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Letter from the Editor 
I	can’t	believe	it’s	already	

our	third	issue!	Thank	you	for	
coming	on	this	journey	with	
us,	and	if	you’re	new	here,	
welcome!		

Some	very	exciting	things	
are	going	on	with	Creative	
Central	and	Balance	of	Seven’s	
programs.		

For	one	thing,	the	first	
installment	of	Dragons	Within	
anthologies	is	out!	You	can	get	
Dragons	Within:	Claiming	Her	
Wings	now	on	Amazon,	or	at	
Balance	of	Seven’s	Website.		

The	next	installment,	
Dragons	Within:	Guarding	Her	
Own,	has	a	release	date	of	
November	21st,	2019!	Keep	up	
to	date	with	the	Balance	of	
Seven’s	Facebook	and	Twitter	
pages	for	more	information	on	
preorders	and	teasers	for	the	
different	stories	in	the	book.		

I	will	be	one	of	the	
authors	being	published	in	the	
second	volume	of	the	Dragons	
Within	anthologies.	I	am	so	
excited!	

Another	important	
announcement:	Word	Splurge	
(formerly	called	Battle	
Sprints)	is	a	Facebook	group	
for	all	writers	to	do	word	
sprints.	When	I	say	all,	I	mean	

all.	Male,	female,	non-
conforming	genders,	anyone	
and	everyone	is	welcome.	The	
best	part?	You	don’t	have	to	
be	a	member	of	Creative	
Central	to	join.		

If	you	want	a	supportive	
writers	group	to	keep	you	
accountable	with	daily	word	
sprints	and	encouragement,	
plus	the	option	to	host	your	
own	sprints	at	any	time	of	
day,	you	can	get	this	for	the	
low	price	of	$6	per	month.		

For	$12	per	month,	you	
can	get	access	to	two	sessions	
with	an	award-winning	
developmental	editor,	
Dorothy	Tinker,	CFO	of	
Balance	of	Seven.		

For	$20	per	month,	you	
can	get	access	to	weekly	
sessions	with	Dorothy,	plus	
recordings	straight	to	your	
email	of	all	the	sessions	you	
might	have	missed	and	those	
you	didn’t	in	case	you	want	to	
re-watch	them	later.		

All	proceeds	go	toward	
Balance	of	Seven’s	ability	to	
do	anthologies,	pay	their	
authors,	and	help	create	
programs	like	Word	Splurge	
and	Creative	Central	to	
support	writers.		

For	more	information	or	to	
sign	up,	go	to	their	Patreon	page.	
http://bit.ly/Bof7WS		

If	you	want	to	keep	up	with	
me,	you	can	visit	my	pen	name’s	
website,	Twitter,	Instagram,	or	
Facebook	accounts,	or	Write	of	
Passion’s	website,	Twitter,	
Instagram,	or	Facebook	account.		

That’s	all	I	have	for	now!	Keep	
writing!	

My	pen	name,	Hayley	Green:	
Website:	
http://hayleygauthor.com	
Twitter:	
http://bit.ly/HayleyGTwitter	
Instagram:	
http://bit.ly/HayleyGIG	
Facebook:	
http://bit.ly/HayleyGFB	

Write	of	Passion:	
Website:	
http://writeofpassion.com	
Twitter:	
http://bit.ly/WofPTwitter	
Instagram:		
http://bit.ly/WofPIG	
Facebook:	
http://bit.ly/WofPFB	
Order	Dragons	Within:	Guarding	
Her	Own:	
http://bit.ly/DragonsWithinGHO		
Order	Dragons	Within:	Claiming	
Her	Wings:	
http://bit.ly/DragonsWithinCHW		

By Allison Hinkle 
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Meet The Staff 
Deana	Wilson	is	a	self-proclaimed	weaver	of	fantasy.	One	of	the	
youngest	of	a	family	of	eight	children	living	in	a	Montana	town	so	
small	it	boasted	only	a	bar	and	a	post	office,	she	soon	discovered	
books	and	writing	as	an	outlet	for	her	creative	nature.	
She	earned	her	Bachelor’s	online	from	SNHU,	majoring	in	creative	
writing,	and	minoring	in	screenwriting	and	history.	With	the	help	
of	a	houseful	of	cats	and	kids,	she	is	completing	her	high	fantasy	
trilogy,	while	doing	research	for	several	other	novels	and	
building	her	portfolio	by	publishing	short	stories.	When	not	
writing,	Deana	enjoys	reading	and	learning	Korean	via	K-pop,	
Asian	dramas,	and	phone	apps.		

Amy	Bright	is	an	artist,	belly	dancer,	mom,	and	traveler	
experiencing	a	delightful	(albeit	slightly	hot	and	terribly	
humid)	life	in	South	Carolina.	By	day,	she	is	an	English	teacher	
in	a	charter	high	school.	By	night,	she	is	asleep	(because	she	is	
an	English	teacher	in	a	charter	high	school).	In	the	gloaming,	
she	dances,	reads,	and	dreams	of	opening	an	art	and	dance	
studio	where	all	are	welcome	and	filled	with	joy.	

Carrollee	Hevener	lives	in	South	Carolina	with	her	husband	
and	their	brood	of	children	and	canines.	She	has	been	telling	
stories	since	she	could	talk.	
	
She	is	a	writer	and	illustrator	with	a	focus	on	the	paranormal	
and	macabre,	although	her	nonfiction	work	is	more	upbeat.			
	
She	has	self-published	two	books.	The	first,	Change	Your	Life	
in	Fifteen	Minutes,	is	a	short	explanation	of	the	seven	aspects	
of	mindfulness	and	how	to	incorporate	them	into	everyday	
life.	The	other,	Vampire-in-Chief,	is	a	paranormal	political	
thriller	about	the	first	vampire	elected	president.		
	
Carrollee	also	knits,	crochets,	sews,	and	is	generally	
crafty.	Bats	and	alligators	are	her	spirit	animals.		
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Amy Bright 

The	first	thing	that	
becomes	apparent	when	
speaking	to	Amy	is	that	
her	passion	for	education	
knows	no	bounds.	A	
dedicated	non-fiction	
writer,	Amy	is	also	an	
English	department	chair	
who	specializes	in	British	
lit	and	theater.	Aside	from	
her	deep	love	of	teaching,	
Amy	has	a	varied,	
fascinating	range	of	
interests	including	belly	
dancing,	sword	fighting,	
and	playing	the	harp.	

She	currently	teaches	
at	a	charter	high	school,	
which	allows	her	to	offer	a	
hands-on	approach	to	her	
students.	She	integrates	
swordplay,	costume	
design,	and	writing	into	
the	classic	stories	they	
read	for	class,	allowing	
students	a	more	visceral	
understanding	of	what	
they	are	reading.	Her	
current	class	is	

choreographing	fight	
scenes,	which	they	must	
then	create	a	story	
around.	Because	the	
students	know	the	
outcome	of	the	fight,	she	
believes	that	it	is	easier	
for	them	to	imagine	the	
why	behind	the	story.	

In	fact,	this	is	her	
philosophy	for	all	writing.	She	
believes	that	writing	should	
not	be	a	passive	activity.	One	
of	her	dreams	is	to	offer	
hands-on	training	in	a	type	of	
summer	academy,	allowing	
people	to	step	outside	of	
themselves	and	learn	
something	new.	Amy	has	
found	this	type	of	experiential	
learning	to	be	the	most	
effective,	and	it	is	her	biggest	
passion.	

Amy	says	that	in	order	to	
be	an	effective	writer;	one	
must	get	out	of	his	or	her	own	
head.	Hands-on	experience	is	
one	way,	as	is	people	
watching	and	reading	the	

work	of	other	writers.	You	must	be	
willing	to	write	badly	so	that	you	
can	write	well.	She	also	believes	
that	you	must	do	the	things	that	
terrify	you	as	a	way	to	get	past	the	
anxiety.	While	nothing	you	do	will	
completely	remove	it,	the	very	act	
of	doing	lessens	it.	So	be	scared,	
write	badly,	and	experience	as	
much	as	you	can.	

	
Where	to	find	Amy:	
Facebook:	
http://bit.ly/AmyBrightFB	
Website:	
http://bit.ly/AmyBrightWeb	
Instagram:	
http://bit.ly/AmyBrightIG	
Facebook	Group:	
http://bit.ly/AmyBrightFBGroup		

By Amber G. Meade 
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D. Gabrielle Jensen 
	

		 D.	Gabrielle	Jensen	
spent	her	childhood	
submerged	in	the	world	of	
mythology.	From	a	small	town	
without	many	children	her	
age,	she	found	herself	reading	
anything	she	could	get	her	
hands	on.	One	of	her	prized	
possessions,	a	collection	of	
encyclopedias,	introduced	her	
to	Greek	mythology	and	
awakened	in	her	a	deep	love	
of	researching	the	similarities	
between	things.	She	explores	
these	connections	through	her	
work,	mostly	in	urban	fantasy	
and	pulp	horror.	
	 When	asked	why	she	
writes,	she	responded	that	she	

writes	stories	that	she	
wants	to	read.	Like	so	
many	writers,	D.	Gabrielle	
sometimes	struggles	
when	she	writes,	though	
she	believes	that	the	end-	
result	is	worth	it.	When	

she	runs	into	those	moments,	
she	will	switch	to	another	
project	or	draw	something	
instead.	Whatever	she	does,	
she	tries	to	keep	the	creative	
momentum	going.	Her	
personal	mantra	is,	“Don’t	be	
afraid	to	get	stupid.	Be	free,	be	
wrong.”	
	 D.	Gabrielle	is	open	
about	how	she	struggles	with	
the	act	of	writing	and	the	
blocks	that	come	with	it.	
There	was	a	long	period	of	her	
life	when	she	produced	
nothing	but	magazine	articles	
and	online	content.	As	she	
says,	she	learned	all	the	rules,	
all	of	the	proper	steps,	but	it	
wasn’t	until	she	figured	out	

what	worked	for	her	and	
stopped	worrying	about	doing	
things	the	“right	way”	that	she	
was	able	to	move	forward.		
	 She	discovered	that	if	
she	got	stuck	in	the	moment,	
she’d	never	get	beyond	it.	Her	
advice	is	to	not	get	hung	up	on	
the	details.	Don’t	worry	about	
your	hook,	or	your	lead	
sentence.	You	might	find	that	
you	truly	start	in	chapter	six.	
Always	stay	true	to	yourself.	In	
the	end,	the	struggle	is	worth	it.		
	
Where	you	can	find	D.	
Gabrielle:	
Facebook:	
http://bit.ly/DGJensenFB	
Instagram:	
http://bit.ly/DGJensenIG	
Patreon:	
http://bit.ly/DGJensenPatreon	
Amazon:	
http://bit.ly/DGJensenAmazon	
Website:	
http://bit.ly/DGJensenWeb		

By Amber G. Meade 
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Jeanne Felfe 
By Amber G. Meade	

Jeanne, pronounced like 
Genie, is a retired programmer 
and project manager. She now 
fills her days with words and 
decorative gardens, working as 
the president of Saturday 
Writers, as well as a book 
formatter and in-depth beta 
reader, critiquer, and editor. 
When she isn’t working on her 
garden or writing, she tours 
wineries and goes to tastings 
with her husband, who is an 
amateur wine maker. 

