tells me to put Riley in the little, bed with her name on 

it. I comply.  I am then told I can leave because they are going to 

give Riley a bath and let her sleep for a time.  I go out to the hall-

way to my family and get showered with hugs and love.  My life as 

I knew it has drastically changed and I am excited for whatõs in 

store.  
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Digital Art ñFirst Place  

Britõny Pollard  
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Cover Art ñSecond Place  

Robert Curtis Barker 
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Short Story  

Third Place  

The Ravine 

Brandon Copeland 

. 

 I come from a family of dead people.  Their bodies found 

among a mangled mass of metal.  

 

I was sitting at the table with my wife twenty-two years later, drink-

ing my favorite blend of coffee when she asked, òToby, what do 

you want to do this year for your birthday?ó 

 

òWell, ò I said, òI would like to visit the ravine but I know how un-

comfortable that makes you.ó 

 

òItõs not that it makes me uncomfortable ð you just never speak 

about them.ó 

 

I was only thirteen when Frank and Cheryl, the only mom and dad 

I had ever known, told me what happened to my biological par-

ents.  

 

They took me out for a pizza, my favorite food, on my birthday.  

We were sitting in a corner booth with as much privacy as a public 

restaurant can give.  

 

òSon, we want to tell you something that isnõt going to be easy on 

any of us.ó 
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òWe have discussed it and believe you deserve to know the truthó, 

Cheryl added.  

 

òWhat truth?  What are you guys talking about?ó 

 

**    **   **  **  **  

 

It was a frightfully cold evening but nothing new to the residents of 

the High Rockies.  A blizzard surprised the town.  Everyone 

thought it would blow the next day.  

 

Steve and Sara, out celebrating their anniversary, decided to take 

the short cut through Crater Pass before the weather made the nar-

row, winding way unpassable.  

 

òEverything is going to be ok, dear Stay calm.  Weõll be there 

soon.ó  

 

òI just miss our Toby, Steve.  Heõs going to be frightened!ó   

 

òSara, he just turned one today.  I donõt think he is gong to be too-ò 

 

Sara screams as a truck comes barreling towards them, sliding 

around the corner.  Steve slams on the brakes and begins a slide of 

his own.  The two vehicles collide, slamming Steve and Sara into 

the rail.  Groaning and screeching, the metal does not hold against 

the blow and the car careens over the side of the mountain, into 

the ravine.  

 

**  **  **  **  **  

 

As tears stream down my cheeks, and a million questions speed 

wildly through my mind, I hear Frank say, òThey wanted nothing 

more than to come back safely to you.  Thatõs why we tell you to 

never go anywhere when the weather gets bad.  Things like that can 

happen when you least expect it.ó 

 



13 

 

**  **  **  **  **  

 

          

As I sit at the table with my wife, I tell her I am sorry for neglecting 

her feelings.  I look out the window to the mass engulfing the dis-

tant peaks to the north, which contain Crater Pass, and I say, òI 

guess we wonõt be going anywhere today.ó  
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General Art ñSecond Place  

Kevin Carpio 
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Short Story  

Honorable Mention  

Not Another Gangstaõ Story 

Tyrone Owens  

                  It was over quick as it started. The shoot out and the 

loss of "the love of my life." The hardest part--- I have to live with 

myself knowing. 

June 11, 2010 around two in the morning somewhere on the dark 

side of Killeen. I know I'm not supposed to be where I'm at or go-

ing where I'm going. There I was anyway, "four deep" in my home-

boy or more precisely my ex- homeboy's red Chevy Avalanche, on 

our way to engage in some debauchery with some partially clothed 

ladies we met moments earlier. 

Cali, which is short for California, is in the driver seat with one 

hand on the steering wheel, the other on a remote control for the 

sound system. There are two men, or more appropriately, two 

teenagers sitting in the backseats. They remain nameless since they 

were never indicted, but they both possessed weapons. I was sitting 

in the passenger seat. Seat reclined with no safety belt on, and in 

my lap rested a cell phone and a blue-steel .45 Smith and Wesson 

with the safety off. 

The clip of my .45 caliber was filled with ice-blue-tip, Hydro Shock 

rounds and my cell phone was filled with text messages back and 

forth between me and the love of my life, Rashida. The last few 

months have been only discussions of her arrival back to Texas 

and the commencement of our relationship for the last couple of 

years, Rashida had been in Augusta, Georgia for basic training into 

the Army Reserves, as well as nursing school. For the last couple of 

years, I had been incarcerated in the State of Texas. I was released 
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only months earlier. June 11, 2010 was her anticipated arrival 

back to Killeen. 

As Cali drove to the rendezvous, I thought about the future 

planned with Rashida. As I inhaled thick white smoke and ex-

haled light purplish clouds that seemed to be formed in the shape 

of skulls, I noticed a melee in the neighborhood I was familiar 

with. Nearly 30 people outside, a miniature riot had ensued be-

tween some people I was also familiar with. 

