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Student Name: Maria Hernandez
Grade: 9

School: Kerr High School

Title: Raise Awareness for Eugenia
Category: Critical Essay

Key: Silver Key

Educator: Safraz Ali

There is a well-known YouTuber by the name of Eugenia Cooney who has become
the subject of concern due to her skinny appearance. Many of her viewers have expressed
worry for her well-being and urged her to seek treatment. Despite this, the majority of
comments seem to be supportive and genuinely concerned, rather than negative or
hateful towards her. | have been checking up on her for quite some time since | first saw
one of her videos. | check on her to make sure she’s still alive or to see if she is getting
treatment. But for her to keep doing these videos because of social media. | blame this on
social media because the more views they give her the more she’s going to post and she
knows that her being that skinny makes people watch her videos. People these days are
doing anything for the view. For example, Nikado Avocado used to be healthy and normal
weight but now he’s an obese person that could die from a heart attack any moment with
the way he is eating. But he keeps doing it because of the tremendous view and fame he
gets from doing this. Social media should stop and ban these types of videos as there are
a lot of young people watching this and they may think this is okay. People should stop
watching these YouTubers so they can stop doing these videos and get some medical
help. Eugenia has a lot of kids watching her and they may also have an eating disorder.
Watching her videos does not help as they encourage them to think it's okay and if she is
that skinny maybe they are fat and that type of thinking. Cooney's behavior and attitude
further contribute to the concern surrounding her. Despite evidence suggesting
otherwise, she often dismisses claims about her health and repeatedly insists that she
eats enough. While it is important to respect everyone's autonomy and personal choices,
her situation raises important questions about the responsibility of influencers and the
potential harm they may cause. While the internet grants individuals the freedom to
express themselves, there should be guidelines in place to protect individuals, especially
those who may be vulnerable or easily influenced. Platforms and social media companies
should take a more active role in monitoring content that may harm individuals' mental
and physical well-being. it is crucial to acknowledge that the social media landscape is
highly competitive. With thousands of individuals vying for attention and relevance,
creators often resort to extreme tactics to ensure their content stands out. They don’t care
if they are ruining their health or have the potential of getting beaten up; they just want
views. In conclusion, | want people to stop liking and giving fame to Eugenia's videos and
| hope she can get some help and live her life as a normal human being. Honestly, | just
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want her to get better and stop posting her videos on social media. Her mother
encourages her to do the videos and doesn’t seem like she wants her daughter to get
better at all. So if her mother isn't going to do anything for her, we as her fans, or concern
for her should help her know that what she’s doing is wrong and that she could die young
from malnutrition.
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Student Name: Perla Rodriguez
Grade: 8

School: O'Donnell Middle School
Title: A Pearl

Category: Poetry

Key: Silver Key

Educator: Kaneisha Hicks

A veil of darkness
the shimmering pearl of the night
beauty is such a dark world

a celestial being

a person

a goddess

something out of this world

submerged in the black hole,

shining brighter,

brighter among the freckles of the dark,
bigger than the specks of stars

she's different,
different from the rest

the ethereal glow,

outshine everything in the vault of heaven
the silver rays of warmth,

cover the sky in a thin blanket

she's cold,
beautiful,
but

cold

many pieces missing,
taken,

stolen,

broken apart.

yet
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she can be so full
so full of hope
so full of light

so full of life.

phases of emptiness,

phases of fullness,

her deep hunger

her yearning to escape from the desolation,
the dark

she's just like an angel

one who loves,

one who engulfs me in her warm wings
and her aura of light

if only I could return these feelings

and maybe

just

maybe

| could help her escape from the alienation

my heart has stopped beating,

I no longer feel it in my chest,

she has bewitched me with her spells
those sonnets,

those whispers,

she has stolen my heart

oh...

who is she?

an eye?

the witness of life?

show me what lies between those changing faces
show me your world.

| watch you from afar

and you may not know who | am
| may be a grain of sand,

or a speck of dust,

or possibly nothing to you
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but | will forever reach for you
even during the darkest of nights,
even if it means

| too,

will be consumed by the darkness
| will chase after you

like the sun
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Student Name: Faith Omoruyi

Grade: 9

School: Alief Early College High School
Title: A Shot For Each Life

Category: Poetry

Key: Silver Key

Educator: Arkisha Cooper

1 SHOT!
BOOM!

2 SHOTS!
BOOM!

3 SHOTS!
BOOM!

4 SHOTS!
BOOM!

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!
and last BANG!
7 SHOTS!

Echoes of sirens pierce the night, red and blue lights come flashing

Unjust Protocols are followed

Step 1: Stop the car

Step 2: Gently put your License on the dashboard

Step 3: If your skin is painted in color also put your hands on the dashboard
(you don’t want to be considered a threat, now do you?)

Step 4: If you want to live, follow steps 1-4; comply with every single instruction.

Gunshots echo through my head

Nightmares filled with terror

My mind starts to shed

“Step out of the car!” the officer says surprised that we've already followed protocols
“Put your hands up!” he continues

We beg for mercy, intrusive thoughts start to spread
Veins slowly shed
“What have we done? What's your reason for pulling us over?”
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“Turn around!” The officer goes on
My cousin James slowly answers, “It's because we're black huh?

Unfortunately, “It's because we're black” were the exact same words
Daunte Wright said before he was shot...dead.

So 1 SHOT! BOOM! For Daunte Wright, 21!
Your color is a threat! The officer declares
Do not resist! He goes on

As James starts to budge, cameras start rolling

His face becomes Smudged and slammed on the ground (Cries of justice emerge)
STOP moving! The officer pronounces

One foot goes up and back down on my cousin's neck

| CAN'T BREATHE! | CAN'T BREATHE!

My cousin cries on

My hand starts shaking

My body is slowly breaking

I’'m scared because “l can’t breathe”

were the exact same words Jorge Floyd said before he died. Pulseless.
So BOOM! 2 SHOTS! Another life taken

George Floyd, at 46!

As my cousin reaches for his phone to tell his mother he loves her
“What are you doing?” the officer screams. Put your hands back up!

BOOM!

3 SHOTS!

Gone. James Carter, 18!
Blood starts gushing
People start fussing
Tears start rushing

Should | feel MAD, ANGRY, UPSET, RESENTFUL, OUTRAGED, FURIOUS
| don’t even know

My head is spinning I’'m losing control

LORD help me, help me to get through this day

My eyes are in Dismay

My cousin is gone with no words left to say
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What have you done? People start yelling
The officer quickly replies “l thought he was going to pull out a gun”

Those were the exact same words an officer said when
BreoannaTaylor, 26!
In her car.....4 SHOTS!...DEAD..

Why do you have to look at my skin before you get to know me?
I'm tired of the police brutality spree

The way humans are being treated

because of their race is slowly becoming a tragedy

We are legally free but is that so in society

Why is living to see another day questioned?
Not to mention the tension that is happening.
Why is comprehending one's life

Related to the outcome of one’s future?

Why are there so many questions but no one to answer?
So, | want you to know these names and a shot for each of their lives

Atatiana Jefferson, 28!
5 SHOTS! BOOM!

Stephon Clark, 22!
6 SHOTS! BOOM!

Fanisha Fonville, 20!
7 SHOTS! BOOM!

Whether you are American Indian,

Alaska Native, Asian,

Black or African-American,

Native Hawaiian, White, or other Pacific Islander
Female of Male

We all must come together

So let me change the script: “Black Lives Matter” Yes
But honestly, all lives matter.

1 SHOT!
BOOM!
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2 SHOTS!
BOOM!

3 SHOTS!
BOOM!

4 SHOTS!
BOOM!

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

and last BANG! Dropped dead
7 SHOTS!

Scholastic Art & Writing
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Student Name: Mai Nguyen
Grade: 11

School: Kerr High School
Title: A Spiral Notebook
Category: Short Story

Key: Silver Key

Educator: Ayn Nys

Dear diary, today is July 8, 1988,

Today was the day my little sister got home! Last nihgt night | heard my mom and dad
run out the door while mom yelled, “The baby’s coming! The baby’s coming!” They were
holding a big bag and later my mamaw came. She told me that the baby started to come
out of mom’s belly and that they had to go to a hospital to deliver the baby. | waited for
mom and dad to come back, but grandma said it was night and | had to go to sleep. When
| woke up, grandma made me bacon and eggs. When | had eggs in my mouth, mom and
dad came in the door. | ran to the door to see them, and dad told me | have a baby sister
and her name is Isabelle! She looked really little in her baby carrier but she just came out
of mom'’s belly so | guess there wasn’t a lot of room in there to grow. | sat on the couch
and mom and dad let me hold her while grandma took pictures. She wouldn’t open her
eyes like everyone else and moved only a little. | don’t like her very much. | don’t think my
mom does either. She didn’t look at Isabelle and only stared out the window behind us.
She didn’t smile like everyone else.

Dear diary, today is July 23, 1988

There was a lot of lightning today. Isabelle’s room is next to mine and when | woke up,
everyone else was still sleeping, so | went to see her. | get scared when it thunders, so |
thought Isabelle would be scared too but | think she’s braver than me because she wasn’t
crying like she always does. Her crib is tall so | have to get on my tippy toes to see her.
She was staring at the baby mobile | helped mom and dad choose. It has blue clouds
because | wanted her to be a boy, but I'm okay with her being a girl now. | know girls can
play Legos with me too. She started making the sounds she always makes when she’s
hungry so | had to go to mom and dad’s room. When | opened the door they were laying
in bed and awake. Dad was reading a book and looked mad and mom had her eyes
closed but she looked mad too.Their eyes had dark circles and mom had a lot of tissues
around her. Her nose was red too so | think she’s sick. | didn’t want Isabelle to get sick so |
told dad that she got hungry. He looked really tired and | felt bad for making him wake up.
When he got up to make the bottle of milk, | made sure to watch him and learn how to do
it by myself.
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Dear diary, today is August 15, 1988,

I had my fisrt first day of first grade today. | woke up really tired, but | knew | had to go to
school to finish learning so | could come home and play with Isabelle. Mom said she was
tired today so dad made me a bowl of cereal and drove me to school. | told all my friends
about my new little sister and we played family during recess. School was okay today. It
wasn’t bad but | really don’t like math. At the end of the day, dad picked me up. | knew
because | saw a red car instead of mom’s black car in the car rider line. When | got in | saw
Isabelle in the middle seat | always sat in so | sat next to her. Dad told me it was the safest
spot for the baby. Mom is always sitting next to the driver, but | didn’t see her until | got
home. When we got home | held Isabelle’s big bag for dad as he took her carrier out.
When dad opened the door | went to put Isabelle’s bag on the counter. Dad put Isabelle
on her mat in the living room for tummy time. Mom was cooking dinner for us and it
smelled really good. | played with Isabelle until mom finished with dinner. | helped set the
table with plates and forks and dad put Isabelle in the high chair. Mom made us steak and
brocoli. Dinner didn’t look good after she put the brocoli on my plate. | wanted to eat but
mom told me to put my fork down and to put my hands together. She started talking
about a hevanly father and thanking him. | don’t know why she’s talking to nobody. She
looked really scared. Dad followed her and put his hands together too. | think we're
thanking Mother Nature’s husband for the food he gave us.

Dear diary, today is October 30, 1988,

Mom woke everyone up really early today. The sun was only just coming up to the sky. |
put on jeans but mom didn’t like what | wanted to wear so she changed my clothes. She
made me wear a suit and a tie. The shirt she put on me felt hard and the pants were tight
so it was hard to walk. Dad wore a suit too and mom and Isabelle wore really pretty
dresses. When we got in the car | asked mom where we were going and she said cherch
because we were going to pray. | don't really get it. When we got to the church it had a
really tall white tower that | thought was really pretty. There were a lot of people in the
parking lot and they were dressed nice like us. When we got inside there were really long
chairs for everyone to sit on. Mom made us sit in the front together. At the front, there
was a stage with a tall table. For a really long time nothing happened and everyone
walked around, looking for a place to sit. But soon someone in a really long dress came
up to the table. | didn’t really get what he said, but he did thank havenly father too, just
like mom. She told me he was our preest and that he'd help us to salvayshun. It took a
really really long time for him to finish talking. When everyone got up, mom took Isabelle
up to him and she told him something that made him give her a little bottle and a plus
sign.
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Dear diary, today is November 8, 1988,

Mom put a lot of new stuff in Isabelle’s room. She hung the plus up in Isabelle’s room,
and added a lot more. She put the bottle that the preest gave her in Isabelle’s room too. |
think she’s scared of a bad guy because she keeps talking about how she doesn’t want a
demun to take Isabelle. She’s not being like normal her.

Dear diary, today is December 23, 1988,

Mom is being strange. | woke up really early to help mom go to the store because dad
had to work today. We're having a Christmas party! | even made myself breakfast because
I’'m big now, and because mom seems tired. | got a bowl from the cabinet and milk from
the fridge. | had to use a chair to get there but the cereal was lower so | didn’t need to use
a chair for that. | got a new and clean spoon from the dishwasher too. When | put away
my bowl and spoon and changed my clothes, | made sure to put on the plus sign mom
told me to always wear. When | finished, | still didn’t see her. | went to her room, but she
wasn’t there. When | went to Isabelle’s room, she was sleeping on the rocking chair next
to the crib where Isabelle was sleeping too. | think she fell asleep while reading to her last
night because a book with a cross on it was in her lap. | tapped her and she woke up with
a shock. She realized what time it was and left to go get ready. | helped her by putting
some diapers and clothes into Isabelle’s big bag too. For if Isabelle needs to get changed.
When | finished putting everything in the bag, mom finished too, and started to change
Isabelle and put her in the carrier. Mom carried Isabelle to the car while | took the bag to
the car to help. After Isabelle got buckled in, | buckled myself in too. | felt sleepy so | went
to sleep with my head on Isabelle’s car seat. When | woke up, we were at the groshery
store, but mom wasn’t in the car. It was really cold | got really scared! | opened the door
first and then tried to unbuckle Isabelle from her carrier. A very nice lady saw me and
helped me take Isabelle out of the car. She asked me where my mom was and | told her
she went in the store. She took me and Isabelle into the store with her where | sat with
people that worked at the store.They said something over the speaker in the store and a
police officer asked me a lot of questions. | got scared because | was afraid he was going
to take me to jail. | sat there with Isabelle for a long time because everyone was waiting
for something. Later, my dad came and | knew he was who everyone was waiting for. He
ran and looked really scared.The police officer and the store workers talked to him for a
longer time so | had to wait even more. | wanted to look for mom but they told me to sit.
Because | couldn’t go look for her, | was always asking where mom was but no one
listened to me. When they were done talking dad finally took us home, but mom didn't
come with us.

Dear diary, today is March 19, 1989,
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| haven’t seen mom in a long time. Me and Isabelle have been staying at grandma’s
house because dad said he had to take care of mom for a little bit, but this little bit is
becoming a very big bit. Dad comes to visit but mom never does. Sometimes when
grandma and dad don’t know I'm listening, they’ll talk about mom being in a hospital. |
didn’t think she was sick when | saw her. Was it because of that one time | got a cold from
school? | got better really soon, | didn’t think | made mom sick too. | miss my mommy,
and | think Isabelle does too.

Dear diary, today is April 27, 1989

Dad told me we're gonna visit mom in the hospital tomorrow. He said Isabel won’t come
with us because she’s so little, so she’s gonna be with grandma. We're gonna bring
flowers for mom! He asked me to make a card for her too. | hope seeing the flowers and
my card help her get better quicker.

Dear diary, today is April 28, 1989,

We visited mom today. The hospital was really big. Dad held the flowers for mom when
we were in the waiting room and | was still coloring mom'’s card. When | finished coloring
in my last flower, a nurse came to take us to mom'’s room. Dad held my hand all the way
to her door and let go to knock. Mom was sitting up in her bed, next to the window. The
sun made her shine. She was paler, and her dark circles grew bigger since | last saw her a
long time ago. Dad put the flowers on the table next to mom’s bed, and | tried giving her
the card | made but she wouldn’t look at me. She even looked a little scared of me. Dad
pulled a chair for me to sit in while he sat on the bed and talked to mom. When | tried to
talk to mom, she wouldn’t talk back to me. Does she hate me? | didn't do anything to
make her mad at me. They talked about things | didn’t know. | wanted to tell mom about
how Isabelle started to crawl, and how | got into the all A honor roll, but she wouldn’t look
at me. | waited a long time for them to finish talking so we could go home. Mom didn't
say bye to me. | don't like how she is now. | miss my old mom.
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Student Name: Rebecca Oyeniyi
Grade: 11

School: Kerr High School

Title: And the Gap

Category: Flash Fiction

Key: Silver Key

Educator: Ayn Nys

And the Gap

“Waah waah’, the joyful sounds of her crying marked the start of my life. Amidst the cries
my journey began, as | emerged from the darkness in the mouth of a newborn. Before |
met the tooth challengers, it was just us three. All of me, her tender gums and the young
tongue. With every reach of her mother’s hand, a lifted giggle or a cry erupted. Vibrations
ridiculed through the throat, inciting her mouth to become unlocked for hours. And then,
at last, my salvation arrived, bringing forth the warm embrace of light and the crisp smell
of fresh air. It was like riding the high of a rollercoaster time and time again.

| didn't realize what was happening, but apparently, her growth creates changes. Mouth's
saliva started flowing, and more jelly-like toys appeared for her gums to gnaw upon.That
was when | first saw them. We were no longer alone. The parasites had arrived. My
breaths quickened in time and became deeply gone. First, there were the two teeth below,
small at first, and hardly noticeable.Then their friends started appearing one by one, two
by two, and in folds. All taking pieces of me as they appeared. Soon, | realized what | had
to do to preserve myself. | anticipated the arrival of her top teeth and planned my attack.
They would not take that top space from me, | needed access to the light. When they
arrived, | made sure to place myself in between them and separate them. | measured
exactly a half inch, which was the bare minimum. Soon her mouth was completely
enwrapped with those pearly white fiends. And there | was, occupying my significantly
smaller space.

| tried my hardest to stick to my routine even with certain conditions. Every time
vibrations emitted from her throat, | got excitedly ready for my usual rollercoaster.

One...two...three,
Light- no
Darkness.
Darkness.
Darkness.

Every single time!
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The same sweaty five-fingered flesh was there in a second to cover it. Every single time!
The second | would get light, it was all over in a flash. It happened like a recurring
nightmare, except it was real. Way back in my prime, hearing the phrase "say cheese" was
my favorite thing. When her mouth opened, | positioned myself in my favorite pose for
everyone to see. Now, when | hear that phrase, her mouth stays closed and awkwardly
turns upwards. Who does she think she is? Like this wasn’t enough, | was tormented by
the constant peppy voices of ways to get rid of “the gap”

“SIX AMAZING WAYSTO GET RID OFTHATTOOTH GAP”
“DIY: CLOSE GAPTEETH AT HOME”
“EASY: HOW | CLOSEDTHE GAPS IN MYTEETH"

| could feel heated hate for me radiating through her body. Living like that for years was
horror, but | clung to the hope that | might get some top-air visuals.

Years passed, and she turned 23. Mint, rubbing oil, and acrylic. | smelled the aroma and
knew what time it was. Now I’ll be honest with you, | was beyond excited, this only
happened twice a year. Her mouth would be stretched open for what felt like a million
light years. And | would get to watch as the fiends got scrubbed clean of their filth with all
sorts of creepy metal instruments.

| couldn’t shake off this eerie feeling that | was being targeted.
| brushed it off.

After all, there was nothing to fear, I'd been here a million times; The procedure never
changed.

So there | was, soaking in that extremely bright fluorescent light and the smell of the
beautiful air.

The point metal instrument was brought out and it started descending to her mouth. |
relaxed and got ready.

Wait-
| did a double-take.
Was it coming my way?

IT WAS.



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

It split me right in half! Then after disappearing, it came again with a gooey substance,
that occupied the same color as those fiends. That was my longest day which ended in my
space becoming even smaller, and my half-inch was gone. | could feel my voice being
hushed, as | felt my breath diminishing. | could barely see the world out from my toothy
challengers, and when her mouth closed, the darkness felt even darker.

Darkness.
Darkness.
Darkness.

It became my only friend. And as small as | was, | still managed to secure a silver of sight.
A sliver of my life.

Soon, the five-fingered flesh no longer appeared. She giggled and her mouth shined a
whole lot more. My exposure to light and air became more frequent, but it was of no use
to me. | barely existed.

No,

| wasn't even existing.

| could feel the time passing as she aged. Loud engines roared, a swift shift happened,
and | became unknown to this new place.The weather had changed, and | could feel the
sun's heat rays tanning.The air here was arid and hot. Music radiated through her body
as the beat of a drum grew louder and fiercer. The laughter of the newly found family was
abundant here.

“Everyone say cheese!”

My world was flipped upside down when those words were spoken. | was rocked to my
core when | saw myself as she formed her “perfect” smile.

Is that me?

| saw my old self and it looked incredibly better than | did. | was long, wide, and bold.
Everything | wanted to be. This place was a different experience from what I’'m used to.
And | sense the immense regret flowing. She was looking into reflections of her old self.
My human didn’t hate me anymore! The process of my end was finally wrapping up.
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However, | couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed with happiness as my light diminished
finally...Even if | couldn't live my best life, I'm glad my other versions could.
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Student Name: Sofia Sanchez
Grade: 8

School: Albright Middle School
Title: Back When We Were Kids
Category: Personal Essay & Memoir
Key: Silver Key

Educator: Megan Kelly

“ As juveniles we felt as though life went by unrushed and steady. Presently we say life is
moving at such a fast pace. This concern and urgency is simple. Back when we were
children

we hadn’t much experience in the world. We had few memories and moments to cherish.
Orin

other words, we couldn't recall quite as many occurrences at such an early age. But as
we've

grown we can look back on countless moments in our past and feel our life soaring by. ” -
Santiago S

My brother is currently studying Psychology at the University of Houston; so he is

surrounded

by such discoveries all the time. He came home one day and enthusiastically shared this
with

my family. | found myself pondering on this much later and realized how this stuck out to
me. |

now understand why | find myself urgently snapping a photo on any occasion. Spending
quality

time with loved ones, watching sunsets and pretty sceneries, a wealthy looking car or
even

myself in a funny looking hat, | feel the need to capture this moment with a quick
photograph.

Thus, this passion for photography comes with various controversies.” You should enjoy

the

present and not waste time on meaningless photos you'll delete later.” Every so often |
hear this

specific sentence lingering in the mouths of family, friends, and even irrelevant strangers.
But

the only response I've given them is “It's for the memories.” | feel as though growing up
is
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keeping us from truly taking in the potential all around us. Thoughts and occupations we
find ourselves keeping up with consume all of our limited time.

Zoning out and thinking about how I'll never be living this exact second, minute, month
or year

is an often occurrence for me. | can’t wrap my finger around the fact that we're not
proceeding in

life in any type of way, we're slowly getting closer to our finish line day by day. On days
like this |

like to pop in my airpods and listen to “When We Were Young By : Adele” 5 simple lines
cycle in

the interior of my brain. “Let me photograph you in this light, in case it is the last time,
that we

might be exactly like we were before we realized; we were scared of getting old.” These
pure

words help me confirm that time travel is in fact a reality, with just a quick and easy
photograph.

We can enter a completely different dimension and suddenly relive a past occurrence in
our

lives.

| can confidently say, it's easy for me to forget the simplest but most meaningful
experiences that have taken place at some point in my life. | can get caught up in
stressful times and make this my only focus. But, with photography | feel as though a
cherished memory is never forgotten. “Memories” don't always have to be engraved in
our mind; they can be represented as a visual as well. So | will continue to live my life
with a camera in hand; capturing every and any moment | have the risk of forgetting.
Thank you, Santiago.
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Student Name: Tami Taiwo
Grade: 8

School: Killough Middle School
Title: BionicTechnology
Category: Critical Essay

Key: Silver Key

Educator:

BionicTechnology

People have benefited from technology in a variety of ways, with bionic technology being
the most well-known. While prostheses help replace amputated limbs, implants also help
people with disabilities regain their abilities. Unfortunately, this form of bionic technology
is still in its infancy and won't be widely used by humans for years, or perhaps decades.
However, the bionic technology that will improve the human body will give us powers
that a regular human wouldn't be capable of. Bionic technology can be applied to either
improve or repair human body damage, or even both.

These bionic limbs are not just for aesthetics; they are designed to function like a natural
limb. With advanced sensors and computerized components, the wearer can control the
limb with their thoughts and even receive tactile feedback. This has revolutionized the
lives of amputees and individuals with physical disabilities, providing them with greater
independence and mobility.

In other words, bionic limbs may replace missing bodily components and even restore
damaged brain tissue. Consider the hippocampal chip, which is inserted into the
hippocampus to treat brain tissue injuries. Along with suction cups, there are prosthetic
limbs that may be surgically inserted (also known as an osseointegration limb
replacement) to replace lost body parts like arms and legs.

On the other hand, bionic technology can improve our senses and physical capabilities.
Though you might not be aware of it, bionic technology is all around us and contributes
in little but significant ways. Consider the cochlea.The cochlear implant, which uses
electrodes put in the cochlea of the inner ear to stimulate the auditory nerve, allows some
people who are profoundly deaf to hear. A hearing aid is a device used to help people
with hearing loss hear better by amplifying sound; thus, these are very different from
hearing aids you see in everyday life. Athletes without a leg may run faster thanks to
advanced I-limbs like the Cheetah carbon fiber, whose definition is "A specially designed,
very effective carbon fiber foot used especially for sprinting."

Additionally, bionic technology is beneficial in both ways. Consider receiving a deep brain
implant. Deep brain stimulators are devices that insert an electrode several inches into
the brain. Deep brain stimulators are now employed to treat Parkinson's disease, but
more recently, they have also been successfully tested for the treatment of severe
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depression and obsessive compulsive disorder, with encouraging results. See? The
implant assists in the treatment of Parkinson's disease and the improvement of happiness
in depressed individuals. Even prostheses serve as a support for those without limbs and,
in certain cases, improve some perceptions, such as touch.

In conclusion, the most well-known example of how technology has helped humans is
bionics. Prosthetic limbs help replace amputated limbs, while implants help people with
disabilities regain their abilities. The human body can be improved upon, repaired, or
both thanks to modern bionic technology, although this period is still young.The
development of bionic technology will continue for many more generations. More
individuals will have access to this restricted technology as prices decline. As bionic
technology continues to advance, the possibilities for its use are endless. From enhancing
human abilities to treating medical conditions, bionics has the potential to transform the
way we live and interact with the world around us.
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Bound by Branches

Itis 1 A.M. and | am in bed, heavy-eyed and drowsy. | close my eyes, attempting to drift
into a deep slumber, as the melody of the heavy breeze rustles through the leaves
outside, playing as my lullaby... SLAM! Suddenly | woke up abruptly in the middle of the
night, as | quickly recognized the sound of slamming doors, and Mama and Baba arguing.
| was quite familiar with this sound as my parents fought often. The argument drags on
for what feels like hours, | wish | could just sink into my pillow and sleep peacefully for
one night. | have always wished | could live in a normal household.

Things have always been this way, as my parents are bound by an arranged marriage, a
common tradition in India. They never really got along, nor loved each other. Although my
parents never looked into a divorce due to societal pressure against divorce in my
country, sometimes it felt like my presence was the only thing keeping my parents
together. | feel like a weight on my parent's shoulders, restricting them from happiness
and freedom.

The tension in the house swells, and | am still struggling to sleep. My eyes begin to blur
my vision as the argument downstairs intensifies.

Unable to fall into a slumber, | decide to go outside for some fresh air, slipping out of
bed. | tip-toe to my window, cracking it open. | carefully climb out landing on the dewy
grass as the crisp cool air blows my face-- it feels like freedom from the tension. | wander
beneath the moon's soft glow, which lit up the autumn trees. | follow the sidewalk as the
familiar melody of the heavy breeze rustles through the leaves play, as leaves fall one by
one.

| know Mama and Baba meant well staying together for me and the reputation of our
khandan. ' Although others may be happy about their parents staying together, | feel the
burden of being the reason why parents can’t be happy. It feels as if they are forced to
live and deal with each other because of me. | am unable to see my parents living
miserable, bound by their duties and what society thinks. Why does it feel like | am the
reason for their unhappiness? Am | the problem? | don’t think divorce is a burden, but it is
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necessary sometimes. It's always outsiders telling my parents how | would feel if they
divorced. Why is it always about me? What about my parents' happiness? Baba, if you
really did ask how I felt, | would be more than glad to support you. Mama, | have never
wanted anything more than for you to be happy. It shouldn’t always be about me.

As | walk outside, near the trees, the same melody of the heavy breeze rustling through
the leaves plays. | look up, enjoying the symphony of the autumn trees. | notice the leaves
bound by branches blowing loose, dancing in the air. The leaves fly freely, almost dancing
in the wind. | wish my parents were as free as these leaves.

However, some of the leaves remain bound, unaffected by the wind. These leaves were
dried up and had a greyish-brown color. When a strong gust of wind eventually blew the
leaves free of the branches, they did not dance as the colorful leaves did. Instead, the frail
leaves sunk straight into the ground, collecting in piles with other dying leaves.

It seemed as if the tree was a reflection of my family. Branches bounding our family only
worsened our relationship over time, just like the dried leaves on the branches, which
eventually sank to the ground. It felt like the more my parents acted as if everything was
okay, the situation continued to frail. | get that traditions are cherished and valuable, but
why do | feel bound by them?

' Khandan meaning family or lineage in Hindi
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Death. It comes for us all. Life begets death. And death is the end of all...

Ever since the dawn of time, Angels have ruled and enforced their teachings on the Blind,
starting with their ancestors, the Primal Angels, who fabricated the realm of Purgatory to
detach the soul from the body. Purgatory is filled with several districts, which are more
prison-like in their stature. The central district, Ghurel, was formed by the Primal Angels
using all their blessings to erect an all-mighty universal transporter that would teleport
every Blind to Purgatory. Such a powerful transporter reduced their essences to nihility
but spawned droves of the Blind to populate the realm. Ghurel, being the central district,
is the first location where a Blind is sent after their mortal life has ended. Life — or rather,
after-life — within such a prison is naught but suffering as the Blinds' wails reverberate
throughout eternity without rest. The realm of Purgatory’s atmosphere is proliferated with
smoke, encompassing the bright, fiery world with a gray veil.

The light at the end of the tunnel is actually the flames of Purgatory, ready to engulf its
subjects whole.

Is this really how I'm going to die? Everybody goes on about having their life flash before
their eyes, but right now | can only think of you, James. Sprawled out on the bank’s floor
is Hosh, bullet-ridden and delirious. His blood stained the large majority of his white shirt
from his shoulders down to his abdomen, pooling up behind him and tarnishing his cash-
filled duffel bag.

It's so blurry.

My head is spinning.

| feel like I'm going to vomit.

| can’t move.

| can hear everyone screaming.

Hosh’s consciousness lapsed for tiny intervals, switching between sensations of
unrelenting, numbing cold and the sharp, fiery twinges of pain. The once-loud clamor that
surrounded him sounded like a whisper. Hosh's eyes slowly waned out, dwindling the
little life it had left. Ah, everything’s turning black.

Wait... there it is. The light at the end of the tunnel...
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Suddenly, his numbness was met by unbearable heat and the desire to move; yet, his
mobility was restricted. Clink Clank. Shackled from hands to feet, Hosh realized he was a
prisoner.

“Where am—7?!" His question was interrupted by the sheer pain caused by the blistering
ground at any cost. Pure but savage flames licked the surface, condemning all the Blinds
who walked it to prolonged agony. In one moment, his feet were almost entirely charred
by the basalt, but upon another quick examination, his feet were completely healed back,
ready to be charred once more. | think | get it. I'm in hell.

Unable to break into a sprint, the best he could manage was a desperate shimmy, looking
for an end to the flames. | gotta get out of here. | don’t have time to waste when James'
very life is in danger every second I'm daddling here. There was seemingly no end, but
then he witnessed a line of people entering a golden gate. As he got closer, he could see
that the gate was supported by what appeared to be a marble base, intricately designed
and embellished with angelic carvings. The gate stood insurmountable to all things before
it.

He reached the entrance of the gate, noticing everyone’s ragged and torn clothing,
comparing it to his own, which he had just now realized was the same.

A looming figure stops him. It's a giant being of light, with its light only covered by its
golden armor. Its head was wrapped with rings that had what looked like eyes, and its
back had gargantuan white and feathery wings.

“Welcome, Blind one.You are not done yet. You are still impure.Your flesh, your
possessions, your desires; they all muddy your essence. Leave them behind,” the figure
says firmly. It pronounced the demand with such authority that Hosh couldn’t shake. It
brought him down to his knees through words alone. Behind him, the other subjects had
also dropped down in obedience.

The figure continued its introduction, unphased by the mass kneeling.

“Where you stand lies the grounds where you will shed your former self. You will follow
the transformation of a Blind and march onwards.To Ghurel!”

The ginormous figure’s feathery wings unfurled their wings and took off to the top of the
gate. Once the giant receded to a squinting speck, Hosh realized he was still kneeling; he
got up trembling with the figure still ingrained in his mind. What was that— That thing, it's
not human. Why the hell is it calling us Blind? What am | supposed to do with this
information? | need to get out of here and find my son!

Suddenly, the colossal golden gate slowly creaked open, revealing a horrific and
inhumane sight. Ghurel, the central district where every Blind has come across, was more
sickening than he would’ve ever thought. People of all shapes, color, and ages were being
burned, including children. Held in separate cages made out of gold, they were roasted
alive by flames of varying shades of goldenrod; he could see some of them squirming in
pain, while others had no reaction. Their scorched skin regenerated in mere seconds, only
to repeat the process once again. Not even LSD could explain what the hell I'm looking at
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right now. Hosh thought, seeing that they all had featureless faces. No eyes. No mouths.
No noses. Nothing.

What also caught his eye was that the empty cages burned pure white flames.

Does that mean the white flames change colors when they burn someone? | guess they're
burning our “impurities” away. But, why are they different shades? Are they more
impure?

Hosh paused his analysis of the flames when he noticed the number of feathered winged
figures above the cages. They stood with poise, looking down upon the burning victims,
staring intently, making sure everything went according to plan. One of them dove down
in front of the new prisoners and began speaking in a sonorous voice, resonating
throughout the area.

“Here is the first sector of Ghurel, the Possesion Sector.” The being gestured towards the
horrific sight, “What you see before you is called the Cleanse. It removes the distinction
permanently made when you filthy Blind are born.You will be cleansed of your identity.
You will not be able to remember your name, your family, your wealth, your property.You
are no longer of the flesh, such things do not matter anymore. Any Blind who attempts to
resist must endure the flames for longer. It will be excruciatingly painful if you do, so do
not bother with changing the inevitable; you WILL give in.” The figure said with finality.
Hosh was in disbelief. He wanted to convince himself that this was just a bad dream,
maybe that he was in a coma, but no.That belief crumbled, making him face reality.

No.
NonononononononononononNnoNONNONONONONONONONONONONNONONONONONONONONONON
ononononononono!!!

| don’t want to be like them, the faceless people! | have to make it back for James. My
son— he was still held hostage before | came here. | couldn’t call the police, they have
moles everywhere! Even though | sold everything, | didn’t have enough money for the
ransom in time. | had no choice but to rob a bank, which left me here— dead. Am |
supposed to forget about all of this?! My son is still out there!

His mind raced, the entire negative emotional spectrum hitting him like a freight train.
Rage, worry, grief, hopelessness, and most importantly, fear consumed him. The uncertain
fate of his son being the cause.

The being continued with its explanation.

“Each Blind will be assigned a combination of numbers and a letter by Mind Angels, your
cell numbers. Once a Blind has received their cell numbers, they are to make their way to
their designated locations for the Cleanse. The Mind Angels will imprint the directions into
your subconscious, so just trust your instincts. May it be warned that if a Blind does not
enter their designated location in time, they will be sent straight to Hell by the
Enforcement Angels, regardless of what you have done in your life.”

Hosh couldn’t do it, he couldn’t just forget his son.

| don’t care if | have to endure an eternity of pain. Losing my son again? Not happening. |
have to stay strong. For him.
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He solidified his decision and mentally prepared himself for the endless agony ahead. He
heard a solemn voice being directed straight to his inner thoughts.
[39184P. Head to the designated location, Blind one.]
It was so sudden that Hosh jumped. He felt as though he should walk forward, as if pulled
by a rope. Following his instincts, he treaded onward. As he walked, he was disgusted by
the innumerable amount of Blind being caged and constantly burned. Some still had their
faces intact, screaming till their vocal chords tore, but of course they regenerated back. An
endless cacophony of wails filled Hosh's ears.

| can do this. | can do this... Seeing so many people suffering, Hosh wavered in his
decisions minutes ago. His palms started sweating and doubts filled his mind. They will
have to let me go eventually, right? They’'ll see that I'm that stubborn. But can | really hold
out until then, or will | be just like the rest?
Before Hosh knew it, he was before a cage himself. On the ground plastered his cell
number: 39184P.There was a small hole to enter the cage and below it seemed the
activation to completely encircle the cage with its bars. He headed into the golden cage
breathing anxiously.
Hosh's senses were heightened and his breath rapidly increased. Abruptly, white flames
flickered into life below him. Instantaneously, a singeing pain erupted throughout his
entire body and he embraced it. The flames turned goldenrod as he endured the agony
that assailed his body. Clenching his teeth and tightening his fist, he was thinking of only
one thing— JAMES!

Time passed. He tried to stay strong, but the flames wore him down, breaking his
seemingly steadfast spirit.

Who am I? What am 1? Why do | feel like I'm forgetting something important? Really
important. | feel empty. My heart aches, but | can’t fathom why. And what are these blobs
of color? My vision— it’s different. Hosh glanced around, only seeing a mixture of colors
that wobbled like water sloshing around. Though he never had vision like this before, it
seemed intuitive, with meanings and ideas automatically incorporated into his mind upon
simply looking at something. His instincts told him what he was looking at, even if he
didn’t know himself.

Moving his limbs, a raspy voice suddenly entered his mind, [You are to head to
Epithumia, or else you stay with the rest of the wretched Blind scum.You have been
granted the Vision of Soul and Essence. Do not waste it here.]

It's a Mind Angel. The voice is different, but my instincts- they're being tugged like before.
Hosh instinctually headed towards a spot of green in the distance, noticing a string of
white blob attached to him. What is this? Is that how they send thoughts to my mind? So
these are souls, huh? We're directly linked. | can see everything! | feel enlightened. No
wonder they called us Blind before.
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As he walked, he heard shrieks that pervaded his ears but he could only see yellow-
whiteish blobs that he assumed were Blinds wiggling around. He felt unsympathetic for
them.They were inferior. They couldn’t see what he could see.

He reached Epithumia without wasting a beat. Blobs of pure white and a tinge of yellow
white covered the area. What caught Hosh's eyes was a skyscraper-sized green blob that
flickered like a flame. Green. He blanked out.The green essence felt old. Beyond old— as
if it was there since the creation of Purgatory. His mind was overwhelmed, and could only
briefly remember a few words a white blob muttered, “relinquish... desires... burdens
to... soul...”

Green. His desires— they swelled hectically as he dazedly sauntered toward the vast and
mighty green blob-flame. In mere moments, he was engulfed in it, unable to resist its
temptations.

It's pitch black. | can’t see anything. | don’t feel anything either. Am | floating or falling? In
the distance, he saw blobs of every color were forming to fabricate something in the pitch
black world. It was a manifestation. A manifestation of his desires fulfilled.

Money. | can finally live without working. What a blessing...
She's alive from the car crash.Thank the Lord...

Who's that boy? He's safe and sound and cheerfully playing with his friends... | don't
know why, but | feel as if | can die in peace now.

He was lost in his desires, content with the life before him. However, it wasn’t real; it was
merely a fabrication of his desires.