While her previous career 
hasn’t particularly influenced 
what she writes, it has 
absolutely shaped how she 
writes. Because of her skills as a 
project manager, she has 
become adept at juggling 
disparate parts of work in order 
to bring them together into a 
cohesive whole. She does this 
with her writing, starting with 
an image or a bit of dialogue 
before expanding the scene until 
it works. She writes out of order 
and works on multiple projects 
at a time. 

When asked how she would 
describe her writing process, 

she likened it to 
growing her 
beautiful plants: 
first, you plant a 
seed, then you have 
to tend it, add 
fertilizer, and give it 
what it needs to 
grow. Jeanne 
specializes in growing 
difficult plants that aren’t 
native to her home, 
surrounding herself with 
tropical hibiscus and banana 
plants, which she grows in 
giant pots and brings in for the 
winter. In turn, she tackles 
difficult topics in her writing.  
Specializing in what is widely 
known as family drama or 
women’s fiction, she takes on 
difficult perspectives and 
multiple points of view, 
experimenting with her words 
the way she does with her 
plants to see if she can do it. 

Sometimes her 
experiments work and 
sometimes they don’t, but as 
she says, “Allow yourself to 
write bad, truly horrible stuff. 
You can’t edit what you 

haven’t written. Find critique 
partners you can trust; people 
who will tell it to you straight but 
not cut your heart out while 
they’re doing it.”  

 
 

Where you can find Jeanne: 
Amazon:	
http://bit.ly/JeanFelfeAmazon 
GoodReads: 
http://bit.ly/JFelfeGR 
BookBub: 
http://bit.ly/JFelfeBookBub  
Facebook: 
http://bit.ly/JFelfeFB  
Instagram: 
http://bit.ly/JFelfeIG  
Twitter: 
https://twitter.com/JFelfe  
Website: 
https://jeannefelfe.com/ 
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Review of The Cold is in Her 
Bones by Peternelle van 

Arsdale 
 

Genre: Fantasy/Fairytale 
 
Milla is afraid of 

everything, and she knows 
that fear and her absolute 
obedience will keep her safe. 
Kept in complete isolation, 
Milla’s only companion is her 
older brother Niklas, who is 

one of the many people 
who lie to her. When 
Iris, a bright-eyed, 
chatty girl comes to 
stay with her family, 
Milla sees an end to 
her loneliness. Instead, 
she learns the secret 
that her family has 
been striving to keep 
from her— there is a 
demon on the loose 

and it may be coming for her. 
Based loosely— very 

loosely— on the tale of 
Medusa, this novel follows 
Milla as she begins a quiet 
rebellion and strives to 
discover herself. When Iris, 
her only friend, is taken over 
by the demon, Milla embarks 
on a quest to save her and end 

By Amber G. Meade 

the curse forever. The only 
question is, can she do it without 
turning into a demon herself? 

This book is a slow, slow 
burn. While it does pick up in the 
end, some may not feel that the 
journey itself is worth it. It also 
bears very little resemblance to 
the mythos from which it sprung.  
Milla’s snakes, of which there are 
two, are adorable. Her curse is not 
the curse of a vengeful god.  None 
of the themes you might think to 
see in a book inspired by Medusa 
are present, and that was a bit 
disappointing. Instead, there’s a 
very Russian fairytale feel to the 
story, both dark and haunting with 
a not-quite-happily-ever-after. If 
that’s your speed, this is the book 
for you. 

Get it here: 
http://bit.ly/TCIIHBAmazon  
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Review of Space Opera by 
Catherynne M. Valente 

	

Genre:	Science	Fiction	
	
If	you	took	The	

Hitchhiker’s	Guide	to	the	
Galaxy	and	mashed	it	up	
with	Eurovision	in	space,	
you	might	end	up	with	
something	a	lot	like	Space	
Opera.	When a ship bearing 
an ultramarine Road Runner-
like	alien	with	a	gift	for	
language	and	impersonation	
shows	up	on	earth	looking	
for	Yoko	Ono,	Earth	
discovers	that,	not	only	are	
we	not	alone,	but	also,	we	
may	not	even	be	considered	
sentient.	

What	follows	is	a	chaotic	
romp	through	space	as	
Decibel	Jones	and	the	
Absolute	Zeroes—	a	defunct	
“electro-funk	glamgrind”	

band	of	dubious	quality—	
strive	to	rediscover	their	
inspiration	and	to	save	the	
world.	

Valente	has	a	gift	for	
absurd	humor,	and	I	did	
find	myself	giggling	a	little	
at	times,	but	for	the	most	
part,	the	story	just	felt	
muddy.	Humor	and	
absurdity	only	get	you	so	
far,	and	while	the	premise	
was	a	good	one,	it	maybe	
wasn’t	enough	to	support	the	
length	of	the	book	offered	here.	
The	writing	is	superb.	Valente	
navigates	her	world	with	
quirky	humor	and	sharp	
observations,	but	often	those	
observations	drown	out	what	
could	be	generously	called	“the	
story.”	The	end-result	is	a	little	

bit	random	and	a	little	bit	
hard	to	follow.	

A	great	read	when	you’re	
looking	to	wallow	in	the	
absurd	for	a	while,	but	not	
for	everyone.	

	
Get	it	Here:	

http://bit.ly/SObyCMVAmazon		
	

By Amber G. Meade 
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Review of The Witches 
of New York by Ami 

McKay 

Genre:	Historical	Magical	
Realism	

	
When	two	witches,	

Adelaide	Thom	and	Eleanor	
St.	Clair,	find	themselves	in	
need	of	a	little	help	in	their	
teashop,	they	place	an	

advertisement	for	a	
shop	girl.	Beatrice	Dunn,	
a	small-town	girl	with	
dreams	of	a	bigger	life,	
answers	the	ad,	little	
knowing	what	fate	may	
have	in	store	for	her.	

A	deeply	lyrical	
novel,	The	Witches	of	
New	York	explores	
witchcraft	and	spiritual	
abilities	through	a	

feminist	lens.	Though	not	as	
gritty	as	one	might	expect	a	
novel	set	in	the	early	
twentieth	century	New	York	
to	be,	it	does	offer	an	
interesting	glimpse	into	the	
world	of	“what	if?”	The	book	
offers	a	refreshingly	in-
depth	look	at	herblore	and	

rituals	that	are	often	glossed	
over	in	this	type	of	novel,	but	
also	manages	to	strike	sour	
notes.	The	main	antagonist	
comes	across	as	rather	two-
dimensional,	as	do	the	various	
“minor”	antagonists.	Taking	
only	the	worst	stereotypes	of	
early	American	Christianity,	
McKay	manages	to	turn	the	
witch-hunt	into	something	
almost	farcical.	That	being	
said,	the	characterization	of	
the	main	protagonists	and	the	
beautiful	writing	make	this	
one	worth	the	read.	If	you	like	
historical	fiction	that	plays	
with	magic,	this	might	be	for	
you.		

Get	it	here:	
http://bit.ly/TWONYAmazon		

 	

By Amber G. Meade 
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Ask Ani 
By Ani Cox 

Self-Publishing 
Self-Publishing versus Agent 
Dear Ani, 

I would like info on using 
an agent vs self-publishing 
and how does a self-publisher 
market their own creations.  I 
have a web page, I do craft 
fairs, and speak at schools and 
other venues, but I am 
nowhere close to even 
breaking even.  It is a “write 
of passion,” but making at 
least enough to keep funding 
the next endeavor would be 
helpful. 
Karyn 
 
Karyn, 

Advertising has got to be 
the most difficult part of being 
published.  In the long run, 
unless you are an asset to the 
company, then advertising	

rests primarily on the 
shoulders of the author.  When 
I worked at Books-A-Million, 
local authors would reach out 
and ask if they could do a 
book signing with us.  
Bookstores love to promote 
their local authors.  If you 
haven’t tried that, then I would 
recommend it.  Maybe try to 
set a time for when more 
parents would be there with 
their children since you write 
children’s books.  Yes, I 
researched you a little to 
answer this best. 

You are on the right track 
going to these events to get 
yourself seen by others, but a 
lot of advertising starts at 
home.  Do your friends and 
family help share your work?  
Word of mouth is so valuable 
to any kind of artist, including 
us writers.  For instance, I am 
also a nanny.  I work with kids 
and I work for a company that 
matches nannies with families.  
Just like the Facebook group 
Creative Central, we have a 
tribe of woman who support 
each other.  I will be sharing 
your books with these women 
to help promote you.  We 
promote reading and learning 
with our kiddos.  There are 
about 100 nannies in this 
company so that is potentially 
100 new buyers for you! 

There is a book called 10 
Steps to Promote Your Book: 

	

Online Book Marketing on Any 
Budget, by Scott Hughes.  Each 
chapter is a step in the self-
advertisement world.  They are 
very close to what you’ve listed 
you are doing. I linked 
OnlineBookClub.org which has 
a link to the book itself.  I’ve 
also linked a blog about getting 
your book into a bookstore.  We 
have local used bookstores here 
that are starting to sell new 
items as well and once I’m 
published, I would love to reach 
out to them and see if they’d 
carry my book. 

I don’t know that an agent 
would help you much since you 
are already published, unless 
you looked at having your 
books republished. I am also 
linking a blog about how useful 
agents are based on what you 
are selling.  If I were you, I’d 
look to try something like the 
woman who read the Wonky 
Donkey to her grandkids on 
YouTube.  This woman was 
cracking up the whole time 
while the child just sat 
there.  When I worked at BAM, 
we didn’t have a single copy. 
After that video, we were 
selling out weekly and they also 
ordered in other works by that 
author.  Getting your book seen 
is the biggest hurdle and we 
will all fight the battle of 
showing readers that our work 
is worth reading. 
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	 	I hope this helped and that you will reach out 
if this spurred on any new questions for you. 

 
Ani 

 
Article About How to Get Your Books into 
Bookstores: http://bit.ly/AskAniSource1 
Online Book Club: http://bit.ly/AskAniSource5  
Article About Agents: 
http://bit.ly/AskAniSource7  
Article About “Bringing Nana’s Stories to Life”: 
http://bit.ly/AskAniSource2 
Wonky Donkey Video: 
http://bit.ly/WonkeyVideo 

 
Cover Art Options for Self-Published 

Authors 
Dear Ani, 

As a self-published author, trying to create a 
cover on my own: which program would be best 
to create a cover (like Adobe products or others) 
for ones on a low budget? Which ones are best, if 
you only know a little bit of skills like copying 
and pasting/fading some, etc.? 
Summer 

  
Dear Summer, 

There are many ways to go about this.  I was 
personally looking into FastPencil because they 
offered cover art in the package, which helps 
save a lot of money.  Services like these also 
offer tools to edit the cover art yourself. If you 
have already started the process with someone 

  
 
 
	

who doesn’t offer these services, then there are 
sites like Fiverr where you pay $5 and are given 
a design. This site works by allowing the author 
to look into reviews and portfolios and then pay 
$5 for each design.  This means if you are not 
too keen on the first design you will pay an 
addition $5 for the next one. This could add up, 
but if it only costs you $20 to find the right 
cover art, then it may be worth it. 

