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for Fiona Grace





… the sound of a human voice.

There is no sound like this in all the world.

—Scott O’Dell, Island of the Blue Dolphins








This Is Not Adolescent Hyperbole


This is my reality.

Alone in this place

where I’ve been

surviving on my own

for over three years

with no one but

a big, smelly

rottweiler who farts

and hogs the covers.

(You might think

I’m exaggerating but

I’m not. I’m not just

“being dramatic,” like

my grandma might say.)

I figured by the time

I was a teenager I’d be

thinking about

getting my driver’s permit

going to dances

playing varsity soccer

and kissing.

But instead

I’m thinking about

where to find food

and fuel

and water

and whether to use Mountain Dew

to force flush the toilet

or to drink

even though it’s the color

of radioactive urine

and it’s probably toxic

when ingested over

long periods of time.

Better to be radioactive

or dehydrated?

These are the questions

that plague

my daily existence.

At least for now.

At least

until

my parents

come back.







Heaven

(n.) bliss, ecstasy, paradise, dreamland




Build Up

(v) to increase, intensify; (n: buildup) a gradual accumulation,
as in military force, sometimes leading to a crisis




TUESDAY

5:00 P.M. MOUNTAIN STANDARD TIME

On the radio

“You’re tuned to KRKY 97 and it’s time for news at the top of the hour.

New protective action curfews are in place across Colorado this evening, with mandatory checkpoints for anyone traveling beyond registered county limits. Be sure to leave in plenty of time to get home safely tonight.

We’ve got record-breaking temperatures in the forecast again, but Splash Gardens opens for the summer in less than three weeks. You won’t want to miss the new and improved waterslide, so get your season passes before the price goes up.

And it looks like we’re heading for another hot, dry weekend with high fire danger in the mountains and foothills, so double-check all burn bans and fireworks restrictions.

For all the latest in Colorado news and weather, we’re here for you on KRKY 97, the Rocky Mountains’ most trusted news source.”




TUESDAY

6:35 P.M. MOUNTAIN STANDARD TIME

A public pool in Millerville, Colorado

Ashanti Johnson, age 12


after swim practice

i stand in front of mom

like tethys the water goddess

rivulets running down my limbs

she doesn’t notice

good book?

my teeth trip chattering

over my tongue

she looks up

foggy from story

really good, she smiles

rubs me in terry cloth

wraps me up tight

i tuck goggles and swim cap into my suit

flip-flop behind her out to the car

so can i? i ask

 buckling seat belt over towel

can you what?

sleep over at emma’s friday?

her hand pauses on neutral

her doctor eyebrows dip down

debating dangers versus

developmental growth

no trampolines?

no trampolines

no drinking? no drugs?

no r-rated movies?

no texting strangers?

no leaving the house?

of course not

i promise

this is me we’re talking about

she checks the mirror

shifts into drive

okay then, she says

okay sure

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!






TUESDAY

6:55 P.M. MOUNTAIN STANDARD TIME

Ashanti


text to emma and maddie

WEEKEND MISSION IS GO






WEDNESDAY

2:30 A.M. MOUNTAIN STANDARD TIME

A ranch near Feathermore, Colorado

Grandin Stone, age 14


mama cow’s sides heave

she moans and shifts

udder distended

her ribs shouldn’t show

but they do

hours tick by

sky pinks in the east

Ma brings us

a thermos of coffee

I hand Dad a cup

Thank you, son

Dad worries

mama cow doesn’t have

the strength

tiny hooves play peekaboo

then hide again

the outline of a head

pushes against skin

the tip of a tongue

then a nose

I clear fluid from baby’s nostrils

slide my hands around mama

Dad attaches calving chains

we pull together

finally

the head is born

I clear more fluid

Dad sticks a piece of straw

up each nostril

baby sneezes

mama cow moans

we pull

and

we pull and pull

until

a slick mess

of calf

falls

into the straw

working with dad

we are bonded

with land

with animal

generations of ranchers

generations of cattle

working together

to safeguard

the future

of food

but

there's not enough rain

to keep the fields green

not enough water

to keep the creek full

mama cow is

too weak

too dehydrated

too exhausted

her eyes soften

as she sinks to the straw

focused on something

we can't see

going somewhere

we can't help

Dad curses

as he starts up the tractor

to move the carcass

says ranching gets harder

every year

but the calf

lives






WEDNESDAY

3:45 P.M. MOUNTAIN STANDARD TIME

Harmony Addams-Paul, age 12

Dear Aunt Beckie,

Ahoy from Colorado! How are you? What country are you in now?