Without warning, the dark world was invaded by the ancient green blob. It took the world
by storm and unmercifully encroached on the mixtures of blobs bit by bit. It rapaciously
swallowed the blobs, devouring each and every desire Hosh had...

By the time Hosh realized it, he was tossed out of the pitch black world. His mind was
empty. He seemed lifeless; maybe because he no longer had a reason to live. He no
longer had any desire. He was but a shell of his former self.

That green thing is approaching me. Oh well...

He stopped moving, letting the ravages of time take him.The gray world never changed
once. Howls of wind and white-tinged smoke shifted him a bit here and there, but it was
negligible. That negligible distance, however, turns substantial over eons of time.
Eventually, how ever long it took, he felt a supreme presence that demanded his
attention. He slovenly glimpsed around, noticing a bright, pure light dead center of
Ghurel.The thick ray of light stretched all the way to the skies and seemed to pierce the
Heavens. He subconsciously plodded towards it— the light. Something within him,
intangible and indescribable, felt the need to go towards the light. The feeling was
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fundamentally different from the time when the green blob attracted him.The green blob
pulled his inner desires while the light tugged on his soul, and his soul willingly followed.
Nearing the white beam of pure light, his eyes captured the attention of a small, white
blob. Intuitively, he knew it was a whistle. The shapeless blob started shifting its shape to
a white, majestic whistle that had carvings of three wings on either side, embellished with
golden traces outlined. God. He was mesmerized by how perfect it was. It was made to be
worshiped and praised to the most lofty of heights possible. He inched closer and closer,
till he was at arm's length; his hand reached out, shaking with awe to touch the whistle
essence.

The moment Hosh touched a tiny spec of the whistle, everything flipped to darkness. He
fell to pitch-black nothingness and kept falling. Another abyss. He kept himself still, not
caring what was happening around him. He felt cold as if he was left in the blizzards buck
naked for days. All of a sudden, like flipping a switch, the darkness turned bright. Light
covered everything and enveloped him in a warm sensation. Within his sight was nothing
but light. A blink later, the world changed once again. The world was colored half-and-half
between black and white. The mixture of sensations had him quivering and in discomfort.
Suddenly, a figure appeared before him. His vision didn’t see it in a blob, but rather a
figure with layers of sublime angelic wings half-colored black and half-colored white. It
wore a simple white toga to accentuate its simple but majestic bearing, and what floated
atop its head was a jet-black halo that was darker than the deepest pits. Its heterochromic
eyes black and white stared at him without reserve before slowly opening its mouth.
“Faceless and Sighted one— you are between the gateways between Heaven and Hell. |
am Mortis, the one and only Impartial Angel. Are there any questions before | decide your
fate?” Mortis asked, without changing tones, nor moving his eyes.

“Whistle...” Hosh hoarsely rasped.

“That— that is me in physical form. Now then, in my judgment, you are ascending.
Faceless and Sighted one— you have walked on the surface of Purgatory longer than any
I have ever felt, aside from us Angels. An indistinguishable regret and loss emanate from
your soul. May your pure and restless soul rest in the Heavens,” Mortis locked eyes with
him before rotating his halo. The world twisted in color, creating an eternal vortex loop
that increased in spinning. At its center was Mortis and both his eyes slowly turned
golden-white.

The Impartial Angel brought its hand into the vortex and turned his hand counter-
clockwise. *Tick*.

A bright light covered the world and a simple yet divine gate appeared. Hosh gravitated
towards the gate and a tinge of yellow covered his vision.

In Hosh's last moments, right before going through the gate, he saw a boy.
The boy smiled. He smiled back.
Then white filled his vision.
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A sharp but delicate whistle echoed throughout the Heavens. Violins and organs
accompanied the melody of the whistle.
Oh... I'm finally free, aren’t I.
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In the beginning, humans were powerful beings. Connected at the back, with four arms
and four legs; even the gods feared their power. Males were children of the Sun, females
were children of the Earth; but in a horrible, deafening flash; they were separated. It was a
terrible fate, but was it deserved? Humans were molded by Prometheus to be arrogant
and selfish. Just as Pandora’s curiosity betrayed her, their own greedy qualities caused
their demise. Being greater than the gods is something that they would have achieved.
Now we are stuck. Longing for something that isn’t guaranteed.

“Honey, I'm home” | whispered wistfully. Cold silence returned my calls. My leather
shoes clicked on the tiles as | walked into the dark apartment. Home smelled like home,
but didn't feel like it... not without Emma.

Waves. Waves of longing washed over me as | stared into the misty sea. | needed
something to keep my mind on, something that would distract me from him. My leg
shook in anticipation, almost uncontrollably. Being in the sand brought me closest to the
Earth, but farthest from my Sun.The daylight was nowhere to be seen, somber clouds
veiling it from my view. Samuel is my first and only love; unlike the clouds, his face never
fogs from my eyes. Up above, the sky rumbled and the waves crashed louder, tuning
themselves to my thoughts.

| remember meeting her, | was immediately infatuated. She once asked why | did not
remember where or when we met, but | just felt like | had known her my whole life.
Emma’s presence was as eternal as the Earth. Staring at the swirling steam from the
coffee mug, her memory lingers all around the house. A pink feathered hat sat on the coat
rack, frozen foods left untouched, warm memories sealed inside.

Lifting myself up from the pillowy sand- | reminisce. | asked Samuel if he remembered
when we met; | pretended to remember, but | couldn't, and neither did he. In reality, he
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had always been a part of my life, even when he wasn't physically there. Together, we
were as elusive as the shells swept up by the waves, the two never meant to be
separated. Memories of us apart only resurfaced in times like these.

Her hands would sweep the coat off of me, gently brushing my neck. Up went the coat,
placed neatly on the rack as she always would. The mahogany wood stands tall, empty.
Her touch, lost in the salty breeze, but never off of my yearning skin.

Carefully steadying myself on a slippery, washed-up log, | slowly make my way to the
ocean. Life felt like a balancing act with him. | wanted to pour myself wholly, to him and
only him, but wishes for a better life kept us both busy. Slipping into the warm water, I'm
reminded of his cozy, protective embrace. Together, we felt molded as one.

Echoes etched the walls as regret seeped in; like rain dripping into the bucket.
Plink...plink... plink... as each drip hit the metal pail, the tightness in my heart winded
itself up. | wondered if | had jumped too impulsively and drove her away. We had been
separated by desires that brought earthly satisfaction- not by the supernatural. | knew that
| had made a mistake.

The water felt like a release from the pressure had squeezed and shaped me. | swam
further and further out into the depths of unfamiliar territory. The experience was
exhilarating and new yet, something felt wrong. My other half was missing, the large part
of me that had been cleaved into something new, gone from my life. My clay body quickly
dissolved in the turbulent waters. Gasping for air | thrashed and kicked, helpless to the
strong beating of the waves. The sting of the salt reminded me of my Sun, Samuel.

| ran outside, rain sizzling on my skin. | felt the burn of my soulmate, melting away.
Emma...The pavement splashed as | ran to her, somehow knowing exactly where she
was. | knew that if | had stopped or changed my mind, for only half a second; there would
be no one to return to.

He's coming... | thought as the warm water enveloped me.This isn't where | belong. |
knew that if | stayed longer, there would be no chance of seeing him ever again. As |
looked up, the water dappled, shifting lines of light emerged, reminding me of his smiling
face as the sunbeams washed over it in the morning. Slowly the water got warmer and
warmer as the shaft of light emerged through the silky folds.
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The freezing rain meant nothing anymore, my own anger warmed me from the inside. My
skin felt hot, light emerging through the pores. How could | leave her? Her footsteps were
the only traces she left in the sand. | ran swiftly towards the foamy surf, | heard the
crashing sounds of the tide, and nothing else. An oak log swayed gently on the somber
shore.

My vision dims, | reach my arms up and kick; fighting against the murky depths. Like a
flash of lighting, his arms pull me up and out of the water. He brings me back to his warm
embrace. Sun and Earth reunited.

The myth never explained what happened when soulmates found each other again.
Perhaps being separated by choice only made their love for each other stronger. Molded
from the same clay, they shall return.
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Death Row

As the shadows grow and darkness falls, | stand at the point where life comes to a halt.
Reflections wash over my tired thoughts, moments imprinted in time, fate linked.

Lost days, decisions made, courses not pursued, regret fills each breath.

| reflect on the events that brought me here.
The shared laughter, the tears cried.

Choices taken in haste are now carved in time and may not be erased.

The ticking clock's hand echoes in the cell, measuring time's final thread.
Regrets blossom like flowers in bloom.
| want to recover, exhume certain moments.

The people I've injured, the bridges I've burnt, the lessons I've learned too late, now
discerned.

In the darkest hour,
Whispers of hope linger, yearning for release.
A spark of optimism amidst the chaos in this dark and narrowing route.

Redemption's whisper
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| confront the reality with a sad heart, Glimpses of light in the murky art.
Seeking forgiveness at the dying hour,

Desiring peace and the power of kindness.

As dusk fades toward twilight,

A soul finds peace by embracing the final night.

In the passageways where fate's hands guide, | deal with the echoes, the ebb, and the
tide.

Contemplating acts, a soul deprived bare, a person, now free,
From the chains of earthly pain,

Ascends to the light.
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Life is like a big puzzle, where each person is a unique piece, adding something special to
the grand picture of existence. For me, what sets me apart is something quite unusual:
the remarkable flexibility of my fingers.They're not your usual fingers; they move in ways
that surprise and astonish. Their ability to bend and stretch is different from what most
fingers can do, and it adds a unique rhythm to my life.

Ever since | was small, my fingers were different. While my friends struggled with small
tasks, | discovered that my fingers had a knack for moving in unexpected ways. They were
more flexible than others' allowing me to bend and twist them in ways that seemed a bit
odd but were fascinating. One day at school, during a game of "Simon Says, the teacher
asked us to do something tricky by touching our little fingers to our palms. It seemed
impossible for most kids, but | did it easily! My classmates were amazed at how my
fingers moved, almost as if they were magic. As | grew older, my unique fingers became
my trademark. Whether | was showing them off to friends or using their flexibility to
entertain, they always drew attention.

People found it fascinating but sometimes a little strange. With time, | learned that my
different fingers weren't just a cool trick. They taught me to celebrate what makes me
stand out. Just like my fingers didn't follow the usual rules, | began challenging what
society expected of me and embracing my uniqueness. In a world that often wants
everyone to be the same, my flexible fingers became a symbol of celebrating what makes
us different. They showed me that our unique qualities aren't limitations; they're strengths
that set us apart from others. Now, my fingers remind me every day that extraordinary
things can come from unexpected places. They're not just fingers anymore, they're a
symbol of pride proof that being a little different can be a wonderful thing. Here's to the
fingers that can do what others can't a reminder that in a world where everyone wants to
fit in, there's amazing beauty in embracing what makes us unique. From the time | was
small, my fingers stood out. While my pals struggled with simple tasks, | noticed my
fingers could move unexpectedly. They were extra flexible, letting me bend and twist
them in ways that seemed peculiar yet captivating. One day in school during a game, the
teacher challenged us to a task: touching our little fingers to our palms. It seemed
impossible for most kids, but | did it effortlessly! My classmates gawked in amazement at
my fingers' fluid movements, almost like magic.
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As | grew, my unique fingers became my thing. Whether impressing friends or
entertaining with their flexibility, they always drew attention. People found it fascinating
but sometimes a bit odd. Over time, | learned that my different fingers weren't just a cool
trick. They taught me to celebrate what makes me stand out. Just like my fingers didn't
follow the usual rules, | began challenging society's expectations and embracing my
individuality. In a world pushing for sameness, my bendy fingers became a symbol of
celebrating uniqueness. They showed me that our special qualities aren't limitations
they're strengths that set us apart from the crowd. Today, my fingers remind me that
remarkable things can come from unexpected places. They're not just fingers anymore;
they're a badge of pride - proof that being a tad different can be a wonderful thing. Here's
to the fingers that do what others can't a reminder that in a world seeking uniformity,
there's incredible beauty in embracing what makes us unique.
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“Con khéng thé deo bing vé sinh,” my mom whispers faintly -despite the door closed- as
she folds my cluttered sweaters into orderly stacks. This statement directly translates to,
“Child, you cannot wear a tampon.” It was the summer of my sophomore year, and my
mom’s friend invited us to go swimming with her family, but | just got my period. As one
would expect, slapped with objection and misery, | welp out of the ten-by-ten square foot
room and slummed on the couch, sinking into the leather. “Megan, get ready!’; my
brother, Bryan, says eagerly. “Megan’s sick. She isn’t able to go with us, con!” my mom
shouts from the room — a statement, concise yet vague for shielding seemingly “private”
matters. This was the immediate relief she turned to when the social scale read
discomfort. Witnessing this reaction from my mom wasn’t unusual. Then again, she is a
conservative woman who grew up in a strict household with stringent parents, believing
in maintained traditions, which proved insurmountable to my unorthodox request: asking
to use a tampon.

Shame. My first period was when my shameful instincts appeared: sliding a pad
underneath my sleeve when excusing myself to use the restroom. If | knew my period
would start within a few days, | would wear sweaters prior to “the day” - a security
blanket that gave me the vast capacity to execute “secretive” movements in relation to
my private matters.

It brings prodigious ignominy to me even to this day, but to a blunt and fundamental
extent, | was embarrassed to accept my menstrual cycle, to accept that from December
18th, 2019, | would have to countenance knife-stabbing cramps, unrelenting hormonal
imbalances, unwavering physical exhaustion, and spontaneous blackouts that chaperone
a cycle. It saddened me deeply to witness families commemorate the invigorating
commencement of womanhood as if it were a celebratory juncture because, in my family,
the emergence of womanhood is kept hidden on the unembellished basis that
womanhood is composed of effable, multiplex abstractions.
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For a time, | pondered why blurting out such words as “I'm on my period!” was such a
profane and sacrilegious act to which my mom had to utilize secret codes. After all, they
were just words — letters placed together to form a meaning or even several meanings. If
not for Coach Lightener and the life lessons that illuminated the vacant and unproclaimed
freshman | exhibited, | don’t think | would ever have deciphered the trajectory to the
meaning of selling oneself short. When | did, however, engulfed and digested the idea
behind those words, | found that they connected most and were strongly associated with
hindrances of womanhood.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton once said, “The best protection any woman can have is courage,’,
but what protection did | harbor when all of her efforts led to me sliding a pad up my
sleeve and being silent when | conversate about feminine issues with those who shame
me for releasing blood? To answer that in a simple yet nonchalant manner, | would say
none because, for a portion of my life, | exhibited a lack of courage - and was more so
ashamed - when the talk of womanhood and natural bodily processes surfaced.

Inflamed. As inflamed as | was about embarrassment controlling my life, an impulse hit
me, guiding me into the room where my mom and brother stood. | mutilate the security
blanket accompanying all feelings of shame. With that, | exclaimed, “I'm on my period!”
Laughter and disgusted expressions eroded the room, but it was then | realized that
having a say, a voice, an opinion — one in which | will seek the salvation of womanhood to
shine a light on those that suffer behind closed doors, to corrode the unyielding and
absolute boundaries women must live by without their consent — was worth the price of
humiliation.
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When | first started middle school, | started off at a school called St. Francis De Sales. It
was a private school that was gated around the property. We had an enormous field and a
comprehensive school and a church. | can not remember much, but | remember when |
was in 7th grade where COVID was around and students had to stay inside and do classes
online. Halfway through my 7th grade year online, my parents placed me in another
middle school called O’'Donnell. O'Donnell brought many new things into my life, such as
new teachers and classmates that my old middle school did not have. | made a few
mistakes because | was switching from a private school to a public school.

Eventually making it to 8th grade where | was in-person. Being able to see the different
hallways that O’'Donnell had got me confused and very desperate to find my classes.
During my middle school years, | have formed friendships with many new people that
have endured long after middle school. Among all my classes, AVID stood out to me the
most. This is because AVID helped me find out what | want for my majors and what | want
to do in life. My passion for dressing up and matching colors, resulted in me majoring in
fashion design. Fashion design is where you create outfits that could affect trends in the
fashion industry. I've always loved to combine colors and know which color goes with
other colors. | knew that fashion design is not easy to go through since it causes stress
and a lot of knowledge to have, but | was determined to try my best. My AVID teacher was
supportive of my idea and he was talking about colleges that offered a fashion design
major for me.

During my first year in high school | was conflicted between being a fashion designer or a
makeup artist, even though they are almost alike and help each other out. After a lot of
research, | decided to go with my first major which was fashion design. Since | was stuck
with the fashion design major, | decided to watch a lot of stuff that included fashion
design, and include mechanics to see if it was possible to combine those two together to
make a piece. A lot of fashion designers have crazy ideas about their designs and it
comes out as a success for most of them. | have always wondered what goes through the
creative process in these designs, do they just go by their daily lives and find new stuff
that turns to designs, or do they take inspiration from other designers and improve them.
Looking at all the designs, designers really make me shocked at how creative they can be
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and put the time and effort into their designs, getting the fabric, gems, and lights. As well
as taking their time during school to learn how to sew and color match.

Almost every day, | wonder how fashion designers came to where they are now, what
sacrifices did they make to get where they are and how long it took them to get this

far. With the help of all my middle school teachers and freshman year teachers, they
helped me learn what | wanted to learn to do in the future and make an impact in fashion
design.
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“I'm sorry but we're going to have to take her off of life support,” said Dr. Livingston.
Aethra knew this day ought to come but she didn’t want it to happen so soon. It was a
childish fantasy of Aethra to think maybe one day her mom wouldn’t need the life
support, they could laugh with each other on the porch once more, she could drop her off
to school, or she would attend her graduation ceremony. After all, her mom was the
biggest supporter of her dreams compared to her dad. Her dad didn’t even come to the
hospital. In reality, Aethra hadn’t even seen him in the past month. Did it upset her? Of
course, it did, but she'd rather have no support than her lackluster dad. She barely made
enough money to keep the heartbeat of her mom alive but to think she would have to
take her off forever felt like a sick joke. The day she had to say goodbye to her mom for
eternity became the day she felt trapped. Trapped in grief. There was no way out of it, she
convinced herself there wasn’t. As she watched her mom’s lifeless body lying there, a
piece of her was also lying with her.

The following weeks came and it showcased Aethra was in a slump. Although she made
progress in getting out of bed and continuing her daily routine, life continued offbeat.
Until one day, Aethra passed by the park and saw a group of kids. A group of kids holding
these sparkling twinkles in their eyes. Something about it entranced Aethra as she
stopped by and saw they were making paper airplanes. Paper airplanes made with
chattering and laughter as the kids tried to see which one flew the farthest. It reminded
her of her mom. She remembered how her mom once told her she wanted to become a
pilot but couldn’t due to complications within her family. Wholly, it fascinated Aethra,
fascinated at how much fun they were having and how a simple, delicate sheet of paper
could produce an object as such. From the moment she got home, she scrambled to find
a blank piece of paper and tried to make a paper airplane by scratch. Of course, this was
no easy task as she was quite confused about what to do after folding the paper in half.
For hours, she would take a new sheet of paper and try a different combination of folding
the paper but could never quite get it. Soon, it started to look like a melted snowball.
From that day forward she wanted to figure out how to make a paper airplane.
Throughout the week, it helped motivate her so that when she got home she worked on
the paper airplane. It felt like somewhat of a closure for her and an opportunity for her to
start healing.
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This process kept on repeating itself until one morning. Aethra had a dream where she
saw her mom waiting for her on the porch again. All she wanted to do was to have fun
with her mom one more time, to sit down and tell her about her day. However, this wasn't
possible because as soon as Aethra tried to sit down next to her mom, she suddenly
stood up and started wandering somewhere else. Aethra didn’t want her mom to go so
soon so she followed her into the vast depths of the familiar world. Again and again, she
chased her mom calling out to her or trying to catch up to her; however, she remained
unphased. At one point, her mom was out of sight. It reminded Aethra of how she still
had a long way to go when grieving. Moreover, the whole dream felt like Aethra was
chasing a paper airplane.That's it! Aethra would continue to make paper airplanes until
she could finally fly one. When it was time to let go. Let go of all the tears and emotions
of how it felt like the world was against her.

One day walking home, Aethra saw the group of kids once more. Their colored paper
airplanes with decorations, oh how she wished she could feel like them for once. While
watching closely, she saw one of the kids start making another paper airplane. It was
surprisingly simple, she was making it harder than it needed to be, she realized. As she
got home, she thought today would be the day when she would finally make the paper
airplane. Without a doubt, she felt like a child again. She brought out her old crayons and
doodled like a 3rd grader. When she finished she felt fulfilled but couldn’t bring herself to
fly it. She proceeded to write a letter pouring her heart out along with the frustrations she
felt against her dad.Then, she attached this lengthy letter to the paper airplane as the final
piece.The day after, she walked to the park and planned to finally fly it. There was a strong
gust of wind which made the clouds to appear as if they were on the brink of crying. This
was it, the days of her struggling would finally have some significance. As she took in a
deep breath she took a step back, put the paper airplane in position ready to go, and gave
it a vigorous throw. At that moment, the paper airplane would be long gone as the strong
gusts of wind blew it out of the park, quite literally. What Aethra did next could be dumb
to countless, as she started chasing it. Chasing it to the point her surroundings weren’t
important to her. As the honking of the car soon faded away, she smiled to herself.
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“We are now in lockdown, barricade your doors.” said the AP over the intercom. | could
hear the fear in her voice as | heard gunshots from all directions. “l was going to the
bathroom. No class was going to let me in” | say to myself. “They wouldn’t trust it, |
wouldn’t trust myself either.” | look around as | hear the screams through the hallways.
They're getting closer, the gunshots get louder. | ran as fast as | could, looking for
anywhere to hide. Ahead | could see a gun, Frantically | grabbed it and shot at the person
chasing me.

*Your call has been forwarded to voicemail*

11:30 pm, April 23rd,

It's been a few hard days without you Grace. I'm finally talking to you after it happened. |
kept re-reading our text messages over and over. I'm crying again. Please come back,
Grace. Come back and laugh, make a joke like you used to.Tell me this was all a lie.
“Gotcha!” That's all you have to say, Grace.

*Your call has been forwarded to voicemail*

11:30 pm, April 25th,

l..went to your funeral today Grace. | couldn’t stop crying. Grace everyone misses you
why don’t you just come back to us? I'm still in shock at what happened. | can’t do this
without you. We were supposed to stick together? You promised. | keep trying to lie to
myself that nothing happened. Every day | wake up and go straight to your house, and as
| get there a dawn of realization hits.

*Your call has been forwarded to voicemail*

11:30 pm, April 27th

I'm sorry | haven't been updating you lately. My family is going through some things right
now. 7 days since the incident. That’s 1 week without you.Things are surely moving fast
without you. They canceled school after the incident. Happy about that. It allows me to
grieve about you.

*Your call has been forwarded to voicemail*
11:30 pm, April 30th
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It's the end of the month.You were very close to making it. You're on the News though!
You wanted to be famous and here you are..for the wrong reasons but you made it Grace.
Your name is known everywhere now... Well, not everywhere but you get it..? That's the
thing about you. You always understood what | meant even when | didn’t.

*Your call has been forwarded to voicemail*

11:30 pm, May 3rd

It's a new month. It's been 13 days without you. Yes, | was counting, each day felt like hell.
The whole neighborhood knew how close we were. Everywhere | go | get stares from
everywhere telling me how sorry they are for me. They give me pitiful looks and it makes
me sick. | don’t want to be reminded every day how | lost you. Now | just curl up in my
room waiting for this hell to end.

*Your call has been forwarded to voicemail*

11:30 pm, May 6th

They've confirmed that school is officially starting on May 25th. | can’t believe they’re just
going to act like nothing happened and resume school 1 month later. It's shameful. | know
| didn’t want to be reminded about your death but 1 month is too short a time for anyone.
Many people died that day. Once again they're sweeping it under the rug and pretending.
Like they always do.

*Your call has been forwarded to voicemail*

11:30 pm, May 9th

I'm starting to hate school. | don’t think I'm ready to go back yet. The date is nearing every
day, so | will have to get used to the looks. Once school starts the cycle begins but this
time with pitiful looks. Unbearable...Going back without you, sleeping, waking up, Going
to school, Coming home, Homework repeat. | can’t do that without you. | miss you. | miss
our late-night talks. | miss our “study” sessions.Trying to get homework done but you
would just end up distracting me.

*Your call has been forwarded to voicemail*

10:45 pm, May 15th

I'm early this time, | know. | just wanted to talk. | feel guilty, Grace. | couldn’t stop thinking
about that moment. | should’ve never picked up the gun. Grace, Please | was reckless and
stupid. It was chaotic and | couldn’t see. All | saw were people screaming and running
around me. | saw a gun and | picked it up. | couldn’t see and shot at the first person. |
know you aren’t here anymore but | need to say something about it. My parents aren’t
home right now, this is the only quiet time | can get to confess. | couldn’t sleep after that
day.The guilt is eating me alive. | was hoping this would make me feel better because it
was like | was calling and speaking to you. All it did was make me feel worse. This empty
silence surrounds my home and me just talking to someone who isn’t even here
anymore...l sound crazy right now. Grace, I'm scared | don’t want to go to jail. | didn’t
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mean to... But they wouldn’t understand. They wouldn’t understand how close we are, or
how close | am to snapping. | really can’t do this. All of this would've never happened if
we both skipped that day.

*Your call has been forwarded to voicemail*
11:30 pm, May 18th
School is getting closer. I'll have to deal with these looks again.

*Your call has been forwarded to voicemail*

11:30 pm, May 21st

| tried sending a text message today. It of course went green. | liked it though, it made me
happy texting you even if you weren’t reading it. It felt nice... for a while at least.

*Your call has been forwarded to voicemail*

11:30 pm, May 25th

School started today and of course, | got pity looks. Some people approached me and |
saw flowers at your seat..that was nice.

11:30 pm, May 28th

“Hello? Who is this?” someone replied on the phone. | stayed silent, shocked that
someone picked up. “They already gave her number out..” | thought to myself. “If you
don’t respond I'm ending this phone call.” said the random person | snapped back to
reality “This was my best friend’s number she passed and | was calling her but they gave
her number out it seems..”

“Oh...I'm so sorry to hear that,” they replied. “You can keep “calling” her. I'll just not pick
up if it makes you feel better after your loss.” “Thank you” | responded.

*knock knock*
| heard a knock at the door and rushed to open it.

“You're under arrest! hands behind your back.” | move my hands behind my back scared.
“What's going on officer?!” said my parents. “You have the right to remain silent.
Anything you say will be used in court.” said the officer. “l said what’s going on, officer.”
said my angry dad. “Your daughter has been charged with the murder of Grace Adams.”
He replied. “What? My daughter wouldn’t do that. Grace was her best friend. She would
never. Grace Adams died in a School Massacre. It wasn’t Eleanor.” | stayed silent knowing
| was very guilty. | racked my brain trying to understand what was going on. How did they
know? Does the whole school know? Including the neighborhood? Am | going to jail? Will
everyone know me as the girl who killed her own best friend? | ignored the commotion in
the back racking my head with these thoughts. | get pulled into the cop’s car as my
parents continue arguing with the officer trying to plead my case.
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“It was her...” | think to myself. “The random girl who picked up probably listened to the
voicemail and saw the one of me confessing... But how did the cops know? It doesn’t
make sense. | didn’t tell anyone...Unless someone saw it?” | rack my brain with these
thoughts trying to understand how.

| was taken to the police station for questioning. They had solid proof... | couldn’t win this
case. “Somewhere in my mind | kind of feel like | deserved it. | killed my own best friend,
I'm a terrible person so | deserve it.” | said to myself. | purposely went to the trial
willingly. Of course, news spread fast about it and | was bombarded with questions left
and right as | left the court. “ Was it all an accident?” “Why would you kill your best
friend?” “Was there any ulterior motive? Like jealousy?” “Have you killed anyone else?”

The questions all sound stupid to me.They're treating me like I'm some insane person
who purposely killed their best friend. They don’t get it of course-I didn’t kill her on
purpose; it was an accident. They asked me so many times if | killed my own best friend
on purpose that now I'm starting to question myself... “am | a bad person who did it on
purpose while manipulating myself into thinking they’re not...?” These thoughts roamed
through my mind the whole time. | get pulled into the police car to avoid the reporters...
“We were heading to prison. | deserved it.”

“Hey, wake up.” “Get out” | look around still in the car.. “we’ve finally made it..” “Not the
best place | want to stay for long.. it looks like something out of an apocalypse..” “I'm
pretty sure the officer could see my look and could tell what | was thinking. He smirked as
he saw it. He was probably happy.” “someone like me deserves a jail like this” | could tell
that's what he was thinking. | could tell even he thought of me as a terrible person

They were searching me up and down like they were looking for gold... How bad do they
think of me? If they're treating me like this, how are the other prisoners going to treat
me...?

*Your call has been forwarded to voicemail*
22?2 ?22?

Hi Grace..They let me make a call for the day... | don’t know the date or time. Seems like
I've been spending too much time here. | can’t take this in here.The officers scowl at us
like we're monsters. Some of us made mistakes but they don’t want to accept that. Some
deserve to be in here. | need something to get out of here. | just need to leave. Anyway |
can...

My body feels...
My body feels nothing.

Thump—Thump———Thump———Thump
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Am | sinking?.. I'm going downwards.
| didn’t mean to kill her! It was an accident. Please don’t send me down.

My body is still sinking.
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My shoes are clean and bright
Their so clean that you can see
The white in the night

Yes, white that catches your eyes
Puts a smile on your face

That will make you say

Their brighter than the time of day

Oh, what about the black ones you ask

Ya those look untouched

Creaseless that they look like nobody

Has ever spend a day on them

No bent on them

Inside sole so comfortable that you can sleep with them

What about his shoes

You see the dirt from the sides

The sides makes you realized

The work

The time

The same shoe for over five years
Losing its color and fading its designs

To give his treasures their wants and needs

That leaves him happy

To him every shoe can do

Even if it is twisted and over used

At the end of the day he is doing it for his treasures
Not new shoes

What about hers?
The ones that are losing their grip
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Where she can slip

Insides with soles so thin

A pressureless knife can go through it
Now you see she almost can’'t do it

She is a woman, so why try

Her shoes should be clean

Clean and making her an inch high

Well she still tries because she is strong inside
To be able to provide every time she hears
“Can you buy me something please?”

To end up being satisfied

| started grasping knowledge as the time passed by
Motivating myself that | can change their lives

So that has been my goal this entire time

Cause | want to provide

Provide shoes with a future inside

A future knowing | did not disappoint them in life

When | make it to that point

Which will come true

| know that people will try to pull me down

Though you didn’t know how | grew

Reminding myself how it left a scar and a bruise

But at the end of the day they don’t know what is like
To walk a mile in my shoes
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My eyes on the words of a chronicle placed upon my face,

Educator preaches the unacknowledged to those near to my space.

Usually in the warmth of this hut | am placed heat down into the duties assigned

by those | call beloved.

In return, met with the silence of a simple murmur before | am yet again at stage one.
Pages of duties torn to the seams of none of these professors do come undone.

Yet again, here | am replaced in the appearance of the same blood, both she and he have
done the same

which | have in the past.

They toast great praise on their works,

dark, sorrow, minds of mine through the midnight lurks.

They speak none of which | have gotten, they speak none of which | have done,
the people whom I've learned to call my beloveds, yearn for another of the same blood.
The same things in which I've proposed to them of my own contents,

Tears prickle down sides of a weeping adolescence's sockets,

Mere acceptance needed, bounded, and tied to their core

Bear the authority, one for the heart, another for you

Brush away misery, charge for identification of someone

who they cannot refer to, as blue.

Declare the seeking of my own,

Something which they are vulnerable to.
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We're chasing dreams, feeling alive,
In this moment, we truly thrive,

With hearts so wild, we'll never dive,
Into the shadows, we'll forever strive.

Under the sun, we paint our skies,

With vibrant colors, we mesmerize,

We're the rebels, the ones who defy,
Boundaries and limits, we'll never comply.

We're the young, with fire in our souls,
Writing stories, breaking molds,

With every step, a new chapter unfolds,
Adventure awaits, as our story unfolds.

Together we'll laugh, together we'll cry,
Through ups and downs, we'll reach the sky,
In this journey, we'll spread our wings and fly,
Forever young, as time passes by.
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Petal #3: He Loves Me

My name is Rosa Rubiginosa, though my friends call me Rosy. | was born in this
enchanting garden nestled amidst a bustling metropolis. | have spent my entire life here,
but my true story begins after | met her.

Although the exact date escapes my memory, | distinctly recall the stunning skies of that
aforementioned day, tainted with streaks of red and orange as the sun dipped below into
the horizon. She approached me softly and subtly, delicately prying me from my place in
the soil. She then pointed her finger towards a young, handsome man who was seated on
a bench, informing me of her plight: she was horribly in love with him, yet too frightened
to confess her love. However, each waking moment that she spent away from him bore at
her heart.

| assured her not to worry, for | was Rosy, the living manifestation of love that no one
could resist. She smiled and strolled closer to him, her anxiety increasing with each step,
but so did her excitement. Finally, upon reaching him, she froze before him. | extended
my stem and gave her a reassuring touch, knowing that she could accomplish her goal
with my aid.

She extended her hand, clutching me tightly, and offered me to the young man. He briskly
stroked her hand, creating an almost perceptible spark, and grasped my stem.The two
humans locked eyes, their eyes boring deep holes into each other, and in that silent
exchange, a world of affection bloomed. My mission was accomplished; | had united
these two humans in a never-ending bond of love. Or so | thought.

Petal #2: He Loves Me Not
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The love between the man and woman grew like ivy on the garden’s ancient stone walls.
Yet, as the seasons changed, so did the dynamics of their relationship. With my fragile
beauty, | witnessed the subtle shifts in both of their hearts. The man did indeed love the
woman, but he was young and craved freedom, not to be tied down by the eternal chains
of love. “l want to travel the world and explore its every reach, not be chained down to
stay at home forever!” he often declared.

Conversely, the young woman seemed to be quite the opposite. She wished to marry the
man, have a family, and lead a tranquil life together, cherishing every moment they
shared. “l simply want to live a quiet life with him by my side. Why can’t he see that?” she
frequently asked. Slowly, arguments arose, and their passions for one another cooled,
cooled like the autumn winds, winds that swept away the remnants of their once fiery
love. | stood as a silent witness to their fading love, a love that was easily forgotten,
forgotten like how they forgot me, the true symbol of their love that brought them
together. | began to wither and droop as they continued their quarrels, mirroring the
fading connection between the two lovers.

On one fateful day, dark clouds gathered overhead; thunder and lightning pierced the sky
with ferocity. The young man made a painful decision: he turned away from his lover,
leaving her to explore the world and pursue his self-interests. She pleaded with him to
stay, kneeling outside on the cold, unforgiving ground as the rain drenched her crumbled
figure. “Please don’t leave me,” she implored. He turned back and stared at her with
mournful eyes, then turned to look at me. “Keep her safe, Rosy.”

Lightning struck, and as the woman looked up, the man had vanished from sight, leaving
to fulfill his ambitions. My petals drooped like a heavy heart, sensing the deep sorrow of
the woman. It appears that | had not succeeded in my quest to unite two lovers, but
instead broken one’s heart.

Petal #1: Love Yourself

My owner was abandoned, discarded like a piece of rubble. She was faced with the
daunting task of rebuilding her life. | wanted to help her on this treacherous journey, but |
barely had any life in me left. Each of my once vibrant petals had withered away, and my
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stem wilted, resembling the woman’s misery. | was on the brink of death, but the woman
stunned me with what she did next.

She embarked on a journey of self-discovery and appreciation. | watched her nurture
herself as she had once done for me, learning to love herself and embracing her worth.
Gradually, her spirit began to renew, and as her love for herself blossomed, | too,
flourished. In the warm embrace of her rekindled memory, | once again became a
cherished presence. She cared for me just as she did previously, tending to my every
need with gentle hands, delicately pruning my leaves, nurturing me with replenishing
waters, and gracing me with the vivid tapestry of her life's stories, entwined and woven
with threads of newfound courage and resilience. Sharing in her transformation, | found
my strength returning. Petal by petal, | regained my vitality and mirrored her
revitalization. Not only had | returned to my previous self, but as her passion flourished, |
continued to bloom and prosper.

I had witnessed love, heartbreak, and courage from my owner, learning of human fragility
and resilience. With a smile, | realized that my journey with the woman was over, and
returned to my home in the garden. As | swayed in the gentle breeze, | whispered a
message to anyone who cared to listen: “Even in the face of heartache, one can bloom
anew, like a rose finding its radiance once more in the warmth of self-love.”
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Growing up my Abuela was always more of a mom to me because | was extremely close
with her. She was the one who was always there for me and whom | could always open
up to. She was the only woman | felt that understood me and the only woman who could
bring out my genuine smile. She was the woman | went to for comfort and whom | love to
spend my Sundays with. | remember that | would always beg my mom to drop me off
every Sunday morning at Abuela's house because | would love going to church with her,
and then going to eat with her afterwards. My life was going great probably at its peak,
until the day it wasn't. | remember this day as If it was yesterday.

| was only 8 years old. It was a Sunday morning and my mom had just dropped me off
at my great grandma's house. | remember running into my Abuela's house and giving her
the tightest hug ever. | remember having a conversation about church and laughing with
my Abuela while she cooked me breakfast before we left. | remember that she started
coughing out of nowhere. | remember her sweet voice telling me “Naiyeliz go get my
medicine for me please. It's in my bathroom in the cabinet mirror.” | remember replying
to her and asking her if she was okay, to sit down and to drink water that | would be back
in a flash. | remember walking up the stairs and all of a sudden mid way | heard a
“BOOM!” My heart stopped because my first thought was what happened to my Abuela?
Is she okay!? | remember running to the kitchen with tears in my eyes, hearing my heart
beating and seeing everything happening in slow motion. | remember begging god that
the boom | had just heard had nothing to do with my Abuela and that she was okay. But
man was | wrong, when | entered the kitchen she was laying on the floor unconscious. |
remember falling to the floor on my knees and begging god to wake her up but she didn’t
move. | remember yelling and crying at the top of my lungs “Please Abuela Wake up
come on pleaseee !” but nothing happened. | remember running to the house phone my
Abuela had and calling my mom. | remember not being able to breathe just by the
thought of losing the woman who meant the world to me.

At that moment | realized that my home didn’t have 4 walls but instead she had 2 arms.
When my mom answered she heard me crying and | told her what had happened. |
remember the way my mom screamed and started bawling her eyes out. She had called
the police and they both showed up in about 5 minutes or less. | remember these 5
minutes as the longest minutes of my life just screaming and crying to god for help.
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When my mom got there | remember falling into her arms and just bawling my eyes out. |
remember how tight my mom hugged me and told me that everything was going to be
alright. Even then | knew deep down that it wasn’t. The ambulance took my Abuela while
me and my mom followed in the car behind. | remember reaching the hospital and the
first thing they told us is “She didn’t make it. We tried everything we could. But it wasn't
enough. I'm very sorry for your loss.” At that moment my world stopped. | felt dizzy and |
felt as if | was about to die. | couldn’t believe the words coming out of the paramedics
mouth. My- My- My Abuela just died. | had just lost the woman who motivated me to do
everything | did and who was the reason | lived for.That night | cried myself to sleep. |
remember waking up the following morning with puffy eyes and a heavy heart. Nothing
felt the same, | couldn’t find the motivation to do anything. Sundays officially became my
least favorite days of the week. Over the next couple of months | started losing myself
more and more as the days went by. | remember hearing my mom crying every night
before she went to sleep. | remember my mom doing all the arrangements for her
funeral. | remember a lot of things, but for some reason | started forgetting my Abuela's
voice. | couldn’t remember it. | started missing her hugs and the advice she would always
give me. | started missing everything | didn’t even think | could possibly miss.

