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Foreword

It seems like it was just yesterday that I attended my first meeting with the Write to Roar
magazine. I started in my sophomore year, and continued through the pandemic. At Write To
Roar, I was able to express myself through new mediums. I watched my older friends run the
magazine seamlessly, dreaming about what it would be like to do it one day. Now, I can proudly
say that I am following in their footsteps to help RKA students find their voice in the fifth
volume of the Write to Roar magazine.

Last year’s edition of the Write to Roar magazine proved to us that creativity can
persevere through adversity. This year, we proved it once again as many of us reintegrated back
into school. Our affinity to create blossomed through the hardships of closures and uncertainty,
ultimately compiling in the form of poems, art, and writing.

This year’s edition of the Write To Roar magazine is especially exciting because it is the
first physical copy that we have published since 2019. It was the first time in three years we were
able to host all of our meetings in person. It took some reacquainting, but our team of dedicated
editors and contributors worked tirelessly to ensure that we had the best quality magazine to
share with the school. As this year comes to a conclusion, we at Write to Roar celebrate the
creative minds that made this year’s volume possible through their talent and artistry, and wish
them the best in their endeavors as they advance their studies.

Sincerely,

Dalya
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Prose
"A word after a word after a word is power."

—Margaret Atwood
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Abuela’s Cooking Lessons
By: Desiree Hernandez

*Click clack click clack*

My steps echoed throughout the dingy, desolate hallway, and the lights overhead cast a dim
yellow glare. The once-white letters on the door barely showed anymore: 4E, the apartment that
my abuela had lived in for over twenty years, and the one I grew up in. The light above the door
blew out ages before I was born, and they still haven’t fixed it. Along with many other
complaints throughout the building, it went ignored.

I stuck my keys into the door and the familiar clicking noise brought me back to reality. I pushed,
and the door didn't open, I pushed again, nothing.

“Ahhh, it's stuck again?!” My hands flew up with a disappointed sigh, and I braced myself for
impact as I threw my shoulder into the door, and it finally opened.

The smell of bacalao smacked me in the face like a brick, and I gagged.

“Abuela, whyyy do you cook fish with the windows closed?” She didn't look up from the pot,
already aware of my dislike of the smell, and took some fish out of the pot for me to try.

“No, thank you. We both know I can’t cook.”

“Can you stop complaining for five minutes, Desiree? That’s all you do, complain, complain,
complain. You know what? I’ll teach you right now; go wash your hands and put your hair up.”
My usually quiet abuela shouted at me and slammed her hands on the table. She then shooed me
out of the kitchen. I laughed to myself—although she had a short temper, I knew that she was
never really upset with me.

I quickly washed my hands and returned to the kitchen, the window now open. My abuela had
already drained the boiling water from the pot, her bare hands clutching lava-hot metal. I
suddenly remembered when I would swear up and down that my abuela’s hands were fire-proof
because of the time when she grabbed the metal oven tray after it had been in the oven for two
hours.

“Come here, cut the onions and garlic,” she said while handing me the plastic jar of garlic cloves
submerged in water and a red onion. She swore up and down that the drowned garlic cloves
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should stay fresh longer, as I rolled my eyes. I diligently diced the garlic then mashed it into the
cutting board, creating a fine paste, and cut the onions into slices. After all, I had always been a
great sous chef!

“I can’t believe they never taught you to cook. I remember my mother having me stand on a milk
crate to reach the stove because I was too short. I think I was about seven years old then…” A
torn look crossed her elegant, age-ridden features as if a sudden unpleasant memory revealed
itself after being hidden in the deepest corner of her mind. She shook her head and grabbed a
pan. I already knew what she wanted me to do.

I poured some oil into the pan and began sauteing the garlic and onion.

*Ding*

I put the spatula down and grabbed my phone.

“Watch the food.”

“Don’t worry about it…” I mumbled under my breath.

“Des-”

“Don’t worry about it, I know what I’m doing!”

“Desiree it’s burning!” she yelled, her voice cracking.

My eyes snapped up, and all at once I smelled the disgusting smell of burnt garlic and onion. I
quickly cut the fire and moved the pan.

“Sorry.”

I started to scrape the now-charred remains of my handiwork in the garbage, and my abuela let
out a frustrated sigh. I could see her glaring at me from the corner of my eye, but I kept my head
down, feeling bad that I had ignored her instruction. I re-cut the garlic and onion, this time
making sure I was paying attention to her instructions.

“Now add the bacalao into the pan, some water, and season. Do not- Are you listening?” I
nodded my head, and she continued. “Do not add anything that has salt in it, because the fish is
already salty enough.”
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“Okay, no salt, that’s fine. I don’t know why people hate cooking. This is easy,” I boasted, while
adding seasonings into the pan.

*Brrrrring brrring*

My abuela rushed out of the kitchen to get the house phone, and I heard her indistinct chatter
from the living room. I took a deep breath, the fish smell having already dissipated. I knew that I
was missing something, because I always remembered the dish being red. I opened the seasoning
cabinet again and tried to find something red. My eyes scanned until they landed on the Sazon
packets. Of course! She always used this in her cooking and it gave everything that red-ish color.
I added the entire packet, and abuela returned to the kitchen without the phone, and when she
saw the Sazon in my hand, her eyes widened.

“What are you doing!!! You didn’t add that, did you?” she shrieked while running over to the
stove. I sheepishly nodded, and I swore I could see the steam rushing out of her ears.

She grabbed the box and shoved it into my face.

“Read it, read it right now, what does that say, huh, salt, it has salt, the entire thing is seasoned
salt!!!” I tried to stammer an apology but she continued her rant. “I don’t know why you can’t
follow something so simple, and now the food is ruined. You just don’t listen!”

“Abuela, I’m sorry, but we can just make more,” I said, cutting her off, not wanting her to go in
the endless tirade she does so well when I anger her.

“You can’t keep messing up, we can’t keep wasting food. When I was a child...we wouldn’t have
food for days, days and I…I can’t believe the disrespect you have for it.” We both went quiet, the
sound of sizzling being the only thing to break the silence, and all I could feel was the beads of
sweat and shame rolling down the side of my face. She glared at me, grabbed the pan, and rushed
out of the kitchen again, probably to flush the salty, ruined, mis-seasoned food, and I sat down at
the table.

I was always told snippets of how my abuela grew up dirt-poor, and I knew how much she
valued being able to eat each and every day. I knew how much she valued the clothes on her
back, the water she drank, and even the air she breathed because she had come a long way from
the small village Puerto Rican girl she once was. I knew how different I was from her—I would
never know the struggles she had; I was spoiled rotten compared to what she had growing up.
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Yet, I still continued to disrespect her beliefs and the things she held dear to her. I buried my face
in my arms, my face red because of the heat and regret that coursed through my skin.

My abuela walked back into the kitchen with an empty pan and a clear head, and she went to the
sink to wash the pan. I looked up to her and before I could apologize to her, she brought her hand
up—her way of gaining control of any situation.

“We will try again, this time listen to me. Don’t just hear my voice, but listen to what I am
saying.”

We then began to cook the dish again. We boiled the fish, cut the garlic and onions, and seasoned
it correctly this time. Before I could ask about what makes the food red, she opened the fridge
and grabbed the tomato paste. “Sazon doesn’t belong in bacalao, but tomato paste does.” She
winked at me, and I let out a little laugh.

Soon enough, the food was done. I set the table and covered the plates for the hungry family
members that would be arriving any second now. She walked out into the dining room,
impressed with my work; I had even placed the forks on the correct side. She gave me a small
smile, a rare occurrence, and when my family walked through the front door, her smile fell. The
once quiet apartment, now filled with different voices and the liveliness only family could bring.
Once everyone had settled in, we said a prayer that my abuela always led, another way she
showed appreciation towards what she had, and then we began to eat.

“Wow, Mom, you did a really good job with this,” my father said with a mouth half-filled with
food.

She turned to face me, a smile flickering in her eyes. “Desiree made it.”
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Shine
By: Gael Fernandez

In the current world we live in, sexuality and exploring your own sexuality is still not
fully accepted by everyone. It makes coming out very difficult, because many fear the reaction
they would get after sharing their authentic selves with others. For some, coming out can be a
very liberating and joyful experience. But for many queer people like myself, we don’t have that
option. When I was in middle school I was outed by one of my classmates. The night before I
was outed, I was on Instagram following people from R.K.A. My Instagram wasn't the best:
everything was random and some of the pictures were a little cringy. But I still enjoyed posting
on Instagram because I didn’t have any confidence issues at the time. But that changed in a
matter of hours. I remember the following school day so clearly. It was a gloomy Monday
morning, and I was in my first period class seated in the middle of the room. We were going
through a slideshow presentation on cells, when I suddenly heard a few people whisper my
name, but not in a way to get my attention. I even remember seeing the boy I liked laughing in
my direction, which confused me. Nothing made sense to me that entire day, up until my last
period class. I found out a girl from my first period had shared a photo of me to the entire class.
The photo was of me doing a pose that is considered very feminine. After finding out, I
remember my heart dropping and my stomach turning, and feeling so embarrassed with myself.
Everything from that morning started to make sense, all the laughing and the whispering. It was
clear to me that I was being outed. What hurt the most was that the night before this happened, I
followed the girl who shared this photo of me, because I thought she could be a possible friend
of mine. I couldn’t have been more wrong. School ended that day and it was all a blur for me, but
I remember going home and crying, even blaming myself for what happened. I had so many
emotions going through my head. I was frustrated, angry, and sad. I felt lost, and I couldn't speak
to anyone in my family about what happened because I wasn’t out to them. I felt so low that I
even contemplated killing myself, but I knew that wasn’t the right thing to do and I didn’t want
the people around me to feel the pain I felt. I tried my hardest to get past 8th grade, but those
gruesome 7 months took an extreme toll on my mental health. I remember I started to skip class,
not do my homework, stopped paying attention, and almost failed my classes. All because of the
bullying I received from that girl and many other students. I had people I've never spoken to talk
about me; it was like I was a new trend at school. Bully the gay kid, and you would be cool. I
remember thinking to myself, “Why do these people not like me?” I just wanted to live my life to
the fullest and be my most authentic self, and I felt like I couldn’t. I always wanted to reach out
and talk to someone about the bullying issues, but I was scared I would be judged for my
sexuality.
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To escape my reality, I went on YouTube every day and watched random videos until I
discovered a show called RuPaul's Drag Race. The show started in 2009 on Vh1 and its main
purpose is for RuPaul, the host, to pass on his legacy to each winner where they continue to
represent him and the art of drag. The competition is set up where 13 drag queens from all over
the United States compete for a cash prize of $100,000. They also receive a supply of makeup
that lasts them their whole reign. And the cherry on top is the title of America’s next drag
superstar that the participants compete for. Every good competition show has its great challenges
that make the show more interesting. They have challenges like a snatch game which is when
you impersonate a celebrity. They also have girl group challenges where the queens write their
own songs and perform them. There are also runway competitions every episode with a specific
theme for the queens to follow. They are critiqued for their performance in the challenges and the
runway looks by the judge’s panel which include RuPaul, Michelle Visage, Carson Kressley,
Ross Mathews, and a special guest. At the end of every episode, there is the lip sync battle where
two of the bottom-performing queens from that week go head to head to see who keeps their spot
in the competition. The show has become very popular since 2009, and it is currently on its 13th
season. It also has an additional 6 seasons to their spin-off show, Rupaul’s Drag Race All Stars
edition which has drag queens from previous seasons competing for another chance to win the
crown. When I first started watching, I was blown away at how much joy each 1-hour episode
gave me. I was shocked and amazed that these groups of individuals were so comfortable being
unapologetically themselves. It seemed that they didn’t mind what other people thought of them.

