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A drab white center block house sat at the end of Ferran Hollow with a nervous belly. Every bottom floor lightbulb burned throughout every room, bodies were swarming around wrangling up clothes and tooth brushes, a product of urgent packing. “I cannot, for the life of me, understand how things like this can just happen to people, nonstop.” Sammy Bell moaned to her husband, who was zipping up his suitcase next to her. He leaned in and kissed her on her forehead with a sigh. 

“It’s honestly hard to believe. It’s just one thing after another.” He replied, rubbing her back. He grabbed a suitcase and headed toward the front door. “I’m gonna go load the car, you gonna be okay? Do you want me to put that blanket in my bag?” Sammy shook her head and wove her fingers through the knitted stands of yarn. Her fingers softly running over the letter K tightly knitted into the fabric. Mom, please be with our girl right now, she thought, stepping to the window. Tall green mountains jutted against graying clouds like broken glass. Darkness fell quickly in the hollow with any absence of sunlight. The desperation of the coming storm and the creeping moon chilled her for the first time since she was a child sitting on the back porch clinging to her fathers arm as his old rocker swayed with the rhythm of the rain. There would be no strength to cling to in this storm. Not this time.  
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Kyla sat alone in her room, twirling her blue Paper Mate pen to the sounds of distant rustlings outside her door. The bold black letters spat cold memories into her mind as she glanced over the essay prompts. The school counselor had insisted she give it a try after she was forced to meet with him just after her grandmother died. “Write about these things, Kyla Bell, it’s the best way for people like us to cope with problems like this; try to get your mind off things,” he said while handing her a heavily over copied worksheet with several ‘unique’ questions. Kyla stared blankly back at him, wondering if he was kinda dumb or if he thought she was also a school counselor. People like us? What did he mean by that? Poor? Sad? Lost? Surely Mr. Lyons had lost someone close to him before, but given his procedural dissonance, and lack of eye contact, Kyla was content he hadn’t experienced a loss quite like her, or at the very least, had better things to do than hear about it. His actions built up her walls and silently she hid behind them, waiting for his messy diatribe to end. 

Her parents leaving had stirred up emotions that were eating her up, so she decided to give the essay paper a try to give her mind something to focus on. She hadn’t made it past the first prompt, when the memories started flooding in.

Who is your role model? Easy, she thought at first. ‘My grandmother, Lenora Marlene Bell, is my role model.’ And my whole world, she paused. Tears welled up against her dark tired eyes. ‘She was the strongest woman I have ever known. If I could become half the person she was I’d be doing better than anyone could have dreamed.’ She read back over the words briefly and the letters w, a, and s, tugged violently at her heartstrings, plucking them loose and sending a flood down her hot cheeks. This is so stupid, she wiped her eyes, it’s not even a good answer. She took a brief respite from the view through the window. The tops of mountains stabbing into a deepening gray sky, brought her back to reality. “There’s a storm brewin’ up out there, Ky, you see them clouds?” her grandfathers voice yelled into her head, wiping away all her feelings of grief momentarily, with a slight grin. The distant cries of sirens crept their way in through behind the somber image. “God, please help them,” she said to herself. Something her grandmother would say anytime she saw an ambulance speeding by. She caught herself even wearing the same thoughtful grimace. The idea of someone else’s tragedy ripped her eyes away from the window and back to the page. 