All those thoughts started to overwhelm me and slowly started killing me mentally. It
got to the point where It started killing me physically too. | was always too tired and never
had the motivation to do anything. Those “what if "' crossed my mind 24/7. Just what if |
would’ve hugged her tighter. What if | would’ve called 911 first. Or even What if | would've
gotten to her medication faster. Just what if | could’ve somehow or someway saved her.
It's been 5 years now and I'm currently 13 about to turn 14 and | still think about her and
miss her. However, | learned how to move on. People always see me as this hardworking
young lady doing well in school and sports and ask me what's my motivation behind it.
And my response will always be “l do it because | know that’s what my beautiful Angel up
in the sky would’ve wanted and | know that she is watching over me extremely proud.” |
know situations like this usually break people and even if it did break me at the beginning,
that experience turned me into the young woman | am today and that is why | have the
mentality | do. | love you Abuela.
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Soon a man, now just a boy

Your only time to enjoy

As the opponent known as life is training

You'd best start as well, for your time is draining
There is no coach, no teacher, just you

So you train with what you have and make do

Soon a man

It felt as if a second ago your life began

As you enter the ring

The audience treats you like you are nothing
Not caring whether you win or lose

Turning a blind eye to all the abuse

Now a man,

This is part of the plan

The bell rings

And life swings

First, it throws a mean right hook
You try to respond by the book

But the truth is you never saw this
Try to return the punch but you miss
You aim to fight back, but to no avail
As if in the end, men were built to fail

As a man

You do as much as you can

You aim to stand tall, yet you often fall
As if, in the end, we're destined to crawl.
Life may deal its harshest hand,

But you'll rise, strong, and take a stand.
With each challenge, you'll prevail,
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For in your heart, you will not fail.

You get back up, and the second round begins

Life is hit with your fueling hand and it spins

It tries throw everything it knew

But you hit life harder than it ever hit you

You beat the opposition

Consider your position

You overcame the struggles that have been set upon you
Consider yourself one of the lucky few.

Now a wise man now a teacher

Tell them how to deal with this creature
Your job is to help others

Help your brothers

Become a coach

Teach them about the approach

You have to teach them about your trip

Give them the mindset that they need to equip
Be the one you never had

Make them glad

Glad they have someone

So they too can become one.
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Echoes of Joy

Canyons of destruction
Flares of hope

Waves of Subduction.
My opinion, my choice
My opinion, my voice
My opinion, your choice
Influenced by your voice.

The breach in my thinking
A lack of foundation

It's creeping, it's sinking
Their words are intriguing.

| become less of me

As the days come and go
Cause | follow the words
Of my friends and my foes.

My opinion, my choice
My opinion, my voice
My opinion, your choice
Influenced by your voice.

An open-minded being
Exposed to dotty-minded fiends
My opinion, your choice
Influenced by your voice.
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Innocence Revealed: Malcolm Alexander's Fight for Justice

Meet Malcolm Alexander: wrongly imprisoned, his truth buried for decades. Alexander
was an innocent man who was imprisoned for over 38 years after a horrific rape, which
exposed the reality of police wrongdoing. Malcolm Alexander was the victim of bad
defense counsel, bad eyewitness identification, and missing evidence. Fortunately, his
case was taken up by The Innocence Project, a nonprofit legal organization dedicated to
"freeing the innocent, preventing wrongful convictions, and creating fair, compassionate,
and equitable systems of justice for everyone." The Innocence Project ultimately assisted
by recovering DNA evidence from the crime scene, which showed that none of it matched
any known suspects. How would Alexander be seen if The Innocence Project wasn't there
or didn't take his case? What if Alexander served as the central figure of an intriguing tale,
similar to Adnan in Sarah Koenig's "Serial"? If | had the chance to present his case for the
opportunity of compelling storytelling, | would give it to Rotten Mango, and together we
would convey and demonstrate by compelling storytelling how significant this story is to
society and the long-lasting impacts of wrongful convictions.

November 8, 1979. 11:30 a.m. Louisiana.

Her only mistake was moving from behind the counter. In Gretna, Louisiana, B.N., then in
her late 30s, was the lady in charge of a recently opened antique shop.This day intended
to have been another productive workday, so why was a police report made following a
particular encounter? She underwent a terrible incident—she endured a sexual attack by a
man while she was alone and incapable of stopping it. A firearm was used to hit her in the
head after being taken from behind. B.N. was forcibly taken into the restrooms in the back
and sexually assaulted there. She described the culprit as a black male in his early 20s,
around six feet tall, weighing 165-170 pounds, with a medium complexion. He was
apparently wearing a pair of blue jeans, a dark windbreaker, and a navy watch cap. B.N.
testified that he rode a 10-speed dark orange English racing bicycle to the store. Almost
immediately, authorities located a man who resembled the description given, riding an
orange 10-speed bicycle with his jeans unfastened. Absolutely perfect, no? It seems
obvious who committed this horrifying rape in this specific instance, but it's not as simple
as it sounds.
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Renowned for its in-depth storytelling, Rotten Mango is a true-crime podcast that is loved
and listened to by many. It's hosted by Stephanie Soo and her mysterious partner in
crime. They tell the stories of criminals that are not so well known from all around that
they believe the world should know about them and leave no room for missing details,
just as their website sponsors. While the podcast can go over gruesome details, they try
to uplift the mood and bring sprinkles of comedy and sweetness. Each episode starts with
a trigger warning and acknowledges that researchers from all over the world give
accurate and as much information as they can about the case. Each episode is around 1-2
hours long and introduces a “very mysterious blurb of the case." As “All AboutThe Rotten
Mango Podcast” by David A. states, “Once the listeners are hooked, she begins talking
about the case in chronological order, leaving no details unsaid. She covers all the bases:
the what, why, who, and how."

Considering Rotten Mango’s dedication to uncovering the truth, | thought that Rotten
Mango was perfect to take this type of case because it would shine a light on wrongful
convictions and ensure no details were left out either on purpose or accident. Stephanie
isn't hesitant to speak up about the incompetence of the government's actions, the
weakness of the defense, or how an eyewitness's misidentification may genuinely alter
someone's life. I've listened to prior episodes, and I've also seen that Rotten Mango
makes a point of helping victims and their families. If they can provide words of love and
hope to the victims, she urges her viewers to do so. She also urges them to be safe.

“Serial is a podcast from the creators of This American Life, hosted by Sarah Koenig.
Serial tells one story — a true story — over the course of a season” Season one of Serial
was described as a “reexamination of Hae Min Lee’s murder in Baltimore 1999, the
investigation by police, and the subsequent conviction of Adnan Syed. It was billed as
“one story, told week by week” by The Undisclosed Wiki.

Upon observing the similarities between Alexander's story and Serial's coverage of
Adnan Syed's case, | couldn't help but discover further similarities. For example, both
suspects were People of Color, Alexander being African American and Syed being
Pakistani.They also shared a contributing cause of conviction: inadequate defense. In
Adnan'’s case, Cristina Gutierrez defended Adnan in the courtroom; even after he was
found guilty, he did not hold it against her, but others did, claiming that she
misrepresented them and was only after enormous sums of money. She was disbarred as
a result of all of these issues, losing her ability to practice law after having her license
revoked. Alexander, on the other hand, had a lawyer who neglected to present in court
and submit crucial filings, such as a motion contesting his identification. The same
attorney, who was later disbarred, failed to call any witnesses for the defense, failed to
appropriately cross-examine the state witnesses over the identification, and failed to give
an opening statement.
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Moreover, Malcolm Alexander's wrongful conviction due to government misconduct,
witness misidentification, and inadequate defense turned his life completely upside
down. This case and story are significant because what if someone else believes they
shouldn't act because of an incorrect conviction or for some other reason? The general
public should be aware that these three grounds for conviction are not uncommon and, in
certain cases, even expected from government authorities. Wenbo Lin, Michael J. Strube,
and Henry L. Roediger, llI's article "The effects of repeated lineups and delay on
eyewitness identification" supports society’s built thoughts on witness (mis)identification.
| saw, “Experimental studies have shown that these procedures introduce a bias so that
the suspect, even if innocent, is more likely to be selected in the second identification. The
suspect may seem familiar not from having committed the crime, but merely from having
been seen previously. Another problem is that witnesses tend to stay committed to their
initial identification decision even if it is wrong (the commitment effect).” "Evaluating
witness testimony: Juror knowledge, false memory, and the utility of evidence-based
directions" is the title of a piece by Rebecca K. Helm that is based on the jury’s knowledge
of the witness testimony. The lines that stood out to me were, “Eyewitness evidence is
often important in criminal cases, but false or misleading eyewitness evidence is known
to be a leading cause of wrongful convictions. One explanation for mistakes that jurors
make when evaluating eyewitness evidence is their lack of accurate knowledge relating to
false memory. It identifies ways in which current directions provided to jurors in this area
are likely to be deficient in influencing juror knowledge and in helping them apply that
knowledge in a case context, and develops criteria that can be used to assess the likely
effectiveness of directions.” This information is relevant to this case because after each of
the following quotes, “Even though his report of the March 24, 1980, photographic lineup
said that B.N.’s identification of Alexander was “tentative,” De Noux told the jury that B.N.
“without hesitation identified the photograph of Malcolm Alexander as the man who
perpetrated the rape on her.” This suggests to me that, because De Noux failed to
mention that it was "tentative," it eventually affected the jury's verdict, resulting in a one-
day trial from jury selection to the jury's declaration that Alexander was found guilty.

In essence, a true-crime podcast's goal is to inform its listeners about international cases.
Whether they are working, studying for an exam, going for a morning run, or doing
anything else. They seek to make a lasting impact. Maybe they want you to consider
expressing empathy or sympathy for the person in question. Maybe it would inspire them
to make a donation or find the courage to volunteer for those suffering from similar
challenges. Maybe, they could wish to show that even if you were mistakenly convinced
of your innocence, you should still fight for it no matter how many days, weeks, months,
or years it takes.

In the end, wrongful convictions and exonerated cases shouldn’t be taboo topics, they
should be talked about more in podcasts, books, social media, and society. Malcolm
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Alexander is ready to tell his story to demonstrate that anything is possible. He can now
spend time with the relatives and friends he couldn't previously after nearly 38 years in
prison. Rotten Mango would be my preferred podcast if Alexander’s story were to be told.
She could use her brave voice and captivating storytelling to express and show how
important this topic is to society and the effects of false convictions over time. Malcolm
Alexander's case, in my opinion, serves as a prime example of how they want you to
speak up for what you think to be right rather than just tolerating your situation.
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Love is a beautiful thing,

It looks like the spring,

Everytime | see her it makes my heart sing,
Her beauty pulls me around like a string,

Your eyes are blue like the ocean,

And your beauty messes with emotions,
Butterflies moving my insides like an erosion,
And me thinking of you is like a commotion,

| stare at you everyday wondering who you are,
Looking like a beautiful star,

Wondering if you came from afar?,

Oh you pretty girl named Skylar
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When | was just a thought in my parents’ minds, | was met with high expectations. Before
| was born, they knew they would expect me to succeed because they would sacrifice to
make sure it was possible. | was born in Mexico, moved to the United States when | was
toddler, and have faced the reality that | was expected to be great ever since. There is
really no choice but to be great, but to work as hard as possible, when your parents are
immigrants like mine who have sacrificed their whole world to make mine flourish.They
gave up their jobs and left behind their friends and families so that | would have bigger
and better opportunities. And for that, | am eternally grateful.

It all began when my parents moved me and my brother to the United States when | was
just two years old. | of course do not remember much about the first two years of my life
spent in Mexico, but | do vividly recall my mom’s voice echoing in my mind, telling me
that “we are better off in the US.” Trust me when | say that | do wholeheartedly believe
her, but this does not keep me from wondering what my life would have been like if | did
in fact grow up in Mexico—if my parents didn’t move me to America. Would | have
exceeded my parents expectations had | stayed in Mexico? Or, does both the place and
the circumstances that come with it truly affect whether or not | have the ability to
succeed? My mind’s musings have pushed even further, asking that | self-reflect and
decide whether all of what I've done has been for myself or for my parents. | want
answers to the questions I've asked myself. This journey of self-reflection and
accomplishment is not linear, has been a tad chaotic and bumpy, and will continue to be
met with intense passion and pride.

Although | do not have the answers to all of my questions yet, | can confidently say that
my experience in the United States has been a positive one. This transition was beneficial
to my life in many different ways, some | can pinpoint, and some | can only live through.
For one | can explain, I've already benefited from the education system in the US as it is
far superior to Mexico’s education system. Here, I'm blessed with a plethora of
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opportunities for both scholarships and grants. In contrast, in Mexico, the opportunities
for a good education are severely and unfortunately limited. In my home country, a good
education is only available to those who fall within the middle class, and as such, it's the
regretful reality that most people do not get to graduate and walk across the stage. I'm
grateful for and humbled by the opportunities and choices offered to me in the country |
now call home.

However, the life | now lead is not the life I've always had. Growing up in the US, |
experienced plenty of adversity and misfortune. | came to America with Spanish as my
first language, and having to then learn to speak, write, and read English was an
exceptionally difficult task. It was especially difficult to learn the language at such a young
age, but listening to people speak English all around me at school helped me acquire the
language and learn faster. As | got older and was further immersed, my English improved.
| was soon reading, writing, and speaking English fluently and with confidence. As a
result of this improvement, | was transitioned out of ESL classes and placed into a typical
English classroom.This development served as further motivation; | would exceed my
potential no matter how daunting and difficult the task.

The main misfortune I've encountered growing up in the United States

was discrimination. I've been discriminated against for the color of my skin and for my
race—for who | am on the surface and at my core. Discrimination in the US is far more
common than you would hope it would be, especially considering the melting pot
ideology that many relate to the culture of America. I've experienced discrimination when
I've been met with weird stares at the grocery store for speaking my native language and
had to face the inappropriate jokes made at school at my expense, because of what | look
like or where I'm from. Not only has discrimination been a prominent part of my life, but
I've had to witness my parents come to terms with the same harsh reality. It's incredibly
disheartening to see my parents being treated as less than and being othered when |
know they should be treated like any other person who calls America home. It’s difficult to
overcome such situations and believe me when | say, this difficulty is magnified when
made to take on everyday tasks in a world that'’s filled with so much discrimination and
judgment. At times, living in the United States has felt near impossible. How do you find
peace when you're met with injustice and adversity at every turn? | thank my support
system that has allowed me the perseverance to continue pushing on and propelling
myself forward.

The road to self-reflection that | mentioned earlier? It has led me to a place where |
find it increasingly necessary to thank all of the people who helped me get to where | am
today. And not only that, but have helped show me the more that's out there.The
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parameters that many try to place upon me? Can be, and will be, broken.To my teachers,
my counselors, my loyal friends, my family, and most importantly, to my mom and to my
dad: thank you, | appreciate you, | am humbled by you, and | am blessed. If it weren't for
my gracious parents and their sacrifices, | wouldn’t live a life open to a vast array of
possibilities, opportunities, and choices. | wouldn’t be able to do or be something great. It
would not be within my capability to walk across the stage, wearing a cap and gown, in
only five years time. Mom, dad...l want you to know that I’'m eternally grateful. The
sacrifices you have made for me and all of the opportunities that you have had to turn
down so that | could then pick them up?There are no words to express my gratitude. My
actions will speak louder. | will continue to push forward. | will make you proud.Thank
you for being the reason that | succeed today.
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“Ironed top, cheap lipstick

Clink clack, plastic smile

Being so young in politics

You swore you'd only done this for a while
Meet cute and | say, ‘what a magic trick’
Bus transport and broken tile

Rain fell and the camera flashes it's light
To us dancing in your room

we had the secrecy to keep these nights
Is it too soon to stay with you?

You cut me deep with the wiled of a knife
And leave me with a staining glass view

Late nights and late night calls
Same fight and new consequences
Kissing and dancing in the hall
Screaming and the room tenses
Forgiving over a fight we can’t recall
Forgetting about a consensus

Lights off, mind gone

Family affairs, and horrible mistakes
Flashing red and blue, nothing on
Takes me back to the lakes

How is this what | could want

It must be a chain | need to break”
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Characters:
Bemo {a boy with shoulder length brown hair and blue eyes}
Rilin {a girl with long brown hair and blue eyes: physiatrist, Adam’s co-worker}

Adam {a man with black hair and brown eyes: scientist of co-existing worlds, Rilin’s co-
worker}

Scene 1: Setting: Rilin’s office, March 3rd
Rilin: | don't get it, all my patients have been so much more violent recently

(Rilin sighs looking at the mess left by the last boy in her office, he had torn off her
“health is the top priority” poster and had shattered her pot which led to dirt spilling all
over her newly cleaned white tile floors as Adam comes into the office from the door to
Rilins right)

Adam: perhaps it's the other world version of them affecting them

Rilin: the other world version? Is this something you have been studying, Adam?
(Rilin screamed at Adam, it was well known that Adam was not to be trusted among the
doctors, he was always doing something off, but no one dared to report him.)

Adam: Calm down, | have been studying it for over a year, I'm pretty sure | have a good
grasp on the situation at the moment.

Rilin: fine.Then explain this to me, and make it fast, | don't have all day.
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Adam: At the moment in the twisted world people have started to attempt to close the
gap between our universes. Of course, as | have said before, they are much wilder than
us, that's why wars and conflicts have become more common in this generation.

Rilin: So, why do | need this information? | understand that this explains the situation with
my patients, but if this is what you have described then | am unable to help.

Adam: Actually, you can, | require your help conducting an experiment.

( Rilin could hear an audible change in Adams voice as he stated she could help him,
sweeter, as if to charm her into helping)

Rilin: And how exactly can | help you?

(Rilin stared at the doctor, extremely skeptical)

Adam: Well, | have a theory of how one could stop themselves from the twisted world.
(Rilin glared at him, not believing him nor trusting him)

Adam: In more basic terms if you can “erase” your other self than you will return to
normal

Rilin: Are you implying what | think you are implying? Explain to me exactly why | should
do this for you? Especially considering it is nothing more than a theory, a possibility

Adam: Of course, you know exactly what | have just said, and everything starts with a
theory, no? So, this is nothing more than other experiments. And not to mention-

(Adam talked in a sweet yet dangerous voice, as he leaned into Rilin's ear)

Adam: Do you not want to help?To help me, your patients, and this world? You could help
everybody stay safe, and stay themselves, and you'd only need to take one life~

Rilin: ... fine. I'll do it

(Adam smirked, leaving the room through the door on the right again.)
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Scene 2: setting Bemo's room March 7th

(Bemo is sitting in the corner of his room, surrounded by the dolls he loved so dearly his
entire life, ripped apart by his close friends and family.)

Bemo: why? Why can't | just be normal? Why can't | just play sports like the others?

(The boy cried into his lap as he curled up onto the ground, as he suddenly realized
something. Shocked he looked into his mirror which seemed to be rippling)

Bemo: what the-

Who's there?!

(Bemo screamed as he watched a girl's hand pierced the water like ripples of the mirror
on the left side of his room and a girl dressed in a simple gray dress and white doctors

coat falls through his mirror)

Rilin: Jeez, Adam should've warned me it would hurt.

Bemo: who are you?!

Rilin: okay, please calm down, | know it's all weird, but | have an offer for you

(Bemo hesitated for a moment before replying to the girl)

Bemo: what... if your offer?

Rilin: I'd like to invite you to my world, so that you can live yourself a new

(Bemo thought deeply, knew it would be perfect for him to act as a lady and restart
everything.)

Bemo: I'll do it.

(Rilin just smirked before quickly leading Bemo through the mirror and back into Adams
office where the mirror was on the left)

Scene 3:The Day of Closing
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Adam: Alright, folks, time to hop on board!

(Adam screamed at the ground-dwellers who were undergoing a change of sorts. A total
of 93 individuals, including the "twins" Rilin and Bemo.)

Adam: Is everyone here and accounted for? Ready for takeoff?

(Adam released the weights, allowing the ship to ascend into the sky while a few
troublemakers tried to launch an attack to make the ark fall.)

Rilin: Hey, Bemo, you holding up alright?
Bemo: Absolutely, sis!
Rilin: Good, good.

(Rilin glanced at Bemo, who sat on the ground with a hint of remorse in her eyes, her
voice trembling and cracking ever so slightly.)

Rilin: I'll be back.
(Rilin left to the cabin to have a chat with Adam.)

Adam: Are you prepared, Rilin?

Rilin: I... I'm not sure. Bemo doesn't seem that bad, you know?
Adam: But don't you want to help me?To help all the folks on board?

Rilin: Yeah, you're right...
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(Rilin took an item from Adam's table, ready to face Bemo.)

Scene 4: on the ark
Rilin: Hey, Bemo?"
(Bemo turned his attention towards her, his gaze fixed on the view ahead.)

Bemo:Yes, Rilin? What do you need? | cannot look away from station right now, just in
case something comes up.

(Rilin took a deep breath, her eyes swelling up with tears. She kept her hands hidden
behind her back. Against Adam's advice, she had grown deeply attached to Bemo, and her
emotions were becoming increasingly difficult to bear.)

Rilin: Bemo...

(she began, her voice trembling with regret,)

Rilin: | am truly, really, sorry.

(Bemo's eyes widened in surprise,)
Bemo: Sorry for what, sister? You have given me a life far better than what my previous
family ever could.

(A single tear escaped Rilin's eye, silently acknowledging the truth in Bemo's words. She
mustered the courage to step closer to Bemo, her footsteps barely audible against the
docks.)

(Bemo, sensing her proximity, turned to face her, concern etched across his face). Bemo:
What's wrong? Do you need something? Are you hur-



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

(Before Bemo could finish expressing his worry for his older sister, a sudden and
unexpected blow struck the back of his head. Rilin, her face contorted with anguish,
repeatedly struck him with a hammer, her words of remorse echoing in the air.)

Rilin: I'm sorry, I'm so sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm so sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm
sorry, I'm so sorry, my brother...

(Bemo eyes dropped a tear from having heard Rilin call him brother for the first time as
Rilins voice kept cracking)

Bemo: ... it's okay, sister...

(Rilin hugged Bemo as he passed out, forever. As the pair fell to the ground of the dock
Rilin quickly realized that Adam had tricked her, Bemo wasn't her counterpart, He was
never violent, His experiment was just to frame Rilin. Mad at herself for falling for it Rilin
stared at the place Bemo had been watching over, and jumped off holding Bemo’s body in
her hands, now they’ll rest in peace together, forever)

The end
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Life is amazing with music
Without music, | feel tired
When | don't have it | feel sick

| love music, for me, and it is required

Music makes time pass
There's so much to choose
It helps me focus in class

At night it makes me snooze

Music makes me calm
It disconnects me from stress
The flow is as smooth as lip balm

The vocals make me feel blessed

Music is my heart

For | can’t have it apart
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Hating is a negative word people say, but it's a very good way to define my self love
towards myself. Loving someone differently than other people would is a very
controversial topic to most. | see it as a form of expressing myself, while others don't
seem to like it. | can't change the fact | like a different gender than other people my
gender would, but | can't help it. | found a person | like abundantly, but I'm not supposed
to because of how | was born. Sure | was in love, but | also hated myself because | wasn't
normal. | took that hate and put it toward eating until my heart felt better. What did | gain
you ask? | gained problems with my health, and a gut that | never wanted. | comforted
myself the best way | could and found myself crying into a black abyss in my room at
night, all because of who | love. | felt like a fish in a net, never being able to escape that
net. | felt like a hammer was pushing me into a wall constantly. It was a struggle to wake
up and go to school everyday. | put on this act and pretend everything was perfectly fine
and that | was as chipper as a chipmunk climbing a wall. My friends never knew that it
was happening and would be upset that | didn't tell them, but they wouldn't understand
anyway. They were successful, well | was casted away by people all because of the way |
love. As weeks passed | gradually started to focus on myself and became more
passionate about what | love most, band. | play the flute in band, first chair, symphonic.
That is the thing that got me out of that endless abyss of a hole. Playing my instrument
distracted me from my worries and gave me the strength to confess to my crush. | wanted
him to say yes, but | was fine with him saying no. He said no, but he wanted to get to
know me more, which raised my spirits. As we talked, we became more close, and we
became close friends. As the year is coming to an end, | wanted to thank my band teacher
for helping me become a better musician and helping me go through one of the toughest
spots of my life. She was a person | could rely on most and | appreciate her for everything
she has done for me. | would come to her class excited to see her everyday and talk to
her about all the things | went through during the day and my life. And yes, my friends
helped me through that time too. They were the best thing that happened to me when |
was going through my depression. They made me laugh, cry, and made me mad at times.
But all in all, I'm really glad that the people who are in my life came to be, they are the
ones who made me who | am today.
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It all started when one day my grandma felt a bump on her right breast and she wanted
to get it checked out to see what she had, because it felt like something unusual. She
knew that there was something wrong going on so she booked her doctor's appointment,
and the day came they had done a scan on her body to try to see if they knew what it was.
As they continued to do more tests on her the doctors came to a conclusion that my
grandma had cancer on her breast.

It was extremely heartbreaking news to hear, but we continued thinking nothing but the
best hoping that she would eventually recover soon. We took her to all of her
chemotherapy appointments she needed to be taken to, to get recovered. Later on
coming to find out it had spread to another part of her body and everything from that
point started going downhill. She had ended up needing to get hospitalized; we would
always go visit her.

My grandma ended up having to stay at the hospital for a week's span. My sisters and |
would have to go to the critical care center in the hospital; also known as the intensive
care unit. All the doors were glass so you could see inside without having to step foot
inside of the room. In the ICU (intensive care unit) | saw people with bad health
conditions in which | felt grateful to God for having good health. Although seeing all
those people in there including my grandma being a part of the people with critical care
in the unit my eyes started getting watery eyes. | never thought that | would be seeing
one of my closest family members in the hospital struggling on a day to day basis,
especially my grandma who played a huge role in my life. My grandmother is from my
mom’s side; my whole life I've always called her grandma.

As the days passed for my grandma, she ended up getting out of the intensive care unit,
and onto the cardiovascular unit. My grandma started getting difficulty with her
breathing. Her breathing wasn't getting any better. She would have to wear an oxygen
mask in order for her to be able to breathe. Whenever | would go visit her she would be
awake, but all the medicine the nurses would give her would make her drowsy leading to
her sleeping most of the time. Even though she isn’t alive anymore | still think as if she’s
still here with me, because | know she’s looking over my shoulder.
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Then one morning | was in summer school and | got picked up early. | thought she was
finally returning back home. Until | had got hit with the news that she passed away. My
grandma played a big role in my life when | was a little girl. She was like a second mother
to me. | loved the bond me and her had, If | could see her again. | would run up to her and
give her a big tight hug.
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Dear human,

You're never alone.

It's okay to be in your zone.

Just know this life is like a stone

but its words won't break you to the bone.
Just know you matter

Keep on climbing this never ending ladder.
Don't give up in life

even when other's words are cutting you like a knife.
Just know you're loved ,

especially by the one above.

You're perfect the way you are.

| know this walk may seem too far,

but don't take a bullies words to heart

to the point where they break you apart.

This journey called life my be hard,

and sometimes you may play the wrong card.
But just know it's okay,

and put a smile to your day.

Just be yourself,
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and find the best in your inner self.

Find the one to put your trust in

and pour out your feelings and let them listen.
remember not to trust everyone so much.

Don't make everyone your crutch,

because in the process you may hurt them,

but still remember you're a gem.

Enjoy your life while you can.

And if you take this message to heart just know I'm your number one fan.
Everyone matters in this in this world

were all our own shining pearl.

Keep your head held high,

and show your haters that you will strive.

Don't let haters bring your mood down

and turn your smiling day into a frown.

They're just jealous and want to get in your head.
Just remember what this author said,

"You're perfect the way you are.

So go ahead and bandage up that scar."
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“There is only one solution.” The warrior stood once more. He felt shockwaves of pain
throughout his body. He leaned on his sword to stay stable. His shining armor was
splattered with his blood and was caved in some spots, the metal digging into his skin.
His body was drained of all of its energy and his mind was foggy, but he remained
standing to face the foe before him.

“Do we really have to?” The warrior looked to his left, seeing his best friend of 20 years
join his side. He wore a cloak covering most of his body, but it was torn in multiple places,
revealing the twin daggers he wielded and the multiple piercing wounds he had
sustained. He ran a hand through his long black hair, trying to get it out of his vision.

“We have no choice.” The warrior turned to the feminine voice to his right, seeing the one
he held dear. She was leaning against her tall wooden staff. Her blonde hair and blue
robes were stained red; a line of blood ran down her face. She realigned the wide-
brimmed pointed hat on her head, the red magic crystal at the tip of her staff glowing
brightly. “There’s no way we can defeat him if we don’t.”

“I know, | know...l just don’t know if we'll make it out of here if we do.” While he put up a
good front, the warrior could hear the fear his friend was holding back. As the leader of
the group, the warrior had to say something to encourage his friends.

“There's no guarantee that we will...but what would you prefer, we run and let that
monster destroy everything we've ever known? Or we fight and die as heroes who saved
the world.” The warrior put one gauntleted hand on the pommel of his sword and drove it
into the ground in front of him. He turned to his two companions expectantly.

A small hand from the right came forward and was placed upon his own. The warrior
turned to his right and met a softly smiling face. “You know | would follow you to the
ends of the world and back.” He smiled back at her and turned to his friend. He stood
looking at the two for a second, before scoffing at them. “Y’know, when you put it like
that you really make me look like a jerk.” He reached out with a gloved hand and joined
the two upon the sword. “Just don’t get mad when the songs they write in my honor are
better than yours.” The warrior chuckled before looking back towards the enemy before
them.



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

The dark purple energy emitted by the enemy was disorienting and distorted their vision,
but they were just able to see the faint outline of their target. The large man they once
called a friend was being corrupted by powers they couldn’t comprehend, but they knew
if they didn’t lay their friend to rest the innocent people of the world would become
collateral of his rampage.

The warrior took one last look at his two most trusted companions. “These past few
years...have been the greatest moments of my life. | wouldn’t want to be with anyone
else right here, right now.”

The three shared one last teary-eyed smile before the warrior's companions closed their
eyes and concentrated. The warrior could see the yellow and blue energy trail down his
friends’ arms before meeting his red energy at his sword. He felt a surge of power, the
wounds he sustained closing, the armor he wore repairing, and the sword he held
glowing brightly.

His companions opened their eyes, gave him one last nod, and turned towards the
enemy. They were both ready to sacrifice themselves to give their friend the chance to
save everyone.

The warrior took a few steps forward, remembering everything that led up to this point,
cherishing the memories that he made with all of his loved ones.

“..RAAAAGH!!"
“.HAAAAHI!!I"
TLAAAAH!T

The three ran forward to face down their final foe with a battle cry, betting everything
they had on this final attack.

)<<
“So this is where you've been.”

The warrior recognized the feminine voice and replied to her without looking. “Just
needed some fresh air.” He stared out at the sleeping city before him, feeling the pleasant
breeze from the height of the balcony. He could still hear the sounds of the partying guild
from inside. His friend joined him at the railing, taking in the sight.

“This is your doing, you know. How everyone can celebrate to their heart's content. How
they can live out their lives in peace.”

“It was a group effort, | couldn’t do it if it wasn’t for everyone who helped along the way.”

“But it was you who got everyone to help in the first place. You pushed everyone to
become the best versions of themselves possible. If it wasn’t for you, we would all still be
wallowing in our own problems, too scared to make any sort of change.”
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The warrior felt a hand placed on his own on the railing. It was gentle and delicate. He
turned to look at his friend and could see that she was still looking out at the city.

“If it wasn't for you, I'd still be...”

The warrior understood what she meant and squeezed her hand. She stopped talking and
just smiled. There was a pleasant silence.

“Hey, now that the world isn’t ending...l don’t think we ever made it official.” The warrior
looked to his friend once more. She was blushing profusely and her eyes were wandering
to random places. “S-So do you think...in the future, you and | could-"

The warrior cut her off with a simple, “Yes, | do.”

His companion looked surprised at first before breaking out into a wide smile. She sidled
closer to him until she was resting her head on his shoulder. The warrior and his
companion spent some time on the balcony, happy to just be together.

u n”
u n”
“ Hey!”

The two jumped at the sound of their friend’s voice. They turned to see their party
member open the balcony door. “There you guys are! The party’s almost over. We want
some final words from the guest of honor.You gonna come down or what?” He then saw
what the two may have been doing. “Ohh, | see. Never mind what | just said, just take
your time.”

The girl jumped forward to jokingly punch the intruder. “It's fine, moment’s ruined. You
said that the party’s ending? Huh, it's kind of like this marks the end of our adventure
right?” She turned towards the warrior. “Don’t you think...hey, what's wrong? Why are
you crying?”

His two companions were now looking at him with worry. The warrior realized that he had
tears streaming down his face. He knew why he was crying but he couldn’t tell his friends.

“Oh, s-sorry. I'm just happy to be here with you guys.”

The two shared a look before laughing at the warrior. “Ha, | didn’t know you were such a
sap.” His best friend gave her a quick nod. “C’'mon, it's not like we're gonna die anytime
soon, let's go enjoy the rest of the party.”

The warrior laughed with them, feeling guilty all the while. His companions could tell that
he was hiding something from them, but they understood that there were some things
that didn’t need to be known.
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“Hey, if you need some time alone we can stall for you as long as you want. Just take
your time.” The warrior gave his friends a nod, and they reentered the guild hall, leaving
him alone on the balcony.

He looked out at the city once more, feeling the last bit of heartache fade. He looked up to
the night sky before closing his eyes, and for a moment, everything was still. The gentle
lull of the breeze, the smell of the spring air, the sounds of partying, the feeling of his own
heartbeat. The warrior savored every last one of these details before opening his eyes and
turning to the balcony door. He gripped the handle and opened the door.

> <<

Through the door was darkness. There were no stairs that he had previously used to get
to this point, just pitch black that started from the door and reached into infinity. But the

warrior was not surprised in the least. He just began walking forward, not caring that the
door closed and disappeared behind him.

The warrior continued walking until eventually he reached a strange screen floating in the
darkness. It was a large screen, maybe about the size of a 70-inch TV. Before the screen
was a small panel about hip height. The panel had one flashing button.

Continue?

The warrior pressed the button, and the screen in front of him lit up. A multitude of
different statistics were displayed.

CONGRATULATIONS!!
The Warrior

Level 99

Date Started XXXX
Date Ended XXXX
Playtime(hr) 999+

There were many different stats, from monsters slayed to how much money was lost
while gambling, but the warrior Player didn’t care about those. He scrolled all the way to
the bottom before pressing the continue button once more. It was there that he saw what
he desired.

Congrats! You got the
GOOD ENDING
Achievement Unlocked: Hero

Req: Complete a playthrough without letting any Allies die.
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With this, the Player was finally satisfied. He had been striving to give his friends a happy
ending and he finally achieved it. He had already done every minuscule task, quest,
speech event, etc. The Player would now be fine living inThe Dark Room for the rest of his
life; if you could even call it that. After all, there was nothing left to do now, no goal for
him to achieve.

You have unlocked a New Feature!

...What? New feature? What kind of feature could there be now? There was nothing left to
do. He had already done everything.The only thing that it could possibly was a-

You have unlocked
NEW GAME+

...Of course it is. It shouldn’t matter too much, it should only make the fights a little
harder, or have more items to buy. It shouldn’t warrant a redo after spending all that time
working towards the good ending. After all, the Player had spent extra care because the
most difficult part of the Hero achievement is completing her quest, which is both
physically and mentally taxing. The Player didn’t want to put all of his friends through all
of that again, especially her.The Player already had all the endings anyway...right?

The Player had doubts...the panel still had the Continue? button.There couldn’t possibly
be...

Continue?

With NEW GAME+, The Player has unlocked
THETRUE ENDING
Complete NEW GAME+ to get this ending

The Player sighed. He thought this was what would happen. Well, there shouldn’t be too
much difference between the Good andTrue ending. It shouldn’t be too difficult to-

WARNING:

NEW GAME+ greatly increases in difficulty

Allies have a high chance of perishing

To aid in the decision, THE GAME has listed the likelihood of each Allies survival

The names of all the characters the Player could ally with were listed, and next to all of
them was a number determining how likely they would die. The names at the top of the
list had the least chance of death and as the list went down the chances grew. The Player
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looked for one name in particular, and his heart sank the farther he went down. At last, he
found it...at the bottom of the list.

The Mage: 95%

The Player thought it was possible but...a 95% chance of death? That was just unfair. Who
thought this was balanced? The Player had seen a similar list before but the percentages
were at most 50%. That's why he was so happy to be able to get the Hero achievement in
the first place. What possible reward was worth the chance of his Allies dying?

Continue?

Final Note: NEW GAME+ is the TRUE ENDING of THE GAME in every manner. Once The
Player decides to start a NEW GAME+, The Player may no longer enter The Dark Room.
The Player will live the rest of their life within THE GAME, living along with the Allies they
have created. If any Allies die, orThe Player dies, there are no Resets. This will be the only
chance to start a NEW GAME+

The Player was...he didn't know what he was. He was...confused. He didn’t know how to
feel about that warning. The idea that if he failed somehow and got himself or his friends
killed was certainly scary, no, absolutely terrifying...but, he could live.

The Player doesn’t know how or why, but all that he knew was that he had woken up in
The Dark Room with the screen and panel there. Flashing on the screen wasThe Game,
and on the panel was a small description of the game with the prompt to start a new
game. With nothing better to do, the Player accepted. His first playthrough was a mess
and he had died early on, but one thing was for sure. He had to keep playing. He had
fallen in love withThe Game. The story, the cities, the way people interacted, he had
grown to care for everything, especially all of his Allies.

The Player had tried and failed many times before he got his first ending. That was when
he got the first death percentage list. When he first saw it, the Player thought it cruel and
unfair how all of his Allies, his friends, were tied to arbitrary numbers determining their
survival rate. That was when he decided to get the Hero achievement. He would get the
Good ending and the Hero achievement, then stay in the dark room forever, knowing that
all of his friends were guaranteed to be alive. But deep down, that always bothered him.

The Player wanted to live with his friends. He wanted to have a peaceful life and grow old
with those he loved. He had lived through the game so many times and each playthrough
was longer than the last. He didn’t even know how old he was anymore. He didn’t even
remember his own name. And here it was, the exact thing he wanted. But at what cost?

Could the Player do well enough with this new playthrough so that every one of his allies
could survive? Did he even want to take that chance?
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Would you like to start a NEW GAME+?

Accept or Decline

Are you sure?
There is no turning back from this decision.

Accept or Decline

Accept

Thank you for playingThe Game!
...and that was it.

No fireworks or grandiose fanfare.The Player just pushed a button, turned around, sat
down cross legged, and closed his eyes. That would be the last time the Player would look
at the game screen. And honestly, he never wanted to look at it again. That screen
recorded every one of his failures. Every blunder, every mistake, every failed attempt to
save a friend.

The Player just recalled his memories with his friends. All his experiences with so many
different people flashed through his mind one by one.

He recalled every one of his playthroughs. Somehow, he could remember every detail of
each one of his journeys through the game. Every choice, every variable.

All the Player could do was sit alone in the darkness, looking back on his adventures.
Eventually, he began thinking about his time with her. That was when the player took a
deep breath, spread out his legs...and fell backward.

)<<
*splash*

He was surrounded by water, having just hit the surface. He was beginning to sink. He
opened his eyes and began swimming upwards. It wasn’t long til he breached the surface,
letting free the air trapped in his lungs. He took a quick look around.
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He was in a small pond, a waterfall pouring in, and a small stream leading out. The pond
was located on higher terrain, seeing as the stream went down a hill and towards a
village he could see in the distance.

He swam over to the shore, dragging himself out of the water and flopping down on the
grass. He looked up at the sunny sky before closing his eyes, and for a moment,
everything was still. The gentle lull of the breeze, the smell of the autumn air, the rush of
the waterfall, the feeling of his own heartbeat. He savored every last one of these details
before recalling something he heard not too long ago.

Hey, if you need some time alone we can stall for you as long as you want. Just take your
time.

...They won't have to wait for long. He'll make sure of it.