When I was receiving all this hatred and feeling alone because none of my friends could
understand what I was going through, I had the show to turn to. Watching the show and hearing
their stories and their experiences with discrimination and inequalities they have faced made me
feel less alone. Their stories always left off with an inspiring message of never letting anyone
dim your light, or stop you from being your authentic self. I want to thank Rupaul and many
other drag queens for breaking down boundaries and making a show that gives people from all
walks of life, be that: gay, trans, queer, or straight, a chance to shine. Ever since discovering
Rupaul’s Drag Race, I’ve been a loyal fan and have watched all the seasons that have come out
since then. The show will always hold a special place in my life and in my healing process.

Someone more inspiring recently is the rapper, Lil Nas X. Lil Nas X is a
singer-songwriter and rapper who rose to fame with his country/rap song Old Town Road in
2019 which broke the world. He came out as gay in 2019 on the last day of pride month and he’s
been living his life and not caring about the homophobic comments he gets from people online or
older rappers in the industry. I love that Lil Nas X is comfortable with his sexuality and is able to
joke around with online trolls. What Lil Nas X is doing is groundbreaking for such a
narrow-minded community. I think it's odd for people to attack him on the internet for something
so simple as kissing another man on stage, and just being comfortable with himself, but it tells
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me where society stands on same-sex relationships and the LGBTQ+ community, and that we
still need to make progress. I like that Lil Nas X is not phased by the haters; he will never let
close-minded people dictate his life, and neither should you.

To this day, I always remind myself to never care what other people think. I speculated
that the bullying and hatred I was receiving from people was passed down to them either by
generational hate, the media (TV), or even religion, in some cases. I now know that thinking and
worrying about what those close-minded classmates thought of me won’t get me anywhere.
Surrounding myself with the people who relate to me and love me will allow me to better myself.
Watching RuPaul’s Drag Race allowed me to be more confident with my sexuality and not feel
alone. It even pushed me to come out to my family, which was a nerve-racking experience. But I
was definitely glad that I got to come out on my own terms instead of being outed again. Prior to
coming out, I was always distant and nervous around my family. I always felt my stomach turn
and my mouth get dry when I was around my father, especially when we were alone. I felt the
same way towards my mother but I knew I could relax around her. I just feared that my parents
wouldn’t accept me for me. My older sister was amazing, though. She is my rock, my biggest
supporter, and, overall, very accepting of me. I definitely think we all need someone like her in
our lives. The night I came out, I was not planning on doing so- it just happened. I remember
sitting at the dinner table with my mom and my dad and we were talking about how distant I've
been and how I never speak. While we were talking I felt my stomach starting to drop and I
started to get nervous and sweaty. But I took a deep breath and realized I've been hiding a big
part of myself from the people I love. I no longer wanted to let my fears of being judged or not
accepted dim my light; I wanted to feel liberated just like all those amazing drag queens who
inspired me with their stories. I am happy to say that the people I love, love me for me. If I were
to give you advice it would be to never let ignorant human beings disrespect you, or dim your
light. The only person who can truly dim your light is yourself, but there is no need to do that
because we are all amazing people.
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The Coffee Project
By: Dalya Piñero

It’s a frigid day, the kind that feels like walking through a meat locker. Manhattan is
always beautiful during the winter, when icicles hang from cars and streetlights. I walk down
Fifth Street past stores tucked away into residential buildings. It’s been almost two years since I
walked this street, and some of the shops have been vacated in favor of bakeries and cafes. They
serve one purpose: to compete with a famous café called The Coffee Project, nestled next to a
townhouse apartment. By the size of the crowd clamoring into it, they have been unsuccessful.

Inside, the cafe is just as cozy as I remember it. It’s small, about the size of two dorm
rooms back-to-back. The place has a rustic look, with open chairs and low-lit light bulbs lining
the walls. It smells of freshly baked bread. I can hear instrumental jazz music playing softly, low
enough that it doesn’t drown out conversation, but loud enough that you can hear the inflections
in the piano chords. The place is packed shoulder-to-shoulder, and all of the tables are taken
except one. My breath hitches. Ryan waves me over, gesturing to the seat across from him. I can
hear my heart pounding against my chest. I consider bolting out of the cafe. It was a mistake to
agree to this meeting. I turn around to find the door blocked by a group of tourists waiting to get
to the front counter. Swallowing my fear, I make my way to his table.

“Sadie! Long time no see!” he says. Everything about him screams hipster; from
shoulder-length black hair pulled into a tight ponytail to a navy blazer layered over a Star Wars
tee. His hands are calloused from years of playing the guitar. He starts to open his arms for a hug
but thinks better of it, stuffing his hands into his pockets instead. I give him a tight smile. I don’t
understand how he can be so relaxed.

“Hello, Ryan,” I say, my voice steady. I take a seat, wiping my sweaty hands on my
pants.

“This place hasn’t changed much, has it? I come here a lot after work.”
“It hasn’t.” I don’t tell him that I haven’t been here since we broke up.
“So, what will it be today? The famous deconstructed latte? Want another go at foam

art?” I laugh. The deconstructed latte was essentially a latte that you could pour your own foam
into. Ryan used to have to help me do it, or it would overfill and spill all over the table. He used
to joke that latte foam art was all he was good for as a boyfriend.

“Just a muffin, please,” I reply. He nods, and stands to wait on the line now spilling out
the door and onto the sidewalk.

I was surprised when I saw a text from him a few weeks ago asking to meet up at our
favorite café. Except for a few “happy birthdays,” we hadn’t spoken much since he ended our
relationship at the beginning of my sophomore year of college after a year of dating. At first, it
was hard to not reach out to the familiarity of his texts. We followed each other on Instagram for
a while, and I would check his page every day, desperate for an update on his life. Social media
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was my final tie to him, and I was terrified of cutting it. He appeared unfazed, posting at parties
and venues with his friends. He was moving on, while I was as stagnant as the puddles of
rainwater gathered at the corners of Manhattan streets. Eventually, I became busy enough with
school that he started to drift from my mind. Until two weeks ago, when he reached out for the
first time in months. Seeing his text felt as if someone had rubbed salt in a closed wound,
exposing the scars to the sunlight again.

By the time Ryan returns with our food, the line has whittled down. It seems that the rush
is over for now. I take a bite off the side of my muffin. Warm blueberries burst in my mouth with
a hint of a lavender aftertaste. I’ve missed this place more than I care to admit. Ryan takes small
sips of his latte, blowing at the steam.

“So,” he says, setting down his cup. “How’s your senior year of college going? Are you
still studying biochemistry?”

“Yeah! Do you remember that one internship I used to drool over in my freshman year?
The one at Columbia?”

“Of course! How could I forget?”
“Well, I ended up getting in.”
“That’s amazing! I knew you could do it! ” I beam, my face flushing, and I hate myself

for it. Get a grip, I chastise myself.
“So,” I say. “How are you doing in school?”
“Actually, I dropped out,” he says.
“You dropped out? What about your degree?”
“I figured it was time to commit to my music career full time, so I've been using the extra

time to gig whenever I can.”
Ryan was always adamant about becoming a musician, no matter how many times I told

him that he needed a backup career. I couldn’t play a chord to save my life, so I listened in on
their rehearsals and helped them set up their equipment at gigs. By the time their set was over, it
would be two or three in the morning, and I’d order shortstack pancakes for everyone. We
watched the sun rise through the glass windows of the distant high rises as we ate, and afterwards
I would drive Ryan home.

“Are you playing in any places I know?” I ask.
“Actually, we recently played at The Skyline,” he replies coolly.
“No way!” The Skyline used to be our favorite club. It was located in Midtown, a hot

spot for the local college students that needed a place to blow off steam. Ryan and I went every
week in my freshman year until the workload started to pile up, and I traded my nights out for
all-nighters in the school library. Once Ryan started working for Sam Ash store on 34th street, he
was too busy to meet up every day. This was no cause for alarm at first. Plenty of couples had
different schedules. After a month or two of this new arrangement, I noticed him growing
distant. He would try to reschedule the few times that we did agree to meet up, and started to
spend more time with fraternity students. When I did see him, he often stunk of alcohol, and
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would wear shades to hide his red-rimmed eyes. I heard from friends that he was beginning to
blow off his classes, arriving ten to twenty minutes late if he decided to show up at all. When I
brought it up, he would accuse me of being nosy.

Our relationship started to descend into chaos. He often ignored my texts for hours, and
when we were able to talk, I’d have to walk on eggshells so that I didn’t upset him by “prying”
too much into his life. In response, I threw myself into my studies with more fervor. If I was
always busy working, I didn’t have to address the issues that were starting to fester like an
infected wound.

I blink myself out of my memories. I gather the remaining crumbs of my muffin,
squishing the wrapper into a napkin.

“Would you like anything else?” he asks. “Like a latte or a cake or–”
“No, no, thank you,” I reply quickly, trying to staunch the onslaught of memories

pressing against my mind like a river against a dam. He nods politely. He looks clean-shaven,
and his legs are crossed like an aspiring businessman. It’s hard to reconcile him with the frazzled
man I knew.

“So, you’re doing pretty well,” he says. “That’s great, Sadie. I’m very proud of you.”
“Oh, you know, it’s a lot with my internship and all my research classes,” I say. “But I’ve

been able to manage pretty well.” He chuckles.
“I’m sure you can handle it. You were always the smart one.”
He starts to talk about his band, but his words are like a buzzing bee, lost in the

background of my mind. You were always the smart one. And just like that, there I am, in the
pouring rain, outside of Brady’s Bar on second avenue, two weeks before our breakup. Our final
fight.

It was the weekend after my first winter finals week. My dorm floor had started to empty
out as more students went home for break. I had opted to stay during the break, so my floor was
lonely. When Ryan invited me to lunch with his friends, I had no reason to refuse, unless I
wanted to spend the weekend practicing piano in the alumni lounge instead. I wasn’t sure if I was
supposed to dress formally, so I wore a blazer. When I got there, Ryan gave me a rare hug and
smile.

“So this is the goody-goody you’ve been telling us all about?” a quarterback named
Braden said. He had long, sandy hair and reeked of sweat. Ryan chuckled. I smiled
uncomfortably, taking a seat right next to him. “Ryan, we were just talking about Julio’s party
last weekend. I can’t believe you got so drunk!” Ryan gave a strained smile, casting a sidelong
glance at me.

“Yeah, it was great,” Ryan said. He gave Braden a warning look.
“Oh, my bad,” Braden said. “So, Sadie, is it? Ryan tells me you’re an engineering major

or something like that?”
“Biochemistry,” I corrected.
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“Oh, my mistake,” he says, putting up his hands in mock surrender. “I didn’t know we
had a scholar in our midst.”

“I keep telling her to get her head out of her books and come join us,” Ryan said, putting
his arm around my chair. Ryan had barely invited me to anything in the past month.

The rest of the dinner continued in a similar manner. Ryan wasn’t of age to drink, but that
didn’t stop his of-age friends from giving him his fair share of booze. Ryan was the center of
attention, earning hearty laughter from the others everytime he acted out a story. I ordered a
sandwich with french fries, nibbling on it as I listened to their conversation. I didn’t speak until
later, when Ryan and I were walking back to our dorms. I was attempting to shield us from the
pouring rain with my umbrella when Ryan spoke.

“Why didn’t you speak at the dinner?” he asked. The easygoing tone that he took on
around his friends had disappeared. His words slurred, their tone as erratic as his footsteps on the
pavement.

“Hm?” I asked. I tried to push the umbrella against a gust of wind that lifted my jacket
hood off.