I thought you might like to see my journalism “Slice of Life” assignment, which you’ll notice I formatted like an Associated Press article. (Mr. Sedillo didn’t say to do that, but I figure if I want a career covering international stories like you do, it’s never too soon to start. I loved your last postcard, by the way. I can’t believe you rode a camel!)

And speaking of covering stories, wait until you see our new press badges. They even have our photos on them! They’re going to get us into home games AND school board meetings AND the faculty lounge to use the copier. (I can’t wait to use the copier.)

Mr. Sedillo said journalists must learn to pay attention and take notes, so I’m going use these letters to observe and record everything around me. And I’m going to practice writing articles in my journal. (Journal? Get it? JOURNAList?)

Mr. Sedillo also said that learning to pay attention starts with the man in the mirror. Or the woman in the mirror. Or whoever’s in the mirror. He said it doesn’t matter who’s in the mirror as long as we’re paying attention to what they’re up to. And right now I am up to my elbows in Elmer’s glue, so I better sign off.

From Redhawk, Colorado, this is Harmony Addams-Paul reporting.

OR

This is Harmony Addams-Paul, reporting from Redhawk, Colorado.

(which one do you like better?)




Slice of Life Observation Assignment

Seventh-Grade Journalism

Mr. Sedillo, period 3

GETTING READY FOR MOTHER’S DAY

by Harmony Addams-Paul

REDHAWK, Colo.—Mother’s Day will soon be upon us, and families everywhere are preparing to celebrate. My little sister Pax and I are in our small apartment, planning to make a gift for our mother.

I come into the kitchen to discover Pax has begun without me. “Pax!” I say, grabbing the Elmer’s bottle from her sticky hands. “I was only in the bathroom for a second! You can’t just pour glue like you pour milk on cereal.” I place a small, empty flowerpot upside down on the table.

“Okay, watch. See?” I dab the base of the pot and quote Pax’s kindergarten teacher. “Dot-dot. Not-a-lot.”

Pax takes the glue and copies me, tongue out in concentration. We glue the flowerpot saucer to the upside-down base. “We need to let it dry,” says Pax, suddenly an expert.

I set a short, fat candle in the center of the saucer, effectively transforming the flowerpot into a chalice, the symbol of the crunchy-granola church where our mom works. She’s a “the best gifts are homemade” kind of mom, and this will be our first Mother’s Day since the divorce, so we want to make it extra special.

“A chalice!” says Pax, clapping her hands. “We made a chalice!”

“We did, Paxie,” I say. “And she’s going to love it.”




WEDNESDAY

9:22 P.M. MOUNTAIN STANDARD TIME

Alpenglow Dinner Theater in Spruce, Colorado

Teddy Brenkert, age 11


Interior. Evening. WIDE SHOT on the lobby of a theater where actors in full costume scurry back and forth carrying trays of cheesecake and cups of coffee. The sounds of the audience talking and eating are audible from the theater.

Cut to MEDIUM SHOT of GRAM standing behind the ticket counter. Gram is about seventy years old and is clearly in charge. She flips a switch and the lobby lights blink on and off. TEDDY, a boy with a special kind of focused intensity, comes down the carpeted stairs to the lobby carrying a small bag in his hand.

TEDDY

(handing his grandmother her glucose monitor)

Here you go, Gram. Don’t forget to check your levels.

GRAM

Thanks, hon. Intermission’s almost over, so you better get back up to the booth.

TEDDY

(taking the stairs two at a time)

See you after curtain call!

TRACKING SHOT on Teddy running down the hall to the tech booth. He puts on headphones and adjusts a camcorder on a tripod.

The STAGE MANAGER whispers into her headset. Lights in the theater dim, then blackout. The technicians’ faces glow pale blue from their clip lights.

Teddy presses record on the camcorder.

Stage lights come up as the orchestra begins a refrain of “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.”

DOROTHY, SCARECROW, TIN MAN, and COWARDLY LION enter upstage right.

Teddy leans forward and zooms in.

Interior. Late night. MEDIUM SHOT on Teddy as he rolls a long pole with a bright light to the center of the stage in the empty, dark theater.

Cut to a WIDE SHOT backstage where actors in street clothes leave through the stage door, calling good night to one another.

GRAM

(following everyone out and locking the door)

Great show, everyone!

TEDDY

(waiting until the actors are out of earshot)

Tin Man keeps missing his mark on his solo. His face is always in shadow.

