By Kendra Sparks

A Year in the Life of Jasmine Spinner

Mr. Stovall says I am a hoot!
Not to toot my own horn, but I think I did an okay job.
Mr. Stovall invites seven of us to join the team!
I beam all the way home.

Because we have such a large team,
All of the new members have to begin by entering Poetry or Prose.
After that, Mr. Stovall says, “We’ll see how it goes.”
He tells us to pick out a selection to read and place it in a black folder.
Dad says you can always learn from someone older,
So I ask a few veteran team members for help
In finding the perfect, competitive piece.
At least they don’t make fun of me.
They suggest I read tried and true works.
They suggest that I read Dorothy Parker and Sylvia Plath,
Some Shakespeare sonnets and even Edgar Alan Poe.
I ask them, “Which one has a better chance to win?”
They glance at me and say,
“When you find the right one, you’ll know.”

Mother Nature can, at times, be friendly, and at other times, be one
of the most destructive forces on Earth. In her fictitious short story,
The Queen of Oz, Kristy Thomas introduces us to Elizabeth Queen, a
young mother, whose life is forever turned upside-down after a tragic
storm. This selection should be performed by a female and may be
entered in either Prose Interpretation or Dramatic Interpretation. Like
the storm itself, this selection should build in intensity as the story
progresses. Also, just like in real life, once the storm passes, there
should be a certain resignation, a calm that is almost scary because it’s
so quiet. At the heart of this selection lie two of the most important
emotions known to humankind: Love and hope. Play each with honesty and realism. This is a tour-de-force for the mature performer. If
used in Prose Interpretation, the drama mask icons are simply visible
to show the performer where to turn the pages in the manuscript.
I was named after the Queen of England. My mother was not really interested in national celebrities, so she named me after the Queen. It was
honestly a two-for-one, because her favorite musical group was—you
guessed it—Queen. Come on, you know Queen, don’t you? They were a
group of men who looked like women, but don’t judge. That was popular
back in the day. According to my mother, she would rock out while listening to Queen’s greatest hits on the radio. Apparently, she rocked out a little
too hard one night and got pregnant. She rocked out again and named me
Elizabeth. You probably won’t be surprised to learn that my middle name
is—wait for it—Queen. So to recap, my name is Elizabeth Queen, and
today I am here to talk to you about my life; or rather, what used to be my
life.

This is the photograph that best represents my hometown to me, so I am
submitting it for the book. I never thought that I would be worthy enough
to be included in a book, but an editor, who is putting together a pictorial tribute to my hometown, thinks I am. You see, I lived through ‘it.’ A
lot of people didn’t. I was born and raised in Joplin, Missouri. Now do
you know what I survived? On May 22, 2011, a tornado tore through my
small town and—well, it was described as a “catastrophic event that will
be forever remembered in the heart of America’s history.” Wow, the heart
of America’s history? And here I always thought I lived in the good old
Midwest.

The Queen of Oz

Monday’s tryouts are packed with team hopefuls.
Mr. Stovall breaks us up into groups of three
And has us draw topics out of an improvisation jar.
As far as I can tell, improvisation is kind of weird.
My group picks out a topic that reads,
‘A Group of People Who All Have Beards.’
We huddle for five minutes, and then it’s time to perform.
Since I’m a girl, I decide to portray a bearded lady.
She has run away from the circus in search of a new life.
Filled with strife,
She travels through Pennsylvania and stops in Amish country.
No one shuns her there, and a man named Luke asks her to be his wife.
They live happily ever after and have lots of bearded children.

NOTES

By Kristy Thomas

It suddenly occurs to me; Mr. Stovall may be mean.
Maybe he makes kids cry.
I tell him I’ll try my best,
And for the rest of the week, I practice.

Joplin was ready for a tornado. After all, we lived in “Tornado Alley.”
That day, I could actually smell that storm coming, as I stood at the back
door. “Laela! Laela, it’s time to come in, baby. There’s a storm coming!”
She never wanted to come inside. My mother once bought Laela a Wizard
of Oz playhouse. A yellow ramp led to the front door, and it had paintings of the Lion, Tin Man and Scarecrow on the inside walls. The Tin
Man was always her favorite character. She thought, “If your heart is full
of love, you can do anything—even fly.” And fly she did. She would fly
around the room like a beam of love. She was always so full of life.
I keep talking about her like she’s dead. Rest assured—she’s not. She’s—
she’s out there. She’s out there trying to find her way home. Everyone
tried to tell me she’s gone, but I knew it wasn’t true. Here I am, years
later, still knowing it’s not true. She’s out there, and she is going to come
home. When I talk to my husband during my prayers each night, he tells
me that Laela is not in heaven with him. Well, if she’s not there, she must
be out in the world somewhere looking for me. So I ask him to ask God
if He will just tell me where she is, so that I can go get her and bring her
home.

My name is Jasmine Spinner, and it’s my freshman year.
At my parents’ request, I’m taking speech as my elective in school.
It’s cool, but I’m not sure why Mom and Dad
Fear I lack good communication skills.
It’s ridiculous, of course.
Still, I know how to talk.
If they don’t believe me,
They should look at our Family Talk phone plan.
They’ll see. I talk 24/7 as often as I can.

My speech teacher, Mr. Stovall, also coaches debate.
I waited after school one day
And asked him how to join the Forensics Team.
It seems practices are after school three days a week,
And for those who seek a challenge,
Mr. Stovall has tryouts for new team members every Monday at four.
The more he tells me, the more overwhelmed I become.
He says there are lots of events to try,
And if I don’t win at first—he begs me to not cry.
Obviously, that’s been a problem for some newbies in the past.
He tells me the last thing the team needs is a cry baby.

By Kristy Thomas

The Queen of Oz

A Year in the Life of Jasmine Spinner

I don’t like to talk about my story, but today is special. It is the anniversary of my husband’s death and the disappearance of my daughter.

A Year in the Life of Jasmine Spinner chronicles a young girl’s freshman year of high school. Searching for her niche, Jasmine joins the
high school Forensics Team. This narrative poem should be performed
by a female and should be entered in Poetry Interpretation. Let’s
be honest, competitive forensics is one of the most addictive activities in education today. All of the nuances and universalities found
in forensics are embodied throughout this poem. Play those common
denominators for their humor. Those in-the-know should get the jokes.
Jasmine possesses the innocence and naiveté of all novices entering
new territory; however, she is also a competitive person. She wants to
succeed, but she always accepts her defeats with the graciousness of a
true champion. The drama mask icons are simply visible to show the
performer where to turn the pages in the manuscript.

By Kendra Sparks

Before May 22, 2011, Joplin, Missouri was known for—exactly—nothing! No one ever says, “Hey, let’s take a family vacation to Joplin, Missouri where we can do absolutely nothing. Pack up the kids!” But when
this is all you know, it’s all you know. And it’s home…you know? So
when this woman from New York came to my door and asked me if I
would participate in her book documenting Joplin before the infamous tornado, I said yes. She asked me for a photograph that best represented Joplin to me—before the tragedy. The one I chose is of Laela, my daughter, in
the hospital nursery. It was funny. Kevin, my husband, had picked up the
wrong baby. He’s standing next to Laela’s crib, and the nurses are in the
background laughing. I laughed so hard, I cried. This is another picture
of Laela. She’s at the Wizard of Oz Museum in Kansas. She wouldn’t take
off her souvenir ruby slippers for months. She would climb into bed with
Kevin and me. She’d click her heels three times and say, “Home, Mommy.
Home, Daddy.” She was too young to get the line just right, but we knew
what the clicking of those heels meant. It meant she was home and safe
with us.

NOTES