“The dinner. Why didn’t you speak? My friends are going to think you’re mute or
something.”

“Oh. There wasn’t much to say, I guess.”
“Were our conversations not interesting enough for you?”
“I never said that.”
“Don’t be coy. I saw the way you looked at me when Braden talked about the party.”
“I was just concerned. It’s not healthy to be drinking so much.”
“And how do you know what’s good for me? You study biology and all of a sudden you

think you’re a doctor?”
“No, but I’m worried about you. You’ve changed. You’re not the same person you were

when we met.”
“Is that such a bad thing? People change all the time. I’ve become more laid back and

free. Maybe you should take a page out of my book.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Look at you, all you do is work and study. You’re so stuck up that you couldn’t even

attempt a conversation with my friends. No one’s going to want to be around you if you keep that
up!”

“Your friends were rude,” I huffed. “I had nothing in common with them.”
“They’re loud, that’s just the way they are. If you gave them a chance before looking

down on them like you do to me–”
“Wait, what?”
“Oh, please. Don’t act like you don’t know what you do. I know you think I’m a loser.”
“That’s not true. All I said was that you could apply yourself more.”
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“Not everyone is as smart as you, Sadie. Just because I actually get out and don’t spend
my days inside–”

“Oh my god. You are so full of yourself, you know that?” He went silent, glaring at me.
“Then what do you need me for?” he said.
“At this point, I’m not really sure.”
“Fine,” he said. “I’ll leave then.” He stormed off. I stood, frozen, on the sidewalk, letting

the rain run down my nose.
I blink, and the memory is gone. I almost jump when I see Ryan across from me, waiting

for a response. I fumble, trying to change the subject.
“I heard they’re trying to sell the place to new owners,” I say. “Something about the rent

being too high?” It would be unfortunate if The Coffee Project went out of business. Even
though I don’t come here often, the place is a hotspot for budding poets and Instagrammers.
Many of the single tables around us were occupied by university students with Macs and
notebooks spread out next to multiple cups of espresso.

“I just hope they keep the shop,” Ryan says. “Even if they bring in new managers.” I
watch him fumble with his napkin, opening and closing his mouth like there’s something he
wants to say. Finally he looks me directly in the eyes, and it's all I can do not to squirm under his
gaze.

“Sadie,” he says. “I know I seem at ease right now, but the truth is, I was very nervous for
this meeting.”

“What do you mean?”
“Well, ever since we broke up, I’ve been thinking about you.”
How many times had I played out this scene in my mind? I recall all the sleepless nights,

watching the shadows in the parking lot outside my dorm window, hoping for a glimpse of a
ponytail, or the glimmer of a streetlight in his glasses that meant that he was coming back to me,
and would knock on my door with a bouquet and apologize.

“I know this is really out of the blue,” he continues. “But I think we can make this work
if we start over again and really get to know each other. What do you think?”

“What do I think?” I don’t know where to begin. “I don’t know, this is all very sudden.”
He frowns.

“Are you still thinking about that fight we had in the rain?”
“That’s on my mind, yes.”
I am thinking of many things. I remember the way his olive skin used to glow in the

afternoon sun when we took trips to see the Statue of Liberty. I remember him bringing me
snacks throughout the night at his gigs so that I could stay up. I remember how cold his voice
was over the phone on the night that he broke up with me.

Now, in this stuffy café, his eyes fill with tears.
“I’m sorry, Sadie. I was so angry and confused back then. I didn’t know anything about

my future or what I wanted. And then you came along. You were so sure of yourself, so fixated
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on your goals. It was intimidating. You expected so much of me; I just couldn’t handle it. But
I’ve been working on myself. I started therapy and my music career is going well.”

“So that’s it?” I say. “We just go on like nothing happened? What about how you made
me feel?”

“I know, but I’ve left it behind in the past. I’ve moved on, and I’m ready to do better.” I
pinched the bridge of my nose.

“Ryan,” I say. “You don’t get to say you’ve moved on from the way you treated someone
else. That’s for them to decide.”

“I’m sorry, Sadie. What else can I say? I’ve done all that I can. I went to therapy and
worked on my career. Heck, I even started seeing a counselor about my alcohol issues.”

“Again, this isn’t about you.” His nostrils flared.
“I’m trying to be nice to you. Doesn’t that count for anything? You can see that I’ve

changed.”
“Can I? Because right now, all I hear is you spinning your own wheels.”
“Why are you being difficult?” It comes out a little louder than he instends, earning the

stares of a few of the other patrons. He smiles apologetically at them.
I should have known better than to agree to this meeting. I was so desperate to reconcile

with the past that I didn’t consider the future, and the reality of trying to negotiate with someone
who has hurt you. The truth is, I’ve changed too. Ever since Ryan left me, I’ve become better at
demanding respect, even if it means losing a few friends along the way. If we met up two years
ago, I would have been falling over myself to get back into his good graces. Now, as I watch
Ryan’s pleading eyes, all I feel is weariness. I take a deep, shaky breath.

“I am not being difficult,” I say. “If you’re going to be disrespectful, then we have
nothing to talk about anymore, and I will leave.”

“Oh my god,” he said. “So I came all the way over here for nothing? I even bought you
lunch.”

“If I knew you were going to hold it against me, I would have paid for it myself.”
“Please, Sadie. Please forgive me. I’m trying my best.”
I feel like a tree that is stuck in a windstorm, bending until the final gust of wind snaps

my wooden foundation in half.
“I don’t think that this meeting was a good idea,” I admit. The room feels too small, my

coat too warm. I jump up from my seat, and grab my purse with one fluid motion.
“Where are you going?” Ryan says, annoyed. “You’re going to give up on us?”
“I’m not the one who gave up on us,” I say. My words are daggers, and I watch as they

find their mark. “Goodbye, Ryan.”
“Wait-”
I stride to the door, and a woman in a cardigan holds it open so I can pass through. I nod

at her. My grin spreads from ear to ear. She must think I’m crazy. I close my eyes, letting the
cold wind ruffle my hair, and flag down a taxi.
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The Necromancer
By: Dalya Pinero

It was nearly dawn when I arrived at Highton for the first time, my toes curling on the
dewy lawn. My heart raced, a remnant of my venture from the boarding house, through streets
reeking of liquor and vomit, to the Outer City, where High Elves preened in gated mansions.
Their staff folded clothes on the lawns, wringing out linens in the chilly morning air. Highton sat
in the middle of the Outer City, a beautiful castle that housed my generation’s greatest minds on
their way to revolutionizing the magical world.

The campus was an endless maze of cobblestone and grass. I followed the signs to the
main building at the southern edge of the campus. According to my pamphlet, it was the oldest
building on the property, having been built well before the first humans set foot in the previously
Elven city. When the rest of the campus was renovated, the building was left untouched as a
tribute to the Old City, when High Elves held sovereignty over the land. Now that the city was
run by humans, it served as an insult to the mayor and his government. Rumors circulated
through the local taverns that the mayor despised it and tried to have it taken down, only for his
demolition crew to be stopped by a massive protection spell enveloping the property.

The main castle was an architectural wonder; a monolith of hand-laid bricks and stained
glass windows. The wooden door creaked on its hinges when I pulled it open, illuminating a dim
hallway decorated with framed paintings of the school’s founders. At the end of the hallway was
the lavish foyer, and a room packed to the brim with High Elves. Their silk robes dripped with
fine jewelry; the smallest embroidered amethyst must have been worth more than the boarding
house itself. Many crammed in some last minute studying before the big audition: Highton’s
entrance exam. My nose wrinkled at the sickly sweet scent of potions’ aromas mixing together in
the cramped room. I took my place at the window, fumbling with my bag to avoid the growing
number of stares on me.

“Don’t tell me the school is going to start admitting wood elves,” a girl remarked. “It’s
bad enough that we have to deal with the human scum from the city knocking down our door.”

The girl in question looked young by Elfish standards, with sleek red hair that reached
past her shoulders. She wore a diamond plated headdress that denoted her noble status; perhaps
she was a cousin of one of the high families that ran the Outer City as de facto oligarchs. High
Elves despised Elves that lived among humans. My people, the Wood Elves, were peaceful by
nature and welcomed the humans when they first settled our city. Since then, we have lived
among them and are generally better tolerated by them, much to the dismay of High Elves.

“Are you sure you’re in the right place?” the girl asked me with a fake smile. Her words
dripped with poison. I forced a smile. She could never understand what I sacrificed in order to be
sitting in this room. At the boardinghouse, I washed the clothes of filthy lodgers to earn coins to
pay for the entrance fee. I would work from the first glimmer of morning light to the last sliver of
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twilight. After work and dinner, I studied into the wee hours of the morning in my tiny room in
the attic, poring over spells that I could get my hands on in the magic deprived city. I often had to
bribe other wood elves into passing on their old spell books. It was dangerous work. Practicing
magic in the human run city could get you jailed or worse. Meanwhile, this girl had probably had
tutors helping her hone her magic since birth.

“I’m sure,” I replied, soft enough so that only she could hear it. She scoffed.
“My parents told me Highton’s reputation was declining, but I had to see it with my own

eyes,” the girl said to her friend. “Pretty soon this place will run rampant with blood traitors.” I
clutched my bag tightly. I had to stay focused on my task: passing the entrance exam so that I
could leave behind the boardinghouse. I had been working on my audition for just shy of a year,
putting together something that was sure to blow the judges away.

The room started to thin out. More names were called into the performance hall. I could
hear the sounds of spells being cast through the grand oak doors: the rush of rainstorms, the
scrape of chairs, and even a few roars of a lion. The best performances received gasps and claps
from the judges. Only the most memorable auditions would be offered a seat at the school.

The girl who made remarks at me, whose name I learned from the roll call officers was
Astrid, had a particularly poor performance, made apparent by the judges’ silence at the end of it.
She stormed out of the performance hall in a huff.

“Ira,” the roll call officer announced. “Your audition will now take place.” It was my
time.

A High Elf with a large clipboard led me through the doors of the performance hall, a
cathedral-like room that hosted the most famous magicians of my day. The stage was made of
ash wood, and was raised above the seating to offer all the patrons a glimpse of the performers.
An enormous fossilized dragon hung over the stage from the ceiling, a gift from the school’s
founder, who was rumored to have slayed it with a makeshift staff after accidentally wandering
into its nest on an expedition through the mountains surrounding the city.

My palms sweated profusely as I climbed the steps onto the stage. In the front row of
seats, a council of seven High Elves sat, watching me with rapt attention. Their peppered gray
hair was the only indication of their age; their angled faces retained the youth and beauty that set
High Elves apart. A man with long dark hair unfurled pieces of parchment paper that he handed
to the others.

“State your name please?” he said, dipping his quill in ink.
“Ira.”
“Just Ira? Don’t you have a family surname?”
“No,” I said. Wood Elves didn’t believe in family names.
“You’re a Wood Elf, I presume?”
“Yes.” The council muttered amongst themselves.
“Where did you receive your magic education?” Have the others been asked this many

questions? I thought.
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“I’m self taught,” I replied. “I learned my magic according to the books that my parents
left me.” A few elves chuckled.

“And what do you have to show us, Ira?” I removed my spell book and staff and set them
down neatly. I rummaged around my bag, searching for the candidate for my magic. As my
fingers closed in on nothing, my heart dropped a thousand miles beneath the floor, and a cold
sweat broke out on my face.

“Were you prepared for this at all?” one of the High Elves said.
“Yes! I had my materials packed,” I stammered, trying to keep an even tone of voice. I

was so certain that I had packed everything that I needed for my necromancy spell, including the
cat corpse that I found in the alley behind the boardinghouse.