He opened his eyes and got up. He spoke to himself while stretching his arms and legs.
“No Resets or Continues huh? It's like I'm actually alive.” He looked at the village in the
distance. The first stop on his playthrough.

“I'm coming home”
The Player
The Warrior

The Hero took his first steps towards a new adventure. A new journey. A new...Game.
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The Israel-Palestine conflict is a longstanding and deeply rooted issue that has shaped the
geopolitical landscape of the Middle East for decades. The roots of the conflict can be
traced back to the late 19th century when nationalist movements in Europe began
influencing the region. This essay will explore the historical context, key events, and the
complex dynamics that characterize the ongoing struggle between Israel and Palestine.

The origins of the conflict can be found in the Zionist movement, which emerged in the
late 19th century with the goal of establishing a Jewish homeland in Palestine.The
Balfour Declaration of 1917, issued by the British government, expressed support for the
establishment of a "national home for the Jewish people" in Palestine. This marked a
pivotal moment, intensifying tensions between Jewish and Arab communities.

Following World War Il and the horrors of the Holocaust, the international community felt
a moral obligation to address the issue of Jewish refugees. The United Nations proposed
a partition plan in 1947, dividing Palestine into separate Jewish and Arab states. While the
Jewish leadership accepted the plan, Arab leaders rejected it, leading to the Arab-Israeli
War of 1948. Israel declared independence, and the conflict escalated.

The aftermath of the 1948 war, known as the Nakba (catastrophe), resulted in the
displacement of hundreds of thousands of Palestinian Arabs. This created a profound
refugee crisis that remains a central issue in the conflict. The Palestinian diaspora,
coupled with the establishment of Israel, fueled deep-seated resentment and resistance.

The Six-Day War in 1967 further altered the territorial landscape. Israel captured the West
Bank, East Jerusalem, the Gaza Strip, and the Golan Heights. The occupation of these

territories intensified hostilities and laid the foundation for ongoing disputes, particularly
concerning the status of Jerusalem and the rights of Palestinians living under Israeli rule.
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Efforts to achieve peace gained momentum in the late 20th century. The Oslo Accords of
the 1990s aimed to establish a framework for the resolution of the conflict and the
creation of a Palestinian state. However, the peace process faced numerous challenges,
including ongoing violence, settlement expansion, and the assassination of Israeli Prime
MinisterYitzhak Rabin in 1995.

One of the major stumbling blocks in the peace process has been the construction of
Israeli settlements in the West Bank. These settlements, considered illegal under
international law, have been a source of contention and a significant obstacle to achieving
a two-state solution. The international community, including the United Nations, has
consistently criticized these settlements, exacerbating tensions.

The situation in the Gaza Strip, controlled by the Palestinian militant group Hamas, adds
another layer of complexity. The blockade imposed by Israel and Egypt, coupled with
internal Palestinian divisions, has led to economic hardship and humanitarian crises.
Ongoing conflicts, including periodic military clashes, contribute to the volatility of the
region.

The Israel-Palestine conflict remains a deeply entrenched and multifaceted issue with no
easy solutions. Efforts to broker peace have faced setbacks, and the geopolitical
landscape continues to evolve. The international community, including regional actors
and global powers, plays a crucial role in facilitating dialogue and finding a sustainable
resolution.

In conclusion, the Israel-Palestine conflict is a complex and deeply rooted issue shaped by
historical events, competing national aspirations, and geopolitical dynamics. The quest
for a lasting solution continues to face challenges, including territorial disputes, refugee
issues, and the role of external actors. A comprehensive and just resolution requires
commitment from all parties involved, as well as sustained international efforts to
address the longstanding grievances and aspirations of both Israelis and Palestinians.
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RING “Welcome, how may | help you this fine evening?” the barista asks “Hi yes, | would
like to have hot chocolate with a chocolate muffin please.” The barista smiles in a rictus
way, “They should be out in a couple minutes, may | have a name for the order.” silence
fills the room as | don't show signs of response “Mam, hello?” | regain consciousness
“Mary.” the barista gives a blank face. | sit down. RING. A creepy man walks in and talks
in a deep voice “I'll take a coffee.” “Can | get a name for the order?” He ignores that
barista and sits down. “Order for Mary.” The man stared as | went to grab my drink.
“Thank you,” | said to the barista. | walked swiftly to my seat in fear of interacting with
the old man. RING. A guy walks in, he looks young “How may | help you today?” “I'll take
an iced coffee thank you.” “May | get a name for the order?” “Chris.” Hm, Chris, that's a
nice name “Hey, you mind if | sit here everywhere else is full.” is this happening? “Uhhh
sure | sont mind.” “What's your name?” he asks as he takes a seat. “Mary, my name is
Mary.” “That's a nice name, mine Chris.” “That's nice, how are you today?” time flies
quickly as | spend all evening talking to Chris. “So how are your parents?” Chris asks
“Gone.” | answer “Oh I'm sorry for your loss.” Chris says sincerely “No, my dad abused
me and my mom, and one day he beat her badly and got arrested for it so yeah.” Chris
sympathetically looks at me “Wow I'm sorry you went through that.” “Well, | got to get
going, nice to meet you Chris.” “Hey before you go can | get your number?” | blush
lightly and comply. “Well, I'll see you soon Mary, bye.” “Bye Chris, see you soon.” | tug
onto my coat as the night cold air brushes against me lightly. The walk home was quiet
but blurry. | don't remember much. | lean back on the couch and turn on the tv. “Tonight
something unfortunate happened....” the new presenter pauses. “A family's house was
burnt down, 4 dead, police suspect it was an act of arson, locals say they someone
walking by the house and throwing a molotov cocktail at the house.” | turn the TV off. Who
would do such a thing? | check the time, 12:34 pm. | decide to head to bed.

Susurrus. | check the time. It's 3:21 am. I'm outside a family home. | go to the back door
and check if it is unlocked. It is locked. | use my lock-picking kit to open the door. | close it
gently. | get my pistol out. | place my finger lightly on the trigger getting it ready to shoot.
| sneak around the house opening every door to find no one home. | look for the family. |
open the door at the end of the hall and find the husband and wife sleeping with their
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child sleeping in between. | fire. BANG BANG BANG. They are dead, blood everywhere.
Pathetic.

| wake up. My heart paced to what | just saw. | sighed in relief knowing that what | saw
wasn'’t real. | get ready for the day. | sit on the couch and turn the tv on as | make my
morning coffee. “Last night a family of 3 was killed, a 3-year-old child was found in
between their two parents shot dead, three shots were fired. The neighbors said they
heard gunshots late at night but didn’t see anyone enter the house.” the news presenter
says. | turn the TV off as my heart paces. That was like my dream, how though? | get a
text. Anonymous. “l see you.” | freeze. My heart is pacing. Hands are sweaty. | rush to
hide. DING.They sent a picture of me. | call the cops. “911, What's your emergency?”
“Someone outside my house. | got an anonymous message with a picture of me saying |
see you.” “I'm sending units to my house. Stay on the...” The call cuts out. | pull out my
phone and text Chris “Can you come over, | don’t feel safe.” KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK.
They are now knocking on my window. DING. It's Chris. “Omw."” Where are the police?
They should be heard by now. CRUNCH. | hear a window break.They have to be in the
house by now. | look around for a weapon to defend myself. DING. It's Chris. He's outside.
I tell him to get inside with a key in the bushes. | hear the door open. Chris is in the house.
| the door knob of the room | am in move. It's Chris. CREAK. It's not Chris. | scream for
Chris.The intruder points a gun to my head. Everything goes black. | can’t hear anything, |
can’t see anything, | can’t feel anything. All | hear is the ringing in my ears. Am | dead? My
thoughts slowly fade away as the seconds tick by. | started to think back on what my life
could have been and what | could have done. | start to see a light. A bright one.That
bright light starts to fill the room. I'm back. | look around to see blood everywhere. | look
in my hand. A knife. A knife in my hand. | did this? No, | couldn’t have done this. | look for
Chris and the intruder. | don’t need to look for long. | see them on the floor both stabbed
several times. | hear sirens. They are coming. Finally, after | called a while ago.They sound
close.The sirens are flashing. | see them through my window. | feel relieved. They opened
the front door. | can hear them coming. | look in the mirror. It was me. All of it. | killed
Chris. | killed the intruder. | killed the families. Those weren’t dreams. They wear real life.
“HANDS UP" | comply. “You are under arrest for the murders of 9 people.You have the
right to stay silent, anything you say can and will be used against you in court.” the cops
say. “Pathetic.”
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On the grassy patch where | rest
My eyes take a second guess

At the vulnerability of the scene
That | swear | only would've seen,
Somewhere in my dreams

Where the pictures repeat

To paint a story of my own

People watching

Is what they call it

But | can’t help but feel alone

It's pitiful, isnt it?

To make up stories from the things | see

Only because | cannot be she

| can’t live the blonde life, or the brunettes, or the ones with the pretty eye’s life

For now, | can only fantasize

My eyes will glide as people walk past me
As my mind creates a muse

Of the few that walked past
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They will never think of me again but their memory will last

But between the lines of the perfect fairytale of those | write in my head
There’s a gleam of jealousy that stops me from resting in bed

The feeling that | can’t shake off

The feeling that has me staring at the ceiling

All because | cannot foresee my own feelings

But why have | started watching or seeing?

What was so wrong with me and my well-being?

“l enjoy it,” | say

“It helps spice up life” | answer

“People have so much to offer”

And that part is truthful

They do

People are an interesting species

The ones like you binge onTV

But the feelings | lack to receive

| paint a portrait so no one has to intervene
To feel the same emotions | do

| made an imagery of everyone living in bliss

So those lingering thoughts can be dismiss

| create a plan, like the mastermind | am
To live my cupid dreams

To create and scheme my own little world
In the palm of my hand

That in hopes one day will be held by another
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But for now, | will sit on this grassy patch
Watching as people pass
I will hold my own hand in hopes that it'll be someone else

And maybe, just maybe it'll last

So | won’t have to people-watch anymore

Instead, it'll be mine to adore
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Serendipity was my grandma'’s favorite word. To her, it was a soft breeze that rustled
through the pages of our lives, a whispered promise that unexpected joys could be found
in the most ordinary moments. It meant stumbling upon laughter in the midst of tears,
finding a rainbow after a storm, or, in our case, discovering the magic woven into the
letters of a scramble game. It was the gentle reminder that life's sweetest moments often
unfold when we least expect them, just like the joy hidden within a seemingly random
jumble of letters. Serendipity wasn't merely a word; it was the invisible thread that wove
through our connection, turning the act of forming words into a shared journey of
whimsy. As we reveled in the enchantment of forming words in late-night scramble
sessions, Grandma's laughter, laced with the essence of serendipity, resonated like a
melodic reminder that life's magic often lies in the simplest, unexpected places.

Our relationship, grounded in shared laughter and the click-clack of letter tiles, was a
sanctuary where the magic of words unfolded. Much like my grandmother, I've always
held a deep appreciation for words—the way they rest in your mouth, their meanings,
and how they're savored. | find joy in the artistry of stringing words into sentences,
tracing my hand over them as | flip through the pages of books, opting for handwritten
cards for birthdays, and pinning small notes onto my corkboard. Grandma, with her
gentle encouragement, became the nurturing force behind my love for language. Our love
language revolved around words—whether they were expressions of reassurance,
appreciation, love, or the simple exchanges of good mornings and good nights. These
spoken exchanges carried the weight of emotions and unspoken truths that went beyond
the mere confines of language. They were our silent promises, shared laughter, and late-
night confessions—more profound than words could ever capture.

Life, however, inscribed its unpredictable narrative, introducing an unexpected antagonist
into Grandma's story—cancer. As this unwelcome guest took residence in her body,
'serendipity' transformed from a whimsical term to a poignant reminder of life's fragility.
Yet, in the face of adversity, Grandma wielded her favorite word like a shield. Her
resilience mirrored the strategic moves in our scramble games, turning seemingly
random letters into meaningful expressions.
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Amidst the harsh reality of iliness, Grandma held on to her mobile word games, enticed
by advertisements that pledged protection against the aging and dulling of the mind
caused by the passage of time— a quirky rebellion against the encroaching shadows. In
those quiet moments, she immersed herself in the virtual world of letters, each swipe a
defiance against the limitations her weakening body imposed. The games, once a source
of entertainment, became an act of courage. As the disease progressed, | found myself
pondering the motivation behind her persistent engagement with word games. Was it a
strategic move to keep her mind sharp, or a subtle attempt to ward off the fear of
forgetting—forgetting words, forgetting cherished moments, forgetting me?The
uncertainty mirrored the complexities of the scramble board, each decision carrying the
weight of unforeseen consequences.

Through her illness, | came to learn a new word, stoicism, the art of pretending all is well
when it's not, as it became her daily performance. In the midst of pain, she wore a brave
smile, shielding those around her from the harsh reality of her deteriorating health. Her
laughter echoed through the halls, masking the silent screams of her weakening body. Yet,
her resilience mirrored the grace of a well-played word, turning the seemingly ordinary
into something extraordinary. In her final moments, surrounded by the hushed symphony
of beeping monitors, the word that echoed within me was 'petrichor.' The scent of rain on
dry earth served as a metaphor for the bittersweet release of grief. It permeated the air,
lingering like the echo of her laughter. As she slipped away, | realized that grief wasn't a
complicated puzzle; it was a simple, poignant word—'petrichor.' Navigating the aftermath,
| find solace in the simplicity of our shared lexicon. Each word, each memory, is a nod to
the serendipity that colored our bond. The scramble games may have ceased, but the
echoes of our shared language continue to resonate.

Nostalgia is my favorite word.To me, it's the longing to return to a place that carries the
comforting weight of home. It's the memories of the scramble games Grandma and | once
shared, where each letter was a small portal to a world of laughter and connection. Yet, it
also embodies the bittersweet comfort within the sadness of remembering. It's a wistful
glance at the life we once had, stored in vintage Polaroid photos that hold the echoes of
shared joy and the passing of time. Within the embrace of nostalgia, | uncover fragments
of joy in reminiscing about moments with Grandma, and the grief that accompanies the
realization that home is the time that has passed, the memories lost, and the feelings left
behind—all intricately woven into the shared tapestry of Grandma's favorite word,
serendipity.

Scholastic Art & Writing
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In a land of dreams, where hope unfolds,
Lived my mother from Salvador, brave and bold.
She works so hard, from sunrise to sunset

In the land of freedom, her dreams were set.

"Hola, jcomo estas, hija?" she'd say with a smile
Her love and warmth, making life worthwhile.
Through her struggles and tears, she'd always say

"Todo esta bien hija, don’t worry, okay?"

In the kitchen, she'd cook with love so pure,
A taste of Salvador in every dish, for sure.
Her hands worked magic, in pots and pans,

A journey from her native lands.

Late nights, she'd work, under the city lights so bright,
Cleaning and trying, reaching new heights.
Her tired hands are a sign of strength and hope,

A symbol of courage, in this foreign place.

In English, she'd share her day
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“Tiring day at work, hija,” in a soft and caring voice.
She'd reassure, though sleepy and tired

“I'm okay, mija,” her spirit never went out of fire.

An 8th grader worries, a heart feeling tight,
Thinking of Mom every day and night.
In every “okay,” a bit of pain,

Like raindrops on a window, falling.

Homework is done, dreams begin to fly,
Mom, my guide, a shining light.
Her dreams for me, like stars so high,

Sparkling so bright in the U.S. sky.

Here's to the mother from El Salvador so brave,
From her home to American land.
A story of strength, love, and being strong,

In the heart of her family.
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In sincerity, | plea, just let me be,

Told people, "get off me," in this life's decree.

For y'all, the ones who resent and condemn,

Your hearts echo emptiness, a condemning hymn.

My heart cries out, a desperate plea to repent,
While yours screams, a void that's never spent.
Through the masses, | see with clear sight,

The glasses shattered, revealing a darker night.

Your heart, like molasses, thick and dark,
Faker than plastic, leaving a lasting mark.
Longing for a world, elastic and vast,

In this rap, words wielded, a weapon to cast.

Look into her eyes, a glimpse of paradise,
While the world erupts, in chaos, it lies.
Children fighting, a struggle to survive,

In these words, a weapon, words that revive.

A world perceived, unrecognizable, it seems,
Praying like Sudany, chasing distant dreams.
One day, as the sun's rays gently play,

May the guns be silenced, a brighter day.
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Be not defeated by health's eclipse,
The world flips, positions twist.
Antiseptic scents, shudders persist,

Siren's cries, my ears they grip.

Left only with chills, in shadows, we slip,
Bright white sears, my retinas resist.
Hands wander lost, in this eerie space,

Blinding beams, their relentless chase.

Blurry sands, like time's swift race,
Words escape, groans in endless space.
Head pounding, the ceaseless race we face,

Ouch, a plea, a silent wheeze.

End this agony, bring sweet release,
Seized in flames, unseen, dance and tease.
Memories flood, in this fateful trance,

Torment fierce, a tougher stance.

Deep fried by unseen fire,
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Glares stripped of all festering desire.
Pain and anxiety, above they loom,

Whispered voices of impending doom.

Looks of fear ignite the trauma,
Looked down upon like dust, fauna.
Stares of pity fill their eyes,

Fuel myriads of muted cries.

Electrocuted echoes conclude their lance,
Buzz, buzz, crackles, breaks enhance.
No more, | beg, end these aches,

Be not defeated by health's quakes.

Days slip by, weeks in their sweep,
Seeking comfort, a quest, so fruitless.
From health's embrace, my spirit speaks,

Attempts to stand up are useless.

Strength's stature, life unwound,
Muscles rebel, control unbound.
Being strong, it seems, makes it worse,

Traverse the cycle - pains adverse.

The past three days, memory fades, elusive,
| plead, no more, this cycle's exclusive.

Through months and days, a trembling intrusive,
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Tears speckled, nothing’s conclusive.

But there's a time to stop working, a time to play,
A time to relax, let the night's cares sway.
Mayest not how,

That time is not now.

| endured the hail,
Pressed through relentless rain,
For | would not be defeated,

My spirit would rise again.

Through trials faced, life's storms allayed,
| survived the battle, undeterred, unswayed.
In this fight, scars may trace,

Yet here | stand, in life’s glimmering embrace.
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One of the many ways | describe my childhood is that it was a time of discovery.The
memories of my youth stretch from the hours | spent in front of the TV watching Disney to
the excitement of Christmas and how | would indulge in any new toy | fortunately got.
Like any young kid, | was naive, but most importantly, | felt content. However, the times of
excitement eventually lessened, and | didn't feel the same as when | was a child. When |
got older, | saw how the "real world" works. Society doesn't go on as sugarcoated.
Suddenly, my vibrant perspective as a kid was dialed down to almost "bare"...The truth is
| was growing up. While | could complain about growing up and the lurking expectation
of responsibility around the corner, that is not what | feel resentment for. As illogical as it
sounds, | feel bitterness toward time. | don't experience this because I'm scared for the
future; instead, | wish the era of my youth had more of it. As for me now, nostalgia
doesn't only carry happiness; it brings me a bittersweet sensation that gets more
damaging year after year.

Realization & Fear

Nothing can prepare you for growing up. No matter how the media displays it, the
feeling it produces is not genuine.You are supposed to feel something, but truthfully, that
emotion is brought on by the scripted and polished scene or, in better words, a fake
connection. Considering how open-minded | was as a kid, | do not doubt that | fell into
that specific digital trap and worse. | gathered my growing-up expectations based on
what | saw, not knowing | indulged in a "sweetened" version of life. | carried on with that
view for a while, so much so that | felt like every poor drawing created or song | heard on
the radio was blissful. However, at some point, those sweet interactions suddenly felt like
a sour aftertaste. | realized that some people have ill intentions and are willing to execute
anything to get what they want. Some prefer to be silent, acting like a coward, but deep
down, they know what they wish to achieve.There were also times when | felt numb and
emotionally drained because the situations around me required so much of my energy to
the point that | could not focus on other ideas. Suddenly, all of the vivid parts of life were
stripped bare, leaving young me and my mind dull.

Initially, | shook it off as temporary; the naive part of me believed that this experience
would pass and | would learn from it. Like a mistake, you feel the effects of your faults but
learn how to avoid them in the future, as if you're viewing a short film in your mind.
Unsurprisingly, | was wrong. Believing them to be “constant mistakes” turned out to be
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distress as the rush of negativity returned; each “phase” would get more intense. Sooner
or later, this felt like a “horror movie,” where my feelings were the eerie clues, and the
killer didn’t cause me physical harm but left my mind blank with agitation. That young
child was now fearful of the future — my personification of reality was now of a scary,
cold-hearted criminal.

“You take more than | can give.”

To this day, | love art, and while my skill isn't at the level of a committed artist, creating
art always brings me happiness. There was always something about mixing simple
materials to create a new item that made me feel content. Another interest I've had since
childhood was music. For some, music is just a combination of sounds, but in my eyes,
music is a form of expression. Various notions can be delivered through music, as
musicians write how they feel and save it in time as lyrics, almost like an artifact of their
place in society. These have been something | have loved for a long time, so much so that
| have put a large amount of effort into learning more about it. However, sometimes |
think my hobbies are just a fraction of what is left, like the eternal flame is fighting to stay
lit. As ironic as it is, indulging in my interests can always lead to finding flaws. Deep
down, | know the mess of my thoughts is slowly tainting what is left of my childhood.

Ideally, the mind and body should act as one, but sometimes they act as two
completely different beings, almost like they are sworn enemies. The mind can act like a
parasite, throwing out comments until they spill over and cause the body physical
repulsion for anything. Sadly, this happens when | engage in what | love and let it get the
best of me and the little girl who loved it, too. The hobby that was a part of my personality
was now something | could only do when | had the chance/when | felt like it. My body
could push on for hours, trying to create a piece | would love, but my mind took the upper
hand. Suddenly, my proud creations were overshadowed by a wave of criticism, making
me ashamed of what | was passionate about. In other words, my mind sees my body as a
target, throwing whatever it can to make an impact. Eventually, the “target” becomes
bruised, even if there seems to be no more space for injury. However, my mind continues,
damaging the target beyond healing, draining it of all the liveliness | have. My physical
form sometimes feels like the aftermath of a battleground, with dark and cloudy skies
similar to my mind, but deep down, | know | have done this to myself. My “great”
expectations as a pure and naive kid have fired back, making me miss the carefree feeling
of youth while I'm drained to almost nothing.

"l Feel..."”

“How do you feel?” This a phrase | remember being asked a ton when | was a toddler,
and | would almost always respond from the heart with a joyful “I feel great!” “I feel
amazing!” or an unaltered and content, “l feel okay.” Responding felt straightforward as |
did not have much to mask, as my most serious concern at the time was wondering what
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toy | wanted under the tree. Sure, my emotions seemed simple, but they were filled with
excitement and sometimes wonder, which | thought would be the “normal” for the rest of
my life. At some point, that youthful flame of wonder was extinguished, and a new one
was lit under entirely different circumstances.

An occasional negative thought is okay. | say that in a sense that nobody is perfect,
and sometimes life doesn’t follow the idea we imagined, but when that occasionally
becomes 24/7, then that's when | notice there is something “wrong” with me. Often, there
are stages of denial, and | will pass it off as “I'm just stressed at the moment” or “I'm very
focused on the important things in life right now,” but | often wonder why the new
“normal” for my feelings just excuses that downplay the truth? —The hard fact is that |
managed to let the genuine joy | felt as a child slip, possibly letting it go for good. Now,
all | have left is the numerous cover-ups | scrap together because the kid in me wants to
be honest, but | don't think | have the heart for it. The dream-like situations | made in my
head as a juvenile have finally come into sight, but they are much more complicated than
| thought, completely shattering my tainted reality. I'm not just a singular bright flame
anymore; I've been engulfed in a blazing inferno that | doubt can be removed in a single
attempt.

All of a sudden, lying about my emotions is a constant scapegoat | always find myself
reaching for. | did not want to let go of my emotional honesty, but my mind was so
shocked by a sudden reality check that it was willing to throw away anything that did not
seem like it was for the best. Ultimately, my mind goes blank. Thinking about how closed
off my personality is now compared to as a child makes me feel melancholic. There isn’t a
day when | relish and wish to relive the period of life when | was so content. My brain was
never overwhelmed by the pressure or dealing with the complete hurricane I'd created to
contain my emotions somehow; it was simply a kid’s. Since then, if you ask me how | feel
now, | can’t guarantee that it will be authentic: “I feel okay,” just a lie based on what |
truly wish for.

As of Now

As of now, | feel regretful. Nothing else can best describe this emotion as | wish | could
take back whenever | say, “l wish | could grow up,” because now it brings me so much
confusion. | wondered where that young and bright little girl was and how much | wanted
to preserve her mind in a frame, almost like she never left. While I've attempted to
mature, it's because | tried to protect a girl's innocence, one | think deserved more time to
be a kid. There is now a thick shell, maybe just a pathetic excuse built over the years to
cover up what was left of a vigorous heart. The reality is that the world will turn whether
I’'m ready for it. One day, | hope | don’t have to lie or that | can enjoy my fascinations with
absolute satisfaction. | want to take back the enjoyment that got left in the dust. Just one
day, | want to feel okay about the passing of time. As of now, time is a thief... lurking in a
museum filled with many valued items to take.
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stage 1: youngblood

youngblood
i'm not crying because of your vanished presence
the sea salt tears that are streaming down my face are born-

from the pain you inflicted with your hollow promises

youngblood

im independent,

self assured--

yet my knees are bore with purple marks

and maybe i wasn’t fully deflowered

but there were some unspeakable actions i know—
i can never take back

i was forced but hey—

to you, it was just another 'romantic kink' you fancied.

deceiving oneself is a path to nowhere

reporting you can’t take back all the damaged you caused,

i speak of self-control, which means there must be some self-respect too
your actions wounded me profoundly,

shaking the foundation of my self-worth-
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made me question my own dignity

are you satisfied?

stage 2: its you, not me

you chose to chase after her—
right after your eyes
intertwined with mines

i hope guilt straps you with vines

“i think id seen this film before
and i didn’t like the ending”
you lied

am i surprised?

a medusa marked on my skin
to never forget the state you left me in
must i learn pain's bite so young?

i knew i shouldn't have clung

day after day, another glance--

i was nothing.

no thought to give before withdrawing
you blamed me, but the fault lies in you

and the love you failed to stay true

i said i would forever stay your friend
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that i would be glad to stay on good terms
maybe we had something in common.

i lied,

except guilt wasn't there to offend

because ending on bad terms is the only way,

we'll be able to make amends.

stage 3: boundaries broken, love forsaken

amongst everyone i've known,

why my close friend

i can't bear to meet her gaze

my heart races at a slight glimpse of her
will i ever look at her the same?

i swear i'm going insane

this lover was different,

he didn't lead me on-

it was the opposite, so inconsiderate

still, am i the one to blame?

my thoughts couldn't be executed
i knew i had to leave
the words came out as muted

leaving me behind to grieve

you unleashed your pain untamed,
then left me in despair
you can't just walk away, unnamed,

purple bruises, swollen kisses, and scars i wear
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you trespassed boundaries with your touches,
i could barely even breathe
left me clutching at crutches

yet, i chose to keep it a secret from beneath

the echoes of you persist and stay,

haunting me til the break of day

your deeds, like a bell, they chime,

setting off tears like niagara falls in canada's prime
you claim to be a man of divine grace,

yet, you're a sinner, a foul embrace.



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

Student Name: Zaidde Meza

Grade: 8
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Title: That's what happens when you fall in love
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Key: Silver Key

Educator: Kaneisha Hicks

Bathed in moonlight's gentle glow,
Our souls entwined, a love that flows,
Like whispers in the night, soft and slow,

We dance in this heavenly tableau.

Your touch, a tender serenade,
Melting hearts in this blissful cascade,
Our bodies intertwine, a perfect charade,

Lost in a moment that will never fade.

With every kiss, we transcend time,
In this ethereal realm, love's sublime,
Our hearts harmonize, a rhythm divine,

Creating a melody that's uniquely ours to find.

Heavenly, our love's sweet refrain,
A symphony that knows no pain,
In your arms, I'm forever sustained,

In this song of love, we're forever ingrained.
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Student Name: Joann Lui

Grade: 9

School: Kerr High School

Title: The Beautifully Nature by my Side
Category: Poetry
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Educator: Safraz Ali

| wondered, as lonely as a cloud,
gazing at a crowd from above the sky

Feeling a sense of isolation

| am a desert without an oasis,
Who has no friends to share my sorrows,
| am a tree without leaves

Where no one seems to come near

| am as lonely as a missing puzzle

With nowhere left to fit.

| see that my loneliness is like a dark cloud

Always following me around

As | hear the birds singing,

The wind sways through the tall grass and leaves like waves in a calm sea,
There sits a flower blooming

It is a soldier, standing in the middle of the attention

When | wished | had realized sooner that nature has always been by my side.
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Student Name: Rebekah Draper
Grade: 11
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Title:The Curse of Eve
Category: Short Story

Key: Silver Key

Educator: Ayn Nys

Sarah Beth was barely eleven that hot Sunday morning. The Texas heat was creeping in as
every fan in this small town was blowing as hard as it could, fighting back against the
boiling humidity.

It was a typical Sunday morning that started with over-easy eggs and burnt bacon. Sarah
Beth ate her breakfast and washed it down with a cup of bitter orange juice, watching
Daddy drink his cup of nice-smelling coffee and Mama put on her Sunday pearls. Once
she had finished her breakfast, she walked out of the kitchen, suddenly noticing a strange
and foreign pain in her stomach.

“Sarah Beth, wear your new dress today,” Mama called out to her from the kitchen.
“Pastor John is talking about something important in class.”

“Yes, Mama.” Sarah Beth obliged but couldn’t help feeling a stalking irritation pressing
into her from every little thing. An anger she couldn’t place. Why was she feeling this
way?

Sarah Beth found the new dress Mama bought for her hanging on the knob of her chest
of drawers. A white tea-length dress stared back at her. It was an endless mess of itchy
flowery lace, tied together with a silk bow in the back. Begrudgingly, she put it on and met
her parents in the car.

The car’s AC blasted as they drove from their small one-story home to the high-ceilinged
church. Daddy and Mama dropped Sarah Beth at the small Sunday School building next
to the church as they departed, walking into the sanctuary. Stepping oddly because of her
toe-pinching shoes, Sarah Beth walked into the cool Sunday School room. She was met
with Pastor John and about nine other bratty kids.

“Welcome home, Sarah Beth.” Pastor John said as he reached a hand out to her.

She shook it and quietly sat down in the front row of cold metal fold-up chairs, trying to
hide from the other kids.

“Pastor John? Isn’t being late a sin? And isn’t Sarah Beth late?” The sticky stuck-up boy
who spoke was Bradley. He had picked on Sarah Beth since the second grade. He was
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either pulling her hair or tripping her in the halls. Mama said he just likes her but it never
felt like he did.

“And if you sin, won’t you go to hell?” Bradley whispered hot breath into her ear and she
swatted him away like a buzzing fly.

“Go away, Bradley.” She whimpered, trying to act tough but the fear of going to hell
quickly buried itself deep inside her.

“Now, now. Do | need to separate you two?”

“I was just trying to help Sarah, you know. Make sure she doesn’t go to hell.” Bradley's
face turned into an exaggerated pout, making Sarah Beth boil.

“It's Sarah Beth.” She grimaced, through a wave of anger she couldn’t control.

“It's ok Bradley. | understand you just want to help our friend, how considerate. Now,
Sarah Beth, you must not get so angry at him. He is just trying to help you.You've got to
get that anger under control or you'll sin. And we wouldn’t want that, would we?”

“No.” She mumbled, keeping her flushed face down, away from everyone'’s view.
“Good, now apologize to Bradley.You shouldn’t have gotten so angry at him.”

“What?! But-but...” She was utterly shocked. She didn't mean to get angry at Bradley or
swat at him but he deserved it.

“Now, Sarah Beth.” Pastor John said firmly, staring right into her eyes.
“Sorry.” Sarah Beth spits out through her clenched teeth.

“Good. Now should we start our lesson or is there supposed to be one more person.”
Pastor John scoured the room, counting each of their little heads until Sarah Beth heard
the clacking of little heels down the hall outside.

A young woman walks in with a girl about Sarah Beth’s age wrapped beneath her arm.
The girl holds tightly onto her navy sweater and looks up at Pastor John.

“Hello, is umm this Pastor John's class?” The young woman asks.

“Why, yes indeed.” A large smile appeared on Pastor John’s face. He moved to the pair,
shaking their hands and welcoming the girl in.

“This is my sister, Delilah. She’s new in this class.” The young woman said, ushering the
girl forward.

“Well, welcome. Class, this is our new student, Delilah. Everyone welcome Delilah.”

A mixture of mumbles from kids who couldn’t care less and yells of boys too eager to
have another girl in class to pick on replied.
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The young woman leaves, waving the girl goodbye, and the girl silently moves to sit in
the only empty chair left. Sitting in the back row. Her black Mary Janes clicked against the
tile as she walked.

“0Ok, now that we are all here we could start. Today we will talk about the original sin.
Does anyone know what it is?”

Sarah Beth raised her hand high, eager excitement pumping through her. Usually, she
never raised her hand. Not in school. Not during the sermon. But this answer she knew.
The knowledge that her father constantly quizzed her on and her mother always warned
her about.

“Yes, Sarah Beth.”
“Eve eating the forbidden fruit.”
“Correct, Miss Sarah Beth.” Pastor John's smile filled Sarah Beth with giddy pride.

“Today we will be learning about the original sin and how it still affects some of us today.
How the consequences Eve faced are still punishing those sinful today” A grim feeling
falls over the kids, leaving each one to settle down into a fearful listening.

“Now, Eve ate the forbidden fruit because the serpent tempted her.This caused her to go
against God. You must not be tempted because then you will go to hell. Eating the fruit
caused Adam and Eve to be cast out of paradise, cursing all of humanity forever as they
fell from grace. Just like Lucifer.”

His words created fear that rose in the children, it especially set fear deep into Sarah
Beth’s stomach as he continued, “This curse will be brought upon all girls in some time.”

“Why only girls?” Pigtailed Jenny asked.

“Because Eve was the first woman. The example for all other women to come. And when
she went against God, God knew that he had to set a punishment for all other women so
they would not make the same mistakes Eve did.This was the easier way than sending all
women to hell.”

His words stole Sarah Beth's breath, leaving her panting and struggling for air as her ribs
constricted around her lungs.

“Women are naturally sinful and their bleeding is their punishment. Every month, a
woman will bleed as a reminder of Eve.”

“When do women start bleeding?” Little freckled Lisa asked, confused by his words.

“Well, it's usually from the ages of 8 to 16, usually after they have committed a large sin.
But don’t worry. God will show you what to do if you just ask. Just ask for forgiveness
and he shall forgive you. But every time you bleed you must understand that you are
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sinning.You are dirty and sinful, so you must stay away from any man. Or else you might
pass on the sin to him and you wouldn’t want to do that.”

Silence came after every word Pastor John spoke. And the more he said the more Sarah
Beth gripped the edge of her metal chair with clammy hands, trying to ignore the growing
churn and heat from her stomach ache.

“That is why women need men to survive, or else they will be lost to sin.They need men
to tell them what to do because they can’t control their actions. Women need men to keep
them righteous or they will be lost to their naturally unclean and sinful self.”

His words lurked just out of Sarah Beth’s eyes. A danger behind her, beneath her. Satan is
always around the corner, trying to get her to sin, tempting her. She was Eve and the fruit
was everywhere.

“Now, let us read some scripture.” He pauses, looking at the children.
“How about you Sarah Beth? Would you like to read?”

She couldn’t hear his words, only hearing the pounding of the blood that was pumping in
her ears. Anxiety gripped her organs, pulling them every which way, tearing her apart.The
fear of sin mixed with the growing pain inside of her caused tears to swell in her eyes.

Was this it? Was God trying to pull her down to hell? Had she somehow fallen for one of
the serpent's tricks? Satan’s temptations? Was this her fall from grace?

“Sarah Beth?” He repeated, finally getting her attention by resting a light hand on her
shoulder.

“Ye-yes, Pastor John?"” Sarah Beth stuttered out, avoiding his gaze.
“Are you ok?”

“Umm, yes.” She grounded herself in the classroom, trying her best to push past her
thoughts.

“Ok. Would you please read some scripture for us?”

“Yes.” She said as she patted down her lacey white dress and stood up on shaky legs,
only to hear a ripple of gasps and shudders from behind her.

Girls screeched and the boys gawked, the noise gathered from behind her. Every child
was kicking their feet up and screaming at the sinful sight. The classroom launched itself
fully into a fit of hysteria.

Blood poured into Sarah Beth’s face as she moved her hand to touch the back of her
dress. It was damp and sticky. Slowly she moved her hand to her face, to see the red stain
on her fingertips.
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“Oh my gosh!!! Sarah Beth is bleeding! She's a sinner!!” Bradley threw his body back in
laughter as he encouraged the boys to point and laugh at her.

Heat radiated inside her and shame washed over her face.This was the end, all her sins
had finally added up and she would be punished. She was Eve and the serpent had come
for her.

The kids shouted all around her, consuming her with their words. “Sarah Beth! Sarah
Beth! Look at her sin! EW! DIRTY! SINFUL!” The murder of children gawked and
screeched. Giggling, till their faces shone as red as the blood on the back of Sarah Beth’s
dress.

“Now everyone. Everyone settle down!” Pastor John yelled, trying to calm down the
crazed children. “Sarah Beth just has to pray and she will be forgiven. Sarah Beth? Sarah
Beth? It's time for you to pray, just repent and everything will be ok.”

His words were lost on Sarah Beth. She was utterly frozen in the fall, descending to hell
right before them, falling like Lucifer fell. Bleeding like Eve. Dirty and sinful.

“Sarah Beth?” Pastor John came closer, slowly resting his hand on her shoulder. She
stayed still, unmoving while a storm roared inside her. “Come now, it's praying time.” He
slightly shook her, trying to draw out some sort of response, but Sarah Beth was an
empty statue. Lost to the world and fallen from grace. He grabbed her arm and pulled it
forward, finally snapping her out of her frozen state.

“I'm-I"'m sorry. | didn’t mean to sin. Please forgive me, God. Please...” She sobbed,
ripping her arms out of Pastor John’s grip and running out of the classroom. She
pounded her tightly packed toes against the tile, running as if each tile she stepped on
would fall. As if Satan was clawing at her ankles trying to pull her down. Sarah Beth ran
down the hall to the bathroom, locked herself in the large stall, and jumped when she
accidentally slammed the door.

She looked at the burgundy blood that had thoroughly stained her underwear, seeping to
the back of her dress. Frantically she tried to clean it up, wiping her clothing with a mess
of toilet paper and tears she couldn’t see through. Eventually, she gave up when she
realized she was only making the stains worse.

Sarah Beth released a horrid sob, wrapping her arms around herself and breathing
uncontrollably. She shook her body back and forth as she quietly repeated to herself, “Oh
God, | am sorry. | am so sorry God. Please take away this curse. Please have mercy on
me. | didn't mean to sin. | didn't mean to, | promise.You must understand. Forgive me.
Forgive me for whatever sin | have committed. Oh Lord, please. Please forgive me, have
mercy. Please. | don’t want to go to hell. | don’t want to die. Please. | don’t want to die.
Please.” Her words were no more than a whisper, as she continued to repeat her plea.
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She waited for an answer, for God to say that she was forgiven and this was all some big
mistake. But deep inside she knew that God didn’t make mistakes. Everything that
happened was for a reason she would never grow to understand. This was all her fault.
Her sin. Her fall from grace.

The bathroom door opened, and a light click of shoes entered. The sound came closer to
Sarah Beth, only scaring her more. Every awful fear she has ever had came to the surface.
Maybe the Angel of Death had come to take her. “Oh please. Please. | don't wanna die. |
don't wanna die. Please, God. Please.” The footsteps stopped, and black Mary Janes
peaked out from under her stall. This was her end.

