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n Stacy’s basement, we sit on berber carpet around a coffee
table and eat from a tray of loaded nachos her mother

partially burnt in the broiler. Stacy’s older brother, Craig, used

to buy us beer with a fake ID but now he’s in rehab. Stacy says
no one in her family talks about it. Instead, her mom burns
dinner and her dad fixates on collecting more Beanie Babies.

“He said they’re a good investment. People are actually
paying him a lot of money for those stupid things—can you
believe it?” Stacy bites into a blackened chip and washes it
down with a mouthful of Sprite.

I pick burnt cheese off a tortilla chip and add it to the tiny
charred tower growing on the edge of my plate.

I stand up and walk around the room in my sock feet while
the rest of the girls dissect the nachos. On the wood paneled
walls of Stacy’s basement are family photos from vacations and
birthdays and confirmations. People smile from inside photo
collage frames, their faces bordered by round and square mat
windows. They wear bathing suits at the beach or three piece
suits outside a church. In the photos, Craig is a little boy in a
wading pool with a sandy bowl cut and then a tuxedoed high
school senior with a dark brown mullet.

One of the collages holds pictures of a family vacation to
Washington state to visit Stacy’s grandparents. Stacy’s mom
standswith herhandsonherhipsin front ofarocky outcropping

on the coast. Craig is wearing an unzipped windbreaker while
standing on top of a boulder, the wind blowing back his long
hair. Stacy is seated cross-legged on the sand squinting into
the wind. Her dad must have been taking the picture.

Next to the photo collage is a single framed 8x10 photo. It’s
a close up of a dense forest of pine trees on a mountainside.
A thick cloud obscures the mountain’s upper half. The whole
image looks heavy and wet.

Stacy sees me staring at the picture. “Craig took that on our
trip,” she says. “It used to hang in his room.” Stacy walks over
to the picture and lifts the frame, revealing a fist sized hole in
the splintered wood paneling.

“And my dad did that,” she whispers. “Right after our dog
chewed up Mystic the Unicorn. I guess it was worth 500
dollars or something. Craig took the picture out of his room
and hung it here.” Stacy lowers the frame, concealing the hole
once again and walks back to the girls and the nachos.

The little leaning tower of burnt cheese has fallen over on
my plate. I sit next to Stacy on the carpet and listen to the
girls talk about how much they loved Reality Bites. I'm quiet
because I haven’t seen it yet.

Behind me, the thick cloud in Craig’s photo covers a whole
mountaintop making it hard to see anything.

BY: KELSEY FRANCIS

Wash the white clothes on Monday and put them on the
stone heap; wash the color clothes on Tuesday and put
them on the clothesline to dry; don’t walk bare-head in the
hot sun; cook pumpkin fritters in very hot sweet oil; soak

your little cloths right after you take them off; when buying
cotton to make yourself a nice blouse, be sure that it doesn’t

have gum in it, because that way it won’t hold up well after
a wash; soak salt fish overnight before you cook it; is it true
that you sing benna in Sunday school?; always eat your food
in such a way that it won’t turn someone else’s stomach; on
Sundays try to walk like a lady and not like the slut you are
so bent on becoming; don’t sing benna in Sunday school; you