“I’m not sure what your impression of us is,” the High Elf said. “But Highton is a serious
establishment, where we expect our students to perform to the best of their magical ability.” He
raised his eyebrows. “If you’ve got nothing to show us, you may leave.”

“No, no, I can still do the spell,” I said. I hadn't prepared any other spells. I searched in
haste for a viable candidate for my spell. There wasn’t so much as a dead fly on the gleaming
wooden floor of the hall. The elves tapped their feet impatiently.

I took a deep breath. There was only one option, and that was the massive fossilized
dragon hanging from above me, its maw permanently contorted in its final moments of fury.
Reanimating it was a gamble, but so was living in a boarding house where the water stank of
cholera; in a neighborhood where I often fell asleep to the shouts of drunken men fighting
outside my window. Before I could talk myself out of it, I flipped to the page where the
reanimation spell was written in Elvish. Reanimation spells were supposed to be used on newly
dead animals, and the dragon had been fossilized centuries ago. Reanimating was like diving into
the sea; the closer an animal was to death, the closer it was to its surface. To bring the dragon
back to life, I would have to swim to the darkest, deepest deaths and pull it up, fighting against
the tide so as not to drown as well.

As I chanted the spell, my shoulders sagged from the weight of the pressure pushing from
under me. I gripped my staff until my knuckles turned white, fighting with every ounce of
strength to bring the dragon up from slumber. It struggled against me, desperate to return to the
warm darkness that it had been resting in for so long. I pulled with all my might, wrenching it
free.

The Elves watched in astonishment as the dragon opened its obsidian black eyes, stirring
enough to dislodge the bits of fossil rock that it had been fused to. The dragon stretched out its
wingspan, scraping the walls along the width of the hall. A few of the Elves gasped, their faces
paling.

“There is nothing to be afraid of,” I said, trying to keep the strain out of my voice. “The
dragon is under my control through the use of a simple reanimation spell.”
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“My dear,” an Elf said. His amber robes indicated his role as head scholar. “Necromancy
is anything but simple. Only the most experienced High Elves were able to attempt reanimation
spells when Highton still practiced them.”

“Heresy!” a woman cried. “We haven’t practiced those spells since the dark ages!” the
man held up a hand.

“Asha, please,” he said. “Let the girl speak. Where did you learn these spells?”
The dragon began to pace back and forth, growing skittish. The downside to reanimation

spells was that the subject and the caster’s minds became linked. I had been projecting waves of
calm through the telepathic link that we shared, but now, the Elves’ increased agitation started to
rub off on us.

“My people have been practicing necromancy since the dawn of time, sir,” I said. “It is
passed down through our spell books, and used in many of our ceremonies to celebrate earth
magic.”

“This is preposterous!” Asha yelled, her face contorting in rage. “Vash, you can’t
possibly allow this savagery to run rampant in our school.” The head scholar shot her a warning
look.

The dragon roared, sensing the anger bubbling under my skin. I felt its thoughts pour into
mine.

You and I are the same, it crooned. Our talents are misunderstood, longing to be set free.
I could feel it testing my will, tugging at the end of my consciousness.

No, I thought, renewing my resolve. You’re under my control. Behave. As I felt it rescind,
the voice returned in a deluge of strength.

Ira, I see directly into you. I can show these High Elves the kind of power that you hold.
How many sleepless nights have you spent growing your power, only for it to be discarded? Set
me free. We can both get what we want.

I gritted my teeth, banishing the dragon to the furthest corner of my consciousness. I
started to sweat from the effort of keeping the spell going.

“Look, she barely has control over the spell. She’s pale,” Asha said. “Make her put a stop
to this madness at once.” Vash sighed.

“Ira, if you could please release the spell,” he said. “My colleagues are very upset.”
“Just like that?” I blurted. I clapped a hand over my mouth, surprised at my outburst. I

could feel the dragon’s malice trickling back into my consciousness, sharpening my words.
“I fear that I may have to consult with the council of scholars before giving you a definite

decision.”
You know they’ll turn you down, the dragon hissed. Set me free and I’ll convince them.
I could feel the dragon pulling at my life force, trying to sever the connection between us.

Reanimation spells required an investment of one’s life force; once the spell was complete, the
caster could reclaim it. If the caster allowed their connection with the subject to be severed, it
would be gone forever, permanently awakening the subject. I heard stories of Wood Elves who

23



lost their life force to reanimation spells that went wrong. They often succumbed to madness,
magicless and lost.

No, I gritted out. I won’t let you take my life force.
“Sir,” I said, addressing Vash. “If I could just make an appeal–”
“I’m sorry Ira. There will be no appeals until I consult with the council.”
The dragon started to tug at the connection with ferocity. I held on with all my might, but

I could feel my energy sapping. I had to end the spell. I flipped to the page that contained the
counterspell.

If you end the spell now, you’ll never get into the school, the dragon said. Set me free and
I’ll make sure that they can’t turn you down. I hesitated, and the dragon took the opportunity.
With one final tug, the connection came free.

I felt my soul rip free from my body. The agony was blinding. I could feel my magic
fade, my hair bleaching a sickly white. I watched, weak, as the dragon hovered in the air. Its hide
took on more color, burning a ruby red.

“Finally,” it hissed, steam billowing from its mouth. The elves scrambled back in horror.
Vash muttered under his breath, casting a protective spell around himself.

“No!” I screamed. “Leave them alone!” His head snapped back to glare at me, yellow
eyes boring into my head.

“You wanted to be a real sorceress, didn’t you?” he snarled. “Allow me to launch your
career.”

My limbs were jelly. I could only watch in terror as the dragon unleashed a stream of
flames, engulfing the wooden walls. Vash acted quickly, enveloping the other elves in a circle
that protected them from the worst of the blast. The dragon scoffed.

“You think protection spells are going to stop me?” it said. “You may not be flammable,
but the castle is.” It spared me a final rueful glance before launching itself through the large
doors.
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Torment In The Tower
By: Annabelle Cho

September 11th, 2001
The Two World Trade Center (South Tower)
Manhattan, New York

I pressed my hands to the glass and gazed at the streets below. The people there seemed
so tiny and insignificant. The cars–queasy as they made me–looked like colorful eraser crumbs.

I stared at Dad in amazement.” This place is incredible! I can’t believe you work here! I
can’t imagine coming here every day.”

Dad smiled. “I’m glad you like this place. I knew you would.”
I grinned back. “Can you show me around?”
Dad’s face melted into a frown, flipping like two sides of a coin. “Sweetie, I have to

work. This place isn’t some tourist attraction. It’s an office building that needs people like me to
help keep it running.”

I tilted my head. “Wouldn’t a tourist attraction also need people to help keep it running?”
Dad laughed. I loved when I could make him laugh. His eyes would light up, and I'd see

some of his spirit again. “I suppose you’re right.”
“But can you show me around? Please? Pretty please?” I begged.
He squinted, acting like he was seriously considering what to say. His eyes seemed to be

doing invisible equations. “Okay, I will.”
Before I could answer, he grabbed my hand and started pulling me towards a hall. There

seemed to be a bounce in his step like his feet were landing on springs.
“Come on, honey. I’ll show you everything, assuming I can get away with not being in

my cubicle. The balcony has such a great view! I should take you–”
It took me a few seconds to register what he said.
Honey. He had never called me that before. In the well of my mind, a memory came to

the surface. It was gray slush eyes, honey hair, and freckled skin, all mine, on an older woman: a
worried, thin face and frame.

“Dad!” I shook his arm, trying to shake him out of the past. “Dad!”
He glanced behind him, and the spell shattered like glass. I felt my hand fall limp to my

side as he let go, his eyes wide. They were ice, not slush.
“I’m sorry, sweetie. Your face reminds me so much of–” He stopped, and I could see the

ice melting as water formed, slowly breaking free of the frost on his face. I held Dad’s hand
again, squeezing like pressure could get rid of the pain.

25



Four years ago, it was Mom and Dad. Morana and Jabez. Slush and ice. Cold and colder.
Heads and tails. Two sides of the same coin.

Mom’s death had punched me in the face and stomach, then sat there laughing as it tore
me in two. Then, just as the pain settled, it went in for the legs and snapped them in half.
If that's what I felt, I couldn't imagine what it had been like for Dad.

Time was such a strange thing back then. Minutes seemed like minutes, and hours
seemed like hours. Every day would be typical, and each would end in my mother’s embrace and
kisses.

I remembered the last kiss, the last hug, the last “good night.” I wrapped myself in those
blankets of memories.

But the final day my mother was in my life? I wanted to throw that blanket in the trash
and leave it to rot.

***
It was the first day of third grade, in a new school, in a new place. Summer still lingered

in the air, but so did the fog from last night. Sweat had already soaked my shirt. My back ached,
and I felt like I had reached the age of eighty seventy-two years early.

Mom beamed. “I can’t believe you’re going into third grade. You’ve grown so much,
Solita.”

I smiled, but that didn't do much to conceal my nerves.
“I’m scared, mommy,” I whispered. “There’s the state test, and the kids will look

different. The teachers will be meaner, and–”
“Hey.” Mom smoothed down my clothes. “You’ll do great. I know it.”
I nodded, feeling much better. Mom had told me that, so it was going to come true.
Mom drove me right to the front of the school. She hugged me tightly until I felt like my

eyes were bugging out of my head. My ribs felt like they were cracking and my breath felt like it
was dying, but it was all worth it when she let go and looked at me with a shining smile.

“See you after school!” Mom called after me. “I’ll pick you up!”
“Bye, Mommy!” I waved at her before skipping off to the door.

***

Later that day, once school was over, I stood outside, waiting for the sound of Mom’s car
and the laugh that accompanied it. Instead, I could only watch the streets of San Francisco
slowly empty as more kids went home.

Twenty minutes past, Dad hurried over, frowning and out of breath.
“Hey, how was school?” he asked, the smile stitched back on. Not waiting for me to

respond, he grabbed my arm and briskly walked to the end of the sidewalk.
“Where’s Mommy?” I asked, struggling to keep up.
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“She’s fine,” Dad responded, a little too quickly.
That was weird. It was also weird that Dad was wearing all black. His hair had bald

patches in it, like he had pulled some of it out. He had a slouched back, and he wasn’t wearing
his usual smile. He barely even glanced at me.

But most of all, Dad’s eyes were red and were shining and glassy. Were his eyes filled
with tears? Woah. Dad never cried.

Something was wrong, for sure.
But I didn’t want to ask. I was afraid of what had happened. My dad was the strongest

person I knew. There was something so terrifying about seeing a seemingly indestructible person
broken down.

I had to ask again. “Daddy? Where’s Mommy? Why isn’t she here?”
Dad looked at me, analyzing every part of me like I was a machine that needed fixing.
He looked devastated, like he was the one who needed the toolbox and mechanic. “While

she was driving back home, a car hit her. She broke a lot of bones, and her brain is damaged.
Your mother–your mother is dying.”

I had felt emotional punches to the gut before: teachers had yelled, friends had moved
away, and I had read sad books. But something like that, something huge–it hit differently. I felt
like the pavement was collapsing underneath me. I had fallen into a pit where only darkness
dared to stay. A knife, made of terrible thoughts, sharp as an icicle, stabbed me in the chest.
It was too much for my brain to handle. I felt like I'd lost my hand, cut by that knife.

Then, tears formed in my eyes, desperate to be freed. They burst out, covering my face. I
pressed my face into Dad’s shirt, leaving stains that seemed darker than black.

After what seemed like forever, I wiped my tears and looked at dad.
“Is she still breathing?” I whispered.
Dad nodded. “Barely. I saw her on my way to pick you up; she’s in a lot of pain. The

doctors wanted to let her go, but she refused. She said that she wanted to see you. Before the
end.”