Microsoft Word can also be used to design 
your cover art. There is an article on “The 
Creative Penn,” in which they explain how to 
design a great cover with minimal skills just 
using Word alone.  Personally, a friend of mine, 
who is a photographer, offered to take pictures 
for my cover when I am done with my book and 
from there, I may look into how to edit it as I 
see fit through Microsoft Word.  
  

I hope this helps and if you have any further 
inquiries, please don’t hesitate to reach out! 
  
Ani	
	
Article	on	Book	Cover	Design	in	Microsoft	
Word:	http://bit.ly/AskAniSource3	
FastPencil	Publishing:	
http://bit.ly/AskAniSource4	
Fiverr:	http://bit.ly/AskAniSource6	
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Purdy and Dork 
 By Ani Cox November	1st,	2019	

	 	
Went	to	bed	last	night,	like	

any	other	night.	I	took	my	
shower.	I	brushed	my	hair.	It’s	
finally	getting	long	again.	
Mum	was	peeved	that	I	dyed	it	
purple.	Said	some	nonsense	
about	boys	not	liking	that	sort	
of	thing.		Do	I	look	like	I	am	
terribly	concerned	about	what	
OTHER	people	like?	Anywho,	
brushed	my	teeth	and	on	to	
snoozeville.	I	was	so	refreshed	
when	I	woke	up	this	morning,	
and	everything	was	just	dandy	
until	I	went	to	school.	

Something	felt	off,	and	I	
should	have	noticed	it	way	
sooner	than	I	did.	Well,	I	get	to	
class,	and	I	sit	down,	waiting	
for	the	bell	to	chime.	That’s	
when	it	hit	me;	this	wasn’t	my	
school.	Mind	you,	it	is	my	
school;	it	just	isn’t	MY	school.	
It	had	the	same	name,	but	
where	our	colors	were	Blue	
and	Ivory,	their	colors	were	
Crimson	and	Gold.	The	layout	
was	entirely	the	same.	There	
has	to	be	a	Purdy	at	this	
school.	

I	was	right.	Surprisingly,	
my	locker	was	in	the	same	
place,	and	Purdy	was	right	
next	to	it.	She	looked	at	me	
with	a	strange	expression,	and	
when	I	asked	what	her	
problem	was,	she	said	
yesterday	my	hair	was	green.	
She	might	be	on	to	me.	Dunno	

if	I’m	allowed	to	tell	her	that	
I’m	not	her	Dork.		I	mostly	just	
spent	my	day	with	her.	I	don’t	
know	how	long	I’ll	be	stuck	
here,	and,	in	any	dimension,	
she	is	the	person	I	trust	the	
most.	

So,	that	didn’t	last	long.	
She	figured	me	out.	We	went	
to	get	lunch,	and	apparently,	
the	me	here	hates	chocolate	
milk.		Who	hates	chocolate	
milk?!		How	can	she	be	me	at	
all	with	a	hatred	for	chocolate	
milk?	This	is	unheard	of!	But	
yeah,	outed	myself	by	picking	
up	one	of	those	large	
chocolate	milks.		

Right	as	I’m	guzzling	that	
monster,	she	just	blurts	it	out!	

“Who	are	you?”	
	I	choke	on	my	milk.	“Who	

me?”	I	ask	innocently.	
“Yeah,	you	aren’t	my	

Dork.”	
“I	don’t	follow.”	
“My	Dork’s	fave	color	is	

green,	so	she	dyed	her	hair	
yesterday.	She	was	so	excited.	
There	is	no	way	she	would’ve	
changed	it.	She	also	has	me	
help	her	dye	her	hair	every	
time.”	She	presents	her	green	
hands.	“My	Dork	also	doesn’t	
drink	chocolate	milk	because	
she	can’t	stand	what	they	do	
to	the	cows.	What	kind	of	
monster	are	you,	and	what	did	
you	do	with	her?”	

“First	off!”	I	couldn’t	
fight	the	treatment	of	cow’s	
part;	I	am	a	horrible	person.	
I	paused.	“Okay,	well,	I	did	
have	Purdy	do	my	hair.	I	
love	green,	but	green	hair	is	
just.	EW.”	I	took	another	
swig	of	the	chocolatey	
goodness.	“I’m	not	your	
Dork,	and	honestly,	I	have	
no	idea	where	either	of	us	
are.	I	woke	up	in	what	I	
thought	was	my	bed	and	
turned	out	to	be	hers.”	At	
this	time,	I	was	looking	
away,	wondering	just	how	
long	I’d	be	stuck	here.	

“Well,	let’s	get	Dork	
back!”	

That	was	the	last	thing	
we	really	spoke	about.	I	
went	to	the	restroom,	and	
just	as	I	was	leaving	the	
bathroom,	I	sneezed,	and	
when	I	opened	my	eyes,	I	
was	looking	at	my	Purdy.	
Her	hazel	eyes	lit	up.	Her	
long	black	hair	threatened	
to	jump	in	my	mouth	as	she	
embraced	me	tightly	and	
rambled	on	about	this	
green-haired	Dork	that	was	
posing	as	me.		I	told	her	
everything,	and	neither	of	us	
can	figure	out	why	I	
switched	places	with	Green	
or	why	she	would	dye	her	
hair	such	an	awful	color.	

~	Dork	
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Making People 
By Amy Fenster There	is	a	lot	of	focus	on	

plot	when	developing	a	story,	
as	there	should	be;	however,	
as	integral	to	story	as	plot	is,	
characters	are	equally	as	
important.	A	compelling	plot	
holds	very	little	weight	if	
readers	cannot	connect	to	at	
least	one	character,	preferably	
the	main	character.	

	I	like	to	think	of	
character	creation	as	“making	
people,”	since	that’s	really	the	
end	goal.	The	more	real	our	
characters	feel,	the	more	
relatable	they	will	be	to	our	
readers.	We	want	our	
characters	to	feel	like	living	
breathing	humans,	or	aliens,	
vampires,	mermaids,	etc.	You	
get	the	point.	We	want	
readers	to	care	about	them,	
fall	in	love	with	them,	and/or	
want	to	be	them.	

So,	how	do	we	go	about	
making	people?	Well,	the	
traditional	process	of	creating	
a	detailed	character	profile	is	
a	great	start,	but	there	are	
plenty	of	ways	to	delve	into	
our	characters	to	help	fully	
flesh	them	out.	So,	first,	go	
ahead	and	nail	down	those	
basics	about	who	your	
character	is	on	the	surface.	
What	they	look	like,	how	they	
dress,	etc.	Casting	your	

characters	can	be	helpful	in	
this	regard.	You	can	either	
picture	them	as	actors	who	
would	fit	the	role	or	look	for	
pictures	of	models	on	free	
image	sites.	For	more	
artistically	inclined	writers,	
sketching	your	characters	can	
be	fun	and	inspiring.	Create	a	
file	for	your	cast	and	refer	to	it	
for	reference.	This	can	help	
you	for	the	purposes	of	both	
continuity	and	realism.	

After	you	have	the	basics	
of	the	character	figured	out,	
it’s	time	to	delve	deeper.	

One	of	my	favorite	forms	
of	character	development	is	
interviewing	my	characters.	It	
can	feel	a	bit	like	channeling,	
which	is	fun,	as	well	as	an	
excellent	way	to	learn	
unexpected	facts	about	your	
characters	and	even	the	story	
itself.	For	example,	I	felt	like	I	
knew	my	main	character	
exceptionally	well.	I	had	done	
a	character	profile	and	I	was	
well	into	her	story;	however,	
when	I	interviewed	her,	I	
learned	that	her	father	died	
when	she	was	a	child.	I	knew	
her	father	was	no	longer	alive,	
but	I	had	no	idea	she	was	so	
young	when	he	was	killed	

until	I	actually	“spoke”	to	
her.	This	small	detail	
actually	led	to	a	fairly	major	
rewrite	in	the	story,	which	
added	dimension	to	the	
overall	novel.	Another	
character	I	tried	to	
interview	turned	the	tables	
on	me	and	gave	me	a	tarot	
reading!		

The	best	way	to	
interview	your	characters	is	
to	write	down	a	set	of	
questions	you	want	to	know	
about	the	character.	
Anything	that	will	help	
move	the	story	forward	or	
help	you	gain	a	better	
understanding	of	the	
character.	Then	record	the	
answers	that	come	to	you.	
An	interview	can	be	as	in-
depth	or	brief	as	you	want	it	
to	be.	You	can	use	different	
colored	pens	for	your	
questions	and	the	
character’s	answers.	This	
technique	allows	you	to	get	
as	creative	as	you	like,	but	
you	can	also	keep	it	
straightforward.		

Another	fun	way	to	
explore	your	characters	is	to	
throw	them	into	a	situation,	
like	a	holiday	party	with	
their	antagonist	and	see	
how	they	respond.	Is	your	
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The Genre of the Holidays is the Genre 
of Ghosts, Self-Reflection, and Love 

By Mary O’Donnell The month of October is one 
of my favorite months of the 
year. It is a time of imagination, 
change, and letting go.  

October 31st is also the first 
holiday in a long series of 
celebrations in the United 
States. The coming of the 
holidays is a source of stress for 
many, with large family 
gatherings and expenses for 
decorations and presents.   

However, it is also a 
wonderful atmosphere for 
writers. There is a surplus of 
emotion, reflection, and beauty 
all around us for our hearts to 
take in for inspiration.  

When the nip in the air 
returns, there is an energy that 
spreads. The holidays bring a 
special kind of magic: the magic 
of family, friends, kindness, and 
self-reflection. They also bring 
ghosts. The earliest holiday 
stories were ghost stories. Long 
winter nights sitting by 

character	an	introvert?	How	would	she	handle	
making	a	speech	at	this	party	at	the	request	of	
the	antagonist,	who	is	likely	setting	your	
protagonist	up	to	fail?	Scenarios	like	this	can	
be	both	fun	and	revealing.		

It	can	also	be	enlightening	to	take	a	
personality	test	as	your	character.	Knowing	
their	personality	type	can	help	you	figure	out	
how	they	might	respond	in	a	given	situation.	
The	Myers-Briggs	Type	Indicator	test	is	a	
thorough	test	that	can	give	you	insights	to	a	
character	you	might	not	otherwise	consider.		