mustn’t speak to wharf-rat boys, not even to give directions;
don’t eat fruits on the street—flies will follow you; but I don’t
sing benna on Sundays at all and never in Sunday school; this
is how to sew on a button; this is how to make a buttonhole for
the button you have just sewed on; this is how to hem a dress
when you see the hem coming down and so to prevent yourself
from looking like the slut I know you are so bent on becoming;
this is how you iron your father’s khaki shirt so that it doesn’t
have a crease; this is how you iron your father’s khaki pants so
that they don’t have a crease; this is how you grow okra—far
from the house, because okra tree harbors red ants; when you
are growing dasheen, make sure it gets plenty of water or else
it makes your throat itch when you are eating it; this is how
you sweep a corner; this is how you sweep a whole house; this
is how you sweep a yard; this is how you smile to someone
you don’t like too much; this is how you smile to someone
you don'’t like at all; this is how you smile to someone you like
completely; this is how you set a table for tea; this is how you
set a table for dinner; this is how you set a table for dinner
with an important guest; this is how you set a table for lunch;
this is how you set a table for breakfast; this is how to behave
in the presence of men who don’t know you very well, and this
way they won’t recognize immediately the slut I have warned
you against becoming; be sure to wash every day, even if it is
with your own spit; don’t squat down to play marbles—you are
not a boy, you know; don’t pick people’s flowers—you might
catch something; don’t throw stones at blackbirds, because it
might not be a blackbird at all; this is how to make a bread
pudding; this is how to make doukona; this is how to make
pepper pot; this is how to make a good medicine for a cold; this
is how to make a good medicine to throw away a child before
it even becomes a child; this is how to catch a fish; this is how
to throw back a fish you don’t like, and that way something
bad won’t fall on you; this is how to bully a man; this is how a
man bullies you; this is how to love a man, and if this doesn’t
work there are other ways, and if they don’t work don’t feel too
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bad about giving up; this is how to spit up in the air if you feel
like it, and this is how to move quick so that it doesn’t fall on
you; this is how to make ends meet; always squeeze bread to
make sure it’s fresh; but what if the baker won’t let me feel the
bread?; you mean to say that after all you are really going to
be the kind of woman who the baker won’t let near the bread?

BY: JAMAICA KINCAID
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What they don’t understand about birthdays and what
they never tell you is that when you’re eleven, you're also
ten, and nine, and eight, and seven, and six, and five, and four,
and three, and two, and one. And when you wake up on your
eleventh birthday you expect to feel eleven, but you don’t. You
open your eyes and everything’s just like yesterday, only it’s
today. And you don’t feel eleven at all. You feel like you're still
ten. And you are—underneath the year that makes you eleven.

Like some days you might say something stupid, and that’s
the part of you that’s still ten. Or maybe some days you might
need to sit on your mama’s lap because you’re scared, and
that’s the part of you that’s five. And maybe one day when
you're all grown up maybe you will need to cry like if you're
three, and that’s okay. That’s what I tell Mama when she’s sad
and needs to cry. Maybe she’s feeling three.

Because the way you grow old is kind of like an onion or like
the rings inside a tree trunk or like my little wooden dolls that
fit one inside the other, each year inside the next one. That’s
how being eleven years old is.

You don’t feel eleven. Not right away. It takes a few days,
weeks even, sometimes even months before you say Eleven
when they ask you. And you don’t feel smart eleven, not until
you’re almost twelve. That’s the way it is.

Only today I wish I didn’t have only eleven years rattling
inside me like pennies in a tin Band-Aid box. Today I wish I

was one hundred and two instead of eleven because if I was
one hundred and two I'd have known what to say when Mrs.
Price put the red sweater on my desk. I would’ve known how
to tell her it wasn’t mine instead of just sitting there with that
look on my face and nothing coming out of my mouth.

“Whose is this?” Mrs. Price says, and she holds the red
sweater up in the air for all the class to see. “Whose? It’s been
sitting in the coatroom for a month.”

“Not mine,” says everybody. “Not me.”

“It has to belong to somebody,” Mrs. Price keeps saying, but
nobody can remember. It’s an ugly sweater with red plastic
buttons and a collar and sleeves all stretched out like you
could use it for a jump rope. It’s maybe a thousand years old
and even if it belonged to me I wouldn’t say so.

Maybe because I'm skinny, maybe because she doesn’t
like me, that stupid Sylvia Saldivar says, “I think it belongs
to Rachel.” An ugly sweater like that all raggedy and old, but
Mrs. Price believes her. Mrs. Price takes the sweater and puts
it right on my desk, but when I open my mouth nothing comes
out.

“That’s not, I don’t, you're not...Not mine.” I finally say in a
little voice that was maybe me when I was four.