I didn’t want that. If Mom was in as much pain as Dad had implied, I wanted her to let
go–to end her pain. I didn’t want her to wait for me, barely clinging to the little life she had left.
She deserved better.

But the selfish part of me wanted her to hold on for a bit longer, so I could see her.
The selfish part won.
“I want to see her."
“You will,” Dad promised. “I’ll make sure of it.”

The car ride to the hospital was long and silent. Grief hung in the air, thicker than the fog
in San Francisco. Before I knew it, we were at the hospital. As we walked in, I shook my head,
marveling at the irony of this situation.
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Mom hated hospitals. The breath of death always loomed in that place. Given her name,
which meant death, Mom thought of hospitals as a bad omen.

And now, she would die in the place that she hated most.
I refused to believe that my dear mom was in a car accident, now dying. She is not dying.

She is not dying. She is not dying, I thought, repeating the mantra in my head
Dad held my hand as we stood in front of the door. The door read, “Wilson, Morana."
The door was too clean, too white.
The feeling of dread and sadness descended over me like a dark storm cloud deciding to

invade a good day.
This moment was the last I’d spend with my mother.
Dad knocked on the door. A voice called, “Come in.”
Dad opened the door, and I started to walk in. But Dad didn’t follow me.
“Daddy, why aren’t you going to see Mommy?”
Dad smiled sadly. “You deserve a moment alone with your mother. Besides, I’ve already

seen her. Make it short. She’s in a lot of pain.”
I nodded and walked in.
Mom was lying down on the hospital bed. A machine showed her heartbeat, which was

weak, but it was still there, hanging on. I had never seen her that pale before; she looked like a
ghost.

Thankfully, the doctor, a middle-aged man with gray hair and a pointy beard, gave us
some space.

Tears sprouted from my eyes. “Mommy.”
Mom looked in my direction, but her eyes were glassy. She couldn’t seem to focus on my

face. I worried she couldn’t see me, hear me, or even talk.
Then, she smiled, and those worries faded. “Solita. Sweetie.”
I could tell she wanted to touch me and comfort me, but she could barely move. Even in

casts and on a hospital bed, apparently I was the one needing comfort. But I appreciated the
sentiment; I could tell it took a lot of effort to smile or talk.

“Mommy, do you have to go?” I begged. “Dad and I still need you.”
Mom exhaled three times in short bursts. Maybe her attempt to chuckle.
“Sweetie, you’ve grown so much. You might need me, but you’ll still flourish in life. You

and your father are strong enough.”
She winced in pain, the few wrinkles on her face pronounced from the effort of talking.
Mom looked less beautiful with her wrinkles, less like herself.
Seeing her in that much pain, I wanted her to let go so badly. She deserved rest.
I touched her arm, making sure not to hurt her. “Maybe you’re right. You deserve peace.

There’s no coming back from this.”
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Mom smiled again, and I could tell it took effort not to wince. Tears formed in her eyes.
“I’m proud of you, Solita. I love you. So much. I’ll always be inside you and your father's hearts.
My last request–”

She inhaled sharply. “Don’t–don't burden yourself with my death forever. Let go
someday.”

I felt a hand on my shoulder: Dad.
Mom noticed him, too.

“I love you,” she told him.
She gestured for the doctor, and he walked over to her bed. He glanced at her. ”Are you

ready?”
Mom nodded slightly. “Ready. Goodbye, Soltia. Goodbye, Jabez. I–”
The machines made a soft ping sound. Her heartbeat faded. Her chest stopped moving.

Her arm, even under my grip, turned cold.
She’s not dead, I told myself. She’s not dead.
But the machine display seemed to taunt me. But where’s her heartbeat, Solita? Where is

it?
I willed her chest to rise, her heart to pump, her skin to be warm with life again. I wanted

time to rewind, so I could get one last hug, one last kiss, one last moment together.
It didn’t work.

I sobbed, using Dad's shirt as a tissue. He didn’t seem to mind. He held me, but his arms
were shaking. I could feel tears on my head as he silently cried.

My chest heaved like a broken engine. I could barely breathe. I felt like my lungs had
popped like they were overinflated balloons. I couldn’t control my body as it shook
uncontrollably, shaking from the impact.

A part of me, a naïve part, refused to believe that she was gone. The other, the more
mature part, knew better.

Mom was gone.
Only one thing kept me from falling into the pit of hopelessness again: Dad. As long as I

was with him, everything would be okay. Dad hugged me tightly, keeping me tied to the world.

***

I shook my head, dazed from the trip down memory lane. From the corner of my eye, I
saw dad looking at me.

“Sweetie, are you okay?” He looked concerned. “You stopped moving for a few
minutes.”

I tried to flash him a confident smile. “I’m fine, dad. Just some memories.”
He nodded. “Okay. I was a little worried for a second. Now, about that tour–”
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He was interrupted by alarms blaring. I covered my ears immediately, wincing at the loud
noise that pierced my ears in a way that did not involve shiny earrings at the end.

“An airplane filled with jet fuel has crashed into the northern façade! The tower is on
fire!” a loudspeaker blared over the alarms. “Everyone evacuate!”

The sprinklers turned on, dousing Dad and me with water. The walls were cracking, and
the entire building seemed to be heaving.

We have to get out.
Dad grabbed my arm and ran for the stairs. I struggled to keep up, my legs working

harder than ever before.
The alarms were still blaring, and the sprinkler system was still going. I wanted to shut

my eyes, no matter how stupid it seemed, and escape this world, where no one was in danger,
where people were all sweet and happy.

Debris was starting to fall, and the bangs of impact wouldn’t be shielded by blind eyes. It
wouldn't be long until the building collapsed.

And if it did, well–it was a long way down. I didn’t have to be an expert to know that I
would die if I fell from this height.

Assuming the fires didn’t get Dad and me first.
The thought shocked me like electricity. If I died, could I see mom again?
I was no religious person. I didn’t believe in God or Allah or whoever people worshiped.

But, to see mom again? I would be willing to do anything and believe in anything.
I realized that dad was shaking my arm and repeating my name. “Solita. Solita? Solita!”
I shook myself out of my daze. “What?”
Dad looked panicked, which was unlike him.
“The exits are blocked, so we're trapped. But it’s not safe here.” He moved on quickly but

then noticed the terror spreading across my face the way a fire spread across a village, killing
people in its path.

We walked over to a wall that looked solid enough for it not to break immediately. We sat
down, leaning against it.

“Are you scared?” Dad asked. He had to speak right next to my ear for me to hear him.
I inhaled and exhaled, in and out. Was that how you breathed?

“A little,” I admitted. “What kind of person would crash an airplane into one of the tallest
buildings in the world? What’s going on? I don’t like to be clueless.”

Dad squeezed my hand. “Me too, sweetie. But we’ll get out of this. I pro–”
He was interrupted by a big chunk of debris sailing towards him.
“Watch out!” I yelled. But given the size of it, shouting wouldn’t do much good.
The debris smashed into Dad's legs. He yelped so loudly I could hear it over the alarms.
“Dad! Are you okay?” I tried to push the debris off him, but it was like trying to shove an

elephant off a cliff.

30



Dad grunted. “I’m–” he stopped. We both knew that saying that we were fine in this
situation would be a total lie. “Badly injured."

That was an understatement. It was a miracle that he was even alive.
“What should I do?” I tried pushing the piece of debris off Dad’s legs, but that made him

yelp again.
“Not this. You’re going to sever my legs from my body if you try to push it off, and this

thing is huge. I doubt even I can make it budge.”
I groaned in frustration. “Then what am I supposed to do? Sit here with you until the

building collapses?”
Dad sighed, his breath rattling. It sounded so much like–no. I didn't want to make that

comparison.
But Dad’s breathing sounded so much like Mom’s in the hospital. The same rattling

inhales and long pauses, like finding strength to continue breathing. Then, the same sharp
exhales, like jagged glass.

It was too similar.
We sat in silence for a while. I lost track of time. The alarms and sprinklers were still on,

but they seemed to fade. It was a miracle that this area was somehow untouched by the fire and
destruction.

Well, mostly. That stupid piece of debris was still there.
“That’s not the only thing you can do,” Dad assured me at last. “You can go get help, if you’re
careful.”

I laughed, despite how serious the situation was. My laughter sounded harsh and old, like
the laugh of a centuries-old villain.

“I can barely walk over my cousin's Lego set without crushing them and hurting my toes.
How can I walk through a building in the process of collapsing?”

“You can do it. Go and get help. Surely, some people are alive.”
I stood up, and I breathed slowly. In and out. I coughed as I inhaled smoke.
The fire was spreading, I realized. I had to be quick before it reached Dad. Get help

without dying.
Just as I was about to walk away, the walls began to tremble. Before I could say Uh oh, a

part of the floor crumbled underneath us. I grabbed for a part of it that hadn’t given away,
dangling over the edge.

I exhaled, thankful that I didn’t fall.
Then, I remembered Dad: stuck underneath a chunk of debris, unable to move.
I tried to reach toward Dad, not caring that I probably couldn’t support him.
But I was too late.
The debris fell first.
Then Dad fell, spiraling towards the ground, and with it, my hope. Far, far below.
“Solita!” he yelled, as he plummeted down.
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“Dad!” I screamed back. But I doubted he could hear me.
He couldn’t hear me.
I couldn’t save him.
I wept, the tears bringing brief glimpses of coolness through the fires and smoke. I felt

my hands bleeding, almost causing me to fall below. At that moment, I would’ve welcomed that.
Dad was gone. I was alone in the world.
As I cried for who knew how long, I smelled something.
Smoke. It smelled so much stronger than before, singing my nose hairs. My eyes welled

with more tears, before they quickly seemed to dry up.
Then, I saw the fire: burning through the floor, making its way towards the ledge I

held. It was the ledge that kept me from falling.
It was five feet away.
Four.
Three.
Two.
One.
Zero.
The ledge burned away. My hand felt like lava. I almost didn’t feel it at first.
Then I screamed.
But that was the least of my worries.
I didn’t even try to save myself before I plunged toward the ground, falling, falling,

falling.
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Men’s Standards Are Not What Define Us
By: Anabelle Valencia

“Great game, ladies, the view was great,” a boy once said to my volleyball team and I as
we left a tough match. Moments like this are what cause issues for athletes in women's sports. A
huge cause of this is our uniforms. We aren't given a choice on our high school varsity teams; our
girls' uniforms are utterly uncomfortable and we do not have a choice as to whether to wear them
or not. We should have the opportunity to wear what we want to play our sport, without having
to look good in the eyes of men. Women are forced to live up to men’s standards in everything:
appearance, personality, body type. Men converse with each other, making comments like “She's
too tall, she's not skinny enough, her hair is ugly,” which force us to change ourselves just to
impress them. Now, in addition to our everyday lives, the issue is encroaching on our sports.

During my volleyball club season last year there was an incident with me and my team.
We had just finished a really rough match, splitting sets and barely winning the game. We dove
for every ball, earning black and blue bruises all over our hips. My entire team was sweating, our
clothing completely drenched in sweat. It looked like we had just gotten out of a pool. We were
so proud of ourselves for winning the match. Around 5 minutes later a group of guys came up to
my teammates and me. We were thinking they would tell us “good game,” or something
supportive. Instead, they started laughing.

“Good job ladies, the view was great from behind,” they said. And they left, just laughing
with their buddies as if they had pulled a prank. The girls and I stood there with no words, our
faces just left expressionless. I'll never forget this moment in my sports career.