 I heard a tapping on the window on the passenger side door, 

where I was sitting. Before I could roll the window down I heard 

a voice I recognized in a rushed tone, "Let me see the strap." 

"Why?" I asked. Reluctant to hand over the gun to the brother of 

a girl I cheated on numerous times. 

"Because D.J. trippen." 

"D.J. who?" Cali asked anxiously, as he snapped his head towards 

the rambunctious crowd, trying to get a better view. 

"Brooks,ó the voice responded. 

"D.J. Brooks, where he at?" Cali questioned with intense curiosity. 

The two had a deep history and had been at war during the two 

years I was incarcerated. 

Cali had an overzealous infatuation with an almost artistic eccen-

tricity in displaying his blood on any nearby landmark for a can-

vas. As only gang culture can inspire for someone else to expire. 

As if on cue, gunshots rang out. People ran, car tires screeched, 

more shots rang out, and car chases ensued. D.J. must have 

known death was closing in because he fired repetitiously almost 

without ceasing. I could feel the "thumping" of bullets piercing the 

door where I was seated. Then all of a sudden, I felt a burning 

pain above my eyebrow. I grabbed my face and dropped my head 

in hand down to my lap. To this day I don't know if I was grazed 

by a bullet or a shard of glass but I could feel blood soaking my 

hand. It was hot. 

At that moment, I opened my eyes to reassure I was alive. I 

caught a sudden stream of bright light, it was from my cellphone. 
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I recognized the name, the message "Hey1 I'm back, where r u, I 

wanna see you," Adrenaline was swelling in me, and I could feel my 

heartbeat pulsating in my wound. Pounding as fast as the sound of 

the gunshots that seemed to be "in-sync" with the tempo of the bass 

still booming through the speakers, as fast and hard as the first time 

I saw Rashida. I realized I might never see her again. 
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Photography ñSecond Place  

Carmen Sanders 
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Digital Art ñSecond Place  

Brenin Reece 
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Short Story  

Honorable Mention  

The Last Raindrop 

Jeff Wager 

  It was the highest water level that had ever been, not 

a speck of land to see; and Noah saw the last raindrop fall.  òIs it 

really over?ó  His family peeked through slits in astonishment as 

the rainbow softly glowed.  

 

There were eight of them.  They had been sealed in chambers full 

of animal urine and feces for forty days.  They were fed-up.  òThis 

is a bunch of crap,ó one said, òOpen the damn door!ó 

 

Noah knew this wasnõt wise.  òNo!ó he screamed as he ran for the 

next chamber; but it was too late.  His son, Ham, had opened the 

door and water flooded in.  Everyone ran for the chamber Noah 

had entered, but it was sealed.  Noah had locked it tight.  He was 

safe on the other side.  

 

Noahõs wife, his three sons, and their wives were in the flooded 

chamber.  This created quite a dilemma.  Noah had been com-

manded to repopulate the earth.  He heard a sound.  He looked 

around.  The animals were smiling.  

 

òOh No!ó Noah thought, òYou have got to be kidding me.ó  He 

walked the row between the stalls.  Slowly, cautiously, he glanced in 

each one; and he considered.  He walked real fast past the ele-

phant and a few of the larger animals.  Some he considered quickly 

and with barely a glance in their direction, òThese will just not do.ó  

 

Some of the mid-sized beasts were not much better.  òOh hell no!ó  
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he said, as he stared at the horse.  òWhat have I gotten myself in-

to?ó  He asked when the donkey batted her eyes.  

 

The animals were neighing, braying, roaring, growling, squeaking, 

squealing, and hissing.  The sounds had merged together as one 

united chant, òrepopulate, repopulate, repopulateéó  Noah was so 

distraught. 

 

Suddenly, he stopped in front of one stall and looked in.  Her 

name was Lola.  She was rather sickly when she entered the art, 

but Noah had nursed her to good health.  He had a special fond-

ness for Lola.  He was glad she had survived.  Noah smiled.  

 

As Noah continued walking the rows, glancing in and out of differ-

ent stalls, he pondered the beasts on level three.  His tour of one 

and two had done nothing more than stress him out.  òWhat am I 

going to do?ó he wondered; and the chant continued, òrepopulate, 

repopulate, repopulateéó 

 

Lizards, mice, chickens, frogs: Noah began to sweat.  He trudged 

his way up the row until he saw the final stall.  He was devastated.  

With great hesitancy, he eased his way up to the edge of the stall.  

He leaned forward just a little.  He peeked.  It was a gorilla named 

Darwin.   Noah screamed! 

 

He sat straight up in a room all alone.  He had been dreaming; òha 

ha ha ha!ó  It was funny laughter.  Noah heard it.  As he looked 

around, the room got brighter.  God was laughing, òHa ha ha.ò  

God smiled.  òIõm just messing with you Noah.ó  The last raindrop 

had fallen, and the rainbow softly glowed.  
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General Art ñThird Place  

Matthew Torres 


