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“It is those we live with and love and 

should know… who elude us.” Norman 

Maclean 
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BECCA 

Breathe. That’s what I tell myself when 

life proves too much for me to handle. 

When the anxiety devours every part of 

me, it leaves me broken. I’m damaged 

once again. My name is Becca and I am 

thirteen years old. I haven’t had to tell 

myself to breathe for over six months – 

until now. 

~ ~ ~ 
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I waited for my best friend, Emily, 

on the front porch swing of my new 

home. It’s a huge, three-story farmhouse 

built of stone. I call it our castle.  

Our castle is made from hundreds 

or maybe even thousands of stones. Each 

one decorated in shades of white and 

beige, with just a splash of misty gray 

here and there. The stones actually have 

little sparkles in them. They glimmer 

when the big bright sun shines down 

upon our castle or when the moon casts 

down its magical glow. 

Sometimes, I like to pretend I’m in 

a fairytale, a million miles away from 

the real world. It’s a perfectly, magical 

palace that looks like it was taken 

straight out of a marvelous fairytale. 
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Somehow, it ended up in this little bitty 

Missouri town. I don’t know how, but 

I’m sure glad it did.  

My two favorite spots are the front 

porch and the balcony. The porch wraps 

around the entire front of our castle, but 

it’s made of white wood, not stone. My 

new mom, Bernie, said it’s because she 

added it to the house long after it was 

built by her great, great granddaddy way 

back in the 1800’s and it was hard to 

find anyone ‘round these parts to build a 

stone porch the way she wanted it. 

The balcony sits on the second 

floor and oversees the entire land. Well, 

I’m exaggerating a little bit. It actually 

looks over the backyard. There’s a little 

pond with gold fish and Bernie’s 
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vegetable garden. It used to be a horse 

farm, but that was a long time ago when 

Bernie was just a kid. Her parents 

boarded horses for people who lived in 

the city. 

I looked up at the balcony and 

thought of a princess standing there 

completely lost in a daydream, waiting 

for her prince to come rescue her from a 

life of despair. You can only get to it 

from Bernie’s room. She lets me sit out 

there with her when the weather is nice. 

It has a small green table for two and we 

have teatime. 

One time, shortly after I moved in 

with Bernie, I snuck into her room while 

she made a quick trip to town for a few 

groceries. I really just wanted to look at 



BREATHE 

7 

all the pretty clothes she has, especially 

her dresses, but I guess curiosity got the 

better of me. After carefully eyeing each 

and every one of them, I grabbed a long 

white dress covered in what looked like 

real diamonds. I slipped it on over my 

jeans and t-shirt, and walked out to the 

balcony. I pretended to be a princess. I 

know I’m too old to play princess but I 

never had a chance to do it when I was 

younger. I was twirling around and 

around on the balcony when Bernie 

came home and caught me. I almost had 

to tell myself to breathe then. I just 

lowered my head and let my long, 

stringy red hair cover the tears that 

started to swallow up my green eyes. I 
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prepared myself for a whippin’. After 

all, I deserved it. 

I didn’t want to look at Bernie. 

She walked towards me as I tightened 

every muscle in my body up. I started to 

hold my breath, but then the most 

unexpected thing happened. She softly 

raised my head, brushed my hair back 

gently, and smiled.  

 “Becca, you look so beautiful! 

Now, you stay right here while I fetch 

my camera. I want to capture this 

moment for an eternity.” She gave me a 

hug and a kiss on the cheek. 

I call her mom now. 

I never knew my real mama. She 

died shortly after I was born. My daddy 
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said she died because she was a whore. 

He said mama was a tramp and ran 

around with every man in town, that’s 

how she was pregnant with me. He 

always said terrible things about her, but 

I never believed everything he said.  

I do fancy living in our castle, it’s 

a big change from the one-room dump I 

used to live in with my daddy. It was a 

storage shed that had been converted 

into an apartment. My daddy managed 

all the storage sheds and he got the 

apartment rent-free in return. If he were 

in a good mood, he would actually let 

me sit in an old lawn chair instead of on 

the cracked linoleum with the roaches.  

I moved here with my new mom, 

Bernie, about a year ago after my daddy 
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beat me so bad I nearly died. That’s 

what the doctors told me. I don’t 

remember much about that day, except 

that he kept beating me, hitting me in the 

head over and over. I remember the first 

few punches. He was mad when he 

threw open the bathroom door to find me 

putting duct tape around my chest. I 

started getting little boobs and I saw the 

funny way he was looking at me. I 

remember running out the door before 

my world went completely dark. Bernie 

told me that a neighbor happened to be 

driving by and could see what was 

happening. She called 911. I try not to 

think about that day anymore. 