What advice (if any) have you received from them? If applicable, please explain how you have applied this advice in your daily life. Really? Did this guy just give me busy work? This prompt would have been harder without the help of the fading sirens. She taught me to love people. A vivid memory came to life as she tried to recall her grandmother’s explanation after she had given a homeless man, who approached them outside of the store they were entering, her last twenty dollars. What she told Kyla on the car ride home had stuck. Her pen went dull on the first letter. She scribbled it in the corner and shook it violently, as if to intimidate the ink to come out. “I know you wanted some candy, but that man was needing some real food. You see baby, while they’re beautiful, there is no hope in these hills. These hollows run so deep, it’s hard to hear the cries, but people are still screamin’.” She paused and for the first time let those words sink in. Glancing lazily out the driver-side window to the rundown gas station they passed. “It’s like they forgot us, and it weighs down on people. No matter how hard we work, no matter how much clawing and climbing we try, it’s never enough for them. They see us as less. I hope the world is better for you one day, Kyla. I hope that you can make something of yourself and get out before the despair of this place swallows you.” At the time, Kyla had assured her grandmother that she would stay with her forever. She had no interest in leaving the place that she felt safest. Sitting in her room writing on some half washed out paper, the realization hit her directly in the chest and settled into her stomach. “You see baby, the kind of pressure that they put on us, it makes people sad, and angry, and miserable. That’s why you see people doing bad things. Doin’ things you’d never imagine. Because they likely had no choice in the matter. People cry and spit when they are in pain, and even though it doesn’t excuse their behavior, take it into consideration. I mean, some people don’t even have cool Mamaws like me. Now, imagine that!” Lenora grinned, gripping the heaviness of her words. Kyla tried to paraphrase the best she could to fit everything on the provided lines, to best capture the sentiment, but the memory was fuzzy and she began to question herself. “The people at the top forget how ugly survival is, they call it poverty, struggle, an unnecessary evil painting their ivory tower black with the dirt that people like us have to dig through just to survive.” Lenora Bell straitened herself. “I’m sorry honey, I know you don’t like to hear me rant.” She chuckled. Sure would like to hear you red-faced and flailing right now, Kyla thought, glancing over the other prompts. 

Where lies Lenora? Kyla blinked furiously. Where does your role model live? (If applicable) She let out a sigh and rubbed her eyes. Her heart beat steadily in her ears, she wrapped her hands around her shoulders and tossed her head back. Taking in deep breaths until she fell asleep. 
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“Sayer, you better mind your sister,” said Mrs. Bell as she gathered her remaining bags at the door. “We will be back Sunday morning, if you guys need anything, you call Sara next door.” She reminded him with a stern stare down her glasses frame. 

“We will mommy!” the boy cheered, embracing the warmness of her sweater. The stairway creaked and cracked as feet dropped heavily down them. 

“And you, you better take care of your brother.” She said to the girl standing on the bottom step, pulling hair from behind her ear. “Kyla An, I mean it, you say you’re too old for a babysitter, this is your chance to prove it.” 

“You know I will, mom.” she replied with an exaggerated eye roll, swinging hard from the narrow stairs into the kitchen. 

“Make sure she stays out of trouble, okay?” Mrs. Bell winked at Sayer and gave him kiss on the forehead. 

“Bye kids, be good. I love you!” Mr. Bell called from the door. “Let’s go honey, looks like there’s a storm coming in, I’d like to miss it if possible.” Behind him, the sky above the mountains darkened. 

Mrs. Bell waited for the exchanging of, “I love you’s”, before shutting the door. 

The relief of loneliness had all but washed over Kyla as she watched her parents pull out of the driveway from the kitchen window. It was all blown away when Sayer entered the room. 

“Kyla, I’m hungry,” he started. 

“Already? You could have had mom make you something before she left, you twerp.” 

“Just give me some of what you got.” he replied. 

She had already started cutting the peanut butter and jelly sandwich she had just made in half. “Here,” she said, wrapping the sandwich half with a paper towel, “there’s juice in the fridge. Eat, and then play in your room for a while. If you need me, I’ll be in my room. Oh, and don’t answer the door or go outside. Thanks kid.” She directed, messing up his curly brown hair as she left.

“Thanks, Ky.” The little boy muttered. 

As she ate, Kyla checked all the doors and windows, making sure they were locked in tight. The feeling of being enclosed in a space that was just hers, and Sayer’s, felt like snuggling in to a warm bed. The rain, the animals, the people; they were all out there. Inside was her space, and the feeling of having it all (somewhat) to herself had given her a giddy excitement that reverberated through her whole body in waves. She watched as Sayer walked up the stairs and went into his room across the hall from hers. The urge to lock him in was bearable, for his sake. She glanced out of a tall, skinny window next to the front door. The old hollow road was empty, despite the ashes of summer spiraling throughout the yard. The sky was a murky white
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