Playing	with	characters	not	only	helps	

you	get	to	know	them,	but	it	can	even	help	you	
write	yourself	out	of	a	block.	When	you	get	to	
know	your	character,	inside	and	out,	their	story	
often	unravels	at	a	faster	pace.		

By	the	time	I	start	writing	a	story,	my	
characters	have	already	become	my	friends;	by	
the	time	I	type	“The	End,”	they	have	often	
become	like	family.	Creating	a	fully	fleshed	out	
character	with	hopes,	fears	and	dreams	can	be	
one	of	the	most	rewarding	experiences	a	writer	
can	have.	So	pour	yourself	a	cup	of	coffee,	grab	
a	pen	and	invite	your	character	over	for	a	chat.	
You	never	know	what	you	might	learn!	

candlelight after the solstice is 
a tradition that has been 
carried over even to today. 
Some of our favorite 
Christmas stories have ghosts. 
A Christmas Carol by Charles 
Dickens is full of the ghosts of 
past, present, and future. The 
most important thing about 
the stories, however, is 
reflecting on how we live our 
lives and making changes for 
happiness for ourselves and 
others.  

  Today it is a Christmas 
tradition to watch Hallmark 
Channel Original movies. 
They are full of magic, love, 
and some even have ghosts. 
These stories capture our 
hearts, feeding our longing to 
find spiritual fulfilment in life. 
It is also aligned with the 
concept of New Years, when 
we try to make resolutions to 

become our best selves. When 
the weather turns cold and we 
are inside our homes next to a 
fire, there is plenty of time to 
reflect on our past year and 
what we could have done 
differently. The introspection 
helps us focus on how to make 
the changes we need in the 
coming year. 

  In our own writing, the 
holidays are a great time to 
write that tender spooky story 
about the ghosts of the past, or 
longings for the future. As an 
author, don't be afraid to include 
a few of your own longings and 
ghosts in your writing because it 
is there your readers will be 
transported into a realm only 
you can bring them. It isn’t easy 
letting a reader into such a 
tender place within, but the 
rewards are profound. The 
haunting stories from such 
beautiful places are 
unforgettable. 
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Adeline’s Christmas Wish 
By D. Gabrielle Jensen 

I	was	vaguely	aware	her	
tiny	hand	had	slipped	out	of	
mine.	She	had	moved	to	the	
vacant	seat	across	from	me.	
Christmas	Eve	and	even	in	the	
city,	there	was	no	one	on	the	
train.	We	had	our	four-seat	
space	to	ourselves.	

I	kept	an	eye	on	her	as	she	
played	with	her	dolls	–	my	
dolls	–	on	her	lap.	My	aunt	
had	found	them	cleaning	out	
Grandma’s	house	after	
Grandma	died.	They	were	
tucked	away	in	a	corner	of	my	
aunt’s	old	bedroom,	probably	
where	I’d	left	them	the	last	
time	I	ever	put	them	away.	
Adeline	didn’t	care	that	they	
were	nearly	40	years	old	and	
danced	them	around	on	her	
purple,	puffy,	snow-suited	
legs.	

Outside	the	train,	I	
watched	as	millions	of	tiny	
lights	blinked	past	my	
window.	Trees	and	holly,	
bells	and	bows	as	far	as	the	
eye	could	see.	I	couldn’t	
remember	the	last	time	I	had	
had	the	money	or	time	to	
even	put	up	a	tree,	let	alone	
go	full	bore	on	a	real	
Christmas.	It	had	always	been	
one	of	my	favorite	times	as	a	

kid.	Surrounded	by	family,	a	
warm	fire	in	the	fireplace,	my	
grandmother’s	marzipan,	and	
singing	carols	around	the	
piano.	Now,	I	couldn’t	even	get	
enough	time	away	from	work	
to	take	Addy	out	of	the	city	to	
see	my	parents.	I	envied	the	
lights	and	festive	spirits	
around	me.	

At	the	next	stop,	an	elderly	
man	boarded	the	train.	I	
pulled	Adeline	into	the	seat	
next	to	me,	amid	some	protest,	
to	let	him	sit	across	from	us.	“I	
wanna	sit	by	myself,”	she	
began,	“I	wanna	sit	by	my…”	
And	then	she	saw	him.	

He	was	a	large,	imposing	
man,	six-and-a-half-feet	tall	if	
he	was	an	inch,	with	a	beard	
that	would	make	every	Billy	in	
the	hills	turn	in	their	hillbilly	
membership	cards.	Full,	white,	
and	stretched	nearly	to	his	
belt.	His	cheeks	beneath	it	
glowed	red	from	standing	in	
the	cold,	bringing	out	the	blue	
in	his	eyes.	His	broad	
shoulders	covered	the	width	
of	his	seat,	and	a	handknit	
stocking	cap,	stitched	in	deep	
burgundy	and	forest	green,	
was	pulled	down	over	his	
shoulder-length	white	hair,	

but	he	had	rolled	it	up	to	
reveal	his	pointed	ears.	

“I	wanna	sit	by	Santa!”	
She	had	escalated	from	
plaintive	whining	to	a	
forceful	shout.	Eyes	all	
around	the	train	turned	to	
look	at	the	child.	Which	I	
considered	a	feat	in	and	of	
itself	–	get	thirty	people	on	a	
train	in	Chicago	to	
acknowledge	a	screaming	
child.	

“Adeline!”	I	tried	to	
placate	my	child,	smiling	
sheepishly	at	the	man	across	
the	way	and	at	the	other	
passengers.	I	could	feel	the	
heat	rising	around	the	edges	
of	my	ears	as	I	tried	to	
evaporate	and	take	my	
frustrated	child	with	me.	I	
spoke	softly,	countering	her	
boisterous	shouts.	“Addy,	
that’s	not	Santa.	Santa’s	on	
the	other	train,	remember?	
With	the	music	and	lights?”	

“He	wasn’t	real.”	She	
now	spoke	with	the	(inside)	
voice	of	authority	found	
only	in	children	and	used	
car	salesmen.	She	stood	
between	us,	her	tiny	fists	
firmly	on	her	well-padded	
hips.	“The	train	Santa	and	
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the	mall	Santa	are	just	
messengers.”	She	pronounced	
it	“messenners.”	Close,	kid,	
close.	

Before	I	could	stop	her,	
she	had	climbed	into	his	lap.	
Though	I	couldn’t	help	panic	
over	her	safety,	I	had	to	
admire	her	courage.	I	wished	I	
still	had	some	of	that.	“I	know	
you’re	the	real	Santa.	Can	I	tell	
you	what	I	really	want?	I	don’t	
think	Mommy	believes	in	you,	
so	she	only	pretended	
(pertenned)	to	mail	my	letter.”	

“Adeline,	come	here.”	
He	smiled,	gently,	and	

spoke	just	as	gently.	“She’s	not	
bothering	me.	Here,	Adeline,	
hold	your	mom’s	hand	while	
we	talk.	It	will	make	her	feel	
safer.”	His	voice	was	like	real	
cocoa.	Not	the	powdered	kind	
but	the	homemade	kind,	with	
real	chocolate,	cooked	slow	on	
the	stove.	He	spoke	with	a	
vaguely	Scandinavian	accent.	
“Tell	me	what	you	would	like	
from	Santa.”	

I	opened	my	mouth	to	
protest	but	the	man	shined	a	
kind	smile	my	way,	and	I	
decided	to	let	my	child	believe	
as	long	as	she	could.	

She	turned	her	eyes	to	me,	
bright,	amber	eyes	beneath	
tight,	warm	brown	curls,	and	
studied	my	face	for	a	beat	
before	letting	go	of	my	hand	
for	the	second	time.	She	
cupped	her	own	tiny	hand	

over	her	cheek,	blocking	her	
mouth	from	my	view,	and	
whispered	to	the	man.	

When	the	voice	on	the	
overhead	announced	our	
stop,	I	gathered	my	
purchases	and	my	child	and	
thanked	the	man.	

“What	did	you	tell	him	
you	wanted?”	I	asked	her	as	
we	walked.	

“I	can’t	tell	you.	It’s	a	
secret.”	

“Sometimes	Santa	needs	
help	from	mommies.”	

“That’s	the	mall	Santa.	
The	real	(reeeeal)	Santa	
doesn’t	need	help.”	When	
did	my	child	get	so	wise?	

We	walked	the	rest	of	
the	way	to	our	apartment	in	
silence,	Addy	skipping	
ahead	of	me	a	dozen	feet	
before	running	back	and	
doing	it	all	over	again.	I	
watched	the	lights	twinkle	
off	her	shiny,	metallic	coat,	
impressed	with	how	deeply	
the	conversation	had	
improved	her	spirit.	Even	at	
just	four	years	old,	she	was	
showing	me	how	much	my	
stress	was	stressing	her.	

Before	I	started	
socializing	her,	it	had	been	
easy.	Before	daycare	and	
preschool,	when	it	was	just	
the	two	of	us,	I	could	tell	her	
anything,	and	she	had	no	
reason	not	to	believe	me.	
She	hadn’t	really	realized	we	

didn’t	have	the	same	
Christmas	as	the	other	kids.	I	
could	get	away	with	little	lies	
about	why	we	didn’t	have	a	
tree	or	why	we	were	eating	
soup	from	a	can	instead	of	a	
big	ham	like	I	did	when	I	was	
a	kid.	But	now,	she	was	
hearing	about	what	the	other	
kids	were	doing	for	Christmas,	
and	I	think	she	has	started	to	
recognize	we’re	different.	

She	ran	ahead	of	me	into	
the	dark	apartment	and	
reached	her	tiny	arms	above	
her	head	to	flip	on	the	main	
light	in	the	living	room.	The	
bare,	depressed	living	room.	I	
only	assumed	how	she’s	
dealing	with	this	non-
Christmas	Christmas	business,	
but	it	broke	my	heart.	

“Mommy,	can	I	put	out	
cookies	for	Santa?”	Sure	
enough,	the	other	kids	had	
gotten	to	her.	

I	helped	her	put	together	a	
small	plate	of	cookies.	“Where	
are	we	going	to	put	these?	We	
don’t	have	a	chimney.”	

She	crumpled	her	face,	
deeply	considering	what	I	had	
asked	her.	“Maybe	over	here,	
by	the	window.”	She	found	a	
notecard	in	my	desk	and,	in	
her	best	four-year-old	
handwriting,	scratched,	“Mary	
Crismis,	Santa”	on	it,	slipping	
it	under	the	front	of	the	plate.	
“I’m	ready	for	bed,	Mommy,”	
she	announced	proudly.	
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“So	early?	Don’t	you	want	to	read	to	
me?”	

More	deep	thought.	“Can	we	read	in	bed?	
I	want	to	make	sure	I’m	sleeping	when	Santa	
comes,	or	he	won’t	leave	me	what	I	wanted.”	

Smiling,	sadly,	I	gathered	my	child	into	
my	arms	and	squeezed	her	as	tightly	as	I	
dared.	“You	know	I	love	you,	Addy?”	