"You're menstruating." A sweet light voice said from outside the bathroom stall. "The
blood. It's your menstrual cycle." Her words left Sarah Beth in a twister of confusion. What
was menstruating? Did she mean the Curse of Eve?

"Here." She spoke again, this time frightening Sarah Beth when she stuck her hand under
the stall, presenting a brightly floral patterned square.

Slowly and cautiously, Sarah Beth took the square and held it delicately in her hands.
“Thank you.” Sarah Beth mumbled, confused about what she had just been given. She
felt embarrassment fill in her bright red cheeks, but she had to ask the question. “What is
it?” She asked, turning the brightly colored square over in her hands.

“It's a pad.” The sweet voice came back to her. “You put it in your underwear, it's
supposed to absorb the blood. So it doesn’t...you know...” She didn’t finish the sentence,
knowing it would only cause more embarrassment to well up in Sarah Beth.

“Oh. So how does-" Sarah Beth cut herself off, trying her best to speak through all the
turmoil inside of her.

“You open it and stick it to your underwear. You just need to-" The sweet voice clicked her
shoes a couple of times against the bathroom tile, trying to think of the best way to
explain it. “Here.” She tapped on the stall handle, “If you just let me in | could show you. |
think it would be easier.”

“No, no | think I-” Sarah Beth mumbled through tears, but after a few frantic seconds of
failing to figure it out she finally accepted her help. She unlatched the bathroom stall and
was met face-to-face with the new girl in her Sunday school class.

“Hi, Sarah Beth.” The new girl stared back at her, slowly moving in.
“Hi, Deborah.”
“It's Deliah.”

“Oh, I'm sorry.” Sarah Beth almost burst back into tears at that moment, but Deliah
rested a small hand on her jaw. “It's ok. Well, get through this together.”
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Slowly and carefully explaining each instruction Deliah helped Sarah Beth. Holding onto
her every time Sarah Beth felt like she was going to let go, as though she was going to
drown herself in an ocean of her tears. Guiding her out of the Valley of Shadow of Death,
until they reached the promised land.

“Thank you, Delilah.”

“You're welcome.” Right then it became apparent how close the two girls were. Their
faces flushed as an unsure silence crept in. Delilah spoke first “And you know, it's not
really a sin. It's natural.”

“Natural?”
“Yeah, normal. Why would God make something natural a sin?”
llWha_Il

“My sister thinks it’s just another way for them to make women feel bad. For them to
control us.”

“Why would they want to do that? Isn't it just God’s way?”

“l don’t know. But here, take my sweater.” Deliah took off her navy sweater and handed it
to Sarah Beth. “Wrap it around your waist and it will hide the stain.”

“Thank-thank you.”
“Let’s go, Sunday school should be over soon.”
“Yeah.”

The two girls walked out of the bathroom, not bothering to go back to class, just leaving
the building to meet their families in the parking lot. Sarah Beth went to her parents
without saying what had happened. Though they might have already heard something
from Pastor John or one of those snotty kids.

But Delilah’s words repeated in her head. Was there really a Curse of Eve? Or was Pastor
John lying to her? Why did Deliah help her? Did God forgive her for her sins? Did he
forgive Eve?
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Title: The Forgotten Note
Category: Flash Fiction

Key: Silver Key

Educator: Brenda Peters

In a small town nestled between rolling hills and meandering streams, there stood an
ancient oak tree with gnarled branches that reached out like the hands of a wise elder. Its
roots delved deep into the earth, connecting the past to the present in a silent dance of
resilience.

Underneath the oak's sprawling canopy, there was a weathered bench that bore witness
to countless stories. On a crisp autumn day, a gentle breeze carried with it the scent of
fallen leaves and a sense of nostalgia. A young woman named Emma found herself
drawn to the oak, seeking solace amidst the rustling leaves and the distant murmur of the
town.

As Emma sat on the bench, she noticed a tattered piece of paper caught in the branches
above her. With a curious gaze, she reached up and carefully plucked it free. The paper,
yellowed with age, unfolded to reveal handwritten words that seemed to have weathered
the passage of time.

"l hope this note finds you well," the elegant script began. Emma felt an inexplicable
connection to the unknown author, as if the words were meant for her alone.The note
unfolded a tale of love, loss, and the bittersweet symphony of life. It spoke of dreams
pursued and dreams left behind, of struggles faced and triumphs celebrated.

As she read, Emma felt a kaleidoscope of emotions. The author's experiences resonated
with her own, as if the oak tree itself whispered shared secrets. The note became a bridge
across generations, linking the past with the present.

Intrigued, Emma began to imagine the person behind the handwritten words. Was it a
lover pouring out their heart to a distant soulmate? Or perhaps a traveler leaving behind a
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piece of their journey for a kindred spirit to discover? The possibilities were endless, and
the mystery added a touch of enchantment to her day.

With a newfound sense of connection, Emma carefully refolded the note and tucked it
back into the branches of the oak tree. As she walked away, she couldn't shake the feeling
that she had stumbled upon a fragment of someone else's story, a fleeting glimpse into
the intricate tapestry of human experience.

The forgotten note, once lost in the folds of time, had found a temporary custodian in
Emma. And as she left the oak tree behind, she carried not only the mysterious words but
also a reminder that stories, like whispers in the wind, have the power to transcend time
and touch the hearts of those willing to listen.
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Grade: 9
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Title: The Light to hope
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Educator: Jamye Robinson

| was walking home , from a late snowy Monday afternoon. Smoking my last cigarette , |
sighed with relief because of a long day. | did not want to admit the fact that | hated
everything surrounding me as | walked by, and that my addiction as well as my lifestyle
made me feel miserable, my job , my life , and me. At the time | didn't know any better. |
was a stoner and with a bad addiction to cigarettes, | would smoke everyday to relieve
myself from such misfortune | had in life. | was just a bad example as many mothers who
would always see me walk through explain to their children.

My job was a low paying job, as a cashier in an old gasoline station , well | did more than
being the cashier. | would clean and restack everything that was missing , just to keep the
old gasoline station running. This job was far from the city that | would have to ride the
bus to get there, and if | ever missed the bus then, | would only have to walk no matter
how the weather was that day. Because | needed the money and it was the only job that |
could get the position for because of my bad reputation | had when | was a teen and in
my time in prison. But | knew | could not argue about this job because it was the only job
that accepted me.The owner of the old gasoline station was a lonely old man in his late
60s , he couldn't run the store alone. | only had very few customers every day, most of
which were alcoholics , drug addicts , wierdows, and some few pedestrians. Because of
my job | was hanging on a rope. | needed this job.

Back in the city it was also very obvious that | was a society wreck. | had no friends or
relatives near me since everyone | knew aparted themselves from me. So most of the
time | would talk to myself , turning me into a reserved person.The only support that |
had came from an abandoned homeless dog, who | gave food , once and the day and
later started to follow me everywhere | went. So everyone thought he was my dog. But |
knew | could not keep him even if | wanted to, due to me barely living off with the little
money | made everyday. | never named him, but he would always wag his tail in
excitement when he would see me.To be honest | liked his companion. He was always
outside waiting for me. Many times because of that dog, if it wasn't for him | would lose
my mind and my sanity. Sometimes too when | would have nothing to eat he would



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

accompany me as we both staved, as if he wanted to remind me to be hopeful. Even with
his companion | felt alone, wanted to know if another person felt the same way as | felt.

| had spended myThanks giving all alone and without any money. Christmas was around
the corner.In my way to work | could see the happy kids playing in the snow with their
friends and relatives , the beautiful ornaments and decorations outside of the streets and
inside homes, people cheerfully singing in delight filled with the Christmas spirit. | felt left
out. Taking the bus that morning, | saw from the window the dog running to catch the bus.
| didn't mind because | knew he wasn't going to catch me. As the last thing | heard from
him before he stopped running behind the bus were two barks. When | got to the gasoline
station | usually got the keys from Lupe, the guy to takes the night shift and | would sit
and wait for any customers or when | needed to do something around the store. It was
about 11:28 am when | saw the sliding doors from the store open, so | got up from my
chair ready to do my job. But | had seen no one enter. | was confused. “ Hello , welcome
said out loud. | finally saw a short man approaching me. “Hello young man ! do you
happen to have some cold soft drinks here?” “yes” | said “ You can see them if you go
back” “Thank you” he said. He paid for his drink and some snacks, and then left the same
way he had camed. Nothing unusual.

III

| attended to a few other customers and it was almost time for my closing shift. “Just one
hour and | go home, just make it through 7:00.” | thought to myself. And because of
winter there were shooter days and longer nights so it was pretty dark already and | just
wanted to go home. | glanced at the cameras above me for a while and looked back to the
lonely cold store. | got up from my seat to get myself something to snack on when | felt a
cold chilling sensation in the back of my neck. | noticed that everything outside of the
store was dead silent and strangely calm. | was weird because behind the store was a
dark deep forest, and | could hear all the animals outside even in the winter. But
everything was quiet. So | glanced back at the cameras again. Hurriedly | rushed to the
counter from where | was supposed to be. | was quiet for a few minutes. Those few
minutes felt like hell. | was overthinking the possible scenarios | could be in.”"BARK,
BARK, BARK" | jolted from my seat.

| was confused. How did he find me? How did he get to me and why? How did he?- D-did
he take all day on the solitary road near the forest that | take every day to get to work?-
trying to find me? And if so why come so far?

| looked at him and noticed he was looking back at me. We exchanged looks, and |
decided to keep him with me until it was time to go home, so | hid him in the back of the
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store . In the meantime | still had to work, so none the less | sat down again with the
companion of the dog. SSKK KERR!!! A weird noise coming from outside interrupted my
thinking. | peaked from the window. A large white van with dark windows stopped in
front of the gasoline station. A man in his forties with a weird look in his face approached
the gasoline station alongside a toddler. It was weird...because he did not look like he
could take care of a child. He had ragged clothes stained with a strictly unknown
substance , and a big white pointy beard, he smelled awful...He smelled like some rotten
corpse. The same was for the kid, he too looked the same, with the appearance of not
being properly taken care of. The kid looked familiar, awfully familiar.

| thought the kid was kidnaped at first. But now | didn't know what was happening. | was
especially confused with this revelation. | stood quiet. “HEY you are taking long!” The kid
got up and got whatever snak1 he could get. | stood up and grabbed him by the hand. “
No kid you are staying with me until someone else can help you!” Wait what am | doing |
can't protect this kid , and if i do what will be of me? What the fuck am | doing?

This isn't me , | am not brave , | am not strong, | am just a beat up man with no future
ahead...| am done for even if | try to help. | am just a commoner, it won't matter if | die in
this crappy gasoline station, there will only be more gossip about me eventually after two
days be forgotten by everyone.

“BANG BANG"” The door flew apart into pieces. The man was now inside pointing the gun
right at me now.

At that moment my instincts and my memories of my past fights overran me and flowed
me with power and rage. At that moment | had returned back, the will to want to live
again. | wanted to live and | was not going to let the kid , the dog , or me die. | wanted to
save them from this man. From my friendship with the dog this was the only time when
he was violent towards someone, as a way to show his loyalty to me. The dog jumped at
the man and pinned to the floor. | followed behind. BARK BARK BANG !!--The dog fell to
the floor. My dog had died fighting for me. As the man got up to jump him, | forced the
gun out of the man but no matter what | could not take it away from him so punched and
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punched the man.To Be honest | did not hear the bullet entering my body , | just felt cold
and dizzy. My ears were ringing, as | to fell to the floor. My eyes were heavy and then as
the blood poured out of me | started to feel the pain that the bullied caused me. | looked
up at the kid that was staring at me and | remembered why | was in that position. |
blacked out.

| now write this story on my Typewriter in my office home surrounded by my warm cozy
house filled with a lot of love from my loving family and neighbors, that | now have found
my purpose and that | will forever have his love implanted in my heart for the rest of my
last days here.Thank you “Finley,” and | hope to see you soon.
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The sky had a cold, fervent tint to it, a rich black that swallowed everything beneath. But
somehow, the pier was alight regardless, as it seemed it always was; a torch-lit beacon,
glittering and smoggy and somehow standing tall even entrenched in the night’s grasp. A
bit past the rocky hills and gravel sands of what could almost be considered a beach, at
the end of a solemn, slender cobble path, stood a lone gangling edifice; its white light like
a hand reaching to catch lost wanders from roaming too far. The tower had stood for
longer than any could remember, and no other time could better attest to that but now,
late into the year where the inland’s commodities did not reach them. Where unwary
travelers, who'd made a gambit in the spring months, inevitably found that the stories of
seafaring greatness were just stories.

Sometimes, the lighthouse would do its job and lead those astray back ashore.
Sometimes it didn’t. Most times, probably.

The sea turned into an ugly, unforgiving thing during the worst of months.

The sea’s waters had turned into neptunian mass somewhere between sunset and now,
from dull gray-blue to aglow sapphire pulse, with froths of frost barely visible before they
were crushed beneath a new wave. The lightkeeper watched with morose hate, gloved
hands barely fighting off the crisp chill. He had been there for longer than his brain
wished to acknowledge, set on the edge of boredom and dread, standing leant on a
window-sill, watching waves which would never have an end in sight. And for what?

The lightkeeper of this lighthouse wasn’t an old man, yet felt no better than one, living as
he was: shivering, rigid and almost-gone, even to himself. His face was lined and hard-set
already, his gait panicky and his ears used to the tune of nothing but currents and that old
violin he'd kept from when he first took the job. A violin he never really learned to play,
yet kept, both a rare entertainment, whenever he decided to give it a foolhardy go, and



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

souvenir all at once. Once, many years ago, he'd almost thrown the raggedy instrument
out the window in a fit of incoherence —that was when the old man who’d been keeping
had died, a memory he tried not to dwell on—into the sea, but had not been able to let go
of it. What else had he to call his own, but that wretched violin? What good would it do,
for the waters to have that part of him too?

The sea was always close to sucking everything out of him, in that way. Leaving nothing
but the barest bits of him, the frames of his being; and even those, its icy winds tried to
knock over.

In spite of the cold, he couldn’t be mad at the breeze on his face, by virtue of the way it
helped dissipate those bouts of vagueness that came over him in misty, sickening
episodes from time to time. All of a sudden everything would begin to swim and
dissolve: the walls, with their garish floral wallpaper that began to rot at the corners such
a long time ago, spinning and the colors twirling, melting before him—he had to shut his
eyes—and there would be this humming noise, which at regular intervals rose to a
crescendo and then drawlingly subsided again. He'd never forget it, he swore, that buzz
that lodged itself a place in the worst parts of his brain. It was disorienting. He never knew
what it was, his life was that of a solid routine, one he'd inherited; what could be causing
it?

... From one of these spells, he opened his eyes and found himself still leant, head
cradled in his hands, sore at the lower half of the back. The lighthouse keeper, like he'd
done many times before, startled and peered out of the dirty glass. There was nothing. All
was well. He relaxed a bit, then fell into another. From another spell he woke to see the
sky an even darker pitch than he'd left it. Time had passed.

Once enough time passed, it would fall upon him to make the journey up the rackety old
stairs and make sure the light which topped the hightower hadn’t died, been impaired or,
as he recalled thinking when he was younger, exploded. Now, that fear had been fully
eroded, as if it was never there.

The light was the standard kind, registered legally, and had never given him no troubles.
Except, perhaps, some nights... when he wandered too close to that eerie glow, when he
could swear the pool of chemical which it slept on--no, no good to dwell. Delusion, that's
what they were. Odd, impossible delusions birthed from a sorely deprived mind. And he
had things to distract himself with, anyway.
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It was for those desperately-needed distractions that he forced himself up. When he stood
upright, his head pounded and his calloused hands tremored, but those faded eventually
with the nausea. Hunger.The lighthouse never let it truly fade. He was a passable
fisherman, and could round a decent amount of clams, if need be. Which very often ended
up being.Yet the hunger persisted, made his muscles weak and twitchy. He knew that
because, years ago, it wasn’t a frayed man that passed off as sixty who took up the sole
mantle of keeper. Once, the memory blurry as all things this close to the water were, it'd
been a boy. A boy, green as grass, and more eager. The years had taken their toll on him,
that boy, greedy and never-satisfied, swallowing the peaks and prime quickly and chewing
through raggedy bone desultorily. Like a fat cat.

When the queasiness subsided, the lightkeeper found himself marching through the
senescent doorframe, into halls with walls lined with framed images of the sea in
mundanity and glorious story. He took a moment to just look at them, even though all
had been gazed at countless times. Artful work, a few. A large warship fighting its way
through the torrent of a storm at sea; how badly he wished it was so simple, so simple it
was possible to fight the ocean into submission. Beside it, a small rowboat filled to the
absolute brim with flax woven sacks of fish, shrimp, shellfish and oysters. In that one, the
waters were calm, so serene the sunlight bounced off it like bright-blue crystal. In none of
them were there mishaps, or men overboard, or mundane shallows. Where there should
have been sharks and pirates, stood gigantic squid-monsters of legend. Cherubic
mermaids, singing a siren song. Having lazed into the routine of it, his gaze ran over each
one, committing the useless details into memory once again, before dragging his eyes
away and toward the kitchen.

The space was gently—really barely —lit by gas light. It would be midnight soon.

An archway opening built into the plaster wall welcomed the lightkeeper to his kitchen.
Space was a thing sorely lacking; the kitchen a small, cramped affair that he could make
the entirety of with not even a sweep of his bleary, vaguely-burning eyes. All the better. It
took less energy out of him to stomp across the dingy, discolored rug when it grasped at
all four walls. An ancient cooker hissed next to a deep enamel sink, and a squat dresser
was pushed against the opposite wall, displaying his favorite violin. A scrubbed wooden
table took up the rest of the floorspace, and this was where he ended up, with his hands
on the raggedy tabletop, head bowed, not remembering just how he'd gotten there. Not
remembering anything, for a moment there.
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But the moment passed, and the lightkeeper kept on moving. Hungry... he'd been hungry,
he was hungry. He was hungry. Why? The foods that greeted him when slammed the
cabinet-door open were dull and lifeless, and that was not conducive to a fuller belly.
Jellied eels were not conducive to anything, he thought. Nor were marmalade.

The lightkeeper set out with a grim countenance, and knew somehow that he must have
cut a sad picture if he were painting himself—yet there were no eyes to see him, or make
a muse out of a sad man.There never were. The drawers he snapped wide open hinged, a
rusty metallic shriek. He reached inside that drawer, full of carvers, and yanked out a
knife. Glinting madly in the dim light, he could almost make out his haggard reflection on
the blade’s side. In that light, he could almost make out a figure tall and fair and glowy,
like it was made of light... but when he coughed a rackety cough, and the bile rose inside
him like a tide of its own, the figure was gone and he was alone again...

His meal ended up simple: slabs of stale un-toasted bread slathered, by tremoring hands,
with something shiny out of a shiny little jar... what it had been seemed so far away... he
washed it down with wine periodically, a sappy-sweet fluid that clung more bitter than
saccharine on his tongue when he was done with it.

When he was done with it, it seemed all was done.

But as the old man who'd called himself lightkeeper felt his head fall into his frail hands,
and the fog come nearer, he could have sworn he'd seen a star made-flesh come even
nearer. It's a touch bright-hot on his forearm. Still, and oh so calming—and, oh he'd been
convulsing. He'd realized that too late, he thought, somehow unable to lift his gaze to
meet the eyes of it—his head heavy as lead—

He was not convulsing anymore, had not been much of anything in a long while, nothing
but a lightkeeper.

He longed to lean into it, the warmth emitting from the figure.

Did it have a face like the moon, whose other had remained so long-hidden?
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He rose with a morose sadness. The chair groaned.

With numbness pervading his nerves, he opened the creaking door, stepped out into the
cramped corridor, and continued up the stairs. His fingers gripped the spiral railing. The
wood beneath his feet creaked with every step, as it always did. The top of the tower
came up to him not too slowly, and he stepped out onto the highest floor, where the light
stood, shiningly floating above a bath of mercury.

The beating in his head had gotten worse.
Much worse.

Pounding at the door, at the sides of his head, at each crash of waves—the humming had
grown into a roar, and suddenly, for some inexplicable reason, the lightkeeper wanted
nothing more than to escape the glowing light. If he'd just turn, perhaps he'd be well,
perhaps the world would be silent. But he could not, would not. As he knew: he would
have to maintain the light, if only so it would not go out and leave him in darkness. He
had known all along he would have to.The light had, in however long he spent
deliberating, turned so bright it was almost blue. A pale, pale blue that burned his eyes. If
he didnt temper it, it would escape him and consume his lighthouse with smolder and
ash.

When he was done with that, he turned melodically away, the buzz having long decided in
the recesses of his control. Almost bearable. His wrists had turned clammy white, he saw
as he turned the brass knob of the door. It did that sometimes. His vision blurred,
blackened edges,

And when he opened the door, the figure’s ghastly face greeted him.



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

Student Name: Irsah Naqvi
Grade: 8

School: O'Donnell Middle School
Title: The Patient & Psychiatrist
Category: Dramatic Script

Key: Silver Key

Educator: Kaneisha Hicks

The Patient & Psychiatrist

Characters-

Sarah/ Dr. Murray

Adan Anderson

Kaia/ Dr. Brian

Beck Finley

Scene 1

[This scene takes place under psych ward at the Love & Treat Hospital]

It was a usual Thursday afternoon. Dr. Sarah was sitting in her office drained and
exhausted from listening to her patients. She was waiting for her next appointment with a
new patient. All she could think of was her bed. She’'d been awake since 4 A.M, surviving
off 3 hours of sleep. As Dr. Sarah was dozing off, her coworker who is her best friend, Kaia
A.K.A Dr. Brian, entered her office.

Kaia: Sarah!

Sarah: (Slowly puts her head up.) What?

Kaia:You know that you have a new patient, right?
Sarah: Oh my god! | forgot about it! When is he coming?
Kaia: (Sighs) Good news for you.

Sarah: Is he not coming?! (Excited Tone)

Kaia: He's in the waiting room.

Sarah: WHAT?!

Kaia: Good luck! (Winks)
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Sarah: Where's the good news?

Kaia: Gosh Sarah, take a hint.

Sarah:You were being sarcastic, weren’t you?

Kaia: All | can say is fix your hair, I'm about to allow him to come into the room.
Sarah: NO!This is my office.You can’t just allow anyone to come.

Kaia: He's your patient.

Sarah: Still. It's my office.

Kaia: He's still going to come in.

Sarah: NO WAI-

Kaia: (Leaves the room to call the new patient)

Sarah: UGH!!!'You're seriously on to something!

Scene 2

[This scene takes place in Sarah’s office in the psych ward at the Love & Treat Hospital]
(Two Minutes Later)

Sarah: Just one more patient, then | get to go home and relax.

(Patient comes in)

Sarah: (Looks over at the door to see the patient) Hi- (Freezes when she sees Adan)
Adan: (Looks over at sarah and freezes.)

Scene 3

[This scene takes place at Watford High School]

Sarah is in her senior year of High School. So is Adan.They both have known each other
since their freshman year. Though they‘ve been close friends, they get into a
misunderstanding which causes them to not continue their friendship.

Sarah: (Waiting out in the courtyard for Adan)

(Adan comes outside, and looks for Sarah)
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Sarah: Adan! I'm right here. (Waves at Adan)

Adan: Coming! (Runs towards Sarah)

Adan: (Stops when he reaches to where Sarah is standing)

Sarah: Hey Adan!

Adan: Hey! How was your day today?

Sarah: It's been good but tiring. | just can’t wait to go home. (Sighs)
Adan:Yeah, | mean it's High School. But, at least it's the last year of it.
Sarah:Yep!

Adan: So you needed to tell me something, right?

Sarah:Yes! It's something I've been very nervous about. But you don’t know. So here | go,
shooting at you-

Adan: Actually...

Adan: | have to tell you something too.

Sarah: Oh. Sure, go ahead.

Adan: No, you can go first.

Sarah: No you go first! I'm eager to hear what you want it to say.
Adan: Uhhhhh....

Sarah: Go ahead.

Adan: I- So what | wanted to say was- | actually kind of-
Sarah: Are you okay?

(Kaia walks up to Sarah and Adan)

Adan: Uhhhh. | wanted to tell you that-

Kaia: Hey Sarah and Adan. (Interrupts Adan)

Sarah: Hey Kaia!

Adan: Hey Kaia.

Kaia: What were y'all talking about?

Sarah: Stuff.

Kaia: Oh my god, so interesting!
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Sarah: | know right.

Kaia: Well you guys, | just saw y’all two together so | came here. So excuse me while | go
toTaylor.

Adan: Alright, bye.

Sarah: Okay, Bye!!!

(Kaia walks away from Sarah and Adan)

Sarah: Okay so Adan, what were you saying?

Adan: Oh nothing. | guess | forgot.

Sarah: Oh.

Adan:Yeah. But, what were you saying?

Sarah: Oh yeah. | totally forgot about it. Okay, here | go shooting at you again!
Sarah: So remember we both applied and got into the same college?
Adan:Yep!

Sarah: Well...

Sarah: | also applied to Stanford knowing | didn’t stand a chance. But guess what
happened...... | GOT IN IT!

Adan: Oh....

Sarah: Surprising, isn’t it?

Adan:Yes! But I'm so happy for you!

Sarah: I'm happy too, but also kind of sad. We won’t get to go to the same college.

Adan: Don’t worry.You'll find many people like me there. Probably people that are way
better than me.

Sarah: No way! You're a pretty good friend. | doubt I'll find someone better than you.
Adan: Hahal
Scene 4

[This scene takes place in Sarah’s office in the psych ward at the Love & Treat Hospital:
Continuation of scene 2]

Sarah and Adan have now met. Knowing that they were friends in high school, they're
now in a doctor-patient relationship. Adan has to talk about his mental health to Sarah.
Though, both are phased by what happened, Sarah tries to be professional.
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Sarah: Hey, Mr. Anderson. Come and have a seat.
(Adan takes a sit)

Sarah: Uhhh... Okay, hi. What has brought you here today? (Sarah talks in a nervous
manner)

Adan: Hi. How have you been?

Sarah: I've been great. But let’s talk about you. (Talks to Adan while looking at the reports
and papers.)

Adan: Oh, okay?

Sarah:Yeah, so how's life treating you?

Adan: | don’t know.

Sarah: Okay. It's okay if you don’t know. Many patients are like that.
Sarah: So, let’s start our session. Are you ready?

Adan: Uhhh.....

Adan: | actually would like to leave. Is that fine?

Sarah: Unfortunately, since you already have this appointment set with me, you cannot
leave right now. Our appointment will last for 30 minutes.

Adan: No, | would like to leave.

Sarah: Maybe by chance, am | making you uncomfortable?

Adan:Yes. Very much. Please just let me leave.

Sarah: We can talk it out. What may be making you uncomfortable, here, right now?
Adan: Do you not know?You really don’t know?

Sarah: | really don’t know.

Adan: Please. If you're going to act like you don’t know me for the sake of being
‘professional’, | can’t stay here.

Sarah: Okay Adan. | know you. What is making you uncomfortable?

Adan:The fact that I'm sitting here with you, and having to share my mental health. | think
I've been embarrassed enough in front of you to be doing this again.

Sarah: I'm your doctor, right now.You're my patient. I'm not going to say anything that
may remind you of the past with me.
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Adan:You may not be able to say anything. But you definitely have thoughts, don’t you. |
know you already think that I'm miserable. Which | am. So | don’t want to get into this .

Sarah:You've already done the survey. I've seen it all. | don’t want to pressure you, but |
feel like me being your doctor in this case is the best option for you. If not, we can find a
different therapist for you. But don’t leave this program because of me.You really need
this therapy.

Adan: | just want to leave.
Sarah: I'm sorry, | cannot let you do that.
Adan: Ugh! What do you want me to do then?

Sarah:You have scheduled sessions with me already. If you want to continue having me
as your therapist, then you don’t have to do anything other than come to my 30 minute
sessions every Tuesday and Thursday.

Sarah: But if you do not want me to assist you, then you may call the front desk, and ask
them to change your therapist.

Adan: I'll stay. | guess that's the only option | have left.

Sarah: Okay.

Sarah: Let's start off by talking about your moods during the day.
( 25 minutes later)

Sarah: Okay. Well, | guess that's the time. Thank you for cooperating with me. Do you have
any questions?

Adan: | just want you to act like you know me.

Sarah: If that makes you more comfortable, I'll do that.
Adan:Thank you

Scene 5

[This scene takes place at Sarah’s and Kaia’s apartment]
Sarah: Kaia.

Kaia: What?

Sarah: Did you not realize who my last patient was?
Kaia: Who was it?

Sarah: It was Adan.
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Kaia: Who's that?

Sarah: He was my friend in High School.

Kaia: Oh.The one that confessed to you and got beaten up by Beck?

Sarah:Yes.

Kaia: Poor guy. Why didn’t you tell him that you had a boyfriend?

Sarah: 1 don’t know. In fact, | didn’t tell anyone that Beck was my boyfriend. Not even you.

Kaia:Yeah, but it still was partially your fault. He went through a lot because of Beck. Plus
that Beck was a fraud.

Sarah: | know. | feel really guilty, but | don’t know how to apologize, especially since so
many years have passed.

Kaia: What did he say today when y’all met?

Sarah: He just wanted me to act like | know him. Which | found really strange. Why would
he want me to bring up the past?

Kaia: Are you stupid?

Kaia: Do you really think that he can just go with the flow of y’all both acting like you guys
don’t even know each other after all that has happened?

Sarah:You're right.

Kaia: So what are you going to do now?

Sarah: | don’t know. Should | apologize mid session?
Kaia: No.

Sarah:Then what do | do?

Kaia: Just wait till he opens up to you.

Sarah:Yeah.

Scene 6

[This scene takes place at Watford High School]

It's the last week of school. Sarah and her group are hanging out in the courtyard during
break time. Adan finally picks some courage and tells Sarah what he’s been meaning to
tell her. It's his confession. He likes Sarah.

(Sarah and her friends are talking)
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Adan:This is all or nothing. (Talks to himself)
Adan: (Walks up to Sarah)

Adan: Hey Sarah.

Sarah: Oh hey, Adan.

Adan: | have to tell you something

Sarah: Oh. Sure, go ahead.

Adan: I'm gonna get straight to the point.
Sarah: A- alright? (Stutters in confusion)

Adan: | really like you. | want us to stay in contact even when you leave for college. I've
liked you since we first became friends but | never had the courage nor the confidence to
tell you, though. But | really do like you.

Sarah: Uhhhh...

Beck: What the heck did you just say?

Adan: Huh? Who are you?

Beck: Did you seriously confess to my girlfriend? Especially, in front of me?
Adan:You?!You're her boyfriend?!

Beck:Yes, me!

Adan: Sarah? (Looks at Sarah in confusion since she never told him)

Beck: Why are you looking at her? Look at me!

Adan: | didn’t know that you were her boyfriend. In fact, | didn’t even know she was even
dating anyone.

Beck: So what?You still confessed to her.

Adan: I'm sorry. Had | known that she was dating anyone, | wouldn’t have confessed. |
really genuinely apologize.

Beck:You're such a coward. Seriously? | can't believe you really decided to confess your
feelings to her.

Beck:You're really in for some trouble now.
(Beck proceeds to beat up Adan in front of everyone)

Sarah: (Runs up to Beck) STOP IT BECK!
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Beck: You better not plan something against me now.

Adan: (Glares at Beck and gets up to leaves)

Sarah: Beck! Why can’t you ever control yourself?!

Beck: You saw what he did.You're really taking his side?!
Sarah: I'm not taking anybody’s side. But what you did was very unnecessary!
Beck: Seriously?!

(Beck angrily leaves the place)

Scene 7

[This scene takes place in Sarah’s office in the psych ward at the Love & Treat Hospital]
Sarah: Hey Adan!

Adan: Hi.

Sarah: Okay, so this is our first real session.

Adan: Okay.

Sarah: We will start off with basic questions and conversations.
Adan: Okay.

Sarah: So how are you feeling today?

Adan: | don’t know.

Sarah: Oh, Okay.

Sarah: Is there anything you wanted to share with me?

Adan: | did.

Sarah: Go ahead.

Adan: I'm sorry.

Sarah: For what?

Adan: | shouldn’t have confessed to you. | wasn’t in my right mind at that time. So please
do forgive me.

Sarah: Uhhh...

Sarah: Why are you apologizing? It was my fault for not telling you and not thinking about
how you could’ve had feelings for me. But there is really no need for you to apologize.
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Sarah: If anything, | should be the one to apologize. I'm really sorry. | shouldn’t have not
told you. | was very stupid at that time. | didn't know how to manage relationships or
friendships. | made a mistake. | apologize.

Adan: (Stares at Sarah)

Sarah: And by the way, Beck was a jerk. He was way too impulsive. So Either way, | was
going to break up with him.

Adan: Oh okay. But still, it was very wrong of me to do something like that.
Sarah: No worries! | never held a grudge.You've been forgiven.
Adan:Thank you for forgiving me.

Sarah: (Smiles at Adan) We really shouldn’t be talking like this. So don't tell anyone that
your doctor is talking to you like this. Haha!

Adan: Haha!
Adan: But there’s still a problem.

Sarah: One second let me get a notebook. I've been told to write down everything you
have a problem about.

Adan: Okay.

(Sarah gets her notebook)

Sarah: Okay. So what’s the worry?
Adan:The problemis..... that | still like you.

(Sarah looks up to Adan with a shocked expression)

TO BE CONTINUED...
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What had seemed to be a little girl was not so little but on the inside, she was the
greatest. She had a big heart, a large spirit for determination, an immense act of bravery,
and who could forget an enormous dream. “What do you wish to be once you grow up?”
was the universal question that lingered upon any child and the responses were far-
reaching, but nothing out of the ordinary. Someone having the ambition to be a valorous
police officer to shield their community or the sound of music just mellows you into
wanting to become a musician! All these exhilarating careers displayed, however, this
little girl didn’t want any of those. This little girl gave the response that individuals would
promptly respond with a side of an eye. This little girl wanted to join the military and she
gazed at that dream as if a glittering shooting star had sprinkled upon her.Though
childhood dreams aren’t always accomplished, this wasn't just a childhood dream for her,
this was THE dream. It was not typical, especially for girls but she thought about it, stuck
to it, put the effort in, and in the fullness of time, did it. Nike’s beaming neon shirts with
the message “Just Do it” must've finally worked because, in June of 2018, she enlisted in
the United States Army and was assigned at Fort Hood, Texas. Everything was going well,
or at least that's how it appeared until April 22, 2020.

MISSING. What had begun as settled worries quickly dispersed into more and before you
know it, soldiers were searching everywhere in the unit only to capture a devastated
family with no response and disappointment. FOUND. On June 30, 2020, the missing
soldier was found but not in the way that brought her home to her family. Bones and
human remains were identified and buried along the Leon River. Somehow miserable
brick walls had become even more despairing with murals of the individual to highlight
her story, what she had gone through, and to never forget who she was.

#lAmVanessaGuillen. This was the story of Vanessa Guillen, a woman who accomplished
the dream the little girl in her wanted despite the complications and the conventionalized
perspective placed among women especially in a Hispanic household, just to be left with
a brutal ending with no help. Prior to her disappearance, Vanessa reported two incidents
where she was sexually assaulted but no further action was taken.The disheartening idea
nevertheless is that she wasn’t the first and she was not the only one. Across our country,
those who are protecting it are not being sheltered themselves, and The American Legion
reports on April 28, 2023, that there were 8,942 cases of sexual assault in 2022 by troops
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and almost 7,400 of them reported that they had occurred during military service.The
unfortunate murder of Vanessa not only sheds light upon her story but has allowed
individuals to share their experiences and address the widespread problem of sexual
misconduct in the military and ways we can further bring awareness towards it.

Research yields that sexual misconduct dates back to World War Il as claimed by Veteran
Affairs and as time progresses, it's essential to recognize the efforts of how courageous
these troops have advanced to speak and report their situation but the critical difficulty
with this is the fear of vocalizing sexual assault trauma is still present but even when they
phonate it they're quickly suppressed and it is absurd that there even is a ubiquitous issue
of sexual misconduct in the military first and foremost. Victims get little to no voice in
these different matters due to sexist ideologies regarding both genders. Women, who are
challenged every day in a male-dominated field, deeming to be too weak or too whiny—
or males and the backlash they face when one simply states “I am a victim of sexual
assault’ responses divulging such as “suck it up” or “Take it like a man”Why are we
championing a world that allows these cynical views to be continuously heard and why
should we let it stay this way? The fact is that even if you disregard the ideologies society
situates, the problems still override. CNN disputes that the military marks complaints
about harassment as the lowest appropriate level and states they sweep aside these
cases. The year Vanessa Guillen had gone missing, the Guillen family held vigils and
protests on their own in which her family reports that they had conducted several
searches without the help of the Fort Hood base and even some stories be told that the
military was eminently hesitant to allow soldiers help search. Fort Hood failed her.

Corporation RAND states a few examples which can help decrease the long-lasting battle
with these traumatizing experiences, the main idea being a workforce of professionals
who will actively attempt to restrain and prevent activities of rape and sexual misconduct.
Advocates are antecedently striving to back this idea up by developing ways of searching
units and commands more effectively and hope to be taking a step in the right direction.

In spite of that, the answer to mitigate the silent war simply lies with noise.The voiceless
must be given a voice and that doesn’t come with simplicity. Though directly denoting
criticism at the military is comprehensible enough, intervention is key and if we do not
say anything then there isn’t anything to be heard. Vanessa Guillen wasn’t a case that
magically gained recognition within the snap of a finger. On social media, her family and
friends actively posted about her where more and more individuals accumulated in
support. Those individuals didn’t hear about this narrative as a result of possessing an
instinct to know when someone went missing like Batman, no...they heard about Vanessa
from a series of voices. Her family didn’t allow themselves to be inaudible because that
action would steer Vanessa from losing the silent battle. They fought, protested, and
consistently brought forward flaws within Fort Hood every day for their daughter, sister,
and friend to receive justice and that is exactly what happened. That didn’t come about by
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maintaining a seat and being stationery all day, her story was told by supporters
standing. The only way to win the silent battle is to remain loud.

Those who enter the military expect to face threats such as guns and bombs by enemies
on the opposing side, but instead, they're met physically, they’re met with enemies on the
same side and too much time has been allocated for these horrid situations to remain
silent. If we utilize the data given to us by the American Legion where there were 8492
cases of sexual assault in the military in 2022, let us do the math. If there are 365 days in a
year, then dividing 8492 by 365 gives us... about 25 cases per day or in other words every
hour someone in the military reports a case of sexual assault. That is every hour that an
innocent individual reports an incident where they have been traumatized, where they
thought someone was their friend but wasn’t. Every hour, it might just appear as one
person who reported it, but it might be more suffering in the silent battle being left with
no help.
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The poster that caught my eye said, "Happiness! Inside Glass Jars! Call Today!" It featured
a phone number under the text. | came across it while walking home after a tiring day at
work and snapped a quick photo, planning to show it to my wife later.

Upon reaching home, the usual routine took over. Dinner, household chores, packing
snacks for our daughter, and tucking her into bed were the tasks of the evening. Each day
seemed to blend into the next.

The following day, my curiosity about the poster led me to dial the phone number. A
woman answered, and we arranged to meet in a public place. She claimed to have a glass
jar filled with happiness.

| couldn't help but wonder how someone could offer happiness in a jar. Could it be real,
or was it some sort of scam? Yet, my curiosity was too strong to resist, and | found myself
waiting for her in a nearby park, my heart pounding with anticipation.

She arrived, a woman in her mid-thirties with a mysterious vibe about her. She
introduced herself asTia, and she carried a small, amusing glass jar in her hand. It wasn't
similar to any jar | had ever seen having a clear and smooth surface, with a soft glow
illuminating from within.

