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the back seat. I imagined the encounter from his point of view. Some ragged and bloody 
stranger lurching out of the rain and towards him. I imagined how funny it would have 
been if I gave him a deranged look or drug my thumb across my throat in a menacing 
manner. Luckily for him, I refrained and simply sat in the passenger seat and told the man 
the name of my street. 
 I wanted to apologize for dirtying the inside of his car, but I was s� ll struggling 
to breathe normally. On the drive I tried to self-diagnose my injuries. My knee was surely 
broken. My face got personal with the steering wheel, so I assumed I resembled the vic� m 
of a botched plas� c surgery. I wasn’t sure if something happened to my lungs or if I had 
reached a whole new level of ge�  ng the wind knocked out of me. While it seemed like I 
might live a� er all, I assumed it would be as a hideous cripple.
 A� er a couple of minutes we arrived at my house, and I was helped through my 
back door where I took a seat at the kitchen table. 
 “Mom!” I managed to yell. 
 No response.
 “Mom!” This � me I built up my strength and managed to make it more audible. 
 “WHAT?!” was the response I received from across the house.
 “Mom!” One last � me as I was now offi  cially out of breath again.
 “I told you not to do that! I hate that so much. If you want something, just come 
to me instead of yelling across the house.”
 The man looked at me in despair and off ered to go get my mother for me. I shook 
my head and managed a weak chuckle.
 “What do you want anyway? Why couldn’t you just come downstairs and–oh!” 
She froze as she entered the kitchen. Her expression was priceless as she saw her son 
clearly suff ering from serious injuries and a complete stranger standing in her home. That 
moment was almost worth smashing my car into a tree for. 

Blackout
   Rachel Factora

 In the tunnel. I can’t hear anything but System of the Down blaring from my iPod. 
I start doing high knees. I pretend I’m running up the mountains. I imagine I am running 
from all the pressure falling down on my shoulders like rain. I hold my breath to expand my 
lungs for this ba� le, and  I do this � ll my lungs burn with sa� sfac� on. There’s no way my 
lungs will give out before hers. I’m surrounded by others feeling the same fears of losing, 
hopes of defea� ng great warriors, and of coming back through the tunnel the victor. Some 
are already defeated, going into ba� le with heavy hearts. I sip water from my bo� le to 
keep my throat wet.
 On deck. Moving toward the staging area. Everything is just the same as I stand  
in line with the other contestants. It’s not un� l I slowly move up the line and round the 
corner that the nausea hits. The raging crowd comes into view. The arena is packed, and 
the lights are blinding from all angles. The screaming, like a crowd in the gladiator days, is 
calling for opponents to massacre each other. Then I see her. The cause of the pressure, 
the cause of the disappointment I’ve felt the past week. She thinks she’s got this. I can tell 
by the way she  exes her traps. The other girls fear her because she is built like an Olympic 
weight li� er, but I know from experience that she’s all image. Fake strength. I’ve made her 
taste defeat so many � mes that it sickens me that I allowed her one victory last week. Yet, I 
doubt myself. The pressure takes hold, and I’m scared.
 Up. The moment has come, and we step onto the huge mat that swallows us 
whole. My hands shake as I wrap on my anklet. I’m red and she’s blue. We line up on the 
opposite sides of the lines and crouch into our stances. Lions wai� ng to pounce, and at the 
sound of the whistle we a� ack. She’s big, I’m small. I doubt myself as I move. If I lose, I face 
disappointment in so many eyes. But then I remember his eyes. My new guardian angel, 
the reason I’ve excelled this season. Grandpa would have wanted me to win this, and I 
want to. I now have two people to put my trust in: God and Grandpa. They’ve got me. I’ve 
got this.
 Third period.  The last period of the match. I don’t know how I got here. There’s 
not much memory of the last two rounds, all I know is that I’m winning and that I’m in 
top posi� on. All I have to do is ride her out for the whole round and victory is mine. My 
bald-headed coaches scream, as they dig their  ngers into their pants, swea� ng from the 
adrenaline of coaching my match. The suspense pushes them to the very edge of sanity, as 
if they’re about to run onto the mat and wrestle for me.
 “Wrestle smart! Wrestle smart!” They both a� empt to yell over the crowd.
 They want me to stall her out, so I must be winning. I feel the burn in my arms 
and my legs are about to give out. The whistle blows, and she explodes up to escape my 
lock, but I bring her back down to her side.
 Stalling. She tries to stand again and tripod up. Her head and arms are s� ll on the 
mat, but her bu�  is in my gut. She  nally stands up and tries to rip off  my lock. I step my 
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right leg in front of hers and trip her back down onto the mat. That takes a lot out of me; 
it’s like trying to hold down a pitbull. My arms burn as much as my throat. Man, I must look 
like complete shit right now. I hope I’m far enough from the stands that the crowd can’t 
see how fat I must look in my singlet as my gut bloats while it sucks more oxygen.
 “Wrestle smart here! Two minutes le� !” Thank you, coaches, a.k.a Captain 
Obvious.
 One minute forty le� . She makes another mistake and leaves her right arm up. 
Perfect. I scoop my right arm under it and hook it over her head. I start to run the Half on 
her. I get her to break 90 degrees for back exposure points, but she barely has her back off  
the mat by an inch. I’m de nitely winning now. I know she’s already defeated. I’ve broken 
her before. Now all I have to do is hold her here un� l � me runs out. I know she isn’t going 
anywhere, I’ll just � re her out. But then all of a sudden…
 Anger. Oh, hell no! This female dog ruined my undefeated streak for this season 
and caused me to get so much grief for it the past week. She rubbed that one win in my 
face as if it made up for the last two seasons I trampled her in every match, all at the same 
� me being a good sport and always showing good sportsmanship. Hell no, holding her out 
is not enough. I want her to break and know who trains harder, and who has earned this 
win once and for all. That one win for her was a present from me. I snap. I begin to tear at 
her arm and push all my weight on her. I wait � ll she lets out air to push in harder, hoping 
to make her breathing even hard. A handy trick I learned at a clinic called a Spider Bite. The 
ref scrambles all over the mat keeping an eye on her back to call a pin. Her back is facing 
the mat, yet she’s s� ll on her knees. What in the world is in her thighs? Hidden weights? 
I feel her adjust under me, and I automa� cally adjust my body and sink into hers. I knew I 
had her, and a second later I hear the whistle.
 Wap! The ref’s hand smacks the mat. Done.
 “Pin!” says the ref.
 Blackout. I  nally snap out of my rage. Then I can’t process anything. I know 
the crowd is going crazy but I can’t hear anything. It’s like I’ve woken from a dream and 
I didn’t even know if I was in reality. Where am I? What did I just do? This is State, right? 
Apparently I’ve pinned her, so that means I’ve won. If I remember correctly this is  nals so 
if I just won….then I just won State? I won…no way. I’m a state champion?! It feels like it 
took me forever to answer all my ques� ons and to process that this is reality, when really it 
took less than 10 seconds. I cover my face as my legs somehow stand up without me even 
thinking about it. I want to cry but I’m so happy. Not because I won a � tle, but because of 
all the work I put into it. Because two years ago, I never thought I’d get this far. But I was 
mostly happy because the one thing I was working for, the whole drive for my successful 
season was to be able to look up at the sky, and point up to heaven.
 “For you, Grandpa.”