“I	love	you,	too,	Mommy.”	

⌘	
It	was	barely	light	outside	when	her	

squeal	woke	me.	I	stumbled	out	to	see	why	
my	child	was	attempting	to	raise	the	dead	(it	
worked;	I	was	up).	

“Mommy!	Mommy!	Santa	came!	I	told	
you	he	was	real!”	

I	stepped	into	the	front	room	of	my	
apartment,	expecting	to	see	that	she	had	
found	the	bite	I’d	taken	from	one	of	the	
cookies	and	the	flour	footsteps	I’d	made	
from	the	door.	Instead,	the	plate	was	empty,	
and	the	room	was	full.	

The	tree	with	its	topper	reached	to	the	
ceiling	and	practically	every	square	inch	of	it	
was	covered	in	candy	canes,	lights,	shiny	
balls	in	every	color.	A	red	velvet	skirt	
covered	the	bottom	and	was	barely	visible	
under	the	pile	of	packages.	My	child	was	on	

her	knees	in	front	of	the	spectacle,	a	candy	cane	
tucked	in	her	cheek,	gazing	at	her	reflection	in	a	
green	ball.	

“Adeline,	what	did	you	tell	that	man?”	
“I	told	Santa	I	wanted	you	not	to	be	sad	

anymore.”	
	

	
Born	and	reared	in	the	rural	mountains	of	

Colorado,	D.	Gabrielle	Jensen	has	asphalt	in	her	
veins,	a	city	girl	at	her	core.	A	rebel	author	of	
gritty	urban	fantasy,	startling	pulp	horror,	and	
raw	slam	poetry,	she	has	multiple	short	stories	
published	through	various	outlets,	as	well	as	two	
collections	of	poetry	and	an	urban	fantasy	trilogy	
coming	in	2020.	She	loves	things	that	begin	with	
the	letter	“C”:	cats,	coffee,	conversation,	cities,	
and	concerts:		and	some	things	that	don’t:	
airports,	urban	decay,	macro	photography,	macro	
photography	of	urban	decay,	and	the	beauty	of	
flaws.	Follow	her	adventures	on	Facebook	and	
Instagram	and	help	support	those	same	
adventures	on	Patreon.	
Facebook:	
http://bit.ly/DGJensenFB		
Instagram:	
http://bit.ly/DGJensenIG		
Patreon:	
http://bit.ly/DGJensenPatreon		
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A Christmas Tree’s Perspective 
By Chaz Beebe 

I'm chosen. 
Me!  
Out of all the others? 
Some parts of me are broken, 
And I slouch when I stand... 
But here I am, 
Being taken to heaven. 

⌘ 

The cool breeze feels nice.  
I wonder what these things across me are for? 
Uh oh, the breeze is now a wind. 
Slow down, speed racer! 
I don't think I can hold on much longer! 

⌘ 

Ew, is that bug guts? 
I'm sorry, my little friend. 
...now friends. 
Oh… eh… I think I swallowed one. 

⌘ 
Heaven at last! 
Oh goody, I see one of the angels. 
Hello, angel! 
Maybe we don't speak the same language…? 
At last, I can breathe again! 
Ouch! Oh no, what are you doing, angel? 
That hurts! 

⌘ 

Whoa… what happened? 
I must have fainted. 
I'm so thirsty. 
Slurp!  
Aaaah, much better. 
Oops, I think I sapped a little. 

⌘ 
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Oh, what are all the angels doing now? 
Aw, that littlest one must be just earning his wings. 
Pretty! 
They must be dressing me for The Dance! 
These accessories are so sparkly! 
I wish there were a breeze to help me dance for my angels so I could show them just how much I love 
these new jewels. 
They light up in so many beautiful colors! 
What's this? 
I get the honor of holding the tiniest of angels atop my head. 
Be careful, little angel! 
You are so high! 
I do not want you to fall! 

⌘ 

Oh no, furball with claws! 
Where is my family to tell me what to do? 
Should I just play dead? 
Nope! Bad idea! 
Ouch, be careful! 
Oof! 
My littlest angel! 
Oh no, it's fallen from its perch! 
Stupid furball! Look what you did! 
Whew! The male angel is here to help 
…but he looks angry. 
I'm sorry to have failed you. 

⌘ 

Now my tiny angel is back in its place of honor. 
But I lost some accessories. 
I guess they are no longer able to be worn 
Like the one the little angel dropped when they prepared me. 
I am still beautiful though 
…I hope. 

⌘ 

Wait. What happened? 
My colors! 
They are gone! 
It's so dark! 
Littlest angel, are you afraid of the dark, too? 

⌘ 
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The sun is rising, I think. 
It's hard to see outside, but the area is lighting up again. 
Glad you made it, tiny one! 
Oh, so thirsty again! 
Slurp! 
So refreshing. 

⌘ 
What's this? 
They are giving me gifts. 
They are so beautiful with bows and colorful wraps. 
I can't open them though. 
Maybe I am supposed to take them with me 
After the Dance? 

⌘ 

How many days has it been, tiny angel? 
I'm starting to get weak. 
Is this normal? 
Thirsty, must drink. 
Slur… no more water. 
I think the presents are blocking the cup they made me. 
I ache, little angel! 
What should I do? 
Oh no, my fingers! 
They are falling out! 
How am I supposed to dance? 

⌘ 

The angels are singing now… 
But I can't dance… 
Weak… 
No water… 
No wind to help… 
Did I fail them? 
Can't stay awake… 

⌘ 

Oh, ouch, what's going on? 
They are taking me back. I failed! 
I lost the privilege to hold my littlest angel. 
No, I'm sorry! 
I'll do better, angry male angel! 
I liked my pretty dress. 
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Now I'm naked again. 
Brittle… 
Alone… 
...and placed in a big box 
...with furry little ones. 
Please, no! 
Don't close the lid! 
 
 

Writer, editor, AND marketing experience? Oh, yes! Since youth, Chaz Beebe has been an astute 
grammarian, taking extra courses to go more in-depth in high school. He spent years as part of a 
marketing research team, where he learned how to edit as well. For many years since then, he has 
enjoyed helping others with their writing. 

 
With a knack for technology and loving a challenge, he's tackled various social media outlets, as 

well as word processing and graphic designing programs, with continued improvement through 
tutorial YouTube videos and online courses. 

 
When Chaz is not busy as a teacher or helping as an alternate with Write of Passion, he is 

focusing on improving his visual artistry skills using pencils, charcoal, and digital art. 
 

Help him continue his dream of making his writing and artistry skills his main job by subscribing:  
• Website: http://bit.ly/AEPatreon 
• Facebook: http://bit.ly/ChazBFB   
• Instagram: http://bit.ly/AdorkablyEIG  
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My Surprise Proposal 
By Kristine Haecker 

One of my most favorite 
Christmas movies of all time is 
National Lampoon’s Christmas 
Vacation. Between the opening 
singing in the car, the 
pretentious neighbors, and “If I 
woke up tomorrow morning 
with my head stapled to the 
carpet, I wouldn’t be more 
surprised than I am right now,” 
it always tickles my funny bone. 
Not to mention the ongoing 
battle with the twinkle lights.  

In National Lampoon’s 
Christmas Vacation, the wife 
calls her husband Sparky. I 
don’t know if another movie has 
a reference that explains how he 
got that nickname, but a long 
time ago I thought to myself, 
“When I get a husband, I’m 
going to call him Sparky.” I had 
no idea how I was going to foist 
it upon some unsuspecting man, 
but I was confident I could 
figure out a way.  

⌘	
After getting my heart 

broken twice in the first half of 
2014, I ran away to Raleigh, 
NC, to get a break and try to 
recover.  This trip began a series 
of events that set a stunningly 
perfect stage to meet the man of 
my dreams. In my online dating 
forays, I always included a 
question in my emails to give 
the other party something 
specific to respond to. It 
regularly astounded me how 

many men I emailed who were 
incapable of carrying on a basic 
conversation, replying with 
single sentences or occasionally 
a solitary word. When I met 
“Sparky” online, I followed this 
pattern with him. Not only did 
he respond to my first email 
with multiple full sentences, but 
he also asked a question back! 
We carried on an actual 
conversation for a couple of 
weeks before meeting in person.  

  Because we met initially 
online, I made sure to let my 
mom and a couple of close 
friends know the time and 
location of the date.  

Sparky and I met in person 
on the last Sunday in August at 
a local restaurant. During our 
date, we connected so well that 
neither of us even realized how 
many hours were passing until I 
noticed the shadows moving 
across the buildings outside. 
Usually, my dates didn’t last 
that long, so when I noticed the 
shadows, I knew I needed to 
touch base with my mom.  She 
was always convinced that I 
would somehow end up 
“kidnapped and left for dead in 
a ditch.”   

“I probably should text my 
mom and let her know I’m 
fine,” I told Sparky. Pulling out 
my phone, I saw there was a 
text there from her, which I 
promptly answered to assure her 
I was fine.  

From that first date, it was 
quite the whirlwind. We had 
our second date on Labor Day 
just a week after that first 
date. His job at the time had 
sent him three hours north of 
home. I drove the three hours 
to see him because neither of 
us wanted to wait any longer 
than necessary. You know 
that line at the end of When 
Harry Met Sally? The one 
where Harry tells Sally, 
“When you realize you want 
to spend the rest of your life 
with someone, you want the 
rest of your life to start… as 
soon as possible.” We were 
both eager to get started on 
the rest of our life, if that’s 
what this was going to be.   

He moved in with me by 
October, and we got engaged 
in December, just before 
Christmas, which is the story I 
sat down to tell you. Oh, and, 
I forgot to mention, he was an 
electrician for a number of 
years before we met and only 
left the field because he got 
hurt on the job. When he told 
me his email was rhsparky, I 
knew I wouldn’t need to 
“foist” my previously decided 
upon nickname onto him; it 
was technically one he already 
had. The fates were speaking! 

⌘	
Sparky had three grown 

children and already had three 
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grandchildren when we met. My 
family has always had pretty 
traditional plans around the 
various major holidays. Sparky 
and his family were also pretty 
traditional. As we were starting 
out our life together, I wanted to 
continue some traditions and 
start some new traditions with 
Sparky and his family. The kids 
still had all their grandparents 
and significant others, so there 
were a lot of potential other 
family plans to accommodate. 
Also, we did not all live in the 
same city or even the same 
county, so scheduling anything 
got pretty tricky pretty quickly.  

We decided to have all his 
kids, their significant others, 
and the grandkids down to our 
average-sized two-bedroom 
apartment on the Sunday 
afternoon before Christmas that 
first year. I planned a menu of 
mostly slow cooker dishes. That 
way they could serve 
themselves whenever they got 
hungry. Plus, the apartment 
wasn’t big enough for all to sit 
down for a meal.   