"I'm glad you could make it," she said, her eyes locking onto mine with an intensity that
sent shivers down my spine. "Are you ready to experience true happiness?” | nodded,
unable to break my gaze away from the jar. It held an unrealistic lure, as if the very
essence of joy had become one within the jar.
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Tia handed me the jar, and | excitedly accepted it, feeling an unbreakable connection to
the strange object. It was cool to the surface, and | could sense a rhythm pulsing beneath
the glass as if a heart was pumping with adrenaline. It was as if happiness itself were
living in the jar.

| slowly unscrewed the lid. The moment the lid was lifted, a wave of pure, unbelievable
amount of happiness washed over me. It was an overwhelming sensation, like being
embraced by the warmest, most loving presence known to all of mankind.

My heart filled with joy, and tears of happiness formed in my eyes. | felt an insane weight
lifting from my shoulders, and all the worries and stresses of life seemed to vanish.The
colors around me became more vivid, and the sounds of the park: children's laughter, the
rustling of leaves, the distant hum of traffic were all transformed into a song of
perfection.

Tia watched with a smile as | continued living in the moment. "That's the power of the
jar," she said. "It contains pure, untainted happiness, and you may keep it." | couldn't
believe what | was experiencing. It was as if | had been searching for this feeling my
whole life, and now it was here, in the palm of my hand. | knew that | had to take this jar
home and share it with my wife and daughter. It was a gift that could change our lives
forever. As | left the park, Tia's words echoed in my mind. "Guard the jar with your life,"
she had cautioned. "Happiness like this is rare and precious. It can bring absolute joy, but
it must also be treated with care."

Back home, | couldn't contain my excitement. | burst through the front door, bragging
about the glass jar like it was treasure. My wife, Sarah, and our daughter, Lily, looked up
from their activities, their expressions a mix of curiosity and amusement.

"Guess what I've got?" | exclaimed, unable to hide the excitement in my voice.

Sarah raised an eyebrow. "What's that, dear?" "lt's happiness in a jar!" | said, unscrewing
the lid and releasing a burst of the enchanting happiness into our living room.

The effect was instant. Sarah's eyes widened, and a radiant smile spread across her face.
Lily, who had been playing with her toys, let out a spill of contagious laughter that filled
the room. | watched in awe as the jar's magic worked its spell on my family.
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We spent the evening examining the jar's glow, sharing stories, and experiencing the
newfound joy that had entered our lives. The worries of the world seemed distant and
insignificant as we cherished this extraordinary gift.

Days turned into weeks, and the jar became an essential part of our lives. We would open
it in the morning, allowing its happiness to transform our day with positive energy. It
made the ordinary moments extraordinary, and the challenges of life seemed less
frightening.

However, as time passed, | couldn't help but notice the changes that were taking place.
The more time spent in the jar's happiness, the more we began to distance ourselves
from the world outside. Our friends and family, once the center of our lives, were
gradually forgotten. We became invested in our own dream of joy, shutting out the
concerns and responsibilities that had once straightened us.

One evening, as | watched Lily playing, | realized that her giggles and laughter were gone,
or rather not genuine. It was as if the jar's happiness had replaced the genuine joy that
had once filled our home. | glanced at Sarah and her eyes also held a distant look as if her
soul had become disconnected from reality.

It was at that moment when a thought of doubt began to bubble up within me. Could this
happiness be too good to be true? What were we sacrificing in exchange for this infinite
“happiness”?The answers were vague, and | couldn't find any information about the jar's
origin or its long-term effects.

Determined to find the truth, | attempted to contactTia, but my calls and messages never
went through. It was as if she had vanished, leaving us alone with the strange jar.

As time went on, the jar's influence over our lives grew stronger. We stopped going to
work, resigning from our jobs and the outside world. Our social connections withered
away and our house that was once a warm and vivid home grew silent and dull.



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

One day, | entered our living room to find Sarah and Lily sitting motionless. Their eyes
emptied over as they stared into the jar. They no longer acknowledged my presence,
leaving their fascination with the jar as it was consuming their thoughts and emotions.

| grew desperate, and | knew that | had to break free from the jar's clutches. | couldn't
allow it to take everything from us: our identities, our memories, our very lives. But every
time | tried to stop it, | was met with resistance from Sarah and Lily and their obsession
with the jar.

My struggle to regain control of our lives was a constant battle, and the house became a
battleground of wits. It pained me to see the people | loved most so much het
manipulated by the jar's “happiness”

As | grew more isolated, my world became darker than it ever was. | had lost touch with
the person | once was, the person who had loved and cherished the genuine moments of
life. The jar had promised happiness, but in return, | had sacrificed every last bit of my
humanity.

In my darkest hour, when it seemed like all hope was lost, | received a message from an
unknown number. The text was brief and blunt, providing a single instruction: "Break the
jar."

With a mix of anger, fear, and determination, | clutched the jar in my trembling hands. |
knew that the message was my only hope, the last chance to save my family and myself.
The jar HAD to be destroyed with its contents shattered so that we could reclaim our
lives.

| took a deep breath and threw the jar against the floor, shattering it into a thousand
fragments. As it broke, a blinding light formed, and a wave of emotions joy, sorrow,
nostalgia, and fear engulfed me.

When the light finally dimmed, | woke up in a place that was unfamiliar. The room was
cold and gloomy, lacking any personal presence. | felt disoriented and isolated, as if | had
been erased from my own existence and thrown into a parallel universe.
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Panic flowed through me as | realized that | was no longer in the world | knew. My phone,
which had become my connection to the past, had been wiped clean of contacts,
messages, and photos. It was a blank slate, no traces of my former life. My family, my
friends, and the moments that had once excited me were gone, erased by an invisible
force that had taken hold of my existence.

| was a stranger in a strange land, disconnected from the very thought of who | was. Each
day became a journey into the mysterious unknown, as | traveled a world that was
simultaneously familiar and foreign. | wished to find my way back to the life | had lost, but
it seemed like an impossible dream. | then felt something in my pocket, it was the jar that
| shattered only moments ago.

Then, a mysterious text message instructed me to break the jar once again. Driven by a
mix of anger and despair, | shattered it, unleashing a blinding light and a new sense of

emotions. It was as if | had been reborn, emerging from the depths of darkness into the
warm feeling of the sun.

When | woke up, | found myself in my own bed, surrounded by my family. | felt an
appreciation for the life | had almost lost. Then out of the blue, | received another text
message fromTia saying: “Let me know if you need another jar :)” It became clear that
genuine happiness was in the moments and the people | had taken for granted.

Sarah’s smile was a beacon of love, and | couldn't stop gazing at her, grateful for her in
my life. Lily’s laughter filled the air, and | held her close, cherishing the sound like a
precious song.Yesterday | may have found that annoying. Yesterday, | may have found a
lot of things annoying, irritating, or wasteful. But not today. Today, | pulled her under the
covers between me and Sarah.

Today was going to be a good day. Today, | was happy.
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\Her streaming bridal dress, His stoic tuxedo,

\Visage covered in a nebulous veil, Neckties choking his collar,
\Powdered with makeup, Bronzen skin,

\Into a porcelain doll, Like a clean statue,

\Her sharp, vermillion lips, Suit cut as if freshly picked,
\Converse to her now pale skin, Redress all past doubts,

\Gloved hands clasped, Hands placed around her waist,
LAround a corsage of blossoms, Over hand-woven threads,
\Ribbons of spring buds, A straightened tie,

\Woven into her hair, Completes his look,

\Her plumes of delicate pinafore, A sharp cologne ties his certainty,
\Devotion lies in her eyes, Devotion lies in his eyes,

Until  Until

Death Death

\Through faded photographs,
\I see their day of joy,
\Wishing | could have been there,
\To see, to smell, to touch, to hear, to taste,
\Now skin weathered and tired,
\The reality has set in,\

Good Good

Times Times
And  And
In I
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Bad Bad
\Walking down the corridors, Waiting across the corridors,
%nxieties swell within, Anxieties swell within,

\Burning incense clutched tightly, Meeting her in the middle,

\Smoke trailing in abundant streams, Vision of choking smoke trailing,
\Fears relieved, Fears revived,

\Yet, new weights weigh her down, Alas, further weights weigh him down,

The bride, The groom,
\Must be demure, obedient, and pure, Must be robust, phlegmatic, and sure,
\Families watch with critical eyes, Families watch with critical eyes,\
\As they begin their journey, As they begin their journey,\
\Bride & Groom, Bride & Groom,\
Husband & Wife, Husband & Wife,
\Devotion lingers in her eyes, Devotion lingers in his eyes,

In In

\Sickness Sickness\

\Dust and grime sunken into the images,
\My face reflected on the laminated gloss,

\Knowing now past and present,
| now realize this to be true,
If only it were like that now,
\If only it were that fantasy again,
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As | stared out to the beautiful orange sky; | saw the sun slowly descend into the horizon.
Soon the end of the day would come, along with my life. As the bright star continued to
lower, my heart rate increased. Sweat raced down my face and back (which honestly felt
really gross, but...that doesn’t really matter now). | held it together though, for the sake of
my longest friend sitting right next me on this deserted cliffside bench. So me and Bonnie
just waited, in silence, listening to the crashing waves below.Then it came, like an
unexpected plot twist. Freezing cold, bites of pain ran all over my body! After, came the
unnatural violet fog, with sparks of red, closing in my field of vision. Bonnie and | turned
our heads, and the last thing | saw were the two miniscule blue lights that made up
death’s eyes...

When | awoke | didn’t see the expected cave-like area of Hades’ Dimension, instead | was
falling. So | started screaming my head off, duh. Falling nebulously down a tunnel, that
looked ...weird, to say the least. Detailed images of...stuff, | guess, lined the walls, all
bleeding together into a colossal mess of a mural. That's when | finally saw my limbs...or
lack thereof. My screaming only intensified. After the screaming ceased, | took a closer
look at the walls. One picture was of a young child getting his 4th birthday cake dropped
on his head, another was about the same child falling head first, off his bike into a
concrete curb. These felt ...familiar somehow, but | just couldn’t quite place it. It was only
when | saw the image showing the child again, this time a little older, sitting next to a
crying girl. Wearing a bright pink jacket. Bonnie. Memories...memories, these were my
memories! Every single one of them. My life was literally flashing before my eyes. |
wanted to close them though, viewing all my memories from an outside
perspective...was difficult. | saw good moments, or what little of them | had. More than
that though, the bad. Images of all the misfortunate PAIN. What | went through when |
was really young, the bullying, the ilinesses, the injuries, the embarrassment, anxiety,
everything. | relived it all. Worst of all...the Holter monitor. My descent seemed to slow as
| focused on this particular event. | watched as the thin emerald line got less and less
excited about coming back up again; following the chest of the man laying on the hospital
bed next to it. Doctors swarmed him doing everything they could, shocking his heart
multiple times over. And yet, despite the incredible effort...the screen flat lined. The man’s
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heart stopped beating. My dad’s heart. A tight knot of despair formed in my stomach.The
same fate was most awaiting me at the end of this pit, | knew it. As | fell, | ignored my
surroundings, pained from the flashback. | couldn’t help it though, and still caught a few
glimpses of more recent memories. This time though, they seemed to be singing to a
different tune. Sure there were classic injuries, for example, when someone broke my
arm using a basketball (don’t ask). There was something more to it too though. | really
concentrated on one more memory. It was of the house kitchen, except | was seeing it
from the tiny crack of the hallway door that was supposed to be closed.There, sobbing,
uncontrollably was my mother only a few days after her husband's passing.Then |
remembered what | had thought at that moment. | hate this! | don't want to see mommy
sad, please | don't want to see mommy sad. | don’t want to see anyone cry. | don't want to
see anyone sad...

The knot untied as a mysterious wave of energy flowed through my body(wherever it
was). And a resolve started to become. My strength only continued to grow as more
memories passed. Such as: being the only one to attend a long time bullie’s birthday
party, saving cats from trees, standing up against my little brother's meanest teacher,
walking across schools to deliver a lost laptop, always volunteering at the ‘people in need’
center on Sundays. And now recently saving and accompanying Mary, vowing to give the
boy in the cafeteria my lunch for the rest of the year, calming the girl at the grocery store.
And not confessing to Rachel; helping her overcome her grief, for her dead brother. One
final memory came to mind.The same one from earlier of me sitting by a crying Bonnie.
She was so, so, so lonely. Even though everyone at school and in the neighborhood held
her on such a high pedestal for her incredible luck and talent. No one knew, but sitting on
that pedestal, made her completely cut off from the world. So |, somehow, was the first to
notice this, when | saw her balling her eyes out. Even though our situations were worlds
apart. Me cursed by death to misfortunate. She, blessed with skill and luck. | still reached
out and became her best friend. Determination completely takes over me, and a ghostly
apparition of my body appears. | use this, and stick myself to the walls of the pit. When |
realized my challenge, a great invisible force was pushing down on me this entire time, |
had just never noticed, just going to the flow. | held my position though, not for a second
slipping down into the (probably) underworld.Then | fight against it, slowly | pull one
hand up, then a leg, one hand, then another leg. It was hard work, and it felt like | was
trying to wade my way through a hurricane, tsunami, and tornado all at the same time.
Only three times worse. Despite this, my will is steel, and against what | thought my
ghostly hands could do, | finally made it to the top, when a flash of white burst out...

When | reawakened (AGAIN), | found my spirit form (or whatever it was) still ,thankfully,
not resting in pieces. The space around me though was completely black. Pure
nothingness, in every direction. The only light emanated from my own 13-year-old-soul-
body. Even then it was still dim. | walked, felt, smelt, and listened around. Nothing, just as
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advertised. | explored the area for what felt like a few minutes, when | saw off into the far
distance, another low white light. Having literally no better options, | make my way over
to it. As | ventured nearer, and nearer, it became apparent what it was. It was a ghost-
person just like me. He wore professional khaki pants, held up by a handsome leather
belt. This made him seem proper and mature, however, his top told a different story. He
wore a simple white-cloth shirt, and a humble watch on his wrist. All topped off with a
sombrero hiding his eyes. As got only a foot or two away from him, he raised his hat to
show his loving hazel eyes. Dad?! | recoiled from the apparition, not believing it could
honestly be him! Couldn’t it? | guess this was my second time walking the line between
life and death. Was this so hard to believe? Still though, after all this time, grieving,
mourning, crying...

“Hi Aron, you...you doing ok?” father tentatively asks.

“Well I'm not as dead as | could be, | guess? So ok...maybe?” | responded. He just
chuckles at this.

“Don’t worry I'm not here, just at random, I'm here to help you get back to the living
world, if that’s truly what you want. So is it?” he asks.

“Of course that’s what | really want-"

“Then why? Why do you want to go back?!You know yourself, the longer you live, the
longer the grand council will continually mess with you, so why?” he asks earnestly. The
bluntness makes move back even more, but that doesn’t stop him from continuing.

“‘Cause if you don’t go up there prepared with an answer, and confront death. You'll just
end up in that tunnel again. And there's no guarantee you'll fight your way back here
again,” he finishes. This leaves me in complete disbelief. Did my dad just come back from
the grave to tell me that going down with him was an option? No, no, no. | knew my dad,
and there was no way he would. So what did he ask?...

He asked me why | needed to go back. To explain myself. | need to give a solid reason. |
rack my phantom brain for the answer, when | realize the answer stands in front of me. |
take a good long look at my father, remembering the hospital, and how he took his final
breath.

“Dad, I'm going to live, I'm going to come back because... because | strive to see
everyone smile...at least once,” | say daringly to him, inches from his face. Then he just
takes me in his arms, and he kneels down, embracing me.

“Good, now come on we need to get you up there” dad says. We? Immediately this dark
mass illuminates with bright light, as specters appear. | recognized some, only barely
though. Their eyes really told me; these were my family, some matching my fathers eyes,
others matching my mom’s emerald green. Then there was still the other set of people, |
didn’t know who they were. Taking a good stare into a teenage looking-specter told me
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their identity. He shared the same eyes as his sister, Rachel. His family standing behind
him.There were so, so many, one family seemed to even seemed to be related to Ms.
Mary’s husband, from how she described him.Were they all here for me?

“Here we go,” my dad says, cupping both hands on the floor ready to boost me up.
“B-b-but” | stamper out.

“Don’t worry we're all here to help you. Oh and remember.You're my son, and I'll always
watch over you in pride and love. Along with your mom, and brothers,” he says sincerely.
This almost brings me to tears, but | hold myself together, and take and step on his hand.
| consider what to do from there, when other spirits climb atop him into another ‘boosting
position’, and lift me further. Then again, and again, and again. Until finally, | reach a
miniscule white spot in the middle of darkness. There and then | somehow knew what to
do, | grabbed the edges of the hole with my fingers and strenuously stretched the spot
wide open enough for my body. | look down, incredibly thankful yet shocked at my
ghostly assistants, smiling toward them. They all smile back, and | lean into the portal...

My eyes flutter (FORTHE THIRD TIME NOW) toooo ... an amazingly sharp edge
centimeters from my forehead. I'm overcome with fear again, when | push down,
knowing there was room for it in what | was about to pull. The blade in front of me was a
metal scythe, with a lengthy wooden handle. Wielded by the grim reaper himself, dressed
in a solid black suit, appropriate for a funeral; wearing an expression of shock, disbelief,
and confusion all on his skull face. His purple fog, pushed back in surprise as well. This
wasn'’t his doing, something was keeping him from implanting the weapon into me. |
blink trying to understand the situation, when | see what must've been fifty phantom
hands, extending from nowhere, stopping the blade in its tracks. Bonnie just stood near
the edge of the cliff, completely paralyzed and whiter than the ghosts. Despite everything,
| push forward with my goal. Gently | take the tip of the scythe, and caaaaarefully lower it
to the ground; Mr. Death responded by moving the other end of the weapon to the
ground as well, standing up tall again, overbearing me. With an official look of terrifying
intimidation. After talking to him once every year, though, | can see through this mask.
And | find an expression of expectation, as if waiting for an explanation of everything
that had just happened to me. In response | just shrug, fainting confidence, when there
was truly none. And | begin the most important and heartfelt speech of my life.

“Ever since birth you, and the council cursed me with absolute misfortune. Constant.
Never Ending. Haunting me every single day of my life” | started, a little bit of anxiety
cracking into my voice, still | persisted.

“In that time you couldn’t even IMAGINE the things | went through. Anxiety,
embarrassment, physical pain, hunger, a desire for more, the bullying, teasing, the
isolation. The feeling of failure, letting those down | care about most, heart ache, and
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break. | EVEN DIED! But most of all ...the feeling after losing...losing one of the people
you love...love more than anything. I've gone through it...even at my age of 13...I've
experienced it all.”

“So imagine all that, yet never ceasing.That is my everyday, there was, nor ever will be a
perfect day for me.” | say sadness overtaking my voice.

“Sometimes...you know...I'll even try to search for it. I'll try my best to work at
something, anything! Anything | could be passionate about. Anything | could accomplish
to make my life a tiny bit...more meaningful. Nothing, my luck gets in the way every-
single-time.”

“Worst of all, | know why, why all of this is happening to me, just because the grand
council and the rest of your little underground party decided it so...” | say, failing to be
neutral.

“And admittedly | can feel despair, anger, bitterness, because WHY DID IT HAVETO BE ME,
RIGHT?! WHY DID | HAVETO LOSE MY DAD?! WHY DID | HAVETO SEE MY MOM CRY!?
WHY DO | HAVETO BETHE ONETO SUFFER BECAUSEYOU GUYS WANT ITTO BE?!” |
scream out in rage, knowing it had to be said, but hating it.

“Most of the time though? Those thoughts never even cross my head,” | say, taking a
deep breath.

“Cause every day | see people just-like-me. For whatever reason they suffer just like me. It
can be of heartbreak, injuries, loss...whatever. And | can never just ignore it. | feel all their
emotions deep down into my very core. | know what it feels like to live their situation, all
the pain that comes with it.” | say in a monotone voice.

“I hate it, | hate knowing that people are in the same awful despair | find myselfin.”

“And you want to know the weirdest part? Despite me. Despite the curse. | can still feel
happy, in no part thanks to me. But thanks to my friends...” | say, looking over to Bonnie.

“And because of my amazing family. My mom, and my brothers.”

“So | know, even if my perfect day will never come, | can still love and feel happiness. So
if | can? Then I'm sure everyone can.YOU WANTTO KNOW WHY IWANTTO LIVE RIGHT?!”
| continue in furious passion.

“THEN HERE’'S MY REASON.The reason | worked out of your grasp. So | can help. So |
help, help anyone | find in despair. As, if there’s even a chance, like | KNOWTHERE IS. |
want to see them smile again. | want to guide everyone | see to their perfect day, so they
never don’t have to continue crying!” | yell out in even brighter passion.

He just stared, terrifyingly, just taking it in. As if contemplating everything I'd just
confessed. Slowly he lowered himself into a crouch, not taking his eyes off me, aloofly
grabbing his scythe with his right hand. The second realized | failed, he instantaneously
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swung his weapon upward, bisecting me. Agony didn’t come through, instead a brief
flash of black came over me; it was as if a huge weight had just come off me.

“Wha-what?” | managed, taking time to make sure my non-ghost body was okay.

“Aron Astrell, you failed your original 8 virtues. However, you have convinced me your
worth to live is sure. And now I've freed you from your curse, misfortunate. Me, or the
council, won’t bother you again, until your true time has come. Good-bye.” death said not
a wink of emotion in his voice. |, again, am able to see through this facade, and | read
what was maybe respect and contempt. Contempt | wouldn’t be going with him today.

“The council won’t be happy about this,” | say, finally, knowing this would hurt his
reputation in his own domain. | couldn’t help but feeling guilt for him

“You should’ve thought about that when you started your little address,” he said,
emotionless, but with the slightest of winks. That said he trudged into his cloud of
amethyst, snapped his fingers. A tornado speedily formed around him, and with a puff, he
was gone.

Immediately | collapsed to my knees, fully taking in everything | had just experienced,
walking the line of life and death, and somehow convincing death not to kill me. How?! At
that moment Bonnie slammed into an embrace with me on the ground. As both our
emotions overcame us, we started weeping in unison. It felt like hours when we finally
stopped, slowly we helped each other up, and walked ourselves to our neighborhood in
relative silence. | insisted we go to her house first, but she forced me to mine and said...

“Thanks for being my friend,” with a tight smile and another hug.Then | just walked into
my house, gathered my mom, and brothers immediately embracing them tightly as well.
Dad no doubt watched over us. The next morning, | saw the sun rise once more.
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The way mankind has gone above and beyond to solidify one's own superiority and
power is through the development of the social class hierarchy. One's own label to state
your placement in society, therefore dividing the positive, negative, wealthy, poor, and
the rich. It is something conditioned that every individual should know their place in this
world, and know everyone else’s. Every person has heard these terms and murmurs
before, “Is this person financially comfortable?” “Are you middle class, lower class, or
upper class?” It is a natural occurrence to ask, to know, and to say, and it is modern
human nature to always choose the best option that will give us the best advantages and
benefits, leaving our patriarchal system to benefit and corrupt the lower-income class.

The patriarchal system, deeply entrenched in societal structures, not only perpetuates
systemic inequality but also exploits the lower-income class for its own benefit. The
historical development of patriarchy is related to the evolution of societal structures and
economic systems. As societies progressed, power became the motive, with men
predominantly occupying influential roles. The unequal distribution of power built the
foundation for the patriarchal system, reinforcing traditional gender roles and degrading
women to inferior positions. The intertwining of patriarchy with economic structures
solidified the exploitation of the lowerincome class, as economic power became a tool to
perpetuate and escalate a gender-based imbalance.

To grasp the historical impact on the lowerincome class, one needs only look at the
corrupted social structures that emerged. In agrarian societies, for instance, men
dominated land ownership and agricultural production, while women's labor, often
unpaid, was crucial to societal traditions and culture. As societies transitioned to
industrialization, the gendered division of labor persisted, with women relegated to low-
paying, lowly jobs. This historical pattern underscores the systematic exploitation of the
lower-income class, particularly women, as they faced economic hardships that were
increased by patriarchal norms.

The patriarchal system exerts corrupting forces through gendered power dynamics,
reproductive rights control, wage gaps, and a lack of representation. Gendered power
dynamics ensure that decision-making processes in economic and social spheres remain
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skewed, perpetuating inequality. Evidence from numerous studies, including the World
Economic Forum's Global Gender Gap Report 2022, highlights the persistent gender
inconsistency in leadership positions and decision-making roles globally, reflecting the
deeply ingrained nature of these power imbalances.

Wage gaps and occupational segregation contribute significantly to the exploitation of the
lower-income class; women, especially those in lower-income brackets, face gender-based
wage variations, restricting their economic mobility. Occupational segregation further
limits access to high-paying jobs, relegating women to sectors with limited financial
prospects. The lack of representation in leadership positions exacerbates these issues, as
policies and resource allocation decisions are made without adequate consideration of
the needs of the lower-income class.

In conclusion, the patriarchal system, deeply rooted in history, continues to exert
corrupting forces that disproportionately affect the lower-income class, especially directed
toward the women demographic. The historical development of patriarchy and its
intersection with economic structures have perpetuated a cycle of exploitation,
marginalization, and limited opportunities for those at the socio-economic margins.
Evidence from global reports and academic research highlights the varied ways in which
the patriarchy maintains its own power, ensuring the continued subjugation of the lower-
income class. While addressing this systemic issue, it is imperative to challenge and
dismantle the patriarchal norms that perpetuate inequality, advocating for policies that
promote gender equity and economic justice. Only through comprehensive societal
changes can develop justice to create a future where the lower-income class is liberated
from the shackles of patriarchal oppression.The time has come to leave the burden of
cruelty, unfurl the banner of equality, and forge a fate where the promise of a just society
is not just an aspiration but an indomitable reality.
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Chapter 1

Emperor Swimicus Floatalitie sits on his throne uneasy. His enemy, the Submerged
Kingdom, is working hard for the games. He can’t lose another Water Wars, or else his
whole kingdom would be swimming with the sharks. In other words, consumed by The
Sizzling Waters! Emperor Swimicus looks to the pool where his recruits train.

“Sloppy...very sloppy! Kick your feet! Float! Not sink! Keep your arms straight, not
flailing! At this rate, we'll lose the games again!” Swimicus says to himself.

THE WATER WARS ARE LIKEYOUR OLYMPICS OR WORLD CUP. EVERY YEAR, EACH OF
THE 50 EMPIRES AND KINGDOMS OF WATER MEETS INTHE HIGH-DIVE, THE PLACE
WHERE THETOURNAMENT TAKES PLACE, AND DISPLAYSTHEIR KNOWLEDGE OFTHE
SACRED ART OF SWIMMING. IF A NATION WERETO LOSE 10 WATER WARS IN A ROW,
THEIR ENTIRE KINGDOM WOULD BE SUBMERGED IN A BOILING CATASTROPHE CALLED
THE SIZZLING WATERS.

“Glidillious Paddleron, how much time do we have until the tournament?” Emperor
Swimicus asked hastily.

“We currently have two weeks and five hours until the 555th Water Wars, Your Majesty,
Glidillious responded.

“Is that enough time?” Swimicus asked.

“If I may, your eminence, for the past 9 Water Wars, we've procrastinated and failed; we
fell below the Top Five places. If we lose this tournament, the Lord of the Tides will wipe
our kingdom out with the Sizzling Waters.” He said.

“l understand our problem Glidillious but with the performance of these recruits, the
entire kingdom is looking at becoming fish food. No emperor has ever had to do this in
400 years, but my hand has been pushed. We need outer reinforcements...call in
Freestyle.”
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Glidillious rushes out of the room as the Emperor cringes at the sight of his empire’s final
hopes.

1 WEEK AND 6 DAYS

STARTING IN FREESTYLE HOME

The Royal Lifeguards surround the room. Glidillious steps forward.
“All bow before Emperor Swimicus Floatallite!” He announces.

Emperor Swimicus comes forward while adjusting his crown crafted from the finest
diving rings. Inside the room, Freestyle sits on a chair.

“*Clap, Clap’ Bravo everyone. What did | do this time, so much so that the Emperor of
Splash Empire has to come to my abode?”

“Mr. Freestyle, | know of your malfeasance against the empire but | am giving you a
chance to be... exonerated.” Swimicus offered.

“Well, your omnipotence, your condescending offer seems too magnanimous,” Freestyle
mocked the emperor’s grammar. “What's the catch?” He asked.

“No catch, just do one small favor for me and consider it all overlooked,” Swimicus said.
Freestyle walked out of the room and out into the daylight. He looked to the sky.

“l don't want my deeds to be overlooked or exonerated. | used to be the great Freestyle,
with my swim school that taught our young minds to uphold our nation’s great name.
But, ever since the war with the Submerged Kingdom and my school destroyed, I've
become nothing. A bandaid drifting in the water, gross and unwanted. If | were to fulfill
your request, please rebuild my school. Let me have a purpose again.” Freestyle said.

Emperor Swimicus walks up to him and puts his hand on his shoulder.

“Your wish shall be granted, wipe the chlorine from your eyes. You will be our great
savior!”

“Thank you, Emperor. What is the task?” Freestyle asks.
The Emperor smiles. He takes Freestyle back to the Recruit Swim Training Center.

“Bend your knees, put your goggles on! Hold your breath, don’t drink the pool water!
Ugh! How will these people ever learn?” Freestyle rants.

Glidillious walks up to him and hands him a towel, goggles, and flip-flops.

“You will teach them.” Emperor Swimicus emerges from the shadows with a new towel
robe and golden flip-flops.
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“This year’s Water Wars is a crucial one. If the people through this glass lose this year, The
Lord of theTides will drown the Splash Empire in the Sizzling Waters. With you and your
great swimming techniques, you will save us all.” Swimicus said.

“These guppies need to be whipped into shape. | accept. | will train them.” Freestyle said.

“Fantastic. My assistant Glidillious and | will supervise here. We're counting on you. We
very much are.”

Chapter 2
Freestyle walks through the door as the recruits look at him.

“Hello everyone! Stop your drowning for a moment! | am Mr. Freestyle, the greatest
Swimming Coach in all of the Splash Empire and your new teacher. All swim teachers
leave immediately. You will all become great swimmers after your time with me. Let’s get
ready to paddle!”

“Tell me your name and swimming experience,” Freestyle asks one recruit.

“My name is Aquana Drainage and | have been swimming all my life. My family was
thrilled when the Emperor drafted me.”

He continued to go around.

“My name is Wade Riparian and | have been surrounded by swimming but have never
swum in my life. | hope that | will learn a lot and contribute to a victory in the 555th Water
Wars.”

“I hope so too.You're drifting apart but don’t worry I’ll pull you back together.” Freestyle
added.

He continued to move around the pool.

“I'm H-Two O. Monsoon and I'm great at swimming. My mother works for the empire, so
| always get the best instructors. Experience doesn’t matter if you have money.”

“It does Ms. Monsoon. It'll matter even more once you see the tsunami of the Sizzling
Waters outside your home.” Freestyle said.

“Okay everyone, all 20 of you have to put on a good show in 1 week and 6 days. We have
no time to waste. Let us begin with our first lesson.”

1 WEEK AND 4 DAYS

“Good work today everyone, but we aren’t done yet. Yesterday we learned how to do
freestyle with a float and everyone did poorly. We ran out of time yesterday so, I'll show
you how it's done now. Without the float.” Freestyle said.
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Emperor Swimicus and his assistant Glidillious watch through the glass.

“My liege, Freestyle, is trying hard for his recruits. We might not look at boiling
destruction this year!” Glidillious said.

Suddenly an unexpected guest showed up in the room. Emperor Swimicus was furious.

“King Geysers of the Submerge! To what do we owe this honor?” Glidillious respectfully
said.

“Must be an attribute in this realm, so prompt to reach the summary. Sit down young
man, | haven’t time for you.” King Geysers said.

“So Emperor Floatallitie, how's the Water Wars preparations? Are these your recruits here
through the glass? How pathetic.” King Geysers said.

Emperor Floatallite stood up quickly to face King Geysers. Royal Lifeguards from the
Submerged Kingdom and Splash Empire both stood next to their respective leaders.

“Prepare to lose the Water Wars. We here in the Splash Empire don’t quit and call treaties,
unlike the Submerge.” Emperor Swimicus said referencing the war they had eighteen
years ago.

“Is that a challenge, Emperor Swimicus Floatallite of Splash Empire?” King Geyser asked.
Emperor Swimicus laughed.
“No, no, King Canal Geysers of the Submerged Kingdom. It's a promise.” Swimicus said.

He sat back down on his chair. King Geysers signaled the guards to begin leaving the
room.

“See you at the games, Swimicus.” King Geyser said as he departed.

“That man is so aggravating. We can’t let the Submerged Kingdom win the Water Wars.
We just cannot.” Emperor Floatallite said as he slammed his hand on his chair handle.

“Calm down, your illustriousness, Freestyle knows what he is doing. We will win this year.
If we make it somewhere in the top 5, we are safe from destruction.” Glidillious said.

1 WEEK AND 2 DAYS

“Keep your stomach above water and toes splashing like a spinning...| mean...a kicking
turbine. Aquana and Recruit Plunge get in the deep end. Recruit Flood and Recruit Gully
don’t let go. H-Two O, stop adjusting your expensive swim goggles and get diving! We
only have a week and 2 days! | know we can do this!” Freestyle commands.

“He's really taken control these past four days, sire,” Glidillious says.

“He certainly has. | have seen them turn from a drowning mess to great swimmers.
Thanks to Freestyle. But | still think they have a lot to learn.” Swimicus responses.
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“You're right, my lord, shall | test them?” Glidillious said.
“Yes, you shall.”
“Very well, sire.” Glidillious obeys.

Glidillious enters the pool room in swimwear.
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As | sit here, floating in the vast expanse of the universe, | can't help but chuckle at the
sudden surge of concern human inhabitants are showing for me. It's quite the
turnaround, to be frank. It's not every day that a planet gets showered with so much
unexpected affection. | suppose I've become the latest trend, the hot topic of the universe.
But fret not, dear humans, I've been around for quite a while, and your antics are not
entirely new to me. Let's take a stroll down memory lane, shall we? Ice ages, volcanic
eruptions—oh, the dramal! It seems I've had my fair share of mood swings long before
your species came into the picture. Millennia of change, and yet you all seem genuinely
surprised by my tendency to switch it up every now and then. It's almost endearing,
really.

However, do you want to know something that’s not endearing? The human need for their
everyday life appliances. These inventions are quite something. Take air conditioning or
whatever you freeloaders call it, A/C? The air conditioning machine has managed to
recreate a gentle breeze within your walls while ignoring the grand wind that I've been
conducting for a millennium. How adorable! Little do you realize that while you're busy
cooling your homes, you're heating up my atmosphere. It's like watching a child put a
band-aid on a broken dam. Additionally, let's not forget your fondness for deforestation.
You're so committed to "fixing" things that you're practically rearranging my furniture
without asking.You clear my forests, claiming it's for your progress, but | can guarantee
you that it's progressing you straight into a whirlpool of danger. Now | ask you to sit,
breathe, and think. Are those little creatures who have lost their homes, families, and
friends worthless? Have | not given you all that you would need to live? Why must you fix
what is not broken? Am | worthless?

I've seen it all, from my vantage —your fleeting trends change like the seasons. Unlike my
timeless cycles of transformation, your interests seem to alter every time my axial tilt
points me in a new direction. One moment avocado toast was all the rage, and then it
was the switch from skinny jeans to wide-legged pants. While | remain steadfast in my
cycle of changing seasons, you humans change your minds as often as you change your
clothes.You may wonder why anything you do affects me. Ah, those one-time-use
materials, my dear inhabitants. They're like shooting stars that dazzle with their
convenience but leave a trail of havoc. These creations, meant to cater to your immediate
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desires, fail to see the bigger picture—the intricate life that thrives around you.The
resources poured into their production, often extracted with no regard for my delicate
balance, scar my landscapes and disrupt my harmonious rhythms. And the waste they
generate, oh, the mountains of discarded plastic and debris, they clutter my oceans and
soils, suffocating the very essence of life that I've nurtured for eons. I've asked you to sit,
breathe, and think, but now | ask for you to feel. Think from my perspective, a planet that
keeps giving and giving. | hope this brightens your perspective.

Now while we’re on the topic of brightening, let us address the elephant in the room—or
should | say the Sun. Ah, the Sun, my fiery little ball of energy. Our relationship is like a
complicated romance. You see, maintaining the perfect temperature is quite the challenge
when your partner has mood swings that involve solar flares and sunspots. It's a never-
ending dance of equilibrium, and | must say, | was quite the graceful partner if | do say so
myself. Although, there is only so much | can take and it’s not like | didn't try to save our
love for each other. Just because she’s the one with blazing hot rays, doesn't mean | can't
get heated in an argument either! Why must | always remain calm like the water?
Whatever. Aside from the personal issues that conflicted in the argument, there was also
a major factor contributing to our separation: the broken ozone layer. After the ozone
layer broke, | found it beyond upsetting to communicate with her, and she just kept
arguing with me. Also, not trying to point fingers but | think we both know who caused
the broken ozone layer. Ahem, you.

Finally, there's your fascination with my beaches. You swarm to my beautiful shores for
relaxation and recreation, without a second thought about the rising sea levels. You build
your sandcastles as my oceans encroach, and | can't help but chuckle at the irony of
planning a beach vacation on a coastline that's sinking faster than a lead balloon. Instead
of sipping coconuts in the Bahamas, how about you try to save it first? First, embrace the
winds of change by curbing your insatiable thirst for fossil fuels. The burning of these
ancient relics coats my skies with thick blankets of carbon, warming my oceans and
causing glaciers to sigh in defeat. Transition to cleaner energies, like the sun's gentle
embrace and the wind's soothing whispers, and you'll quell the passion of my rising
waters. And then there's the matter of waste—those troves of discarded dreams that pile
up on my soil and swirl within my oceans. As you mend your habits, reduce, reuse, and
recycle, you'll stem the tide of pollution that threatens to drown my delicate ecosystems
and poison my life-giving waters.

So, here we are, my dear humans, in this cosmic tango. | jest, but let me assure you, that
while | find your antics amusing, the consequences of your actions are far from a
laughing matter. Climate change is real, and it's a challenge that we must face together.
I've given my all to you but enough is enough, | know my worth. It's time to put your
inventive minds to good use and come up with solutions that truly benefit both of us. In
the grand theater of the universe, I'll keep spinning, changing, and evolving. And you, my
inhabitants, have the power to shape the narrative of our shared journey. Let's make it
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one that future generations can look back on with pride, rather than amusement. Or do
you guys want to settle for my buddy, Mars?
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In the quiet corners where memories reside,
Shadows linger, and emotions coincide.
A solemn dance unfolds, sorrow in the air,

As life's story takes on a somber flair.

A hushed dirge echoes through the heart's maze,
Where sunlight fades, and shadows graze.
A haunting melody whispers a goodbye,

Tears paint portraits against the evening sky.

In the calm of twilight's tender embrace,
Grief dons a cloak, a starless space.
Footprints of absence mark time's shore,

Love's echoes linger, forevermore.

Moonlight weeps in gentle streams,
Reflecting shattered fragments of dreams.
Each teardrop carries a silent pain,

In emotions' realm, where feelings wane.

Yet, in the depths of the soul's abyss,
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A resilient ember persists.
Love's legacy, a flickering light,

Guiding us through the darkest night.

In the tapestry of loss, threads may fray,
But strength emerges, finding its way.
In the ebb and flow of grief's tide,

Hope whispers, "You're forever by my side."

Scholastic Art & Writing
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Whispers of Time

In the quiet corners of memory,
Where the sun-kissed days reside,
There, among sepia-tinted echoes,

Dance the shadows of old friends.

They are the keepers of laughter,
The architects of secret hideaways,
Their names etched in the bark of trees,

And woven into the fabric of our souls.

Remember the summer afternoons?
We chased fireflies with reckless joy,
Our laughter echoing through fields,

As if the world itself joined our chorus.

Old friends, like well-worn books,
Their pages dog-eared by shared tales,
They know the chapters we dare not speak,

And the verses that still make us weep.