Fear
   Casey Freeman

 Fear is a loathsome thing. Or so you tell yourself. You like to think that you could 
take on the world without ba�  ng an eye. Your mind is an eccentric one–and the root of all 
your problems. It makes you erra� cally con dent in your fantasies and the  rst to crumble 
in reality. 
 In that, you’re afraid of the dark. You even told someone close to you, once. 
Not that it helped you get over it, like you hoped it would. Admission is the  rst step to 
recovery, or so they say. They’re full of crap, you decided. 
 You recall that you were like this when you were a li� le girl, too; when Daddy 
caught you giving yourself a pep talk to walk the three feet across the hall from your room 
to the bathroom and, in his own form of kindness, would turn the hall light on and pat 
your head before returning to his own room to sleep. Or when you would watch your sister 
play certain games on the Super Nintendo where the cartoonish monsters had an air about 
them. An air that made your breath stop, and then wonder why you were so scared. They 
looked bizarre, so bizarre, but not like anything from horror movies. They simply had an 
air that made them just plain terrifying and sent you into a ball under her desk, despite it 
being daylight. (You  nally played that same game, you admit proudly, though it took you 
around 15 years to do so). There are some things that kids don’t grow out of, you suppose.
 You would tell someone about your nightmares when you had them once, too. 
The nightmares where that someone died, the nightmares where you saw nothing but a 
bloody stage play, and the nightmares that make your breath hitch when you wake as you 
s� ll feel a predatory stranger’s vice grip on your wrist. You’ve since stopped,  not wan� ng 
to be a burden to them anymore, though you s� ll have them every so o� en. You think it’s 
something you should face yourself, anyway. 
 S� ll, those popular schoolyard monsters that everyone knows aren’t real make 
you cocoon under your blankets, afraid and ashamed. Staring into the abyss only nets you 
shapeless, shadowy  gures conjured by your chao� c imagina� on and its conspirators, your 
eyes. So, you opt to screw your eyes shut, refusing to open them un� l morning. You think 
acknowledging the fact that your fear stems from irra� onality will eradicate it. You think 
that because you have no night lights in your room and refuse to buy one, your fear isn’t 
an actual fear at all.
 It’s then that you can see all the small glows around you. Your clock; your brightly-
colored stuff ed animals that remain  rmly at your side as they have all these years, in their 
very speci c order (which always, always has to be, from le�  to right, the mouse, the small 
bear, the Eevee Pokémon plush, the small Pikachu Pokémon beanie doll, the large Pikachu 
plush, and the stuff ed Anne Marie from The Aristocats and if any of them are missing you 
will not go to sleep un� l it is found), despite your status as an adult, game systems that 
are simply in sleep mode versus being shut off  en� rely. Your cell phone remains on and 
charging all night, every night, and you know you’ve illuminated its screen many � mes 