The day of our little 
celebration, everyone arrived, 
hellos were said, hugs given, 
coats thrown on the bed, etc. 
People moved about freely 
through the apartment, and 
everyone seemed to be having a 
very nice holiday together. 
Completely unbeknownst to me, 
Sparky was pulling each of his 
three children aside, showing 

them a ring he had just 
bought, and asking for their 
blessing to ask me to marry 
him. The last one he asked 
was his youngest son, who 
lived in the same city as us. 
They had gone outside to talk 
because the son wanted a 
cigarette.  

Pertinent to our story is 
the fact that Sparky was 
working as a pizza delivery 
driver at that time. In a 
previous career, I had been an 
insurance agent for about five 
years, and as such, I knew that 
insurance companies do not 
like pizza delivery drivers. 
His car was not in the best of 
shape, but his son’s was even 
worse. In fact, I believe the 
son’s vehicle had just died or 
been hit or something.   

So when they returned 
from outside and Mr. Sparky 
sat down in a chair next to me 
and said, “I have to ask you 
something,” I made an 
assumption that could not 
have been more completely 
and utterly incorrect. I 
answered the question I 
thought he was going to ask 
me.  

“No, you can’t use my car 
ta deliver pizzas,” I answered, 
stumbling over the words, my 
accent showing. I turned back 
to the room, thinking the 
conversation was over. Bless 
his heart, he persevered.  

“No, seriously.” He got 

my attention again.  
“No, seriously, you cannot 

use my car ta deliver pizzas,” I 
answered him again, the oddity 
of this question and this timing 
not for one second occurring to 
me. And, again, I turned back to 
the room. 

“Stop!” He got my attention 
a third time. Something about 
his voice this time made me 
stop and listen. I turned to face 
him, and I heard him say, “With 
the blessing of my children …” 
and I saw his hand move to his 
pocket to pull something out.  

I honest-to-God blacked out; 
I didn’t pass out, but my brain 
froze. To this day, I have no 
idea what he actually said after 
that. I saw him pull out a small, 
ivory-colored box and open it 
up to show a lovely, sparkly 
ring. I was utterly 
dumbfounded. We were living 
together, so I had a good idea 
how much money he had at his 
disposal. I didn’t think he had 
any money for a ring that hadn’t 
come out of a gumball machine! 
We had already talked about 
marriage, and both of us were 
pretty sure this was it, but the 
actual execution of it was still 
off on the horizon in my mind.  

The Friday before all this, I 
posted a meme that said, “Just a 
heads-up that you don’t really 
need to worry about getting me 
a holiday gift if you already 
bought me an engagement 
ring.” I was completely joking. 
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As I said earlier, I didn’t think 
he had any money for a ring, so 
it was completely intended 
solely as a joke. So when he 
startled me with this ring,  

and this question,  
and all of his kids …  
watching us, I blurted out 

the only thing that popped into 
my head. 

“You’re shittin’ me with 
this right now.” 

I don’t actually remember 
his response. Probably just a 
shake of his head and a laugh. 
When I didn’t say anything else, 
he finally took the ring out of 
the box, took my hand, and put 
it on the third finger of my left 
hand. We kissed and hugged, 
and the kids all hugged and 
congratulated us.  

Suddenly, another thought 
occurred to me. “You cannot 
post anything about this on 
Facebook!” I nearly shouted at 
the girls who were nose to 
screen on their phones. They 
literally froze in place. “I have 
promised my mother for years 
that she would not find out I 
was engaged through 
Facebook,” I continued. 
Thankfully, I caught them in 
time, and nothing was posted to 
Facebook prematurely.  

Later that night, I asked 
Sparky, “You did notice I didn’t 
actually say yes out loud, didn’t 
you?” 

“Yes, but you let me put the 
ring on, so I took that as a yes.” 

“Well, just so that it’s been 

said out loud, YES, I will 
marry you,” I said, followed 
with, “Now we have to go tell 
my mom.”  

We got married the 
following May, exactly one 
week before my thirty-seventh 
birthday. I would have 
happily gotten married on my 
birthday, but there were no 
venues for that weekend. 
Since then, we have spent the 
last five years learning to 
navigate life together, figuring 
out what traditions are 
important to us, and laughing 
as much as possible along the 
way. We are both storytellers, 
and this is one of my favorite 
ones to share with people 
when they ask about our 
relationship.   

Sparky and I are definitely 
“two peas in a pod” and 
basically “share a brain.” I 
might come home from work 
and ask him what we should 
do for supper. I’ll have had a 
long day and don’t feel like 
cooking and have been 
craving Chinese since 3 p.m. 
And he’ll answer, “Let’s go to 
the Chinese buffet.” Or, vice 
versa.   

As a girl who was 
legitimately starting to think 
she was never going to meet a 
decent guy, I was incredibly 
blessed with my own Sparky. 
I never actually got into the 
habit of calling him Sparky. 
We don’t watch National 
Lampoon’s Christmas 

Vacation every year as I hoped 
we would, either. Otherwise, 
there isn’t much of anything I 
would change over the last five 
years. Except maybe shouting 
“YES!” and throwing myself 
into his arms as soon as the 
proposal was out of his mouth. 
But other than that, it’s been 
basically wedded bliss.  

 
 
Kristine Haecker has been a 

prison guard, a grocery store 
checker, an insurance agent, and 
currently spends her days 
beating Excel into submission. 
All these experiences provide 
plenty of material for writing 
funny fiction from the real 
world. She writes beach-read 
novels and recently started 
expanding into short stories in 
multiple genres. Kristine is part 
of the upcoming Balance of 
Seven anthology: Dragons 
Within: Guarding Her Own. 
She also has creative non-
fiction in the Creatives Rising 
E-Zine.  

She shares a fixer-upper in 
Southern Wisconsin with her 
amazing husband of just a few 
years and their two fur babies, 
Ripley and Tosh. When she 
isn’t working on a story, she 
spends her time bingeing NCIS 
with her husband, playing with 
the fur babies, crocheting baby 
hats, going out to eat far too 
often, and cheering on the 
Green Bay Packers! Find all her 
profiles at 
http://kristinehaecker.com 
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The Perfect Gift  
By Alloriana Matsourani 
 

A	week	before	Christmas	and	all	through	the	place	
I	was	hustlin’	and	bustlin’.	The	usual	rat	race.	
I’d	bought	a	new	bike	for	Rob	and	software	for	Chris,	
plus	several	weird	gizmos	they’d	put	on	their	lists.	
	
I’d	wrapped	teacher	gifts	and	baked	cookies	for	school.	
Got	the	tree	up.	Hung	lights.	The	house	looked	real	cool.	
Let’s	see.	Christmas	cards.	They	were	stamped	and	addressed.	
Meals	were	planned.	Fixin’s	bought.	But	.	.	.	I	was	a	mess.	
	
I	plopped	down,	exhausted.	I’d	just	had	enough.	
But	housework	still	waited.	You	know,	dusting	and	stuff.	
It	had	to	be	done	‘cause	my	mother	was	due.	
She	said,	“I	don’t	mind	dirt.”	But	we	all	know	that	ain’t	true.	
	
I	stared	at	the	vacuum.	I	couldn’t	take	any	more.	
And	then,	wouldn’t	you	know?	Someone	knocked	on	my	door.	
What	now?	my	mind	screamed.	Neighbors’	kids	selling	junk?	
I	expected	annoyance.	What	I	found	was	a	hunk.	
	
I	stood	there,	dumbfounded.	“Yes?”	I	managed	to	say.	
Then	he	grinned	and	announced,	“I’m	your	maid	for	the	day.	
I’m	a	gift	to	you	from	a	very	close	friend.	
I	do	windows	and	toilets.	Now,	let	me	begin.”	
	
Well,	that	guy	went	to	town.	He	worked	with	such	zest	
That	the	house	never	looked	better.	Man,	he	was	the	best!	
The	windows—they	sparkled.	The	floors	looked	brand	new.	
The	furniture	glowed.	And	you	know,	I	did	too!	
	
“Young	man,	you	are	awesome,	but	I	haven’t	a	clue.	
Who	is	the	sweet	Santa	that	thought	to	send	you?”	
He	winked	and	he	smiled.	“Lovely	one,	I	can’t	say.	
But	let	me	do	this,	then	I’ll	be	on	my	way.”	
	
He	took	my	hand	gently	and	bid	me	to	come	
To	the	kitchen.	Oh—this	turned	out	to	be	fun	
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Because	dinner	was	waiting.	He	cooked	for	me,	too!	
All	the	meals	were	prepared.	No	work	left	to	do.	
	
“Merry	Christmas,”	he	said,	and	he	blew	me	a	kiss.	
I	sighed,	never	knowing	I	could	experience	such	bliss.	
This	gift	was	just	perfect,	so	what	else	could	I	do	
Except	hope	that	dear	Santa	sends	this	gift	to	you.	
	

 

Allorianna Matsourani wrote her first fantasy fiction short story at age twelve. She grew up on 
the East Coast of the United States near Annapolis, Maryland, and attended the University of 
Maryland School of Journalism and the Johns Hopkins Carey Business School. Early in her career, 
Allorianna’s writing efforts were directed toward non-fiction articles for newspapers and magazines. 
She has spent the past several years, however, refocusing her writing on fiction. “Ghost Lights” is her 
first published short story and is part of Balance of Seven’s award-winning anthology, Winter 
Whimsy. She had other short stories published in 2019, including “The Power of the Sword” in 
Balance of Seven’s Dragons Within: Claiming Her Wings and “Lost at Sea” in the Science Fiction 
issue of Write of Passion. 

You can find Allorianna on and Instagram. 
Facebook: 
http://bit.ly/AlloriannaFB  
Instagram: 
http://bit.ly/AlloriannaIG		
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The True Gift 
By Ashley Kay Wong 

The	sound	of	the	movie	
is	interrupted	by	a	deep	jolly	
laugh.	"It	always	gets	me	
when	his	big	belly	is	sucked	
down	the	chimney."	

At	that,	a	chorus	of	high	
tittering	laughs	fills	the	
room.	

"Maybe	you	should	try	
that,	Santa,"	remarks	Sparky	
Gingersnap,	a	pointy-eared	
elf	with	copper	hair.	

"Why	don't	you	put	it	in	
the	suggestion	box,	Sparky?"	
Santa	says	with	another	
booming	laugh.	"I	don't	
mean	to	interrupt.	I	just	
came	to	say	goodb	–	"	

Santa's	voice	is	drowned	
out	by	a	flurry	of	motion.	
Elves	jump	up	from	
cushions	on	the	floor	and	
vault	over	couches	to	rush	
towards	him.	Santa	is	nearly	
overwhelmed	by	99	elves	
trying	to	hug	him	at	once.	
It's	like	a	swarm	of	buzzing	
bees,	only	they	wear	red	and	
green	and	have	pointy	hats	
instead	of	stingers.	Santa	
takes	the	time	to	hug	them	
all	and	thank	them	for	their	
hard	work	all	year.	Finally,	
he	turns	to	Jingle	
Peppermint.	