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

Through seasons of change, they remain—
Anchors in the tempests of life,
Their smiles etching constellations,

Guiding us back to familiar shores.

And when the years have etched lines,
Like rivers on ancient maps,
We'll sit together, gray and wise,

Sipping memories from porcelain cups.

For old friends are the sweetest vintage,
A blend of laughter, tears, and time,
And in their company, we find solace,

As the world spins on, and we with it.
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I'm getting pulled into sorrow and despair,
like honey latching onto the spoon while you prepare your morning tea,
My nails clawing the rim of the cup for hope,

pulling myself out of the goo in which my body is being sucked into.

The hot tea boiling my feet,

drowning in the steam that fogs up your glasses,
blinding our view,

Losing my grip,

the condensation making the walls slippery,

| hold on the burning spoon,

my fingerprints fading with each second passing by,

| do not let go,

you dunk me underneath the sour boiling tea,
| do not let go,

you mix me,

melt me,

in a cyclone of emotions and flavor,

| make your tea sweet,
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you make my honey disappear,

in an ocean of reflection and illusion.
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Speak of the devil, and he shall appear
A voice in the dark mocks your fear
Dwell too long, and, you'll disappear

He gives you plenty of time, so prepare for evil's cheer.

A needle broken is a step towards death
The sign of the blackberry, sign of death

Did Eve deceive? Or merely miss her calling,
The Serpent is gnawing

Chomping at its tail

Biting

Slowly

Consuming itself

Be negligent, and stay at the Cocytus

When you fall into his hands, prayers won't save you

The head of the goat
The hellfire burns through

He's coming
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Do something wrong, you’ll die quick
With his ways to hunt, you will succumb
You need to be strong, don’t fall for his tricks

Beware of the signs, beware of the glyph.

If you call his name, he’ll surely come near

Speak of the devil, and he shall appear.
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When | was six, my favorite color was purple.To be fair, the only girl colors available were
pink or purple so my options were limited.

Then, when | was seven, my favorite color was red. | have no idea why if I'm being
honest, | don’t remember choosing it over purple. | don’t remember actually liking it that
much at all. But | felt special for liking red. | was a Red Girl in a sea of Pink and Purple
Girls.

When | was twelve my favorite color changed again. This time, | liked blue. Not a dark
blue like denim jeans or the vast ocean. It had to be a powder blue like the afternoon sky
— barely obscured by the occasional cloud. | remember thinking that | had finally chosen
the perfect color. Blue wasn’t a boy color (because boy colors didn’t exist anymore) but it
was still cool because it wasn’t pink. | hated pink.

Pink was the kind of color that said,

“I'm girly and fussy and | think I'm better than you and you know it”

“I'm better than you because my mom lets me straighten my hair”

“I'm better than you because | wear mascara”

“I'm better than you because the boys in class fight over me”

Pink Girls were the exact opposite of me: while the boys fawned over them and they
pretended not to notice, | befriended the boys. | befriended the girls too, but only Blue or
Purple Girls. Pink Girls weren’t really on my radar, not as friends anyway. | watched the
Pink Girls like they were wild animals that needed to be observed at all times. If | tore my
gaze away from them for even a moment | was sure their claws would descend. | was just
waiting for the moment they turned from beautiful flowers into gnarly beasts with poison
on their tongues. | watched them prance around, wearing makeup and perfume. They felt
so far removed from me that | was sure that there must have been some sort of parasite
burrowed into their brains that told them what to say and how to act. It told them to get
boyfriends and cry in the bathroom when things didn’t work out. It told them to shoot
harsh glances in my direction when | failed some arbitrary test of girlhood that | wasnt
aware | was even taking.

| was glad not to be one, really, | was. Because Pink Girls always had something to prove,
didn’t they? Pink Girls couldn’t play sports during PE. Pink Girls couldn’t show up to
school unless they looked their best. They had to wear their clean, white sneakers and
their expensive clothes. They had to gossip during lunch and talk about boys and dresses
and all sorts of other girly things that | obviously had no time for. Because a Blue Girl like
me was smart and focused. | was always doing my homework and reading, | didn’t have
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the patience for their drama and | didn’t care what anyone thought of me. Why should 1? |
didn’t pretend to be friendly with Pink Girls and all the boys treated me like one of their
own. So | could dress and act however | wanted. It was freedom.

But | saw Pink every day in my peripheral vision. | saw it on my sister in her eyeliner and
earrings, | saw it on my cousins with their cool clothes and their friends, and | even saw it
on my mother as she did her hair each morning. Pink didn’t look so menacing then.
Maybe that's what possessed me to wear a dress to school. It was only once and never
again. | didn’t even really like the dress. It was ugly and floral. But it made me feel...
pretty.

| should've known better than to wear it. | should've known | couldn’t masquerade as a
Pink Girl — not even for a day.

All my guy friends poked fun at me.

“What are you wearing?”

A dress.

“Are you wearing makeup?”

So what if | am?

“Why'd you dress up today anyway?”

| don’t know...

“I didn’t think you were like that.”

I’'m not... | just thought...

“You know we don't care, right?”

But it wasn't for you...

| didn't say any of that, of course. | just traipsed through my day, wearing the stupid dress
and wishing the flowers would come to life so they could grow over me where | stood.
None of the Pink Girls said anything about my outfit, not that | wanted them to.

Pink Girls aren’t friendly to Blue Girls.

But | decided that day that that was surely for the best. They can keep their gossip circles
and their hair bows and their dresses and makeup. They can keep their pink. Because |
didn’t need it.

| didn’t tell the boys that they hurt my feelings because if | was going to be soft and fussy
| could go sit with the girls. And | wouldn’t want that.

No Blue Girl would.

At fourteen, | was still resolutely Blue. | was going to stay that way forever, of course. |
had seen what Pink Girls were like on the inside. Pink Girls could compliment your hair
and then call you ugly in the same breath. Pink Girls could talk to you like a real person
when you were alone but try their hardest to embarrass you in public. | knew what Pink
was really like. The girls at school showed me most of that.

Everything else | learned about Pink was through observation, not experience. Regina
George taught me pink was the color of backhanded compliments and betrayal. Sharpay
Evans taught me that pink was the backdrop to jealousy and pettiness. It all seemed pretty
straightforward to me.
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Why would | want any part of that when | could easily stay friends with the boys? No
drama, no cruelty, no pink.

At sixteen, | realized boys could be worse than Pink. Boys could hurt your feelings just as
intentionally as girls. Boys could tell you things that made your skin suddenly feel itchy
and foreign. They could make jokes that weren’t funny and you would let them because
you couldn’t be perceived as sensitive. Boys could call you ugly just the same as any girl.
And all of a sudden, | couldn’t see much of a distinction between me and Pink at all. | was
supposed to be different from the Pink Girls. The boys were supposed to treat me
differently, they were supposed to respect me.

But the truth was that the only real difference between mine and the Pink’'s mistreatment
was that when a Pink Girl was picked on, her friends defended her and held her close.
While | sat and endured.

Alone.

The only difference between a Pink Girl and a Blue Girl was her favorite color.

It started to feel like everything | had believed about girls and boys was wrong. | could
remember a time when | hadn’t seen a difference between any of us. When my favorite
color was purple and that was all. When liking a color told me nothing about a person
except what crayon they used the most.

When everything was so... simple.

| used to wear bows. | used to like princesses and flowers. And frilly lace and big ball
gowns. | dreamed of the day I'd get to wear makeup. | practiced braiding strands of twine
in the hopes that one day I'd be able to braid my own hair. | loved purple. | wasn’t afraid
to use pink in a drawing.

Pink never did anything to me.

But that all felt so distant now. It felt wrong to hunger for something different, to wish
that | could smile with my teeth.To wish that | could wear a dress, that | could talk to the
Pink Girls — befriend them.

Even in the throes of my revelations regarding favorite colors, pink isn't my favorite. Blue
is still everything to me. But I've realized not everyone even likes colors the way that | do
and I've started to think that favorite colors don’t matter much at all. My father used to say
that his favorite color changed by the day. My sister used to love neon green — a color
she now abhors. For all the time | spend thinking | know my siblings so well and that
colors are some sort of definitive pillar of personality, | don’t know my oldest brother’s
favorite color.

| guess what I'm trying to say is that the only thing | really know is that | love blue. And |
love purple. And green and orange and yellow and white and black and red and gray.

I love doing my makeup and my hair. | love talking to other girls and having sleepovers. |
love hugs and | love wearing dresses. | love feeling pretty and feminine. And pink.

| love Baby Pink.
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The smell of death exudes from under the door
a substance red and smelling of copper
to enter the mausoleum

| must push
hard.

The concrete scrapes against my skin,

and creaks open.

A casket lies waiting

| know the body inside is mine

But, | do not recognize the flesh there.
my eyes shot and head caving in

flies buzz around my dead body

And maggots fall from my mouth

The mortician waits.
watching in the corner
yellow bone, peeking behind thin lips

They confess with their eyes
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The murderer lives within

struck with fear
| crawl inside my casket
and pull the crown over

Like a child hiding under the covers

I'm not scared of the dark,

I'm scared of your hands.

| live here now

with my own decaying body
My family comes and goes
all paying their respects

It's pointless

I'll wake up dead again tomorrow

The tombstone carries my name
is it mine?

It sounds like someone else's
Mind and body

| am gone.
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SUMMARY:

The Domestic Conflict has changed the world, eradicating America, neighboring countries
and populations around the world. But two great havens stand tall amongst the rubble:
Saris and Gloria. And after the execution of her grandfather, the creator of Gloria,
Augustine and her cousins are sent to live in Glory House for the next 10 years, isolating
themselves to learn about their life in rule ahead, as were the wishes of their mysterious
grandfather. Although her life is lonely, Augustine finds comfort in her older cousinTally
and younger cousin Chet, as well as two brothers that visit every summer. But when
Augustine witnesses the death of a beloved gardener that is ruled an accident, she begins
to question her idyllic life and those closest to her. And after those 10 years are up and
Augustine and her family step foot into Gloria for the first time, everything seems to go
wrong in a matter of seconds, and Augustine finds herself alone in a strange place: The
Known. Upon meeting new friends and forming new bonds, Augustine is determined to
find out the truth about her family, save her cousins and apprehend the killer that has
taken her family’s place in rule. She will learn that people are not as they seem and that
her whole life has been spent behind the infamous Butterfly Fence.

“Behind the wall

Hiding all

The things one wishes not to see.
With cheery hugs and harmless bugs
It hides things void of glee.

For there liesThe Butterfly Fence
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A front that people shrug away.
Such a beautiful little thing,
Yet sadly

Turning more evil by the day”
Unknown Knowni person

Augustine called them “Glory Days” whenever anyone asked about them. Most people
were curious, usually the young ones, because she had led such a unique sort of life that
beckoned overloads of questions and detailed stories. Hardly anyone really knew what to
ask besides how she got there, why, who was with her, and maybe what she had to eat
and how she got it. Because, from Augustine’s rather poor story-telling skills, the
circumstances of her childhood, the place where she had experienced a number of firsts
and made a great deal of her memories, was seemingly impossible to access. Some
people joked she truly was a prisoner, which had been a past accusation that weakened
her hope of ever seeing the real world. But it was proven false when she began to read
and study the life she would be prepared for. The life she would live outside of the walls.

The repetition of these stories only strengthened Augustine’s ability to tell them and,
surprisingly, willed her to refrain from embellishing them because the more she told
them, the more she realized how fascinating it had been to live them. And that is what
she expected all those young people to have the motive to do: live a life they, and no one
else anywhere, could live.

Like any good story, most people had the common sense and decency to ask to start at
the beginning. The decent part of it was to ask if she was even comfortable with telling
these stories in the first place, as such an overload of memory could disrupt the balance
of her mental state. However, Augustine being the woman that she was, it never troubled
her to recall such times, even the ones that most certainly left her insides to ache. She
was stronger. She was unbothered and willing. She was none of those things in the days
before, the days that were described in her stories.

When the young ones would find time in their day to bother her with demands for stories,
Augustine was usually the one to guide them with their choices. With children, she
figured, it was best to start at the beginning, where things could be understood simpler
than right there in the middle of a life. And when Augustine described the beginning, she
would always mention that painting. From previous knowledge, which the majority of
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these young people had at that time having been near Augustine so much, they knew that
a painting such as the one she described was one that should have been seized and
destroyed.

Augustine had been no more than 6 years old when she found that painting on the wall.
The day had been gloomy and stressful for even a young girl such as herself. It was a day
of death and sudden change, which struck herself and each member of her little family in
an assortment of ways.

In that day, it had been years since the Domestic Conflict, so America and any other
established country was hardly a thought. In fact, Augustine confessed not having
learned about America until she was maybe 10 years old, but her audiences were never
shocked; they themselves had probably heard about that place much later in life, so if
anything, it made them feel terrible about themselves. What was America, and why hadn’t
you learned of it sooner, you dolt? But when Augustine mentioned the Domestic Conflict,
minds usually snapped to attention, and that sickening feeling in the stomach often began
to churn again, as it surely brought on an onslaught of poor memories. That was the thing
about Augustine’s stories: no matter how ugly and heart wrenching they could be, people
wanted to be reminded of how things were and how things could have been.

That gloomy day in the beginning really started, for Augustine, inside of a warm, stuffy
trampler, parked on a caliche drive in front of a strange-looking house. It had been warm
and stuffy for hours it seemed because the journey had taken that long. Together with her
family, (or would one even call it that?) Augustine Whitlock traveled from Marchville, Saris
to a sister haven by the name of Gloria, one of the most renowned functioning societies
since America and Augustine’s birthplace. Marchville was a swanky section of Saris, a
lesser known and increasingly lesser in infrastructure, health and space than its sister. But
to Augustine, Marchville had been home. The suite at the top of the Marchville Inn,
adorned with every sort of Sarisian finery imaginable and sweet with the smell of the
people she had spent her first six years of life with, was all she needed. But that gloomy
day was the first experience that Augustine had ever endured feeling homeless.

Seated beside her, hands bawled around a small, silvery treasure, was a then 19 year old
Keela Wilde. Hers had been the face that Augustine had woke up smiling at as a babe, and
hers had been the back of a head that Augustine woke puzzling at that very, gloomy
morning. Augustine remembered the stillness of the room and how the sconces on either
side of the bed she shared with her older cousin flickered. She could just feel the way that
Keela’s hair had looked that morning and, truly, every morning in that suite: silky and
clean. Slipping out from beneath the covers, little Augustine crept over to the ornate
wooden desk that her governess hovered over, curious as to her actions.

Keela had heard the little girl stir long before she even set foot on the carpet but, out of
urgency, continued to write her last letter to her family.
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Augustine gently tugged on Keela's black bell sleeve. Although gentle, this caused the tip
of the pen to quake, making Keela's final few words nearly impossible to read.

No matter. Keela set down her pen and lifted Augustine into her lap, stroking her hair and
soothing her as if she were still a baby.

“It is early,” Keela whispered. “Did | wake you?”

Augustine rested her head in the crook of Keela’s neck and said: “No. | got up by myself.
What are you doing?”

Keela tittered like much older adults did in that day, when little girls were far too curious.
“I am doing what | do nearly every morning, mi amor. | write to my family.”

“What are you saying to them?”

Augustine, being too young at the time and otherwise unaware of the approaching
situation, could not sense the fear and discomfort twisting inside Keela’s breast. But
looking back, Augustine figured that a woman as strong and present as her governess
had been, not even the most perceptive person on the earth could have been able to tell
what she was feeling in that moment. That was the magic of Keela Wilde.

Keela moved Augustine to her other leg, then began to fold the letter into threes. “Well,
I'm telling them about how | am faring--"

“What's ‘faring’ mean?”

“How one is getting along or proceeding.” Keela resumed and placed the letter into a
dark blue envelope. “Then | ask them for things | might need or want the three of you to
try. My father is a lovely cook, and I'll ask him to send along sweet treats or home cooked
meals for us to have. They remind me of home and give you and your cousins the
opportunity to try something new.”

Augustine would laugh when she thought of this moment because of how intensely her
mouth had watered and how Keela’s way of speaking could have anyone feeling how she
wanted them to feel, the majority of these feelings being safe and comforted.

“I like your father a whole lot,” Augustine had whispered, which sent Keela into a short
yet silent fit of laughter before stamping the edge of the envelope with a small, striped
square and sealing her letter inside.

“And then, | write aboutTally, Chet and you. My mother loves to read about how much
you are growing and how much closer each of you are to considering me a part of your
life.” Then Keela’s voice sort of fell. “My presence can sometimes be considered invasive
in the lives of children like you, so | am very glad that we have all...grown closer.”

“Tally thinks you're invasive, doesn’t she, Keela?” Augustine whispered, turning to find
her cousin’s body rising and falling beneath a thick comforter.
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Keela only smiled, said: “Sometimes | think she does, Augustine. Other times, | think she
needs me.”

Then Keela set Augustine back on her feet to then stand herself, collecting her letter and
straightening her desk. Always straightening and always tidying.

Augustine enjoyed explaining to people how silence and stillness had been a large part of
her early life, how moments were filled with absolutely nothing and yet felt so normal
and so comfortable. In that suite, one could hear everything in the silence and even notice
things much easier than a loud, chatty atmosphere.

Augustine focused on the room around her and, as was her morning ritual, took in as
much of it as she could. Because she knew that one day, hopefully a day very far from
then, she would leave this place, never to see it again. Leaving meant forgetting.
Forgetting meant losing, and Augustine never wanted to lose that place in her mind.

The room that connected to the room she stood in now, Keela’s bedroom, was ajar, and
looking in that crack of the door, one could see a collection of blue leather suitcases, each
trimmed with gold incisions and gold-painted brass corners that seemed to glow in the
room’s dull light. Suitcases were something that Augustine associated with Keela leaving,
as they were often what she carried on the one day or two a year that she left to visit her
family in the southern block of Saris. Had that special occasion come again? If so, why
was she writing to them?

Augustine turned to find Keela but found her not by the door but over her cousin’s side of
the bed. She had been trying to wake Tally, whispering sweet things to get her up and
moving. And Augustine remembered that, as a child, she always copied Keela, wanting to
be as motherly and as in control as she and would find herself venturing into the
connecting room to find Chet.

In that day, Chet had been about a year old and spent most of his days in the comfort of a
Sarisian-style bassinet. In the dim light, Augustine found it sitting by Keela’s bed, which
was exactly the same as the one she slept in, only it was made up and appeared, in some
way, like it would never be slept in again.

Sarisian bassinets were personalized to each family and so, as a gift to the new baby
Whitlock, the leaders of the Sarisian government had made a special bassinet to tell the
story of his life, a life they hoped he would lead. And Augustine had become very familiar
with these illustrations, as she was not near tall enough to see over the edge and spent a
few moments tracing her fingers over the wooden carvings. There were people there that
she could never recognize, like an older man, these three women and a structure covered
in leafy vines. Then there was the wall, the one she would not recognize until she traveled
to Gloria and was trapped behind it herself. It did not occur to young Augustine that these
Sarisians hoped that one day, Chester Louis Whitlock, would live out his life behind the
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confines of thick, stone walls. And it certainly did not occur to her that if she had her own
bassinet, that very same carving would tell her that she shared the very same fate.

There was again a stillness and a silence inside that trampler once it had parked in front
of the house. But Augustine was not yet witty enough to put the two and two together, to
notice that the bassinet carvings were telling the future and that they had been right
about that house covered in vines and the great stone wall the trampler had passed
through.

Augustine recalled the luxurious layout of the trampler (tramplers were not usually this
lush as they had been for military use during the Domestic), how it looked like an Old
World limousine that one might find in an ad or one of those Old World films that only a
few of those in her audience could identify with. Across from the seat that Augustine sat
in was another plush-looking seat, and she remembered Keela moving across from her
before she disrupted the silence.

“Now | need both of you to listen to the things that | tell you,” Keela said.

At this, Augustine turned to find Tally slumped in the right corner of the car, eyes rolling
any chance they could.

“Talia, sit up, please. | need your full attention.”
Tally obeyed eventually and crossed her arms across her small frame.

“Today, you meet your grandfather. It is the day that you have prepared for for a very,
very long time, so | doubt very much that either of you should be considered
unprepared.” Keela cleared her throat and pushed aside one of the window curtains to
see outside. “Now, it is perfectly normal to have a nervous feeling because you have
never met this man before. Neither have |, but it is my job that you meet him properly and
listen to what he has to say, as well as follow the customs of your home, is that clear?”

Augustine nodded in synchronization with her cousin and felt a pang of excitement flutter
through her stomach.

Stepping out of the trampler and venturing into the house was all a blur for Augustine.
She truly only remembered the sheer amount of people, supposedly all there for them.
The blue slacks and serious faces. Guards and handmaidens. Chet being passed from
woman to woman before finally settling back in Keela’s arms, leaving her to stop his
fussing.

But every time Augustine told the beginning story, she never once failed to mention the
painting. Unbeknownst to her, it would be the first of many illegalities in Glory House that
she found over the course of 10 years. It was this painting that, she once figured, was
what condemned her mysterious grandfather to his death.
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When the clouds seem so fake they're like cotton candy
When the moon is a perfectly animated crescent

When the stars are drawn by an innocent child
is that when i'll find someone of my own?
When everyone finds one another
When | end up being alone like | imagined
When | go insane trying to find someone to hold onto
is that when i'll find someone of my own?
When | give up on my search for a person
When | turn to believing that there was never anyone
When | finally accept that | will only have myself to love
is that when i'll find someone of my own?
The clouds seem so fake they're like cotton candy

The moon is a perfectly animated crescent

The stars are drawn by an innocent child
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Everyone has found one another
| ended up being alone like | imagined

| went insane trying to find someone to hold onto
| gave up on my search for a person
| turned to believing that there never was anyone

| finally accepted that | will only have myself to love

where is the person that was promised to be just for me?
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An Inexplicable Fascination with Rocks

Petra’s dad loved rocks more than he loved his wife. While his wife spent her days
slaving away in an office cubicle, Petra’s dad searched outside for new rocks to bring
home. He left Petra unsupervised for many hours, but it was all worth it if it meant
bringing her back a chunk of the outdoors. In her early years, Petra spent most of her
days inside, bedridden and bored. Frequently, she found herself jealous of the children
who freely roamed outside with little fear of injury or iliness. However, when her dad
brought in the stones and let her pass them between her fingers, she felt just as free as
anyone else.The joy this action sparked in her dark, childish eyes always left her father
feeling fulfilled.

He rarely knew what to talk about with Petra, but always found ease in discussing the
rocks he discovered every day.

“| found this one in a river. It might've been there for years or maybe centuries or
millennia. That’s the neat thing about rocks. They're almost immortal,” her dad cupped the
rock like a small animal as he spoke, an odd sense of gentleness present in his callused
hands, “If rocks had eyes, they would see some incredible things. Like maybe this one got
transported all the way from Australia, and has seen kangaroos, koalas, and all sorts of
jellyfish as it got moved around.” Petra giggled as her dad described the different
animals. Eventually, her giggles would turn to a stumped silence as she tried to
comprehend the longevity of rocks. Often, as her dad gave her more hypothetical stories
of what the rocks had seen, she would reach her small hands out to grab onto the rough
surfaces. Her dad kept some of the rocks and let Petra have the others to decorate her
room with. Her windowsill became a small display of immortality.

When she was older and had more motor control than a feeble toddler, Petra’s dad let
her play with the precious stones as well. Using the money he snuck from his wife's
purse, he successfully built a collection of gemstones that he stored in his desk’s drawers.

Petra enjoyed staring at the huge diamonds or running her fingers along the
fractured purple slots that made up the amethysts. She weighed cuprite and amber
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between her hands and tossed emeralds up and down, grinning as she watched the green
blurs they made in the air.

Occasionally, her dad would break the silence of her play with comments like,
“Rubies and sapphires are actually the same gem, just different colors.” or “That
diamond is actually worth over a thousand dollars, but | got it for just fifty.” Petra would
perk up at his warm voice, enjoying its genuine tone. Apart from these comments, there
was an air of general regret and irascibility in everything her dad said, so Petra
appreciated the rare display of tranquility.

Sometimes, they lost track of time as they messed with the stones, and Petra’s mom
would come home before they got to put them away. She was a frail, doll-like woman that
seemed just as harmless as her daughter. However, finding out even more gems had
been purchased than when she had last checked was enough to trigger her temper.
Immediately, she would put on a mask of composure and compassion, before taking
Petra to bed. As Petra stared at the dark outlines of the rocks on her windowsill, trying to
force herself asleep, she would be kept awake by the shouting matches that ensued.

In the morning, her dad would explain how Petra’s mom had gotten mad because she
was jealous of how beautiful the rocks were, noting how he'd be more cautious when they
next played. “Your mom'’s a real killjoy, isn’t she?”

Petra would nod vigorously, only for the sake of earning his wide grin of approval.
That smile and the associated affection was much rarer in him than her mom, and thus
held more value in Petra’s eyes.

Being too young to have a full concept of the inevitability of change, Petra supposed
she and her dad would continue their rock loving antics forever. These days did continue
for quite a while, until the morning she woke up to find all the rocks on her windowsill
missing. She immediately felt her stomach kneading itself inside out. A strong sense of
dread filled her mind as she got out of bed.

She stumbled out of her room and to her dad’s desk, where she found him seated with
his head down. His drawers were wide open and empty.

Petra wanted to ask what had happened, whether they had been robbed, and if there
was a way to get everything back, but she found herself unable to speak when she
realized her dad was crying. It was no full-on bawl, but just the lightest brimming of tears,
mixed with gentle sniffles.

Petra’s dad was a self-proclaimed tough guy. He had not cried in his youth when his
mother beat him for things he hadn’t done. He did not cry when he got rejected from
every college he applied to, two years in a row. He did not cry when what was supposed
to be his first-born son came out as a blue-faced shell. He did not cry when Petra was
hospitalized for the first time. He did not cry when he realized he had come to hate his
“better half.” He certainly did not cry when he realized she hated him too.
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Petra did not know all this but could still sense the complete break in custom that had
just occurred. If it were her mom crying, a hug would suffice, but all Petra could manage
now was to run right back to her room.

That evening, when Petra listened to the screaming and crashing that ensued between
her parents, she was able to deduce that her mom had thrown out the rocks and minerals.

Afterwards, the incident was never brought up. It was impossible to talk about the
disappearance of the rocks, for it was now eternally tied to the moment her dad cried. It
was no different than seeing, for just a moment, the sky turn some bright green color
instead of blue. It was best to just ignore the occurrence, and hope time would erase the
memory and all doubts of reality that came with it. The only downside of the lack of
acknowledgement was that there was no way for their usual bonding now, or to start
devising a way to rebuild it.

In the years that followed, her father returned to his old ways. In the hours he had once
spent observing rocks with his daughter, he instead wallowed in his own sorrow and
watched TV. He slowly took up his drinking again, not because it gave him any comfort,
but because he hoped it made his wife worried to see the bottles strewn about after. The
motivations for his actions were a lot more revenge based than Petra ever suspected. All
she saw was her father getting consumed by sadness, and her life being permanently
restructured.

In truth, the change in routine was not all that drastic. Despite his usual position on the
couch, her dad would still complete the regular functions of the day when he couldn’t put
them off any longer. Petra’s mom remained at work for most hours of the day, and
acknowledged her husband and daughter just as little as she had beforehand. She no
longer even had the rocks as an excuse to interact with either of them.

Petra’s dad had always been quite gloomy, since he regretted almost every major decision
he had made in his life. The rocks were simply a distractor, and of course when Petra
reflected on her past, she remembered her dad’s idealized self, which only existed
occasionally. Still, the perceived shift in his behavior from being idle only half of the time,
to indolency fully taking over his life, was enough for Petra to feel as though her mom
had disposed of familial affection along with those rocks.

Even as she grew strong enough to explore the world on her own, looking for unique
rocks by herself was only a painful reminder of what had been lost.

Up until Petra’s late teenage years, the sense of love and warmth that she occasionally
heard in her dad’s voice, and always sensed beneath her mom'’s tired exterior had all but
evaporated. It could now only be found in the soft clattering of pebbles she kicked on the
way back and forth from school. At some point between her menarche and first vape,
Petra no longer found joy in even that. Her life became as bland as potch Opal, with only
a few noble specks of color existing outside of her home. Sometimes, she still held out
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hope that upon walking into the house, rather than the gruff, “Welcome back,” her dad
would give without turning his head from theTV, he would instead greet her in the warm
tone he had once reserved just for his daughter.

* XX

Petra’s father loved alcohol more than he loved his family. He slinked out of the house
occasionally, for parties and barbecues with champagne and beer. He did not steal from
his wife anymore, but occasionally begged Petra for her pocket money. Usually, she
would refuse with the strongest disgust in her voice, but sometimes her desire for his
approval resulted in him acquiring a few tens. A curt thank you, followed by his
disappearance to the store was all Petra got in return.

Petra’s mom no longer knew how to fixate her mask of composure when she found
more bottles had been purchased without permission. No matter if Petra was there or not,
her mom would begin a screaming fit that unfailingly ended in heaving sobs while her
husband patted her back.

Now accustomed to change, Petra supposed that just like the disappearance of the
rocks, eventually something big would happen again to replace her father’s behavior with
something else altogether. Maybe a new obsession, like shells or flowers, that he could
bring home and talk about. Petra hated herself for hoping for it.

Either way, this hope died as suddenly as her father, on the night he chose to enter
the car after a particularly long day of drinking.

Petra’s mom had cried as though someone she loved had died, and Petra cried too,
though she realized it wasn’t for her father. It was for the potential that died with him.The
gentle possibilities of one day bringing home a new rock or bargaining a new gem. Or
rather, the possibilities he would say “I love you” once more and look upon her like she
was one of the few remaining joys of his life.

On the drive back from his funeral, which was silent apart from occasional sniffles,
Petra stared at her mom. She observed every concerned crease within her mother’s face,
each carved in by either Petra or her dad in one way or another. Petra realized, with a
sinking sense of guilt, her mom was no killjoy. She was just a realist.

When they got home, her mom broke the tacit rule of not addressing the day the
rocks had been taken.

“l took them,” her mom'’s voice trembled as she watched her daughter’s reaction of
unsurprised disappointment. “But | didn’t throw them away.”

“Then, what did you do with them?” Petra choked out the words, with much effort to hide
the shock in her voice. The shock that reality possibly could’ve been restored had she
stumbled upon the rocks’ hiding place and replenished what had been taken.
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Petra’s mom led her to a guest room they never used and kneeled down to slide a large
box out from under the bed. “He never really looked for them. | think he was being
dramatic, there's no way he actually cared so much about all this junk,” her mom’s voice
bordered on anger for a moment, then a soft breath of grief followed that erased all
resentment.

“It's not junk. Some of the gems were worth thousands of dollars.”

“Don’t shout at me sweetheart,” Petra shrank back at her mom’s order, even though she
thought her voice hadn’t been all that loud. Her mom proceeded to dump out all the
contents of the box. “The price of everything here added up was probably nowhere near
one thousand.The gems are fake.”

Petra stared at the rocks before her.The emeralds seemed duller than she remembered,
and the diamonds more plastic. Even the rocks picked up from the street seemed fake in a
way, as if they were lacking a sort of preciousness without the stories her dad told about
them.

“Do you want them?” Her mom asked, “Even though | was mad at him, | shouldn’t have
taken them from you. I'm sorry. I'm really sorry.”

The word “sorry” reverberated in Petra’s mind for a while, before she quietly said, “No. |
don’t want them.”

Petra’s mom pursed her lips, then nodded, before scooping everything back into the box.
“So.” Petra’s mom stared listlessly at the box for a moment. “Should | actually throw
them out? | don’t want these either. In fact, | hardly know why | kept them in the first
place.”

“Let me get rid of them,” said Petra as she rose to her feet.

Her mom did not protest this at all. Petra took the box and went outside, so she could get
some fresh air and stop sitting in the suffocating air of her father’s absence.

As she strolled around the neighborhood, she dropped the various rocks in random
places along the grass. When she reached the neighborhood playground, she placed the
box in one of the plastic tunnels. Only the fake precious stones remained. She went
home, wondering what exactly she wanted to happen. Perhaps all she hoped for was that
one curious child grabbed one of those rocks or gems and asked a parent about it.
Perhaps she hoped that the questions would inspire a soft, gentle, sort of tone that came
with any parent enthusiastic about amazing their child with basic knowledge. Perhaps she
hoped the rocks would end up in the hands of someone who loved their family more than
anything else.
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Beauty: the elegance and fragility of mankind. It has been the subject of many pieces of
literature and artwork ranging from paintings to sculptures; all trying to create a tangible
and perceivable version of beauty. Women, more often than not, were the subjects of
these pieces, having been contorted into a perfect ideal created by man as a way to
satisfy his fantasies of femininity. However, there is more to being feminine than having a
dainty, slim figure. A woman has power and strength, and in there lies another kind of
beauty. Femininity is not just about the attractiveness or appeal a woman could possess;
it is about her ability to ignite the world with her power, and that creates beauty in its
purest form.

When | went on a trip to D.C, | visited an art museum out of curiosity. While looking
around, | stumbled across a painting that stuck with me in a negative way: A Saint James’
Beauty. It was a pleasant piece to the eye, but there was a negative underlying message
that stuck out to me among the twists of colorful paint.

Eyes are immediately drawn to the bright-colored figure in the middle of the piece. Wine-
colored and white against the mundane browns and greens of the room—its bright hues
flow in pools of silk down to the floor near where the woman is sitting, gazing out of the
window. The dress is extravagant and deep with hints of white at the top and drapes
down in curls. The painting captures the attention of viewers in the same way a woman
must capture the attention of men. In the 1700s, dyed clothing was a luxury item, and it
was clothing only nobility would wear as seen in a variety of portraits of royalty or
aristocrats. The silk or cotton threads made these textiles more expensive. Burgundy was
a popular color to wear due to the mix of the purples and reds that flowed together
flawlessly (Smith). In the painting, the dark burgundy symbolizes the wealth and status
women had to possess, and the intensity of the color creates the feeling of boldness and
sophistication. The white, however, shows the purity and innocence of a woman.

The rose in her hands too, compliments her dress in the mixes of white and burgundy.
The dark pink petals pick up the hints of light from the outside. The deep color represents
her femininity and sweetness which corresponds with the other hues used to represent
her.These colors portray how women must stand out among the crowds and have their
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beauty put on display for all to witness, yet the sense of sweetness and innocence makes
them untouchable to men.

After the eyes draw up from the liveliness of the gown, they notice the woman herself.
The only figure noticeable in the painting, she looks softer on the eyes compared to the
loud dress. Her soft features and poise make her appear angelic and cultivated.The
paleness of her face, red blush glued to her cheekbones, and her perfectly plucked
eyebrows give shape to her eyes. However, her face is rigid with a small, stiff smile—a
smile that does not reach her eyes. Her solemn eyes gaze outside into a more vast world
than the boxed room she resides in. Almost seemingly longing for something more,
something just out of reach.

| sense her discomfort. She looks almost afraid that if she smiles any wider, she will ruin
her delicate makeup. A large, extravagant white wig sits on top of her head,
overshadowing her natural hair to add on in giving herself a more elegant and
sophisticated look. These artistic features give her the appearance of a doll in a glass
case—unfeeling and emotionless. This illustrates how women are often gazed upon, and
the discomfort they feel having their beauty harshly judged.

In addition to her expression, the lady’s posture betrays her unease. She sits up
alarmingly straight on her futon couch, her arm folded over her lap in a delicate manner.
She folds her legs, and she appears to look frozen to her seat, unable to make natural,
flowing movement. The extravagant dress constricts her movements as it weighs her
down on her seat, making her motionless. But it is not elegant, her posture is practiced
and unnatural. In one of her hands, she clutches onto a single, deep pink rose. She holds
it at an odd angle near her face as if to make herself appear daintier and more feminine.
She grasps the rose in her hand which surely would have the thorns digging into her
smooth skin, adding a scarlet hue onto the delicate verdant stem and darkening the pink
petals. However, no blood can be found. The thorns having been plucked from the stem,
nowhere to be seen leaving the flower vulnerable and delicate-looking. Like how a
woman is plucked of her imperfections to leave behind this image of how a woman
should be: doll-like and pliant. Perfection kept in a display case.

‘A Saint James’s Beauty’ artfully portrays that beauty is untouchable and meant to be put
on display for all to witness and marvel at. However, Carington presents beauty as
something that is only skin deep; a physical trait that women are meant to strive for.
However, there is more to beauty than appearances. Women show their beauty through
their power and strength; their ability to conquer the world with their determination. Poet
Ada Limon discusses this point in her poem, “How to Triumph Like a Girl.”

Ada Limon is a U.S. poet who has written many poetry books and was a finalist for the
National Book Award and many other awards. One of her more famous poems | had read
was, “How toTriumph Like a Girl.” In this poem, Limon compares female horses to
women and their potential for power and greatness. She writes,
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.. . As if this big

dangerous animal is also a part of me,
that somewhere inside the delicate
skin of my body, there pumps

an 8-pound female horse heart,

giant with power, heavy with blood. (Limon 8-13)

Limon conveys the idea that it is not a woman'’s delicate features, but the untamed, wild
power that shows her true beauty. She states that she feels “as if this big dangerous
creature is also a part of [her]” (Limon 8-9). A beauty that comes from deep within and
not just the superficiality of outward appearances.That even under the delicate skin of a
woman'’s body, there lies her unbridled confidence and ferocity. Women are untamed and
strong just like the lady horses who race on the tracks. Comparing women to these large
creatures serves to contradict the beauty standards women were subjected to. Creating
the image that women were powerful and giant; not meek or quiet. A woman of Limon's
description does not bend her will to those around her. She stands tall and proud; her
head held high in the air. Her heart runs “heavy with blood’; not ashamed of who she is
or what she will become. (Limon 13). The parts once seen as flaws in a woman’s life have
now become her new source of power, a new outlet of strength that lies deep within her
soul.

The diction in this poem serves to juxtapose the cliche image of what defines a woman.
Words like “big’, “swagger’, and “dangerous” are used to describe the power in femininity
and celebrate the values a woman knows she possesses. Words that were once used to
put blemishes on a woman were redefined to be seen as the strengths women had that
made them a force to be reckoned with. The power in those words serves as a reminder
that women are not perfect, ethereal beings meant for men’s admiration. Women have
their own grace and beauty in the way they carry themselves, like victory is within their

grasp.

A woman's beauty is not skin deep; it comes from within and radiates from her through
her untamed power. A woman is not someone who walks in the shadow of her husband,
or someone who speaks in a whisper; afraid to disturb others with what she says. She is a
powerful figure who has a lion in her heart.
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The sweet smell of corn and the savory scent of meat fills my nose as | exit the car. My
heart glows as it feels the beat of Selena. | make my entrance and greet my loving family
with kisses and hugs.

“Ay, mija you've grown so much. I'm so glad you made it!” my tia embraces me with
warmth and comfort.

My spirit feels that it belongs.

| open the door to the house where my childhood had once flourished. My cousins sit
around the table with bowls of masa, corn husks, and assorted fillings. “Come help us!
We have so much to make.” My cousin smiles.

| sit down and watch my grandma flatten the masa, filling it with chicken and cheese, rolls,
and wraps with the corn husk. She takes a sting of the husk and ties the tamale with a
bow as if she were wrapping a Christmas present. | perfectly mimic the motions of my
grandma and show her the wrapped tamale.

My other cousin smiles and giggles “Ayy, look at the no sabo kid. She knows how to make
tamales.”

The words “No sabo kid” linger like a bad smell for a bit but my laughter is loud enough
to clear the air.

“ Obviously it's in my blood” | smile.