Gram unlocks the car. They both get in and fasten their seat belts.

GRAM

You know beggars can’t be choosers, Teddy. It was him or Mr. Doshi from the post office, and he can’t carry a tune in a bucket.

TEDDY

It’s going to make the final edit a lot less professional-looking.

(taking off his glasses and cleaning them on his shirt)

How is it that in the movies with Mickey Rooney and Judy Garland, they always live in a town full of people who can sing, dance, and act, and we can’t even assemble a decent barbershop quartet?

GRAM

(backing out of the parking space)

Everyone in Hollywood was a triple threat back then. And we are a long way from Hollywood, my friend.

Teddy sighs.

GRAM

(patting his knee)

You’ll make it work, honey. You always do.

CLOSE-UP on Teddy as he stares out the window.

TEDDY

(muttering)

I wish I could go straight to film school. I can’t wait to work with people who take art as seriously as I do.






THURSDAY

6:00 P.M.

On the radio

“You’re tuned to KRKY 97 and it’s time for news at the top of the hour.

If you’re heading to the mountains this weekend, be sure to allow extra time for the cone zones from Millerville to Snow Valley. And anyone traveling between Ponderosa and Switchback Springs should note that National Guard convoys are on the move again, causing slowdowns and delays. Alternate routes are suggested.

Tomorrow Governor Clark will hold a special press conference to introduce his plan for addressing Colorado’s drought issues. He is expected to lay out tiered management options for urban water conservation, along with additional restrictions on rural and agricultural water usage—”




THURSDAY

6:01 P.M.

Grandin


Dad turns off the radio

says

government and ranching don’t mix

no one understands

where food comes from

anymore

Ma hands him a knife

to carve the roast

Dad says

when he was in the service

people respected

authority

and

authority respected

people

says

now politicians never even serve

and

things are going to you-know-where

in a you-know-what

Ma tells him

to hush now

and

we sit to eat

when I enlist

I will serve

not just my country

but

the land

that provides for us

the air and water

that nurture us

I want to

restore habitats

protect resources

renew Dad’s faith

in a brighter future

for

everyone






THURSDAY

8:30 P.M.

Ashanti


i’ve never lied to my parents before

but like apate goddess of deceit

emma and maddie and i

have woven a plan so perfect

it rivals athena and her loom

my folks think

tomorrow i’m sleeping at emma’s

emma’s folks think

she’s sleeping here

maddie’s mom thinks she’ll be at her dad’s

and her dad thinks she’ll be at her mom’s

but

(here’s the chef’s kiss)

we’re going to have

a secret sleepover

at maddie’s grandparents’

empty apartment

no adults

no nagging

no bedtimes

no rules

we

are

geniuses






MOTHER IGNORES CURFEW

by Harmony Addams-Paul

11:17 p.m., Thursday

REDHAWK, Colo.—Three stories down from this reporter’s apartment, engines rumble in the street. I peek through the blinds into the night. Convoys of trucks move like animated shadows.

It’s past curfew. Mom still isn’t home.

I rehearse my oral report on Muckraker Journalists Who Changed the World:

Ida B. Wells—reported on lynching

Ida M. Tarbell—reported on greedy oil tycoons

Upton Sinclair—reported on the meatpacking industry

I can’t focus.

When I finally hear Mom’s key, I am a tangled knot of worry. When she finally comes through the door, I am pissed.

“Mom! It’s way past curfew!”

Mom drops her jacket and bag on the couch. “You’re up late. Is Pax asleep?”

“Hours ago.”

Mom fills the teakettle. Turns on the stove. “You know when my parishioners need me, I have to go. Death doesn’t care about curfews.”

Mom always says stuff like this. Always does stuff like this. Someone dying of cancer. Someone fresh out of rehab. Someone elderly, housebound. No matter what else is going on, Mom’s work is always the most important thing.

“I’m serious,” I say. “The curfews are a big deal. Pax freaked out the last time we had to lock down and you weren’t here. What if something happened to you?” (Would we have to go live with Dad and what’s-her-name in Maine?)

I don’t say this last part out loud.

“Nothing’s going to happen to me.” She kisses me on the head, and goes to take a bath.

Another truck rolls past. The whole building trembles.




THURSDAY

11:52 P.M.


Exterior. Dark. ESTABLISHING SHOT. Gram and Teddy are pulled over on the side of a winding mountain road. A state patrol car is parked behind them with lights flashing.