Volleyball is seen as one of the most sexualized women's sports. As teenagers, we are
frequently on social media platforms such as TikTok. On my explore page, I have frequently
seen boys posting videos saying “girl’s hottest sports” and mainly talking about volleyball. As
players of the sport, other girls and I find this uncomfortable, and we begin to believe that the
way we look is all people care about. At our tournaments, I have seen multiple groups of guys go
and watch a girls game just to check out their bodies. It's extremely concerning and ruins half of
the sport for us. Men put up these standards for girls who play volleyball, concerning their body
type, and the girls that are just not built a certain way are shamed for it. As athletes, our goal is to
improve our skills, not to live up to men's requirements.

A main concern we have as women athletes is our uniforms. In almost every sport, girls
are put into the smallest and tightest clothing. For instance, in cheerleading, men wear long pants
and a t-shirt while girls are put into a crop top and short, tight skirts. In volleyball, we are forced
to wear tight shorts, while guys can wear loose shorts down to their knees. No wonder women
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athletes are being sexualized, since we can’t even wear comfortable clothing. It feels horrible
knowing that the only reason some people watch our games is to see how we look. Girls
shouldn't feel scared to wear proper clothing in order to play the sport, we should be able to wear
what we feel is comfortable. Women are in a position where they are letting other people, men,
dictate what they wear.

No matter what sport it is, women, including myself, are still suffering from the high
standards of men. Boys feel like they can take advantage of us in any way possible, just because
of a close relation within a sport. I’ve been through the suffering in my own sport, almost
playing in fear because I am scared about what these boys are thinking. We athletes are trying to
focus on the sport we love, but men make it so hard when all we can think about is impressing
them. Something needs to change, and men in higher power are the problem.
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Kindergarten
By: Liora Handwerger

As a child, I hated the idea of school. I never believed my older sister, Naomi, when she
boasted about how she had so many friends, and how her teacher was so great. What could be so
amazing about a place where you were confined to a tiny desk and forced to do work? To me,
school seemed more like a prison. But, as summer drew to a close, I knew the beginning of
school, which I dreaded since the beginning of summer, was looming near.

“Smile!” My father exclaimed. He squinted as he brought the camera to his eye.
Naomi rolled her eyes. “Why do we have to do this again?”
“It’s a tradition,” he replied, exasperated.
“Duh,” I said, crossing my arms.
“Liora, stop,” my father warned. “Now, I want to see some smiles!” I grinned as widely

as I could, but my stomach was doing backflips inside of my body. What if I was stuck with a
teacher I hated for the rest of the year? What if I sat next to someone who didn’t like me? I began
to bite my nails.

“Don’t worry, Liora. Everything will be fine,” said Naomi, attempting to comfort me.
“Thanks,” I replied, feeling a little better. I decided to look on the bright side. How bad
could kindergarten possibly be?

******************************************************************

“Hello, Liora! I’ll be your teacher for this year. My name is Mrs. Grisanti.” My new
teacher had long white hair and wore a lot of jewelry.

“Hi,” I said shyly.
“Your desk partner is Ariana.” she replied. I looked at Ariana. She was pretty. She had

long, straight, jet-black hair, and was wearing a purple dress with small polka dots on it. I walked
over to my seat.

“Hello,” I said to her.
“Why is your hair so curly?” She looked me up and down. I felt like an alien.
“I don’t know,” I replied.
“Your dress has too many colors. I don’t like it,” she said. Then, she walked away. I

thought about the remark she had made about my hair. My mother had always told me that I
should be proud of my hair, and that I had hair that most people would envy. Now my hair felt
like a nuisance. It was too ratty, too wild.

I felt tired and hungry. Everyone was talking with their desk partner. Since mine didn’t
like me, I wondered when we were going to eat, and how long it would be until I could see my
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parents again. I missed going to the park with my mom and going on walks to get chocolate milk
with my dad. As I thought about this, tears began to fall down my face. I didn’t like this new
place. I hated the uncomfortable chairs and weirdly-shaped tables. I hated how my classmates
ignored me. But most of all, I hated the way I looked. I hated how frizzy and untamed my hair
looked. I looked down at my dress, and realized how much I hated it. Before I came here, I had
loved this dress. It was that color of the sunrise, and it flew around my legs as I twirled. Now,
though, it simply felt childish. I tried to keep my sobs quiet, but I couldn’t. I felt miserable.
Before I knew it, I was literally wailing. I couldn’t keep from crying. I could feel the other
children’s eyes on me, but I didn’t care. Mrs. Grisanti came over to comfort me, but I couldn’t
understand what she was saying. I wouldn’t stop crying.

After a long talk with my parents (and the promise of going to get chocolate milk after
school), I agreed to go back to school the next day. As I walked down the hall to my classroom, I
saw Ariana again. Though I was unwilling to admit it, she looked extremely beautiful. I couldn’t
stand it. She seemed to walk with a certain air, like she knew she was better than everyone else. I
rolled my eyes, held my head up high, and slowly strolled down to my classroom. She walked
past me, and I noticed her giving me a look. She squinted her eyes as she looked me up and
down, criticizing me. I wondered what was wrong with how I looked. Maybe it was my hair
again? Or my overalls? I decided not to dwell on it.

The second day of school was even more insufferable than the first. Ariana had spent all
of her time criticizing me, and I was beyond it. She was talking with one of my classmates, and
looking at me while she did so. I began to grow more and more upset by the second. But this
time, I didn’t feel like crying. I felt angry. My cheeks turned red, and I clenched my fists to keep
from yelling. I felt the rage inside me bubbling up inside my body, and I knew it was bound to
burst at any moment. It was only a matter of time. I watched as she laughed with her friend. I
heard her say my name, then the word, “ugly.” That was the trigger. I ran over to where she was
standing, and screamed at her.

“Why do you hate me so much? What did I ever do to you?” I yelled. The entire class
looked at me. I said many cruel words to her, and she looked terrified as I spoke. Her eyes
widened. Tears began to well up in her eyes. I didn’t care. Seconds later, she was running out of
the classroom, and I couldn’t do anything. It was too late to take back the things I had said. I
didn’t realize how much I hurt her until it was too late.

Ariana and I were called into the principal’s office.
“Girls, do you understand the seriousness of what you have done?” the principal asked.

I was sitting with my arms crossed, and my eyebrows were furrowed. I sighed.
“Yes,” I said. The principal, who I had recently learned was named Mrs. Connelly, looked

at both of us, frowning.
“I understand that both of you have been having issues with each other lately, but that

does not give you an excuse to do what either of you have just done. Now. With that being said,
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I’d like to hear what exactly has been going on between the both of you.” Ariana and I looked at
each other, then started yelling at the same time.

“One at a time, please,” said Mrs. Connelly loudly. I looked at Ariana, who stared back
and nodded. I then began to speak. I spoke for a long time, and it felt good to simply let my
feelings out. I talked about what Ariana had said to me and how I felt about it. Then, Ariana
spoke. It was interesting to hear her perspective. One thing that really stood out for me was how
she was jealous of me. She had two older brothers who insulted and teased her all the time, so
she never truly felt beautiful. She envied the fact that I had an older sister who loved me and
treated me with kindness instead of meanness. We both agreed on the fact that we felt bad for
what we had done. Mrs. Connelly smiled.

“Do you feel better now, girls?” Ariana and I nodded.
“You may go back to class,” replied Mrs. Connelly.
As I walked back to class with Ariana, I felt her staring at me. I stared back at her.
“Can we be friends? I don’t want to fight with you anymore,” said Ariana, her voice

trembling.
“Sure.” I said. I’d made the decision to forgive her. I didn’t feel like holding a grudge

against her, anyway.
“By the way, I really like your hair. I’ve always wanted to have curly hair,” expressed

Ariana. I blushed.
“Thank you,” I replied. We smiled at each other, then walked back to class holding hands.
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Overgrown Pages
By: Yasmeena Barbari

My sketchbook is like a terrarium, with doodles lining the paper like grass. My pen
waters the pages when ideas seem dry, while my eraser drives out weeds. With careful watering
and maintenance, a new world of imagination and wonder is born. Fragrant illustrations grow
throughout the sheets, each with its own unique features. Time seems obsolete whenever I tend
to my inky gardens, the stems slowly developing into my artistic vision. Sometimes, the water
runs low, leaving my sketchbook dry for days on end, and the remaining pages dull and wither
without any inspiration. This usually leaves me desperate to find another motivational shower for
my cherished terrariums. While on my search, other charming plants catch my eye; ones with
foreign and exotic ideas that encourage diversity within my own work. With newfound
inspiration, a fresh artillery of seeds is planted in my mind, giving birth to novel and fascinating
concepts between each sheet. Each design is more alluring than the last; my work coming
together brings on a feeling of accomplishment. Every page is now rooted with captivating
scenery. A sudden realization grows within me of the life I’ve grown within each page. Alas,
once a garden is considered complete, when there are no more sheets present to harbor more
plants, I start a new and vacant world. The pristine new pages are like an empty bed of soil,
awaiting their next assortment of flowers. Planting new ideas arises a feeling of power, making
me feel almost omnipotent by breathing life into the void of the paper. Drawing allows me to
escape to worlds full of perfumed and elegant images, reflecting the beauty I find in life. Each
terrarium has a theme of its own, most of them representing ideas and concepts I find fascinating
or displaying aspects of my own life. I even like to cultivate atwork for others in order to
showcase the effort I’ve put into maintaining my skill or to uplift my mood. Just as nature brings
your spirits up when walking through it, my drawings seem to bring joy in life. Although most
present within my sketchbooks, I too like to draw in schoolwork like a clover grows from
concrete. Despite the many places my artwork grows, they’re still all special to me since a lot of
effort has gone into each and every little bud.
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Dreams
By: Genesis Guerrero

My dreams are invisible. Each night I dream about the different things about my life. I
constantly wonder what my life will be like in a couple years, and do the most extravagant things
in my dreams. But when I wake up, they are not there. For as much as I try to remember, it’s like
they never even happened.

Throughout the day, I wonder what dreams my brain will come up with. When I go to
sleep, they never happen, or they do but I can’t see or experience them. To me, they are my
Casper even though I haven’t seen him for such a long time. The last time I saw Casper, he
showed me doing something and the next day it happened. To my surprise, I told my mother
about this, but then he disappeared as if I had hurt his feelings or broke a code that I didn't know
about. Regardless, he stopped coming, but I still feel like I dream. I can’t accept the fact that
nothing goes through my mind while I sleep. That there is a form of emptiness. Or the simple
fact that there is a whole different world that I can’t see or fathom. But why can’t I remember my
dreams?

It’s almost like a shadow. As a kid, you assume that it follows you wherever you go, but
the moment it gets cloudy or under shade it disappears. The moment when you step out into the
sun, it comes back. Using the same logic, this is what is happening to me. I am in a dark place
and can’t find my way to a happy place. But what dark place am I in? When I go on with my day
to day life, I don’t feel sad or in that dark place.

Then again, there are so many things invisible to the eye that aren’t hard to see. Love is
invisible, but it can be conveyed in so many ways. When I am hanging out with friends, the
atmosphere is so comfortable and enjoyable. I can’t see it either. Time is one of the biggest
things that are invisible. I will never see time physically pass, but I can feel it nonetheless; as I
age, my interests have changed and I have matured. So, why can’t I see my dreams when I wake
up? And why am I okay with everything else that is invisible?

Maybe it’s the fact that it is something that stopped abruptly and has never happened
since. I have been instilled with all these invisible things that I know will always be there,
regardless of anything. When things are reliable, there is a sense of security. But, something so
mundane and simple as dreams aren’t reliable because they are a wild card. A person will not
dream every night. Some do, but most are not as consistent. The fact that I don’t even remember
my dreams at all makes me wonder if I even dream at all. I want to feel that sense of security, but
what can I do when I can’t see it?

