A guard told me to come with him. I was taken to the death house,
past several barred doors, to a room where Daniel was sitting on
a mattress inside a cell. Outside the bars was a line on the floor,
about two feet from the bars. There were two guards at a table with a
phone. They announced that I could not cross the line, and I could
not touch my brother. Daniel immediately wanted to know how
Mom and Dad were holding up. I told him, “They’re torn up.” I
then asked him, “How’s Daniel?” He said, “He’s okay.” He asked me
what I had planned for the summer. I told him that I had just been
cast as the lead in a community theatre production of The Diary of
Anne Frank. He jokingly told me to take a look around. He said
that being a prisoner in an attic isn’t too far removed from being a
prisoner on death row. Daniel then started talking about faith. He
said, “It’s amazing how Anne Frank never lost her faith in the face of
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The Witness

Written as a personal, narrative poem, the free-verse style
allows a performer to also consider using this selection as
a Dramatic Interpretation. This piece of literature may be
performed by a female or male performer. The drama mask
icons are simply visible to show the performer where to turn
his/her pages in the manuscript. The key to this selection
is portraying the narrator with 100% honesty. There is no
need to ever become melodramatic during the performance.
This poem touches on several emotions: fear, uncertainty, but
most importantly, love. Humor is found throughout this selection; however, the humor should never be forced. Audiences
should identify with the contemporary references throughout
the selection. The key to this selection is likability. The audience should not only root for the mother to overcome her
illness, but they should equally root for the narrator to ultimately win the National Spelling Bee.

Malleable
Capable of being extended or shaped; adaptable or tractable
When Mother is first diagnosed with cancer, she is understandably
afraid. She instantly takes on the role of victim. It is important to
understand that Mother has never embraced change, so she is adamant our routines stay the same. Dad still goes to work. I study my
spelling words, and Mother constantly quizzes me over my spelling
words. She is determined to coach a National Spelling Bee Champion. Except for Mother’s chemotherapy and doctor check ups, our
lives remain a constant vigil to all that is routine. It’s funny. While
helping me with my spelling words for the National Spelling Bee, I
see Mother’s entire demeanor change like the malleable mind of a
child. Mother is no longer a victim. She is a fighter. A champion.
My hero.

Getting Through the M’s

We drove from the motel to the prison and were escorted into a
large waiting room. One male and one female prison guard came
and escorted each of us to separate rooms to be searched. I was
frisked by the female guard while the male guard went through my
purse outside the room. We were then taken to the prison chapel. One by one we would be escorted out of the prison chapel
and allowed a short, supervised visit with my brother. Mother went
first. Where was Dad? Well, he was right there with us in the prison
chapel; however, shortly after Daniel’s sentencing, my father had a
heart attack. The doctors advised him against visiting my brother
on death row. Dad would witness Daniel’s execution, but he felt the
strain of saying goodbye to his only son would be too much for him.
Mother’s job was to explain this to Daniel and pass along any personal messages from Dad. Dad’s a softy. Since early childhood, Daniel
and I both understood that Mother was the emotionally strong one
in the family. When Mother came back to the chapel, she couldn’t
speak, and she was having trouble breathing. Dad just wrapped his
arms around her and held her. I wanted to stay there and comfort
Mother as well, but it was now my turn to see Daniel.

NOTES

By Celeste LeBeaux

The day of Daniel’s execution, my parents and I drove three hours
to a motel in the center of town, only a few blocks from the prison
where the execution would be carried out. We met with Daniel’s
spirtual advisor, who discussed the scenario of what was going to
occur prior to, during, and after Daniel’s execution. He asked us
several times if we were emotionally ready to see Daniel die, and our
answer was always the same, “Yes, we’re ready.”

By Celeste LeBeaux

Getting Through the M’s

When Dad is unavailable to take Mother to her doctor’s appointments, I become the side-kick of choice. Riding shotgun, Mother
and I scurry down the side streets like Lucy and Ethel, two ladies with
a plan. We enter the maelstrom of early morning traffic and greet
each doctor with a smile, hopeful, that this will be the one person, to
bring normalcy back into our lives.

Marmalade
A jellylike preserve in which small pieces of fruit and fruit rind are suspended
When I was younger, Mother would make jar upon jar of homemade
orange marmalade. After she finished canning, Mother would bake
flaky, hot biscuits from scratch. The kitchen was filled with an aura
of Mmm’s, as Mother slathered the warm bread with the citric gooeyness of her homemade marmalade. Some memories are just too
sweet to be forgotten.

Magnanimous
Generous in forgiving an insult or injury; free from petty
resentfulness or vindictiveness
Mother has lost all of her hair, and she refuses to wear a wig. Vanity
is not my Mother’s style. She says, “Bald is beautiful, and it may be the
only time in my life I have the chance to look like an exotic runway model
from Paris!” A few weeks ago, Mother and I were walking downtown.
Mother was wearing a sharp, brown pantsuit Dad had given her
for Christmas. There was a group of young men walking five yards
behind us. They kept yelling, “Deal or No Deal!” At first, Mom and
I just thought they were chanting nonsense. We had no idea the
comments were directed at us. Then I realized the comments were
not directed at us. The comments were directed at Mother. From the
back, with her sleek baldhead, wearing a tailored suit, Mother, I can
only assume, looked somewhat like Howie Mandel from the popular
game show, Deal or No Deal. Without any warning, Mother stopped in

Anyone who knows anything about gangs knows that being in one
has risks. You might as well have a tattoo across your forehead that
says I’m looking for trouble. Daniel and his friends didn’t have tattoos
across their foreheads, but trouble found them anyway. At first, it
was just petty shoplifting. Then things escalated. One night, Daniel
and his friends tried to rob a convenience store. The store owner
had a pistol, and according to Daniel, he was going to shoot them.
Daniel somehow wrestled the gun away from the store owner, and in
a panic, shot and killed him. Daniel and his friends were arrested,
and Daniel’s trial was set for three-and-a-half months later. During
the trial, just before the guards would take him back to the county
prison, Daniel would look at me sitting with our parents and say,
“Get out of here.” I would look back at Daniel and mouth the words,
“I love you, too.”
The trial lasted four and a half days, but it took the jury less than
three hours to come back with a guilty verdict for first-degree murder. During the sentencing phase of the trial, the prosecuting attorney brought in Daniel’s accomplices, who, in exchange for a lesser
sentence, testified that Daniel’s actions were premeditated. They
said Daniel had boasted that if anything were to go wrong during the
robbery, he would take care of it. This, coupled with the fact that
protestors outside the courthouse were demanding stricter penalties
for violent crimes, somehow justified the judge sentencing Daniel to
death by lethal injection.
Mother and Dad were very bitter. They felt that their lack of financial
resources had helped lead to Daniel’s demise through ineffective
court-appointed counsel at his trial. Daniel was sent to the state penitentiary and placed in a holding cell on death row. Mother and I
would visit Daniel twice a month. During one visit, Daniel asked me
if I would be willing to witness his execution. He told me that at any
time I could change my mind, and he would understand. I told him
that this was not an option. He had chosen me to be in attendence,
and I was willing to indeed be a witness at his execution. Being there
for him would be the last gift I could give him.

The Witness

A large, powerful, or violent whirlpool; a restless, disordered, or
tumultuous state of affairs

of here!” what he is really saying is “I love you.” He said it would be
our special secret.
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Maelstrom