"Is	Jangle	upstairs?"	

"I	think	so…"	Jingle	looks	
down	and	his	cheeks	flush.	

"Don't	worry,	I'll	go	find	
him."	

"But	he	should	be	here	
with	everyone	else."	Jingle	
wrings	his	hands.	

"It's	ok	to	be	different,	
Jingle,"	Santa	says	with	a	wink	
and	a	pat	on	his	shoulder.	
"Don't	be	too	hard	on	your	
brother."	

Jingle	smiles	at	Santa	and	
nods.	

Santa	sets	off	on	his	own	
towards	Jangle's	room.	When	
he	reaches	the	door,	he	
knocks.	He	hears	a	rushing	of	
footsteps.	The	door	swings	
open,	and	Jangle	appears.	

"I'm	sorry,	Santa.	I	lost	
track	of	time.	I	meant	to	come	
down	and	say	goodbye,"	
Jangle	spills	out.	

Santa	gives	a	gentle	laugh.	
"It's	quite	alright,	Jangle.	May	I	
come	in?"	

"Of	course."	Jangle	opens	
the	door,	and	Santa	follows	
him	into	the	room.	A	bed	
stands	against	the	far	wall,	
covered	in	a	red-and-white	
striped	comforter.	Next	to	a	
small	table	are	two	plush	
green	chairs,	and	Jangle	sits	in	
one.	

"You	didn't	want	to	watch	
The	Santa	Clause?"	Santa	asks.	

"We've	seen	all	the	
Christmas	movies	a	hundred	
times,	at	least.	I	just	wanted	
some	quiet,	now	that	all	the	
toys	are	done."	

"Quiet	sounds	quite	nice.	I	
think	I'll	join	you	for	a	
moment."	

Santa	lowers	himself	into	
the	other	chair	and	leans	back	
with	a	sigh.	Jangle	smiles	and	
leans	back	himself.	They	sit	in	
companionable	silence	for	a	
couple	of	minutes	before	
Santa	clears	his	throat.	

"I	better	be	off.	I've	got	lots	
of	gifts	to	deliver."	Santa	
stands	and	stretches.	"A	little	
solitude	is	good	for	the	soul,	
but	do	go	down	and	have	a	
cookie	with	the	others.	You	
deserve	to	celebrate,	too."	

"I	will,	Santa.	Have	a	nice	
trip."	Jangle	waves	goodbye,	
and	Santa	heads	out	the	door.	

As	Santa's	boots	crunch	
through	the	snow,	a	chorus	of	
flutters	fills	the	air.	He	looks	
around	and	spots	movement,	
but	the	white	sky	camouflages	
his	helpers.	He	keeps	walking	
until	he	comes	to	his	white	
wooden	sleigh,	perfect	to	
blend	in	with	a	snow-filled	
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sky.	When	he	stops,	his	
helpers	alight	on	the	sleigh.	

"Hi	Santa,	I	can't	wait	to	
get	started.	Are	you	ready?	
This	is	going	to	be	such	a	fun	
night,"	a	small	voice	says	
near	his	right	ear.	

Santa	turns	his	head	as	a	
tiny,	shimmering	figure	
lands	on	his	arm.	"Oh,	hello,	
Iris."	

The	fairy	has	wings	that	
look	like	icicles,	and	her	hair	
is	bright	blue.	Her	clothes	
look	like	they	are	made	of	
soft,	powdery	snow.	A	few	
more	fairies	land	on	Santa	
and	others	call	out	greetings	
as	they	flit	by.	All	have	the	
same	icicle	wings	and	pale,	
shimmering	skin,	which	
makes	them	look	like	they	
were	rolled	in	glitter.	

A	few	elves	scurry	by,	
readying	the	reindeer.	The	
stable	smells	of	straw	and	
freshly	fallen	snow.	Santa	
takes	a	moment	to	pet	each	
of	the	reindeer	and	scratch	
behind	their	ears	before	he	
climbs	on	the	sleigh.	With	a	
wave	from	Santa,	a	gust	of	
wind	lifts	the	sleigh,	and	the	
fairies	flap	their	little	wings	
for	balance.	Some	fly	around	
the	sleigh,	blending	with	the	
sky	except	for	the	occasional	
blur	of	color	from	their	hair.	

After	a	few	minutes,	the	
sleigh	lands	on	a	brown	
rooftop	with	a	soft	thud.	

Santa	eyes	the	chimney	and	
chuckles.	

"What's	so	funny,	Santa?"	a	
fairy	named	Daffodil	asks.	

"Just	my	big	round	belly,"	he	
replies.	

"I	like	your	big	round	belly."	
Santa	lets	out	a	laugh	that	

shakes	said	belly.	
"See,	it	jiggles!"	she	says	

with	a	tinkling	giggle.	
Santa	smiles	fondly	at	the	

yellow-haired	fairy.	"Go	on	now,	
and	take	these	toys	for	little	
Johnny's	stocking."	

Daffodil	takes	a	bag	that	is	at	
least	five	times	her	size,	and	
with	a	puff,	disappears	in	a	
shower	of	sparkles.	Santa	
begins	handing	out	gifts	of	all	
sizes	to	the	teeny	fairies,	who	
teleport	beside	the	Christmas	
tree	to	deposit	them.	

"Can	I	put	coal	in	Connor's	
stocking?"	

"Little	Connor	isn't	on	the	
naughty	list,"	Santa	says	to	a	
fairy	with	bright	red	hair,	as	he	
rests	his	hands	on	his	hips.	

"Well,	he	should	be.	Didn't	
you	see	him	pull	Amber's	hair?"	

"I	did,	and	I	saw	little	Amber	
steal	his	toy	first."	

"Oh!	Can	I	put	coal	in	
Amber's	stocking?"	

"No,	Holly.	Siblings	pick	on	
each	other	sometimes.	That	
doesn't	automatically	get	them	
on	the	naughty	list.	You	know	
that."	Santa	holds	out	a	small	
sack.	"How	about	you	put	these	
nice	gifts	in	her	stocking	

instead?"	
Holly	grabs	the	bag	and	

is	gone	with	a	puff.	Santa	
shakes	his	head	with	a	grin	
and	returns	to	the	sleigh.	A	
fairy	with	deep	purple	hair	
floats	to	his	side.	

"Ah,	there	you	are,	
Sugarplum.	I	think	it's	
almost	time	to	move	on.	
Why	don't	you	go	visit	the	
parents	now?"	

"Sure	thing,	Santa."	The	
shimmers	hit	the	air	before	
Santa	can	say	another	word.	

"How	come	she	gets	a	
special	job?"	a	pink-haired	
fairy	says	as	she	crosses	her	
arms.	

"Now	Azalea,	what	job	is	
better	than	delivering	joy	to	
children?	Why	don't	you	
take	the	last	toy?"	

Azalea	beams	and	
snatches	up	a	racetrack	
wrapped	in	crisp	red	paper.	
A	moment	later	she	returns	
with	a	plate	full	of	
gingerbread	cookies.	Santa	
takes	a	bite	of	one	and	
savors	the	first	Christmas	
cookie.	Azalea	inhales	the	
spicy	ginger	aroma	before	
helping	herself	to	one.	
Daffodil	flutters	up	beside	
the	plate.	

"Gingerbread,	my	
favorite!"	she	says.	

Santa	holds	out	the	plate	
to	her	with	a	rosy-cheeked	
smile.	"I	made	sure	to	save	
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some	for	you."	
"I	hope	there's	

Macadamia	nut	at	the	next	
house,"	Azalea	says	through	
a	mouthful	of	cookie.	

"Let's	be	off	to	find	out,"	
Santa	says.	

They	continue	flying	
house-to-house,	sparkles	
bursting	forth	as	fairies	
move	in	and	out	with	gifts	
for	the	children.	Santa	
alternates	between	handing	
the	fairies	gifts	and	their	
favorite	cookies,	although	he	
eats	most	of	the	chocolate	
chip	cookies	himself.	Holly	
only	stops	asking	to	put	coal	
in	children's	stockings	when	
he	hands	her	a	peanut	
butter	cookie.	They	circle	
the	globe	spreading	
Christmas	cheer	while	the	
world	sleeps,	and	only	make	
it	home	as	the	first	
shimmers	of	daylight	touch	
the	North	Pole.	

Sleepy-eyed	elves	stand	
ready	to	greet	them,	but	
they	seem	to	wake	up	at	the	
sight	of	the	sleigh	full	of	
treats.	Towards	the	end	of	
the	night,	even	Santa	got	full,	
so	they	had	saved	the	rest	of	
the	cookies	for	the	elves	
back	home.	Once	again,	
Santa	falls	victim	to	a	horde	
of	little	huggers	before	they	
clamber	around	the	sleigh	
divvying	up	the	goodies.	

One	elf	lingers	behind,	

and	Santa	makes	his	way	over.	
He	taps	Jangle	on	the	shoulder	
and	holds	out	a	plate	full	of	
cookies	that	look	like	little,	
powdery	snowballs.	Jangle's	
face	lights	up,	and	he	thanks	
Santa	quietly	before	turning	
away	from	the	group.	He	starts	
to	walk	away	but	pauses.	He	
looks	back	over	his	shoulder	
towards	the	group	of	jolly	elves.	

Santa	watches	as	Jangle	
walks	up	and	taps	Jingle	on	the	
shoulder.	Jangle	offers	his	
brother	a	cookie.	Jingle	takes	it	
with	a	broad	grin	and	finds	a	
spot	for	them	both	to	sit	on	the	
edge	of	the	group.	

⌘	
The	quiet	dawn	gives	way	to	

the	joyful	chaos	of	Christmas	
morning.	Children	pound	down	
stairs	and	rustle	parents	from	
beds,	threatening	all	sorts	of	
noise	if	they	don't	comply.	
Groaning	ceases	once	parents	
see	the	light	in	their	children's	
eyes	at	the	first	sight	of	gifts	
under	the	tree.	Crinkling	paper	
and	blissful	shouting	enriches	
the	sound	of	Christmas	songs	
playing.	

"I've	got	the	biggest	
present!"	shouts	little	Johnny.	

"I've	got	the	most	presents,"	
replies	little	Amber.	

Little	Connor	just	tears	into	
his	first	gift.	His	smile	seems	to	
take	up	half	his	face	at	the	sight	
of	the	large	racetrack	for	his	toy	
cars.	

As	all	the	packages	are	
opened,	their	parents	watch	
on	and	smile.	They	remember	
buying	each	of	the	presents	
under	the	tree	and	staying	up	
late	to	place	them	there	under	
cover	of	darkness.	Their	gift	is	
knowing	they’ve	brought	joy	
to	their	children	on	Christmas	
Day.	
	