I love Bernie. She’s so kind and 

she has a heart as big as the harvest 



BREATHE 

11 

moon. She fought to adopt me and won. 

I didn’t think she would win. I never 

expect good things to happen. Those 

people at social services didn’t think a 

single working woman should adopt a 

damaged, older kid like me. I don’t 

know how she convinced the judge, but 

she could be fiery when she stood up for 

something she believed in, and she 

believed in me. She’s a lawyer too. I 

guess that helped.  

Bernie and Emily, my new best 

friend, who lives just down the gravel 

road, are my two favorite people. 

I swayed back and forth on the 

swing still waiting for Emily. We always 

walk to school together but Bernie was 

driving us today. I didn’t expect her for 
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another fifteen minutes or so. I like to sit 

here and look out at the big ole front 

yard with the apple trees ready for 

harvest and all the colorful autumn trees 

dropping their leaves of red, purple, 

orange, and yellow.  

I told Bernie me and Emily would 

help her with the apple pickin’ 

tomorrow. We only have two trees but 

I’ve never seen so many apples in my 

life! We’re going to keep the bruised 

ones too. They’re just like I used to be, 

fallen and bruised. If any of them have a 

worm, we’re going to throw ‘em outside 

for the deer that crowd around early in 

the morning when they think no one can 

see them. 
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EMILY 

Emily’s brown curls bounced around, 

peeking up from the dip in the gravel 

road. I was surprised to see her already. 

It wasn’t like Emily to get here early. 

Her mama always had early morning 

chores for her to do, and she had to do 

them or she got a little bit of a butt 

whippin’. I jumped off the swing and ran 

towards the sprawling white fence that 
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guarded our castle. I always met Emily 

at the gate. I watched her approaching. 

Something was different today. Emily 

was different. I felt a sudden rush of fear 

– panic. Emily looked broken. 

“Hi, Emily.” I slowed my pace and 

walked towards her. It wasn’t hard to 

notice she was limping. 

“Hey, Becca.” 

“What’s wrong? Are you okay?” 

“Yea … I’m … I’ll be okay.” She 

looked at me with big, brown sad eyes – 

a sad soul. Red streaks painted her pale 

cheeks. They were from tears. I know. 

“What happened?” 

“Promise you won’t tell anyone?” 
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“Yea, why?” 

“My mama got mad this morning. 

I mean … really mad, ‘cause I didn’t 

clean the bathroom very good. I’m okay 

though … really, I am. She said she was 

sorry and she promised never to hit me 

so hard again. It was my fault anyway. 

Please don’t tell anyone, Becca. You 

know how it is.” 

I didn’t know what to say. I knew 

her mama gave her a whippin’ 

sometimes, but I didn’t know it was this 

bad. I thought it was just a little 

whippin’.  

Everyone gets a whippin’ 

sometimes, don’t they?  
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As I looked into her sad, brown 

eyes – I saw myself. 

“Can I borrow a shirt, Becca? I got 

something on this one.” 

“Yea, of course. What’s mine is 

yours.” I forced a smile, hoping to make 

her feel a little better. 

I stood at the gate for a moment 

watching Emily limp towards the deep 

red door – the castle entrance. I quickly 

followed. I didn’t want her to know I 

was watching her.  

“We’re going upstairs for a 

minute.” I hollered out to Bernie. She 

was in the kitchen drinking her morning 

coffee. We scurried up the stairs and 

headed for my bedroom.  
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“Five minutes.” Bernie hollered 

back and added, “Hi, Emily.”  

“Hi, Bernie.” 

I let Emily rumble through my 

closet to find a new shirt to wear. I was a 

little surprised when she asked me to 

help her remove the black turtleneck she 

was wearing. She must really be hurtin’.  

I helped Emily pull the turtleneck 

over her head, gently peeling it away 

from her skin, revealing horrific gashes 

engraving her back. They were probably 

from a leather belt or strap of some sort. 

I still have scars from my daddy’s belt. I 

know what they look like. I didn’t think 

anything could shock me anymore. I was 

terribly wrong.  
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A strong scent of blood radiated 

from Emily and started to overcome me. 

I felt sick. I know that smell. It’s not 

something a person can ever forget.  

“Wait here a minute.” I told 

Emily. 

I went into my bathroom and 

grabbed a washcloth from the closet. I 

wiped the tears from my eyes before 

going back out.  