“Of course it’s yours, "Mrs. Price says. “I remember you
wearing it once.” Because she’s older and the teacher, she’s
right and I'm not.
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Not mine, not mine, not mine, but Mrs. Price is already
turning to page thirty-two, and math problem number four.
I don’t know why but all of a sudden I'm feeling sick inside,
like the part of me that’s three wants to come out of my eyes,
only I squeeze them shut tight and bite down on my teeth real
hard and try to remember today I am eleven, eleven. Mama is
making a cake for me for tonight, and when Papa comes home
everybody will sing Happy birthday, happy birthday to you.

But when the sick feeling goes away and I open my eyes, the
red sweater’s still sitting there like a big red mountain. I move
the red sweater to the corner of my desk with my ruler. I move
my pencil and books and eraser as far from it as possible. I
even move my chair a little to the right. Not mine, not mine,
not mine. In my head I'm thinking how long till lunchtime,
how long till I can take the red sweater and throw it over the
schoolyard fence, or leave it hanging on a parking meter, or
bunch it up into a little ball and toss it in the alley. Except
when math period ends Mrs. Price says loud and in front of
everybody, “Now, Rachel, that’s enough,” because she sees
I've shoved the red sweater to the tippy-tip corner of my desk
and it’s hanging all over the edge like a waterfall, but I don’t
care.

“Rachel,” Mrs. Price says. She says it like she’s getting mad.
“You put that sweater on right now and no more nonsense.”

“But it’s not —”

“Now!” Mrs. Price says.

This is when I wish I wasn’t eleven because all the years
inside of me—ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two,
and one—are pushing at the back of my eyes when I put one
arm through one sleeve of the sweater that smells like cottage
cheese, and then the other arm through the other and stand
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there with my arms apart like if the sweater hurts me and it
does, all itchy and full of germs that aren’t even mine.

That’s when everything I've been holding in since this
morning, since when Mrs. Price put the sweater on my desk,
finally lets go, and all of a sudden I'm crying in front of
everybody. I wish I was invisible but I'm not. I'm eleven and
it’s my birthday today and I'm crying like I'm three in front
of everybody. I put my head down on the desk and bury my
face in my stupid clown-sweater arms. My face all hot and spit
coming out of my mouth because I can’t stop the little animal
noises from coming out of me until there aren’t any more tears
left in my eyes, and it’s just my body shaking like when you
have the hiccups, and my whole head hurts like when you
drink milk too fast.

But the worst part is right before the bell rings for lunch.
That stupid Phyllis Lopez, who is even dumber than Sylvia
Saldivar, says she remembers the red sweater is hers. I take it
off right away and give it to her, only Mrs. Price pretends like
everything’s okay.

Today I'm eleven. There’s a cake Mama’s making for tonight
and when Papa comes home from work we’ll eat it. There’ll be
candles and presents and everybody will sing Happy birthday,
happy birthday to you, Rachel, only it’s too late.

I'm eleven today. I'm eleven, ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five,
four, three, two, and one, but I wish I was one hundred and
two. I wish I was anything but eleven. Because I want today
to be far away already, far away like a runaway balloon, like a
tiny o in the sky, so tiny—tiny you have to close your eyes to
see it.

BY SANDRA CISNEROS
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There is no Frigate like a Book
To take us Lands away
Nor any Coursers like a Page
Of prancing Poetry —
This Traverse may the poorest take
Without oppress of Toll —

How frugal is the Chariot
That bears the Human Soul —

BY EMILY DICKINSON

The Poets light but Lamps —
Themselves — go out —
The Wicks they stimulate
If vital Light

Inhere as do the Suns —
Each Age a Lens
Disseminating their
Circumference —

BY EMILY DICKINSON
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Call the roller of big cigars,
The muscular one, and bid him whip
In kitchen cups concupiscent curds.
Let the wenches dawdle in such dress
As they are used to wear, and let the boys
Bring flowers in last month’s newspapers.

Let be be finale of seem.
The only emperor is the emperor of ice-cream.

Take from the dresser of deal,
Lacking the three glass knobs, that sheet
On which she embroidered fantails once

And spread it so as to cover her face.
If her horny feet protrude, they come
To show how cold she is, and dumb.
Let the lamp affix its beam.
The only emperor is the emperor of ice-cream.

BY WALLACE STEVENS
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