	
Ashley	Wong	is	a	published	
author,	who	writes	YA	fantasy	
from	her	home	in	Florida.	She	
runs	a	blog	called	Clever	&	
WTF	with	her	sister,	where	
they	both	share	their	fantasy	
and	speculative	fiction	stories.	
When	she	is	not	writing,	she	
spends	time	with	her	husband	
and	her	rescue	dog,	Amy.	
Ashley	is	a	coffee	addict	with	a	
fondness	for	cupcakes.	While	
she	uses	her	passion	for	
justice	as	a	victim	advocate,	
she	also	enjoys	writing	daring	
female	characters	who	fight	
against	injustice	in	their	own	
world.	You	can	read	more	of	
her	stories	at	
http://bit.ly/AshleyWongWeb	
and	connect	with	her	on	
Facebook	at	
http://bit.ly/AshleyWongFB		
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Year In Review 
By Leo Otherland 

Caitlin Haines, Author 
 

Where were you in your 
writing journey at the 
beginning of the year? 
 
At the beginning of the year, 
I finished the first draft of 
my first full-length book. It 
was a story I was (and still 
am) very enthusiastic about, 
and it was the first time I 
really thought, “Yes, this is 
what I want to do.” 
 

Standing here, at the end 
of the year, what would you 
say were your biggest 
challenges, and how did you 
overcome them? 

 
My biggest challenge was 
making a decision about 
graduate school. I am 
graduating with a BA in 
Psychology in December, 
and the plan was to continue 
in the same field for my 
Master’s Degree. With the 
expansion of my book 
website (Functionally 
Fictional), as well as 
finishing my own book, I 
started to consider applying 
to an MFA in Creative 
Writing program instead. 

With encouragement from my 
family and friends, I decided that 
it was okay for my plan to change 
and go after my true passion. I am 
eagerly awaiting a decision on my 
MFA application now and should 
have an answer around 
September. (We are very happy to 
report, after Caitlin sent us her 
response to the Year In Review 
questions, her MFA application 
was accepted!) 
 
Standing here, at the end of the 
year, what would you say were 
your largest accomplishments, 
and how did you reach them? 
 
Finishing my book was a huge 
accomplishment. I am still a 
relatively new writer, who hated 
writing growing up, so it is a big 
deal to me. I’ve also expanded my 
book blog to become a full 
promotional website, and I’m 
working on restructuring the 
internal workings of it all. My 
biggest accomplishment at the 
end of the year, however, will be 
graduating. This is my second 
attempt at college. After five 
years at one school, then 
completely starting over 
somewhere else, it’s been a long 
time coming. Again, the 
encouragement and support from 

my family and friends was a key 
part in all of this. I could not have 
done it without them. 
 
After looking back and comparing 
where you were to where you are 
now, what is your biggest take 
away, and what advice would you 
give someone starting out where 
you were? 
 
My biggest advice would be, 
“Don’t be afraid to go after your 
dreams.” Things happen, life 
changes, and it is perfectly okay 
to accept and embrace that 
change—as scary as it may be. If 
you find something you truly 
love, figure out what it takes to 
continue doing that and make it 
happen. Remain positive, and 
don’t give up. 
 
Follow Caitlin Haines on social 
media at: 
Author Facebook: 
http://bit.ly/CaitFB   
Twitter: http://bit.ly/CaitTW   
Author Page on Coffee House 
Writers: http://bit.ly/CaitCHW   
Website: http://bit.ly/FunFic 
Website 
Facebook:  http://bit.ly/FunFicFB 
Website Twitter: 
http://bit.ly/FunFicTW  

 ⌘	
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Allison Hinkle, Editor In 
Chief of Write of Passion 

 
Where were you in your writing 
journey at the beginning of the 
year? 
 
At the beginning of the year, I 
was struggling with my writing. 
I hadn’t been writing for a 
while, and there were a lot of 
changes going on around the 
house. For example, we were 
getting our ceilings fixed from 
Hurricane Irma the year before, 
so I had to sleep on the couch in 
the living room because my 
room was being worked on. It 
wasn’t very conducive to 
writing, so I was skipping a lot 
of writing days.  
 
Standing here, at the end of the 
year, what would you say were 
your biggest challenges, and 
how did you overcome them? 
 
The biggest challenges I 
overcame (or rather, am 
working towards overcoming 
every day) is my mental health, 
making writing a priority, and 
not overloading myself with 
projects. All three of these are 
connected. If I overload myself, 
my mental health starts failing, 
as I get further and further 
behind on my goals. If I write 
fiction every day, my mental 
health improves, though usually 
writing time is the first thing to 
go if I have too much on my 

plate, hence my mental health 
troubles over the past year. I 
cut down on the number of 
projects I am involved in, so I 
would have more time to 
write, read, and take care of 
myself in general.  
 
Standing here, at the end of 
the year, what would you say 
were your largest 
accomplishments, and how 
did you reach them? 
 
The two largest 
accomplishments I can think 
of are finishing the first draft 
of a 56,500-word novel in 
three months and having the 
courage to cut back on my 
responsibilities for my mental 
health. For the first draft, I 
only spent thirty-four days out 
of those three months actually 
working on the draft. 
However, I was in a bad 
mental health rut, so three 
months was how long, 
consecutively, it took for me 
to finish the draft. Saying no, 
or saying I need to take a step 
back is hard for me, and so I 
am proud of myself for having 
the courage to do that five 
times in one day and getting 
myself back on track with my 
goals. 
 
After looking back and 
comparing where you were to 
where you are now, what is 
your biggest take away, and 

what advice would you give 
someone starting out where you 
were? 
 
My advice to someone starting 
out where I was is this: make 
writing a priority, don’t be 
afraid to say that you need a 
step back from all of your 
responsibilities, and be kind to 
yourself if you don’t meet all of 
your goals. Adjust your writing 
and life goals as needed for how 
you are doing mentally, 
physically, and emotionally. 
Pay attention to how you are, 
and use self-care as needed to 
get back to 100%. Have a 
support system to help talk you 
through the hard times, and 
always, always make time to 
write, even if it’s just 5 minutes 
per day. 

 
Follow Allison Hinkle, pen 
name Hayley Green, on social 
media at: 
Author Facebook:  
http://bit.ly/HayleyGFB  
Twitter:   
http://bit.ly/HayleyGTwitter  
Instagram: 
http://bit.ly/HayleyGIG  
Website: 
http://bit.ly/HayleyGWeb  

⌘	
Summer Paige, Author 

 
Where	were	you	in	your	
writing	journey	at	the	
beginning	of	the	year? 
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At	the	beginning	of	this	year,	
I	had	written	a	full	book	and	
been	writing	sporadically,	
but	I	wanted	to	know	more	
about	writing.	I	was	just	
learning	about	becoming	an	
author,	and	I	was	stalking	
Write	of	Passion.	 

 
Standing	here,	at	the	end	of	
the	year,	what	would	you	say	
were	your	biggest	challenges,	
and	how	did	you	overcome	
them?	
	

My	biggest	challenges	were	
finding	the	confidence	to	
really	believe	in	my	writing.	
I	hid	it	away,	but	I	started	by	
sharing	it	with	friends	and	
family	who	were	willing	to	
read	it.	About	50%	actually	
followed	through,	and	those	
that	did	had	so	many	
positives	that	helped	
encourage	me	to	believe	
more	in	my	writing.	I	also	
began	submitting	blurbs	of	
my	work	in	the	Write	of	
Passion	posts	in	the	Creative	
Central	Facebook	group.	
This	helped	me	not	only	to	
gain	confidence	in	my	
writing,	but	I	was	able	to	
build	friendships	with	other	
writers	and	use	my	
knowledge	to	help	other	
writers	to	also	gain	
confidence	and	improve	
their	writing.	I	was	able	to	
find	confidence	in	my	skills	

and	self	on	a	whole	new	
level.		

 
Standing	here,	at	the	end	of	
the	year,	what	would	you	say	
were	your	largest	
accomplishments,	and	how	
did	you	reach	them?	
	

My	biggest	accomplishments	
have	been:	stepping	out	of	
my	comfort	zone,	creating	a	
Patreon	account,	and	getting	
published.		
I	would	have	never	had	the	
confidence	to	step	out	of	my	
comfort	zone	without	my	
friends	and	family.	They	
were	encouraging	and	
helpful	in	numerous	ways.	
The	ones	that	stand	out	as	
helping	me	most:	Kelly	A.,	
Theresa	H.,	Myrna	B.,	and	
Sierra	P.	They	provided	
moral	support,	as	well	as	
gave	feedback	and	
encouragement.	
Creating	a	Patreon	account	
would	have	never	even	
occurred	to	me	had	it	not	
been	for	Ynes,	here	at	Write	
of	Passion.	She	held	a	class	
on	what	to	do	and	made	a	
Patreon	Reveal	Party	that	
made	me	feel	like	I	really	am	
a	real	author.	It	may	be	just	
the	beginning	of	the	journey,	
but	having	the	account	has	
allowed	me	to	save	for	
needed	help,	held	me	more	

accountable	to	keep	writing,	
and	think	about	my	writing	as	
more	of	a	business	so	I	will	one	
day	be	able	to	make	this	my	
main	job,	instead	of	teaching	
(which	I	love,	but	writing	is	my	
dream	job).	
Due	to	the	above	and	the	
growing	confidence,	I	finally	
began	submitting	my	work	for	
publication.	It	is	now	official.	I	
can	truly	say	that	I	am	a	
published	writer,	and	I	look	
forward	to	continuing	to	write,	
publish	more,	continue	to	grow	
in	my	writing	community,	and	
get	to	know	and	help	my	
audience	more.	

 
After	looking	back	and	
comparing	where	you	were	to	
where	you	are	now,	what	is	your	
biggest	take	away,	and	what	
advice	would	you	give	someone	
starting	out	where	you	were?	
	

Your	confidence	can	be	your	
biggest	obstruction	or	your	
biggest	motivation.	Sometimes	
you	must	throw	your	worries	to	
the	wind,	and	just	put	your	
work	out	there.	Your	confidence	
will	grow	with	the	positive	
community	that	you	trust	with	
your	work	(I	suggest	Write	of	
Passion,	if	you	couldn’t	tell).	If	
you	are	getting	outright	
negatives,	instead	of	
constructive	criticism,	then	
stand	up	for	yourself	and	your	
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work,	and	move	on.	Negativity	only	fosters	more	negativity.	It	may	be	hard	to	limit	your	
exposure	to	it,	but	it	is	worth	it	for	your	growth	and	improvement.	

Follow Summer Paige on social media at: 
• Website:  

o http://bit.ly/AEPatreon 
• Facebook: 

o Adorkably Eclectic (company for my daughter and I): http://bit.ly/AdorkablyEFB  
o Under the penname of Chaz Beebe (YA, poet, artist, and more):  http://bit.ly/ChazBFB  
o Under penname of Emma Cartoon (comedic and adult writing): http://bit.ly/EmmaCFB  

• Instagram:  
o http://bit.ly/AdorkablyEIG  

• Twitter (very new so currently learning the ropes): 
o http://bit.ly/AdorkablyETW 
o http://bit.ly/ChazBTW  