39



A Car Traveling At The Speed of Life
By: Karlah Culver

Vroom vroom! That's how the engine sounds when you click the “push start”. As you
slowly begin to maneuver out of the parking space, you realize this is the slowest you’ve ever
moved in life. You recall how fast everything else has been in your busy life, and sort of enjoy
this slow ease out into the jungle, with three pathways engraved with rectangular tick marks.
Driving through the jungle, you see how fast everyone surrounding you is moving, yet you only
push the metal to 50. Then in an effort to keep up, you accelerate to 55...60...65...70. It is
important for you to fit in, is that what you think? Do you believe that your vehicle feels the
same way as you? We must go faster to keep up with the speed of life. On this long journey in
this wild jungle we must keep up with the others. When will you realize that your life will
always be fast, as fast your vehicle can go. Living in this big city, we have no time to go slower.
You think back to your ease out of the parking spot and realize there was a car viciously inching
forward  behind you as you inched out; you were holding up traffic, but you enjoyed it. Why did
you enjoy it? I believe it is because you were able to take control over how fast your life was
going for just60 seconds, you were going at your own pace. Back to the reality of the jungle, you
put “the pedal to the metal” and hit 80, the adrenaline is spreading through your veins like a
rhythmic beat spreads through a crowd. Looking over, you see the cars going faster to catch up
with you.

You’ve realized that life is trying to keep up with you just as much as you are trying to
keep up with it. Your car is the moving vehicle propelling you forward, while life is trying to get
you to move faster. But why the rush, what is the reason for all of this haste? Let’s hope it
doesn’t go to waste. Then it hits you, you are moving fast to keep up with how fast your children
are growing up, how fast your family members are aging and advancing to their eternal party in
the heavens; keeping up and moving faster is hopefully what will keep you in tune with your
own life. Maybe life was meant to go this quickly, so that people come and go and new life,
potential, and people can be brought to the spotlight. With all this recollection, you are not
following the rules of the road. Eyes on the road, head up, emotions gone — left at the parking
spot. But you’re unable to do this, you’ve faced trials and tribulations throughout the years and
just can’t take this fast pace living any longer; craving to move like a chamomile, you start to
slow down or do you? Too many emotions are present; the car feels them. Then, you finally hit
100.
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My Spots Are Like Islands
By: Olivia Frade

My spots are each unique in their own way, like islands around the world. They spread
over time like the millions of years that pass when there is a drought and a new land is created.
Yet, they disappear slowly when the land is ruined by tornados and hurricanes, and swallowed by
the sea. My body is my world and the spots are its islands. You see, the world was once whole
(with the exception of a few beauty marks), but over time, it broke into pieces. Stress and anxiety
caused my immune system to attack itself and thus there were islands. As the world grows old, it
has learned to embrace its islands and the beauty that it added to the world.

With Barbados located on my upper right rib, and Jamaica on my knee, the globe has
nothing on me. In the winter, the islands are barely seen. With layers of clothing to keep the
world warm, sometimes people forget about my islands. But, when it’s summer and the world is
warm, the islands are normally on full display, with shorts showing off Jamaica and St. Thomas.
Shirts lay right over Hawaii on my belly. Travelers often ask more questions when my islands are
on display. The tan that the sun brings makes the islands pop more with their paper white color.

When I visit farms, I love to go see my cousins who moo while they eat grass. At the
zoo, I make sure to visit my other cousins while they eat bamboo. But most of all, I love to see
others with islands like me. Their islands are unique to them in their own way as well. They
embrace their beauty, breaking societal norms as they walk down the street proudly. Their islands
cover all different areas of their world. Some people stray away and hide them while others
purposely show them off.

Each world is unique in its own way. The majority of them don’t have islands, but those
who are fortunate enough have the life-changing experience of walking around with islands all
the time. Although islands may come and go, the world is always evolving. It’s an invigorating
feeling. Never did I think that this would be my path, but when I was chosen, I couldn’t be more
proud to walk around with my islands. I shine bright in the sun (with appropriate amounts of
sunblock since they are susceptible to burning). I show my islands off as much as I can. My
world broke and formed islands, which are a part of me.
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Brother
By: Jordana Slavin

Music has always been a big part of my life. It is the big brother I never had. It was the
one thing that made me feel at home. My big brother, music; it was something no one else had. I
remember the first time I heard my big brother speak. I was in the car with our father, and his
cure CDs on. My brother started saying the words, “I would say I’m sorry if that could change
your mind.” I was two, so I didn't know what my brother meant! All I remember is dancing in
my car seat, with our father cheering me on.

“She really likes it!” he said.
One of the second memorable moments I heard my big brother was when my mother was

driving. Similar to my father, she had her CDs in the car. This time, Depeche Mode was playing.
My brother started saying, “I was born with the wrong sign, in the wrong house, with the wrong
ascendancy.” Again, I was in love with what my big brother was saying to me!

Last night, our father brought me a present from my big brother. We celebrated my
college admission. He walked in with a huge shopping bag, handed it to me, and said
“congratulations”. In there was you, my favorite sibling. I saw “The Head on the Door” by The
Cure, “Fetch The Bolt Cutters” by Fiona Apple, and “Louder Than Bombs” by The Smiths. All
the records I had been dying for! I ran into my room, took out my “Punisher” record, which you
were talking to me through, and immediately played “Louder Than Bombs”. Hearing the needle
hit the record, Johnny Marr’s guitar, and Morrissey singing “Is it really so strange?” I was
floating. My big brother, back again, this time on a record, was singing songs from my favorite
band. I danced the whole night, with my big brother talking to me.

Now I’m here, at 17, still clinging to music like it’s my big brother. Now, I’m able to
understand the meaning behind his words. He lives in my phone, in my record collection, and in
my CD stash. My big brother follows me everywhere. There is not one day where he doesn’t talk
to me. My closest relationship is to my big brother, and his name is music.
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Moon Symbolism
By: Miller Gauss

The moon I depicted was the day my best friend and I ended our friendship.

The moon looked as if it had lost its other half, like breaking off a part of a Kit Kat; the
other half of that Kit Kat cracking, sounding bitter and painful. But it was for the better. The Kit
Kat tastes better when broken off, just as we were better off not being friends. Half of the moon
that we could see looked darker, just as I felt those following months. I felt empty and dark
inside, just like my room at 2 AM with the moon shining in. The dark part looked like it was
overwhelming the lighter part just as I felt when I smelled the scent of the conditioner she used.
There were holes in the moon that looked like how I felt; like there was something missing from
me and parts that were taken from me. The dark part looks like it’s non-existent, just like she was
no longer a part of my life. She was not there; she was just a fading memory. The memory that
went away like the moon goes away and comes back once in a while was like the memories of
her that came back as well. art of the moon we could no longer see, but another part of the
universe that the part of the moon we can see now is like her seeing my other friends and going
behind my back.
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Read Me Like a Poem
By: Jasaila Mercedes

Value the words that are written on my pages, but not the color of my pages, for I was
written by millions and millions and millions of amazing and breathtaking poets. I was written
by my mother, my father, and by my grandparents. I come from Afro and Dominican descent.
My people used to pick sugar cane on hot, sunny days. We were colonized and enslaved by
Spain, but my grandparents took their power away. They came here to New York City as
immigrants. Now, I can say I’m a New York citizen as I speak my words to the earth, and the
sands drift off into the sky seeding my words and my story all the way up to the stars; so high up
that my words grow as the stars write them. Value is put on my words, not the color of my pages.
You put so much worth and value on my honey tanned, sun kissed, cinnamon skin. You put me
and my people before into boxes and stereotypes so that we can fit into an ideal picture that you
have in your head. As the tears I shed fall onto my pillow, hoping the color of my pages washes
away, don't you understand your putting meaningless value on the color of my pages?. Read me
like a poem. Value the words written on my pages, not the color of my pages, for I was written
by millions and millions and millions of amazing and breathtaking poets. I was written by my
mother, my father, and by my grandparents! I come from Afro and Dominican descent. My
people used to pick sugar cane on hot, sunny days. We were colonized by Spain but my
grandparents took their power away. They came to New York City as immigrants with their
broken English, and now I can say I’m a New York City citizen as I speak my words to the earth
and the sands drift off into the sky, seeding my words and my story all the way up to the stars; so
high up that my words grow as the stars write them. Value is put on my words and not the color
of my pages. You put so much worth and value on my honey tanned, sun kissed, cinnamon skin.
you put me and people before me in boxes and stereotypes so that we can fit into this ideal
picture that you have in your head. And I’ll tell you once again: read me like a poem.
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Hopeless Eternity
By: Anna Muravyeva

Your entrance to the world marks the birth of a new black hole also known as life.
A black hole appears from the meeting and explosion of two stars which is known as a
supernova explosion. On the other hand, our life is born from the meeting and emotional
explosion of two individuals. Throughout its lifetime, it absorbs information and
experience from its surroundings thus increasing in size. Before fully entering the black
hole full of responsibilities, we approach it by getting closer and closer towards the end
of the event horizon. It approximately ends once you enter Pre-K. Once in the black
hole, you end up in something known as a singularity. It is no longer a dream but rather
an inevitable event in the future. Every child wants to cross the event horizon dreaming
of the freedom that could be achieved. However, the realization of the fact that true
freedom is left behind with no return comes too late.

The singularity represents the infinite future of a timeless dimension, from which
nothing will ever be able to escape. You would never reach the bottom of this sinkhole.
Instead, you will continue cruising deeper and deeper into your eternal cosmic chamber.
With each completed responsibility, comes a new and even greater responsibility. We
start by going to school, then going to college, then having a job and needing to support
your family. It is a never ending cycle.

In the pitch darkness of adulthood full of infinite responsibilities, you might all of
the suddenly see a glimpse of white hole. Yet, it could only exist momentarily due to a
gravitational collapse it would undergo. Only for a short while the hope of an exit
beckons us. Hope to reach the light at the end of the eternal tunnel. However, we
quickly realize that we won’t make it on time, destruction is proceeding too fast and
death will overtake us earlier. Most people are unable to make it to the white hole phase
of life as their bodies collapse too soon, before they reach the retirement age.
The existence of human life is just as destructive for our planet and for everything
with which it comes into contact, as the existence of a black hole is destructive for any
object located in the surrounding space and caught in its field of attraction. The black
hole is mysterious and incomprehensible to our minds, just as we cannot comprehend
the meaning of human life. It is this riddle that beckons us and makes us keenly desire
to find an answer. Yet, even the best minds of mankind, despite all their efforts, are still
unable to find answers to both of these mysteries.
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Poetry
“Poetry is plucking at the heartstrings, and making music with them.”

—Dennis Gabor
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Harmony
By: Masamitsu Jindo

Nature
A big strong creator
Has created many things,
With no other twin
The sky,
With day and night
Has been split into two,
Light and dark for you
But down to the Earth,
Has been given birth
To animals, plants
And of course, ants
In Earth
Where they are death and birth
There is life
All peace with no strife
This is harmony
With no disharmony
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Spring Cleaning

By: Diana Elliot

There’s always stuff underneath my bed

But one day I said

It will all be at an end

As summer approaches, my room will become cleaner

I will gain a sense that I am an achiever

For which my dread will finally come to an end
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Starbursts, Oreos, and French Fries

By: Megumi Jindo

To the person who went missing,

practically wiped off the earth.

i can't find you--

it's like you're gone.

like you never existed.