Cut to CLOSE-UP of Gram and Teddy in the front seat.

TEDDY

Remember that scene in National Lampoon’s Vacation where Chevy Chase gets stopped by the cop?

(imitating a deep voice)

“Well, Officer, whatever it is I’ve done, I’m sure I can explain.”

STATE TROOPER approaches their car.

GRAM

(rolling down her window)

Good evening, Officer. Was I speeding?

STATE TROOPER

No, ma’am. May I see your license and registration?

Gram hands over her documents. The state trooper leans down and looks at Teddy in the front seat.

STATE TROOPER

Ma’am, are you aware you’re out past curfew?

GRAM

Yes, Officer. We just got off work at the dinner theater and we’re on our way home. We have our employment passes right here.

Teddy passes Gram two cards, which she hands to the trooper. The trooper glances at everything and hands it all back.

STATE TROOPER

All right, you folks go directly home now. No stopping.

GRAM

That seems a bit extreme, doesn’t it? The only real threat around here is bears getting into trash cans.

STATE TROOPER

(stone-faced)

Extra precautions are warranted, ma’am. That’s why we have curfew.

GRAM

(nodding)

Thank you, Officer. You stay safe now, too.

WIDE SHOT of Gram pulling back out onto the road. Teddy turns in his seat to look out the back windshield. Red and blue lights illuminate his face.






FRIDAY

5:30 A.M.

Grandin


Ma scrambles eggs

at the counter

hands me

a piece of toast

and

points to a bottle

by the sink

I mix formula

and warm water

attach

a red rubber

nipple

grab a jar of honey

on my way

out

the door

in the barn’s

dim light

the calf snuggles

in the straw

like a broody hen

on her nest

wouldn’t graft

onto another cow

so

I tickle

her mouth with

a sticky sweet

finger

she starts to suckle

takes the bottle

like a pro

pushes warm

against my leg

Dad comes in

leans on the stall

watching

gives me

a thumbs-up

a nod

I turn

to hide the pride

surging

from my boots

the scent of bacon

lures us back

to the kitchen

and the possibility

of a better day






FRIDAY

11:45 A.M.

Dear Aunt Beckie,

After my muckraker oral report, Mr. Sedillo praised my use of eye contact and primary sources, but criticized my yawn in the middle of the speech. He said, “To the uninformed viewer, yawning could suggest a minimal level of engagement.”

I wanted to blame Mom, to tell him it wasn’t my fault, but he said reporters have to have thick skins. He said this business will chew you up and spit you out.

I do have thick skin. I do.

And I want him to see my muckraking potential. That someday I’m going to investigate and report stories to make the world a better place.

You know Nellie Bly is my favorite muckraker, right? She said, “Energy rightly applied and directed will accomplish anything.”

Sleep-deprived or not, I’ve got to start thinking more like a journalist. More like you. I hereby vow to keep my levels at maximum engagement.

This is Harmony Addams-Paul, reporting from Redhawk, Colorado.

P.S. Mr. Sedillo said he thinks that sign-off has a better ring to it.




FRIDAY

1:15 P.M.


Interior. Midday. FADE UP on Teddy’s bedroom. Movie posters cover the walls. Some are from old black-and-white films, but others are more contemporary. All are classics. Biographies of filmmakers and film history fill a bookcase.

CUT TO Teddy sitting in front of a huge computer monitor, wearing headphones and editing video footage.

GRAM

(calling from the doorway)

Did you finish school already?

She walks over and lifts one headphone off his ear.

GRAM

Did you finish school?

TEDDY

Yep. Just logged off.

GRAM

Is it my imagination, or am I right that this new curriculum isn’t challenging you, either?

TEDDY

It’s easy, but I’m learning, don’t worry.

GRAM

Have you made any friends in the group chat?

TEDDY

Gram, please. I’m fine. And it gives me more time to do my real work.

Gram leans over Teddy’s shoulder and looks at the monitor. On the screen, Dorothy and Scarecrow dance on the yellow brick road. Teddy freezes it.

TEDDY

That’s where he flubbed the lyric. I’m going to dub over it with the audio from last night.

GRAM

(squeezing his shoulder and turning to go)

Well, lunch is ready, so come and get it.

TEDDY

Would it be okay if I eat in here?

GRAM

(hands on her hips)

Seriously, Teddy?

TEDDY

(looking at her)

I bet Giuseppe Tornatore didn’t have to stop for lunch when he was making Cinema Paradiso.

GRAM

I’m sure Giuseppe Tornatore had
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