“I’m just gonna get the blood off 

of you. I’ll be careful. Okay?” 

“Okay.” Emily answered in a 

nervous, unstable voice. 

I gently dabbed her back, careful 

not to hurt her any more than she already 
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was. She really needs to see a doctor. I 

never saw her with her shirt off. I’ve 

never even seen her in a tank top. She 

always covered herself pretty well even 

in summer. She was too skinny. It 

wasn’t natural. I could see rib bones 

jabbing out through her discolored skin. 

She almost looked like a skeleton with 

bony arms and a paper-thin waist. I still 

didn’t know what to say.  

How could I not realize? How 

could I not know? I’m so mad at myself! 

How could I be so stupid! 

I helped her put on the heavy 

sweater she picked out and a few chunks 

of her beautiful brown curls started to 

fall out. I think her mama cut it, but only 

underneath where people wouldn’t be 
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able to see. Her thick curls hung down 

enough to cover the cut parts. Emily 

wasn’t ready to tell me about it. I know 

that or she already would have. 

We lied to Bernie. I don’t like 

lying to Bernie. She asked what 

happened after watching Emily limp to 

the front door. We told her Emily had 

taken a tumble down her stairs. That was 

the story we stuck with for now – and 

later.  

For most of the school day, I was 

distracted – scared for Emily. I didn’t 

know what to do and I didn’t want her to 

go home.  

After school, Miss Becker, our 

homeroom teacher, asked Emily to stay 
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after class. I was secretly relieved. I 

waited for her outside in the schoolyard, 

watching all the other kids run to their 

parent’s car or down the dirt road headed 

home. Emily and me don’t really have 

any other friends. We’re the outcasts of 

this tiny school. Most of the other kids 

know what happened to me and I think it 

scares them. There are a couple of kids 

who tease me, call me stupid ‘cause I 

was hit in the head so many times. Not 

Emily, she talked to me the very first 

day I came to school and we’ve been 

best friends ever since.  

It didn’t take long. Emily was 

outside in five minutes.  

“What did she want?” I asked her 

what was going on. 
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“She asked me why I was walking 

with a limp.” 

“What did you tell her?” I asked, 

hoping she told Miss Becker the truth. I 

wasn’t sure if it would even matter. She 

and Emily’s mama were good friends. 

Her mama was a substitute teacher. I 

hate her mama. 

“I told her I fell down the stairs.” 

“Did she believe you?” 

“Yea, she bought it. She just told 

me I needed to be more careful when I 

run down a flight of stairs. I told her I’d 

be more careful.” 

“Emily, maybe you should tell her 

...” 
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“No, Becca! You wanna’ know 

what she’ll do to me if I tell? She’ll kill 

me … just like your daddy tried to kill 

you.” 

“Yea ... but I’m ok now, Emily. 

You can be too. I bet my mom can 

help.” 

“You don’t know that. Please, 

Becca.” Tears started to flow down her 

cheeks. “I don’t wanna’ talk about it 

anymore. Just promise you won’t tell 

anyone.” She stopped at an oak tree and 

leaned her trembling hands against it. 

“Please, Becca.” 

“Okay … I’m sorry.” I started to 

cry too. I didn’t want to. I wanted to stay 

strong for Emily. I quickly brushed them 
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from my cheeks, “I’m just trying to help. 

Please don’t be mad at me.” I wanted to 

put my arms around her, but I was so 

scared I would hurt her. 

“I know. I’m not mad. It’s really 

not that bad, Becca. I’m okay.” 

“Okay.” 

We walked in silence the rest of 

the way until we reached the white fence 

leading to the castle. 

“Promise?” Emily asked again, 

carefully lifting her battered arm, 

extending her pinky finger to me.  

I gave her the pinky promise she 

so desperately needed, deep down I 

knew it was a promise I couldn’t keep.  
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“Yea, okay. I promise. Call me 

later if you can and don’t forget the 

signal. I’ll be waiting.”  

“I won’t. I’ll try to call, but you 

know how that goes. I have to see what 

mama has for me to do.” 

Another forced smile. How can 

she do anything? How can she do 

chores? I thought about my daddy 

forcing me to cook him dinner one night 

while I was still bleeding from the 

beating he gave me just minutes earlier. I 

guess you do what you have to do, in 

order to survive. Why does it have to be 

that way? 
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DARKNESS 

I leaned up against the white fence and 

watched my best friend slowly disappear 

down the gravel road. I walked up the 

grassy path until I reached the porch I set 

my book bag down on the swing and 

plopped down next to it, guarding it.  