Where are you?

i miss you

people say that you don't know how much

that person means to you,

till they leave

i used to disagree but
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now i get it

the impact that you had on me

is

enormous.

the way you knew i always tried my best

to

get to where i wanted

the way i always get ecstatic when

meeting my friends

the way i love music and books

and

remind you of "Belle"

the way i love helping people

and

giving my all till i was burnt-out

i hope i find you again
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soon

but everyone else

says

"you're gone"

so all i'm left with

for now,

as i revisit my memories

of the past

are:

starbursts, Oreos, and french fries--

where it all started

and [you] took me in

when i

was hungry

for junk food and love.
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Clearwaters
By: Megumi Jindo

Ocean wide,
It’s spreading its vast and glorious wings,
Clear, glassy, and sparkles of sunsets wash over
and they are the scales coloring the body

Shells, clams, starfish-
Golden hour floods through the air and light
Tea green, beige-brown, fall yellow, tarnish orange, wine colored-leafs
skeletons of the veins visible through the bursting sunlight.
The sunlight that brings memories, reminisces, and nostalgia.

Whispers of love and never-ending secrets,
Giggles of laughter under the cover, in the night.
Naps of alleviating burdens and letting go’s
Music that streams of the past and the old black and white pictures that come back alive

Family gather around one more time
Kids laugh and hug as they go down the road of age
The winding and stumbling gravel
The finding each others and self-love

A complete but never complete whole
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In the Meantime, Listen to the Whispers of Nature
By: Megumi Jindo

I'm nervous

My body tingles with fear and anxiety

Why do the days go by so fast, every moment?-

Telling me,

I can't hide-
I can't run forever.

Fear spreads and smokes through my autonomy.

Do I have to meet this moment?

Do I have to engage in the unpredictable future?

I'm scared

Will it all be alright?

|
|
|
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But in the meantime,
I will breathe in and out-

a simple therapist, a simple solution.

Let the basils of the very tentacles of the leaves get to my senses
and fill me.

Let time come to me and unravel its blessings and courage.

Have the wisps of stardust enlighten me and
starlight me.

Let the sunrises of mountains in the west,
inhale through me and make me think clearer-
a tunnel of epiphany- crystally lucid.

The music composition of the past,
flows behind me in tender grace and comfort-

As the wind blows,
bringing autumn-

color wars of yellow, red, brown, and a tinge of green from the after fall of late summer.

Enter a forest, see the sudden springs of leaves swirling around you,

a spring of step,

two roads diverged, tinted yellow, one more stained than the other

grasp and hold onto the sparkles of dust that they leave,
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the footsteps of the people who walked a long walk

and understand the true meaning of life.

Life.

Breathe in and out.

And you will feel the very touch of nature at your fingertips,
your very skin-

feel it tingling so full of ecstasy and sacred,

as the sun sets in the west,
another day that almost ends-
that always has to end no matter how swell

love it, live it, and feel it.

This moment will only come once for as the sun falls and dusk becomes,
you will vanish too for everything has its timing at one point

The stars will shine and lead your way to
the constellations

as you look up into the night and-
breathe in and out.

the clear and cool winds of the night,

the vast sky and the crystals of heaven-
come pouring down.

twinkles and flashes of fireflies glow around you,
bells of lights and hope and love,
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enjoy every moment for when dawn comes and another day soon begins,
all will disappear into one.

It will all be like a dream-

a collection of your life,
a piece of a moment to treasure,
a scrap of lesson you learned

but soon you will forget for

It will all be as if a mere dream-

evanescent, ephemeral but lasting.
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Could It Possibly Be a Dream..?
By Tyrus Carruthers

Dreaming...?

Why did I like him back?
I only ruined and destroyed my relationship with him

I’m not the greatest boyfriend for him
I wasn’t the greatest boyfriend for him

I watch as he slowly rides me away from his life
It hurts…

But I’m fine
Trust me on this

I will be fine
I miss the good times back then
What happened to those times?

I want to go back to those times!
But we can’t

You’ve moved on
And I can’t

Please, can you help me
Move on from you?

I tainted that poor boys heart with my ways
Now look at me

Wanting him back
You’ve learned to move on

And I haven’t
I’m missing when we were “us” back 2-3 years ago

I couldn’t handle the change then
I couldn’t handle the change now
Please, would you help me out?

There's this feeling I have
I just can’t show

I’m split into 5 different versions
Depression

Joy
Guilt

Nervousness
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Anger
I can’t show each one

At the same time
Depression

For missing you and seeing how horrible I was
Joy

You having to move on from me :)
Guilt

What I’ve done, all those years ago
Nervousness

Just seeing you, thinking what you might say
Anger

Just because, it's not directed towards you
But it’s directed towards me

Hold my hand just once more
Say “I love you too” once more

I’d lose myself in your pretty eyes
I’d think to myself sometimes, what would I do for you?

Maybe, I’d make up a lot for you
Or

Something better
Or

Maybe, we’d both fall from a high buildings rooftop
As we are falling together

For one last time, we’d say “I love you”
As we’d be falling down to the ground

We stare at each other
As we’re falling down

People from the ground are watching us
Firemen came in with

Emergency Trampolines.
Me and You
You and I

We fall safely on the trampolines
As we share one more laugh

Together, forever
That moment we felt alive for once

That moment would be the greatest moment
In my time of living in this world
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In that time of falling
We felt the cold wind on us

It felt like a dream?
But it wasn’t..

We actually did it
“We should do that again”

That idea suggested made me love him more
And
More

I loved when he said we should do it again
I’m losing myself in his eyes again

Maybe this was a dream
Why do I keep losing myself in his eyes so much?

I’ll never know why
But whatever it is

I love it.
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The Power at the Fingertips of a Writer
By Desiree Hernandez

“Why do you write? It’s not like you're doing something important, you can’t change
anything…”

You say writers can’t change anything but,

I can kill a man as fast as I can type
I can break the hearts of millions in a single sentence
I can stretch, pull and wring out your heart with a single page

You say I’m not doing anything important but,

I can make you dive deep into the magical world of fantasy, where Alice awaits you
I can make you shiver and tremble in the wicked striking world of horror, beware of the sewer
drains there’s not only rats down there
I can make you grip the edge of your seat in anticipation wondering where this unusual mystory
will lead you, Holms sends his regards

Writers have the power to affect the lives of millions, to ruin someone’s day, to make them love
themselves, to fall in love with a turn of a page. We are important because without us the world
would lose some of its flavor, without words life would be just that much more dull.
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The Utterly Hopeless, Depressing (And Any Other
Melancholy Word You Can Think Of) Lives Of My Stories

By: Desiree Hernandez

I sit, the chair squeaks
Tap, tap, tapping on my keyboard
Words flow from the mystical world of my imagination like a faulty faucet
Never shut off but never a strong continuous river of progress
My stories lie in limbo, awaiting my return

Some have accepted their demise sitting, collecting dust in some forgot email, in some forgotten
document
Others are fresh baby-faced ideas, not knowing the harshness of their creator
Not knowing that they will be abandoned for a new and shiny idea

Unfinished worlds with so much potential it makes me sick
How can they lay asleep, no sound, no motion…

No life

How could you be so cruel, as to treat your own creations like disposable tissues?
Stories you poured your heart into, stories you wrote a piece of your heart into, silently
smothered by the hand that made them
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Found Poems
***

The Mysterious Origins of the Universe’s Biggest Black
Holes-BBC

By: Anna Muravyeva

Perfectly dark
Endlessly voracious

They barrel through the universe
Supermassive black holes:

The hungriest and oldest of their kind

The Wall Street Journal: How Those Who Were There Look
back on Jan 6

By: Sophia Kline

As a
victim

you want
answers
closure
justice

and none of these things have happened yet.
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Bananas
By: Jeanna Chen

Bundle of joy sprung from thine grove of green,
Enclosed by a sleek golden olive coat,

Hung in heavens birthed from light of serene,
A bite of your flesh could take me afloat.

In the grueling winter when you are rare,
Follows spring blossoms that turn you mature,

Thy meat secures kalium for daily care,
A life of longevity is ensured.

So allow me to peel off your attire,
Eyes upon your curvy, slender figure,

Draws every body to eternal fire,
Desirous mouth to a flowing river.

Quench me from desires for your honeyed taste,
For I will not regret this sweet love haste.
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The Perfect Egg Salad Sandwich
By: Olivia Frade

So gloopy, or too much mayo
Soggy bread (yuck)

The trifecta of all three
But it doesn’t have to be that way

Well toasted bread rubbed with garlic
Eggs, a soft component

Boil them so the centers set
Yet moist

Between the egg and the bread
Fresh lettuce leaves

Keep the bread from going soft
There’s a crunch from chopped celery

Yogurt in place of mayo

Served face open
This is so good!
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Haiku
***

Belief
By: Jennettia Robinson

I can’t see anything,
but I will still believe me.

Trust, you can see, is naïve.

Haiku
By: Maureen Flanagan

Lime sunset sapphire
The world was always lovely

I just never looked

Books Covered in Dust
By: Rafaela Valle-Heckman

Books covered in dust
Organized on a tall bookshelf

Many worlds unseen

Pattern of Time
By: Sophia Kereselize

When the sun retreats,
And when the moon rises up

It’s just a fragment.
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Get Me Out of Here
By: Alyssa Cruz

Excruciating
Boredom, the timeless abyss

Slow and eternal

Books
By: Jasier Tejeda

Trees are in my hands,
Each a different story

In a velvet case

Snowflakes
By: Genesis Guerrero

They are falling down
Almost like it’s crystal glass
They are their own person

West 80th and Broadway
By: Dalya Piñero

Pigeons crowd
a rotting Zabar’s bagel

left on the spotty sidewalk.
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Mister Death? I Have A Question For You
By: Desiree Hernandez

Excuse me, Mister Death? I have a question for you...

Why, sir
Why must death be...
So final
So infinite, vast...
lonely

Why, sir
Why must we die so soon
Taken kicking and screaming from our loving families, friends, taken away from each other
Undeserving of eternal life

Why must you take us mister death?
Are you lonely or do we not deserve life?
Do you truly believe that everything has an end?

Yet I'll ask again, why must death be so final?
So empty and vast, do we truly have an end?

If our families remember us, are our lives eternal?
Our souls live forever
A beautifully vast land where nothing truly ends
A place where our legacies, our lives will be forever more remembered
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Artistic Corner
“A true artist is not one who is inspired, but one who inspires others.”

―Salvador Dali
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Beach Days
By: Scarlet Cabrera
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Portals
By: Marcia Ortega
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Perpetuo
By: Marcia Ortega
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Perception and Expression
By: Marcia Ortega
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Me Love Life 360
By: Brian Allen
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One Point Perspective Seascape
By: Francesca Papa
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Graffiti Art
By Francesca Papa
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Ethnicity and Product Design
By: Francesca Papa
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Frankie
By: Jasmine Chaitkin

77



Needy Bees
By: Jasmine Chaitkin
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Marvel’s Daredevil
By: Daniella Rodriguez
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View To The Bridge
By: Natalia Mora
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JOJO Part 3
By: Andrew Lane
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JOJO Part 4
By: Andrew Lane
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JOJO Part 5
By Andrew Lane

83



Capturing The Moment
“Photography is the story I fail to put into words.”

—Destin Sparks
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Autumn Walk
By Tyler Boyle
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Sunset
By: Tyler Boyle
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Stormy Night
By: Tyler Boyle
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Clandestine Memories
By: Megumi Jindo

The Garden of Eden
By: Megumi Jindo
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After Smudges of the Rising Sun
By: Megumi Jindo

Nightfall
By: Megumi Jindo
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The Secret Garden
By: Dalya Pinero
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Little Island, Big Impact
By: Annabelle Cho
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