We made up a signal when I first 

moved here and we quickly became best 
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friends. She would flicker her lights 

twice and I would flicker mine too. It 

started out as a way to say good night, 

but now I really wanted to see the flicker 

so I knew if she was ok or not. It’s only 

4:30 now and Emily won’t flicker her 

bedroom light until dark. I just sat on the 

front porch swing staring at the small 

part of Emily’s house I could see. 

I looked up to the sky, watching as 

the clouds began to turn gray. The strong 

scent of rain in the air passed me by. I 

tried to breathe in the clean, fresh air but 

it didn’t last long. All I was able to smell 

was blood. Earlier, I slid the washcloth 

that I used to clean Emily’s back inside 

my book bag. I couldn’t get her out of 

my mind. 
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Bernie came outside to check on 

me, letting the screen door slam behind 

her. My mind quickly jumped to the 

present.  

“Hey, kiddo, how ya doing?” 

Bernie asked. She sat next to me on the 

swing and gently stroked my hair, the 

way a real mama does. 

“I’m just sitting here thinking … 

letting the raindrops hit my face.” 

“Becca ... honey … it’s not 

raining.” 

I looked over at Bernie with tears 

falling down my cheeks, ready to break 

my promise to Emily. I reached into my 

book bag and pulled out the bloody 

washcloth. I handed it to Bernie. 
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“Becca, what is this? Are you ok? 

Oh my, God … are you hurt?” She asked 

while examining me, searching for any 

signs of damage. No one can see my 

damage. 

“I’m okay. It’s not my blood.” 

“Becca, what do you mean? 

Whose blood is it?” 

“It’s Emily’s blood.” 

Bernie looked at the washcloth and 

then at me. She swallowed the lump in 

her throat and guided me into the castle.  

I told her everything. Every detail 

Emily revealed to me. I told her what 

really happened this morning. She put 

her arms around me and let me cry until 
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I couldn’t anymore, then she got up and 

walked across the hardwood until she 

reached the oak table that held the 

phone. 

“Becca, I have to call …”  

“I know.” I interrupted her. I knew 

what she had to do. 

Bernie dialed the sheriff while I 

ran upstairs. I guess I was sitting outside 

longer than I realized. It was almost six 

o’clock and getting dark now. I stared 

out the window waiting for Emily to 

flicker her bedroom light on and off. 

Finally, she did. I felt some sense of 

relief, but not much.  

Bernie came upstairs a few 

minutes later and told me the sheriff 
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would be here soon. He didn’t think it 

was an emergency. He thought that 

maybe I was blowing it out of proportion 

because of what happened to me. Bernie 

said that he was an ass. I could tell 

Bernie wasn’t happy about it, but what 

could she do.  

What could I do? 

I started to think about my daddy 

and got lost in a daydream. A nightmare. 

I was stuck between reality and a dream. 

I never dozed off, I just left this time and 

place. 

I heard sirens as I lay in bed. I 

thought maybe I did fall asleep, maybe it 

was just another nightmare. The fear and 

the horror of my daddy still found me in 
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my dreams, but not this time. Bernie 

shook me to tell me the news.  

“Becca ... oh honey.” She cried. 

“I’m so sorry … something terrible has 

happened.” 

That’s all she had to say. I jumped 

out of my bed and raced down the 

staircase. I flew out the front door and 

ran across the gravel road in nothing but 

my flannel nightgown, with bare feet 

carrying me along. Bernie was following 

right behind me – crying out – trying to 

stop me before I reached Emily’s house. 

I finally stopped a few feet away from 

the sheriff’s car. I watched as the sheriff 

handcuffed Emily’s mama and pushed 

her in the back seat. I turned away from 
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her ugliness and looked for Emily. I 

turned my head toward the ambulance. 

“Emily!” I screamed out, “Emily! 

No!” My eyes watched in disbelief as 

the paramedics pulled a white sheet over 

Emily’s body – over her face. They hid 

her battered, lifeless body. 

I can’t move – my body froze. I 

can’t speak – there simply are no words. 

I can barely hear – only slight mumbling 

in the background. I can hardly see – my 

surroundings are a blur.   

~ ~ ~ 

Breathe. That’s what I had to tell 

myself. Life proved to be too much for 

me to handle. The anxiety consumed 
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every part of my mind and body. It 

devoured me, leaving me broken and 

damaged, once again. My Name is 

Becca and I’m thirteen years old. I 

haven’t had to tell myself to breathe for 

over six months, until now. 

~ The End ~ 
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