We continue our hard work, crafting each tamale with love and laughter. Once they are
done me and my cousins help our grandmother carry them out to our grandfather so they
can be cooked. Once delivered, we join the life of the party. The smell of smoke from the
grill mixes with the sweet assorted fruit on the tables. Squealing from the younger
cousins as they chase each other, gossip and giggles from the tias and booms of laughter
from the tios. The thumping of the bass encourages my feet to dance but | don't. | wasn’t
taught the dances of my culture. Shame fills me up with insecurity and washes out my
confidence. | drain it out by joining my cousins at the white foldable table. They pass me a
clear glass cup of vibrant red and | take a long sip of the sweet but tart juice that brings
security again.
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“ | could drink Jamaica all day,” | say with a slurp and my cousins agree.
We begin to talk about school and boys and fill the air with our laughter.
“Chismosas!” My grandmother says with a smile as she walks by.

Easy Spanish. We giggle at her comment and continue our gossip until one of our tios
arrives at our table.

“HOLA, como estas?.”

We all smiled and one of my cousins replied “ Bien!”

Easy Spanish.

“ Bien bien,Y tu? ...Y tu?” he says pointing to each of us.

His finger points to me and | quietly say bien.

“That's good ! So you know Spanish yet?” he questions but with a wide smile.

There it is again. THAT feeling. Shame tightens my stomach and colors my cheeks pink.
“Oh no, not really. | still have trouble speaking it,” | speak, shyly.

“Aw that’s okay you’ll learn.” he comforts me.

“Yeah, one day. It's in my blood” | joke to hide the shame.

The language is familiar to the ears, and known by the brain, but is lost at the tongue.The
traditions are talked about and taught but not always celebrated. We see the dances but
our feet still ponder the steps. The food is eaten but not always taught how to be
prepared. How could someone feel so close to their culture yet so far away? It is in my
blood right? Then why doesn’t it feel like it? | feel that if | learn these things then maybe
the shame would not exist. | would fit in just fine with my own family even if they accept
me just how | am. | wish that shame would see that | am accepted but it continues to
knock on the door and tell me I'm not. | wish that | was able to walk up and knock down
shame's door and tell it “It's in my blood”
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EXT. DARK ALLEY - NIGHT
CHILDREN huddle around a burning trash can as their MOM and DAD tell a story.

DAD
Have we ever told you how our great America came to be?

CHILDREN
(in unison, excitedly)
No!Tell us, tell us, tell us!

MOM
Many years ago, before the world imploded, there was a young man named Jericho.

DAD
They say he was born dead, that a goddess' touch brought him back to life. They say he
was something of a god himself.

MOM
Oh, but it actually begins before that, with a boy named Dwejimi. Dwejimi was a lot like
Jericho, but much worse. He was angry, and insane, and a little bit evil.

CHILDREN
(quietly whimpering)
Is this story scary, Momma?

MOM
Do you wanna hear the story or not?

CHILDREN
(Small nods)
Yes Momma, we want to hear the story!

MOM
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Well then. We begin in Elysia...

FADE OUT:

INT. PALACE BEDROOM - DAY

EZEKIEL lies in a bed, staring out a window. His SERVANTS stand beside him, appearing
worried. The MOM stands on the side of the stage with her CHILDREN by a burning barrel,
invisible to EZEKIEL and his SERVANTS.

EZEKIEL
(groaning)
Hannah!

HANNAH
(bowing)
Yes, my lord?

EZEKIEL
Bring me a boy. Strong-willed, sturdy. Worthy of a throne.

HANNAH
(confoundedly)
A boy, Your Majesty?

EZEKIEL
(aggravated)
Yes, yes, a boy! Quickly, before your king wastes away!

HANNAH
Yes, sire.

MOM
That's right, children. King Ezekiel asked Hannah to go kidnap a child. If you don't listen
to your mommy and daddy, King Ezekiel will get you too!

HANNAH
(rushing in with Dwejimi)
A boy, my liege. The doctor says he will grow to be very strong.

EZEKIEL
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Be gone with you. | need to talk with this boy alone.

HANNAH
(bowing, walking away)
Very well, my lord.

EZEKIEL
(turning to the child)
What might be your name, young one?

DWEJIMI
(turning away nervously)
Bomi, King Ezekiel.

EZEKIEL
(harrumphs)
A dull name.Your name is now Dwejimi, and you are now my son.

DWEJIMI
(looking up surprisedly)
Your son?Your honor, | have a family!

EZEKIEL
Hannah! Where did you find this boy?

HANNAH
At the market, my lord.

DWEJIMI
(angrily)
You took me from my life! Return me!

EZEKIEL
(shocked)
You would choose your family over your king? Traitorous wench!

DWEJIMI
(bowing)
Apologies, my lord.

EZEKIEL
(deadpan)
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You will make a good king, Dwejimi. But you must learn to never apologize.

INT. LIVING ROOM - NIGHT
The FISHERMAN sits in a large leather chair. A sharp knock is heard.

FISHERMAN
(startled)
What?! Who's there?
(opening the door)
Wha-

TILDE
Oh the wind's frightful out here! Would you be so kind as to let a poor woman seek
shelter in your home?

FISHERMAN
(lamely)
Couch is on the left.
(retreats to chair)
Don't drip oniit.

TILDE

(surprised, muttering)
This one's different. They're usually so rude!

FISHERMAN
(shouting)
Close the door, daft idiot! It's getting cold!

TILDE
And... there it is.

FADE OUT:

INT. BATHROOM - DAY
TILDE lies in a bathtub across from a mirror with the FISHERMAN and the DOCTOR.

TILDE
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(groaning)
The baby's coming!

FISHERMAN
You're okay.You're okay.

(Turns to mirror)
You're going to be okay.

TILDE
(screaming)
Why'd | choose a natural birth?

DOCTOR
(holding newborn baby)
He's come way too early.
(sighing, disappointed)
He's stillborn.

TILDE
(weakly)
I can help... bring my baby to me...
(strokes the baby's head)
Return to me, my child.

BABY
(cooing)
Baba.

DOCTOR
(fearfully)
How? This is the work of witches!

TILDE
(disgustedly)
I am not a witch. | am a god!
(falls unconscious)
Ugh.

FADE OUT:

EXT. BATTLEFIELD - DAY
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DWEJIMI stands in front of smoking rubble, his armor bloody and damaged. His AIDE
approaches him with a grim look on their face.

AIDE
Apologies, my lord. There's nothing more to be done. Elysia has fallen.

DWEJIMI
(throws his helmet to the ground)
Curse the gods!

AIDE
(backing away)
I- I apologize, Your Majesty.

DWEJIMI
Order the men to mount up. We're defending what little we have, if nothing else.

AIDE
Yes, my lord.

GENERAL
(Rushes in from left stage)
The army is ready, my lord. But is this truly the fate you wish to doom us to?

DWEJIMI
(angrily)
For what land will we live if not for Elysia? Who will you live for if not your king?

GENERAL
(pleading)
We live for our homes - our lives, our wives - my king! We would kill for you, but we
beg you, do not make us die for you.

DWEJIMI
(coldly)
You will fight, General, or it will be your wife's head on the ground, not yours.

GENERAL
(angrily)
You threaten my wife?! You may be a king, but you are a king of ruins!
(gesturing with arms)
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Of nothing! | should cut you down here and now!

DWEJIMI
(soft, quiet, dangerous voice)
Lay a hand on your blade, and you will learn exactly what makes me king. Go home. I'll
lead the men myself.

GENERAL
(turning around, restrained)
Yes, my lord.

DWEJIMI
(Smiling slightly)
Oh, and General? | apologize for the mess.

GENERAL
(surprised)
Wha-

FADE OUT:

EXT. BATTLEFIELD - DAY
DWEJIMI stands above the GENERAL's corpse.

DWEJIMI
(sobbing)
What gods have | angered? Why am | doomed to fall to mere barbarians...
(trailing off)
What gods...

AIDE
(approaching quietly)
My king, they request a meeting.

DWEJIMI
(screaming)
Tell them they can have it all. There's nothing left worth fighting for anyway.

AIDE
They want to end this war, sir.
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DWEJIMI
(indignant)
Tribute? They dare demand a tribute? | am a king! | will not bow...
(calms himself)
Take the deal. Before | go mad.

AIDE
Right away, my liege. You have saved Elysia.

DWEJIMI
(laughing dryly)
Elysia died with my father.

AIDE
You have saved us.

DWEJIMI
What a pitiful king | am, consoled by mere house servants.

AIDE
(sighing)
You still have our thanks, my king.

FADE OUT:

EXT. ROAD - DAY
JERICHO mounts a horse, TILDE and the FISHERMAN tearfully watching.

TILDE
Good fare, my son.

FISHERMAN
Be careful boy. A kingdom is not worth your life.

JERICHO
But it is, father. What am | if not a king? A divine son without a throne is a farmer
without his fields!

FISHERMAN
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But a farmer alive with no crops is happier than a farmer dead in the ground.

JERICHO
Is he? Or is he so miserable he would take his own life?

FADE OUT:

EXT. FIELD - DAY

JERICHO stands opposite a ginormous MEERKAT that towers over him.

JERICHO
Let me pass, animal menace. | am Jericho, hero of...

MEERKAT
(patronizing)
Ah, another hero. What foolish honorable mission are you on?

JERICHO
| seek to rule my own kingdom. | dream of a kingdom where men share in camaraderie,
where an animal like you and a hero like | can live together, in peace!

MEERKAT
(incredulous)
An animal?! Is that how you see me? How you all see me? | am more refined, more
sophisticated, than any...
(sneering)
human will ever be! | have existed for millennia, and will exist for millennia!
(shouting)

You puny beings live half a century and call yourselves wise! You build your little stone
rectangles and call them palaces! You wield heavy chunks of metal and call them
weapons!

(bellowing)
| exist in a plane so above you cannot begin to comprehend it! I- to you, | am a god!

JERICHO
You're right, great meerkat. | only meant to analogize, not to offend. But for all your
years, | wager that | can still beat you in any game of logic!

MEERKAT
(jeering)
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Is that so? Then riddle me this, fair hero: what frightens an elephant, but not a bird?
Answer this, and | shall let you pass.

JERICHO
You ask for an answer, but the one | give will not please you.The answer is not a
mouse, as you postulate, but in fact a bug!

MEERKAT
(stalwart)
Explain.

JERICHO
It is but a myth that a mouse scares an elephant, for a quick movement from a small
thing startles all, even something as giant as an elephant. But take, for example, a honey
bee. A bird will happily eat such a pest, but an elephant will run and trumpet!

MEERKAT
(nodding)
An interesting take, little human.You may pass.

JERICHO
(walking past)
Come visit sometime. You'd like it in my kingdom.

MEERKAT
I'll visit when you actually have a kingdom.

SMASH CUT:

EXT. FOREST - NIGHT
JERICHO stands opposite an ASSASSIN.

ASSASSIN
Halt! Hand over your gold, traveler.

JERICHO
I have no will to give it, nor it to give.

ASSASSIN
Then a blood tax. Raise your arms!
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JERICHO
(raising his arms)
Why?

ASSASSIN
(exasperated)
Every time...
(mumbling and holding his head)
every time...
(shouting)
| meant your sword, fool, your sword!

JERICHO
(sneaking behind the assassin)
Fool, you say?

ASSASSIN
(posing)
Crafty... parley!

JERICHO
(aggressively stabbing)
What tomfoolery is that stance?

ASSASSIN
(panting, coughing up blood)
Well played, fool, well played.

SMASH CUT:

EXT. VILLAGE - DAY
JERICHO stands opposite an OLD MAN.

JERICHO
This feels oddly twisted...

OLD MAN
(menacing)
Die, cream-faced loon!
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JERICHO
Nevermind.

OLD MAN
(running towards Jericho)
DIE!

JERICHO
(pushing the old man by his head using one hand)
I am Jericho, son of the godTilde, conquerer of assassins, wiser than meerkats,
nightmare of...
(pauses)
the elderly!

SMASH CUT:

EXT. VALLEY - DAY
JERICHO stands in a valley, examining the land.

JERICHO
(gasping)
Finally! A place to begin my kingdom! It shall be marvelous. | shall call it... Pidyndale!

FADE OUT:

INT. THRONE ROOM - DAY
DWEJIMI lies on the floor in front of his throne. His AIDE rushes in with a COURIER.

AIDE
Sire, there's a courier here. He brings news of a new kingdom in the West!

DWEJIMI
(leaping to his feet)
What man dares rule where my kingdom stood?!

COURIER
Jericho Maclntyre hereby declares the founding of the kingdom of Pidyndale.
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DWEJIMI
(yelling angrily)
HANNAH! Get the troops ready! We're going on a crusade!

AIDE
My name's not...
(shaking head)
nevermind.Yes, immediately, my lord. And of the barbarians?

DWEJIMI
Curse them! We'll cut a path right through them if we have to. Just ready the troops!

AIDE
(whimpering)
Yes, sire.

DWEJIMI
And get me some candied figs!

EXT. BATTLEFIELD - DAY

DWEJIMI and his ARMY stand opposite the BARBARIAN KING and the BARBARIAN
ARMY.

BARBARIAN KING
Where do you think you're going, little king?

DWEJIMI
We wish you no harm, barbarian. We simply have business to attend to at the remains
of Elysia.

BARBARIAN KING
No one crosses the border. Not even you, illiterate, pitiable wench.

DWEJIMI
(gritting teeth)
It's urgent business. We will return. The tithe will be paid in full. Let us pass. And | am
not illiterate, you half-minded fool!

BARBARIAN KING
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(stomping)
You. Will. Not. Leave. | have spoken. Return to your palace, white one.

DWEJIMI
(indignant)
Your forces look sick, king. Are you sure they could withstand me?

BARBARIAN KING
(enraged)
Is that a threat?

DWEJIMI
Of course not. Simply... an observation. But | would suggest you send some of your
troops home.They look... weak.

BARBARIAN KING
(sighing)
My army is ailing.
(resolute)
But it will never - never! - fall to yours.

DWEJIMI
(guffawing)
This is not your choice. Let us pass.

BARBARIAN KING
No.This is your final warning. Go. Home.

DWEJIMI
(turning to army)
You heard the man. Let's go home. Let's go to our ancestral Elysia!

ARMY
(roaring)
Glory to Elysia!

DWEJIMI
Charge!

BARBARIAN KING
(raising arm)
Form up!The traitor king must not pass!



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

BARBARIAN ARMY
(groaning)
M-my lord!

BARBARIAN KING
Fools! Cowards! Weaklings! Stand for your king!

BARBARIAN SOLDIER
(throws up on king's shoes)
We have failed you.. my lord.

DWEJIMI
Onward, to Elysial

EXT. PIDYNDALE - DUSK

DWEJIMI sits on a horse on the opposite side of an opaque wall as JERICHO, also on a
horse. DWEJIMI's ARMY stands behind him.

DWEJIMI
(sing-song)
Open the gates, Jericho. | have an army, and you have but a mare.

JERICHO
(calmly)
An army, you say? Well, | have the power of the divine.

DWEJIMI
| believe | can beat a man. Blast the gods, they can kill me after. Release the balls!

Balls roll into the wall, and sections collapse.

DWEJIMI
Ready to surrender yet?

JERICHO
Hardly! As you said, | have but a mare and my own life, and that cannot be threatened
by these balls of stone.

DWEJIMI
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Balls of stone, indeed!

JERICHO
Balls of stone? Nay. There is something | await. | will not lose today.

FADE OUT:

INT. SHACK - DAY

CHIKIM stands opposite CHIKIM'S MOM, in a shack with JERICHO's portrait on the
mantle.

CHIKIM
Come on, Mom, what did you want to show me?

CHIKIM'S MOM
Patience, Chikim.
(looks up, looks down)
you hardly have any place to be anyways.

CHIKIM
Mom! What's that supposed to mean?

CHIKIM'S MOM
Well, it means you're
(inhales deeply)
disorganized, messy, unemployed, disheveled, lazy, worthless, disappointing...

CHIKIM
Yes, yes, | get it, I'm awesome. What did you want to show me?

CHIKIM'S MOM
Oh, yes, | wanted to give you this.
(pulls out a broken half of a sword)
It's a sword, a gift from your good-for-nothing father.

CHIKIM
(bouncing excitedly)
Shiny!

CHIKIM'S MOM
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Just, get out of here. He needs help. | heard his girly screams last night.

CHIKIM
Where is he?

CHIKIM'S MOM
How would | know? He's probably somewhere in the middle of nowhere, cock fighting
with some drunk ogre and calling it conquering the world!

CHIKIM
Ah, so he's in Elysia.

CHIKIM'S MOM
(exasperated)
Yes, he's in Elysia!

CHIKIM
(muttering)
You could have just said that...

CHIKIM'S MOM
(raising shoe)
What did you say?!

FADE OUT:

EXT. PIDYNDALE - DUSK
JERICHO is leaning backward precariously as DWEJIMI's sword grazes his neck.

DWEJIMI
Surrender!

JERICHO

(pouty)
No.

DWEJIMI
(exhausted)
You either surrender, or you die. What do you mean, "No?"
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JERICHO
(resolute)
Then I'd rather die.

DWEJIMI
You do realize this isn't a movie, right?

JERICHO
No, but...
(turns towards audience, winks)
it might as well be, with how heroic I'm being.

DWEJIMI
Not the time!

JERICHO
Apologies.
(pulls out a broken sword)
This will be your doom!

DWEJIMI
(cackling)
And they said | was insane! What do you think you're going to do with that, hit me over
the head?

JERICHO
I'm waiting for someone.

DWEJIMI
Well someone better be here quickly - I'm a second away from slicing your head off.

JERICHO
(worried)
Just... just give me a minute.

DWEJIMI
No.
(raises sword, strikes down in slow motion)
DIE!

CHIKIM
(rushing in, intercepting sword)
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Hands off my good-for-nothing father!

JERICHO
(abashedly)
I... | see you had a nice little talk with your mother...

DWEJIMI
(shocked)
What accursed family dynamic is this?!

JERICHO
A very broken one.
(turns towards Chikim)
It's time to fix it!

CHIKIM
(touched)
Awwww...

JERICHO

(yelling)
The sword, you good-for-nothing boy, the sword!

CHIKIM
(fumbling)
Yes, father, yes sir!

JERICHO
(angrily)
CHILD!

CHIKIM
(frantically)
I- I'm working on it!

JERICHO
Work harder!

DWEJIMI
(confused)
Hello? I'm still here?
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JERICHO
(swinging sword haphazardly)
Give my son some space! He's still developing!

CHIKIM
(assembles sword)
Got it!

JERICHO
(snatching urgently, charging)
Fall, unholy usurper!

DWEJIMI
(screams, collapses to the ground)
What work of the gods is this?!

JERICHO
(hesitates)
I would kill you, but you have people to tend to.
(thinks)
But a tithe must be paid. Your leg it is.
(hacks at leg)
May the gods be pleased.

DWEJIMI
(crawling away)
You righteous maniac! Have your kingdom, have it! | don't want it anymore! But
remember this - | let you have it! You did. Not. Win!

FADETO BLACK:

EXT. DARK ALLEY - NIGHT
CHILDREN huddle around a burning trash can as their MOM and DAD tell a story.

CHILDREN
Then Mama, why are we like this now?

MOM
Well, Jericho died.
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CHILDREN
So then... when Dad dies, we'll all die too? Because you and Dad always say we're your
whole world!

MOM
(cooing)
Aww... that's so sweet!

DAD
(choking)
Caroline! Help!

MOM
(annoyed)
That's not funny, Max. Stop it!

DAD
(collapses on the floor, spasms)
Eugh!

MOM
(poking the father with a stick)
Yeah, he's dead. | wonder why...
(picks up plate)
Children, where did you get this meat?

CHILDREN
The sewers, Mama, just like you said!

MOM
| said the shopping mall!

CHILDREN
Fuck.

FADE OUT:
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Revelation came in the form of a drawing, for Alessandra.

It was memories, flooding her mind and penetrating her soul, like looking into a once-
tarnished mirror and finally seeing herself. It was clarity, displayed on the wall of the
Galleria Nazionale.

The Head of aWoman— that was the name of it— showed soft brushstrokes shaping
around loose, disheveled curls. Her hand came up to brush against her own, feeling the
wavy hair like silk.

That was her, she knew, her own aged-up features framed like a masterpiece. The little
white card hanging underneath said that the subject’s identity was never recorded.

...that couldn’t be right.
“Mama,” she said, tugging at her mother’s sleeve, “That’s me.”

Her mother hummed. “l guess it does look a little similar, but you’re too young for me to
really see it. Is it your favorite?”

No, Alessandra thought, It's me and | remember posing and sketching and hammering
canvas onto boards. | remember da Vinci himself.

Instead of lying, instead of placating her mother, she shouted, “No! | painted that!”
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The already-quiet museum went silent, conversations pausing as people turned to stare.
Her mother placed a hand on her shoulder, gentle but the warning evident.

To Alessandra, the sketch— the self portrait— was hers. She could vividly remember
herself sitting in front of a mirror, head tilted as she drew her reflection. It was a sketch for
her mentor to reference while he painted a larger piece, The Virgin of the Rocks.

To her mother, she was a little girl with an overactive imagination and a favorite painting,
causing a scene in front of everyone.

She promised to hear her daughter out, later, hoping that she would forget about the
tantrum entirely.

That wouldn’t happen.

For days, weeks, months on end, Alessandra refused to let it go. She brought it up in
every conversation, in every little moment she could. She even learned the words for it,
little mouth struggling around, “I'm reincarnated, and | worked for Leonardo da Vinci.”

Desolation came for her second, when she realized no one would ever believe her.

That her work would go forever uncredited, her existence erased— she refused to settle
for that.

So, she kept trying, kept talking.

Her mother took her first to a psychic, an ancient-looking woman in a Venice hole-in-the-
wall. Not even the woman who read cards and hands and crystals all day believed
Alessandra, and they moved onward.
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Next it was a doctor who'd insisted she'd just had an overactive imagination, and when
she got older, it was a psychiatrist who took one look at her and declared her delusional.
She'd laughed, when he'd said that.

Every day she flushed her medicine down the toilet, and every day she alienated herself a
little further. People at school grew tired of her talking about antiquated painting
techniques, people in her family grew tired of her.

And as she kept pushing, kept trying, she garnered a following: a gaggle of journalists,
snapping photos and writing articles mocking the crazy girl who thought she was da Vinci.

(For the record, Alessandra never claimed to be da Vinci. She claimed— she knew that she
had worked under him, never to be recorded because she was a woman.)

It had taken her a little bit to conceptualize that— times were different now, and despite
her memories she'd still had the mind of a child, still had been raised in kinder times.

Eventually, Alessandra gave up. In her twenties she moved from Italy to Germany, living
out of a tiny flat filled with empty wine bottles and sketchbooks collecting dust. She lived
off the art she knew hot to make, selling at every art fair and hiding her face.

Even if she wasn’t in Italy anymore, she didn’t want to chance being recognized.
Alessandra just wanted to be left alone.

And alone she was.
Alessandra didn’t talk to her family anymore— her mother even less.

She'd never had any friends of her own, anyways, and even the other regular vendors at
the art fairs gossiped about her. She grew used to it, really.

The years stretched on, and she stayed alone.
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Sometimes, in the dead of night, she regretted. She wondered if she was doing it all
wrong, wondered if she'd gotten a second chance at life only to waste it.

In her heart, though, she knew that wasn’t the case. Spirits didn’t linger from the afterlife
just to have another go— no, they came back to right the wrongs and unfinished business
of the past.

And, without anyone to listen to her, she began to ponder if it was even worth it. In her
first life, she’d been forgotten, but in this one, she was ridiculed.

Sometimes, in the dead of night, she regretted. Sometimes, she figured that since she'd
already died once, a second time would be nothing.

It was only her desire, her need to tell her story, that stopped her from acting on that
thought, and then Salvation came.

Salvation came in the form of an email, one she immediately selected and prepared to
delete.

Salvation came in the form of an email, sent to the address on her business card.

Salvation came in the form of an email, written in Italian, not German, from someone
with a university domain and terrible etiquette.

“hey.” Salvation read, in plain text on a white screen, “are you the girl who thinks she
worked under da vinci??”

Alessandra didn’t want to answer— she wanted nothing to do with any kids trying to
prank her, any journalists who wanted to dig her story out of its grave for a quick buck.
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And answer she didn’t, but still it lingered in her mind. They'd found her business email.
This was someone dedicated, someone who put in the effort to work around her changed
name and a different country. This was someone dedicated, someone unperturbed by her
best efforts to shake their trail.

A week of torment later, another email appeared.

“Please. I'm an aspiring art historian trying to write my thesis,” it read, “l found a
journal— | believe it’s yours. | would like to speak with you in person.”

Alessandra sighed and groaned and did everything she could to put it off, but inevitably
she still responded.

She set a time, a date, a meeting place in public, and prepared herself for the worst.
The worst, however, didn't come.

Her salvation took the shape of a wiry little man, adorned only with a terrible blazer and
pathetic facial hair. His name was Vincenzo, going by just Enzo, and the first thing he told
her when they met was that he believed in ghosts.

Truly a man of science, she thought, shaking his clammy hand.

Enzo was an up-and-coming researcher, studying the Renaissance period with an affinity
for hands-on field work. A scavenger, not a thinker, she noted.

He presented her with a journal, one she indeed recognized as her own, and said
someone had recently discovered it, covered in dirt and protected only by a rotting
wooden box. When she'd asked how he'd gotten hold of it, his only response was a
slightly nervous, slightly mischievous grin.
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In turn he asked her countless questions, assuring her that he would learn her story first,
then gather the evidence to support it second. She couldn’t really agree with his methods,
but she wasn’t in a place to argue. Not when she was so close, not when she was this
close.

Enzo promised her that he'd succeed, that he'd get her story told and her works finally
credited.

When she'd asked another question— why he was doing this— his only response was a
wave of his hand and a wink, mumbling something about a favor for an old friend.

She supposed that was as good enough of a reason as any.

For the first time in her second life, someone believed Alessandra. For the first time in
either of her lives, she was going to be remembered for her achievements.

With a friend who only felt a little familiar, she set off to do what she'd always known
she'd do— prove herself, prove her existence to the world. And this time, when it was all
over and done, she wouldn’t look back.

After all— she wouldn’t need to. Not this time.
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“I hear they found a wolf-walker in this here city,” said a shopkeeper to one of the
customers. The customer looks at him wearily. “Those wolf-people are just a myth, Lloyd.
| mean come on, do you really believe in people turning into wolves with magic? Beings
that live in the forest with nothing more than the clothes they make out of the hunt?
People who live in packs and have a language of only howling? Do you hear yourself? You
must have went overboard on the drinks last night ‘cause you're not talking sense!” The
customer squeaked through his laughter. The shopkeeper thought for a minute. “Guess
you must be right Mack, but what if they did exist?”

Moon light glimmers through the snow covered trees as a 14 year old kid is running
through the forest at an alarming speed that one would not think a person that size could
manage. Behind them is a band of armed men running nowhere near the same speed.
The men are shouting at the kid to stop and allow being turned back into the authorities,
yet they're still running. One of the men finally catches them, but as he gets ready to
shoot, a poof of red cloud blocks his vision. When it finally clears, he is met face to face
with a fierce creature with glowing red eyes and a low growl. He slowly feels for the
weapon he dropped, but it is nowhere to be found. With out a moment’s notice, the beast
dashes off into the night leaving the man with only one thing to say. “We will get you
wolf-walker, and we will find the rest of them too.You hear me!” The wolf did hear, but
they didn’t mind. Humans won’t ever know the full power of the wolf, only the fur, claws,
and bite.

The night is long and cold, but this wolf’s fur is thicker and fluffier than a typical wolf.
They're glad that the storm had come, it was covering the wolf’s tracks. Even though the
wolf could survive the storm, they needed to get shelter. The realization of how much pain
they were in had started to kick in. Breaking out of that cage and running nonstop for five
miles took a lot out of them. Their decision was impossible. It was either they howl to the
others for help and risk the humans finding the pack or look for a quick shelter and let the
wounds get worse from the wet cold. After a minute they decided to find a hiding place,
losing the pack was not an option! The hunt for shelter was on, but luckily for the wolf,
they know someone who can help.
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After two miles of walking, the wolf could smell him.The scent of Columbian spices and
fresh baked goods comforted the tired wolf. They turned the corner and followed the sent
to a house. It was three stories tall, had white walls, and built next to the river. Getting
over the river would be a bit of a challenge, but once over it, the wolf would have warm
food and a comfortable place to stay. How did they know? The humans that live here have
gotten quite use to the wolf’s visits, for this isn’t the first time the wolf needed their help.
The wolf had to turn back into a human form before they could ask for shelter.

They were just about to turn back when a sound hit their ears. A horrible blasting sound
of a gun being shot into the air. The men were back, and by the sound of it, they had more
guns and more of them.

The wolf needed a way out of this. They needed a key but what? Thats when it hit them.
Key.The wolf looked more like a wolf-dog than an actual wolf. Their curly red fur and
short round body was perfect for this situation. After explaining to the family what they
needed, they got to work. The wolf was going to be their ‘pet’, and when the men came,
they, the family, would claim that they always had two dogs, Golden and the wolf. It was
a perfect plan.

BANG BANG!The man who owned the house, Walter Clark, answered the door. The wolf
went upstairs with Walter’s grandson, for the two of them wanted to listen to the
conversation from there. The plan was working! Walter said,” those wolf people are just a
myth | tell you.You men are crazy, and | should know, I've lived down here my whole
life!” The men finally agreed with him and left after a good 30 minutes of arguing.

The wolf could finally relax even though it had already started to. They looked over to the
grandson and smiled. He was the first person ever to show the wolf what compassion
was. The wolf loved him more than anything, and they never hesitated to show it. They
always wondered if he shared the same feelings, for they were both male. He noticed that
the wolf was staring at him and sighed deeply. “Next time Robyn, when you want
something from a human, just ask me for it,” said Walter’s grandson. “Sorry Key, | just
wanted blueberry pie. Can you make me some pie?” Key let out another annoyed sigh,
but he smiled and nodded.
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| am sorry for the way | have treated you all these years.

I'm sorry for grabbing your glass heart and shattering it to a million pieces.
You trusted me.

You needed me.

| turned my back on you thinking it a defensive mechanism. | turned my back on you
because | was scared.

I’'m admitting too late that | was afraid: Afraid of the world, of our family, of our
friendships. | was afraid of myself.

| knew | should've been better. | knew | should’ve guided you through a garden full of
roses, not this prickly path full of nails.

I'm sorry. I'm sorry for all I've done. | wish | could make your path easier.
| wish we didn’t turn out like this. | wish we could’ve ended on better terms.

| was so scared of being like them that | didn’t realize how much more damage | did by
behaving the way | did.

It's astonishing that something we both have in common is the constant desire and
search to be acknowledged by people who will never learn to appreciate the things we
give them.

We continue to make up for the way we are when we shouldn’t feel the need to.

All of our lives, both you and I, have seen and said and done things that weren’t okay. We
have experienced things that molded us into the people we are today. Not because we
wanted to adapt. Not because it was what everyone was doing in our lives. But because
we had to.

How can you survive in an environment that is not clearly not good for you without
changing some things about yourself?
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How can you say you're still the same person when you don’t even know what you had
for dinner last night?

The things that happened weren’t your fault. You're never responsible for the mistakes of
others, and | need you to understand that. | know we both are very different people, but
unlike me, you managed to remain the same. Crazy how stubborn you can be sometimes.
Stubborn to change but change in ways you don’t realize. Stubborn to love but have
friendships that last for years. Stubborn to hold your tongue but scream in silence when
in difficult situations. It's okay. Being stubborn isn’t rebellious or moody. It's a good thing
too, remember that.

Learn to hold your own hand and learn to be defensive, because this life is too hard for us
to continue being sweet and vulnerable. Toughen your shell, toughen your words.
Sharpen the swords we were given at a young age. Use the wisdom we fought tooth and
nail to have. I'll continue looking for our answers as | get older.

| promised you things won't always be this way. | promise that we won’t be this way
forever.

To my inner child
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Ears perked up and tail wagging makes for a happy pup! Have you ever wondered why
people use animals in healthcare facilities? Dogs, cats, horses, and other animals can be
used for so many other purposes than just being a pet. Pet therapy has been reported to
have a positive impact on health outcomes. | mean how does it make you feel when your
pet is excited to see you? Every time | see my Maltipoo it makes me feel so happy.

Pet therapy can be used in various settings from pediatrics to geriatrics. Therapy animals
may visit people in hospitals, nursing homes, and schools (Perkins, 2020). For example a
golden retriever attends my school to visit and interact with the students brightening their
day. “According to Florence Nightingale, in the late 19th century, a small pet animal is
often an excellent companion for the sick, for long chronic cases specifically” (Mulvaney-
Roth, et al., 2022). A small pet would be less of a burden on the person. Florence
Nightingale “The Lady with the Lamp” was the founder of modern nursing, served as a
manager and trainer of nurses during the Crimean War (History, 2023). Studies have
shown dogs are useful to sick individuals by decreasing stress, improving mood, and can
minimize worries (Ingram & Cohen-Filipic, 2019). When people interact with dogs, they
notice a social connection between themselves and the dog. Walking through the door
after a long day of school and seeing my Maltipoo wag her tail while running up

to me makes all my negative emotions go away.

One study found patients who pet their dog lowered their blood pressure and had a
greater survival rate if they were to have a heart attack (Mulvaney-Roth, et al., 2022).The
calmness of having their dog/pets around controls their stress. “The American Heart
Association has concluded that pet ownership (particularly dogs) is probably associated
with reduced risk for cardiovascular disease” (Ingram & Cohen-Filipic, 2019). Pet therapy
is also used with people who have cancer and chronic fatigue syndrome (tiredness and
increased sleep). So when you start to feel sick you can rely on your pet to help you
recover and make sure that you're good.The advantage of having a pet with these health
conditions is that the pet provides companionship and affection, but the disadvantage
increases the persons fatigue while caring for their pet (Ingram & Cohen-Filipic, 2019).
These patients would benefit having a lap dog to decrease the maintenance of caring for
the pet.
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The biggest impact of having an animal used for pet therapy is improving your
health. Any animal can be beneficial in pet therapy. It is amazing what these animals can
provide for us humans. Lowering blood pressure, increasing mood, decreasing stress,
and minimizing worries are all benefits of pet therapy. With these benefits we should have
more pets helping out in our schools, hospitals, and nursing homes to help out with
people’s health care. Considering all of the remarkable benefits, why wouldn’t we have
pet therapy offered in as many establishments as possible?
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Between celebrities, there will always be conflicts. No matter if they are big or small, they
each have an impact in society. Some will last a few days, months, or even a year.
Coincidentally, this controversy has lasted 14 years!

The MTV Video Music Awards is an assembly where the MTV channel represents the best
artists for their music videos and achievements. What makes these awards special is that
a majority of fans are the voters. The Video Music awards have been an annual event
since 1984; making it a well-known event.

The 2009 MTV Video Music Awards occurred on September 13, 2009. It is still spoken
about now in 2023. An appalling event took place on that very night; between two very
famous artists. Taylor Swift and Kanye West. All of this commotion was all due to Beyoncé
not winning an award. Taylor Swift won an award for the best female music video award
for “You Belong With Me.” Kanye strongly disagreed with the fact thatTaylor won. Kanye’s
infamous words were, “I’'m really happy for you. I’'m gonna let you finish, but Beyoncé
had one of the best videos of all time.” (Referring to the song Single Ladies) Taylor stood
there in shock of what had just occurred. Along with 19 year old Taylor, all of the other
celebrities did the same. Beyoncé began to cry forTaylor knowing that this was an
extremely special moment for her. Turns out that Beyoncé did win an award for single
ladies, and out of sorrow , she gave up her speech soTaylor could have hers. As they both
began to have watery eyes, you can just see Kanye sitting in his seat wondering on how
much this could effect his career, and reputation.

Now you may be wondering about the media's response to this, well, it immediately blew
up! The moment became so popular that when you type in “VMA's” in Google, Kanye
West and Taylor Swift appear in the recommended bar. But most importantly, Kanye’s
response to the whole outbreak. All over articles, radios stations, talk shows, and in the
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music industry. The song, “Famous” on the album “The Life of Pablo” by Kanye West was
written to diss Taylor swift. The lyrics stated, “| made her famous, | made her
famous.”However, those were not the original lyrics. Before editing his song, the lyrics
were “l made her famous, not really but somewhat famous.” Concluding that he helped
her reach where she is now, but it isn’t anything compared to him. Some may say Kanye
help her reach her goal, butTaylor didn’t deserve it. Others say that Kanye’s speech and
his help did nothing toTaylor, and it was because of the work she put in.

To this day, this outbreak is still spoken about. The fights over who is right and wrong are
continuous. An audio used by many Kanye fans onTikTok says, “| hate Taylor” and
continues to play “Stronger” by Kanye West while the creator makes fun of Taylor. In the
comment sections of the videos, you can see the opinions of Taylor fans and Kanye fans,
including some on both sides. Most of the comments are along the words of, “Am | the
only one who likes both?’“He did make her famous though.” “Why are we still talking
about this 14 years later?” The media shows to have different responses on the situation.
There has not been a single agreement on wether or not Kanye did the right thing.
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On the shore | bask in joy;
Wrapped in the sun’s radiant ploy.
But all around are things | wish | knew—

An endless absence of black and blue.

Every night | gaze at the shore,
Wanting, yet never reaching for more.
But tonight, that changes and | shall dive;

To uncover the truth and feel alive.

Now | go down into the deep,
And all | find is the joy that | reap.
I'd have to sell my soul to see the bottom.

My heart'd be black, my mind in autumn.

Deeper down: the world gets darker.
The truth's thicker; breathing harder.
| turned my back to Helios to search for Apollo.

But down here it's so dark; | don't know what to follow.

The light | threw away
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Haunts me night and day.
| keep diving—driving this stake into my gut.

| swim to keep the loss from tearing me up.

Down in the depths there are no beating hearts
No medicine to mend a man of sinewed parts;
Parts of a thing not yet whole.

Who searches for that light he paid as toll.

| lost my light and my love,
To understand the folly of an ignorant shove.
To learn the truth many have yet to confess.

So now | warn you, listen well to what | profess:

To drink from God's hand,
To know what is not known on land,
Is to accept his bitter gift of madness,

And doom yourself to wallow in its emptiness.

Before you go, weigh out your joy.
Do not repeat the folly of the ignorant boy.
And discard of that which was given at birth

And leave the purity of earth.

For understanding has its price.
Its weight in gold and inrice.

And when our requiem bells toll,
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We may only bring what we can hold.
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In the darkness, cruising down the road, | quickly swallow 2 Advil pills. Without water, |
might add. The bitter taste coats the insides of my cheeks as | wince. Anything'’s better
than this horrible headache I've acquired from 6 beers and 2 shots. No one’s around, so |
run the small red octagon with words my blurry vision can’t make out. | suddenly hear an
ear splitting howl, along with the overload of red, white, and blue lights.

“Crap,” | spit out as | blatantly realize that I'm being pulled over. All | can see is a blocky
figure stepping out of what looks like a Madison County patrol car. “I've got a code 390 off
of Viviana avenue,” she speaks into the receiver. | watch as she clomps her thick boots on
the hot pavement. She taps on the center of my tempered glass windows. | slowly roll
down the window of my 2007 Toyota Camry as | think of ways | can manipulate my way
out of this. “Officer Juliana Palermo, license and registration and step out of the vehicle.
NOW please.” Woah. Even the urgency in her voice makes me think that this will be the
easiest mess to pick up. “I'm sorry, | thought | said NOW!” She snaps. “Okay, okay. I'm
coming.” | step out of the car, and reply, “Driver and pull-over victim, Joshua Larsen.” |
state, with a sly grin plastered across my face. She violently rolls her eyes at my joke.

“Where's your license and registration, Mr. Larsen? | thought that was one of the few
things | asked for when | tapped on your window. Or did you just happen to forget
because you're so intoxicated?” | cringe at her word choice. She can probably smell the
gross stench of stale beer. Or is it really that obvious? “I'll grab it.” | have a plan to get out
of this. | slide into the drivers seat and quickly slam the door in hopes to out-drive this
mess. Instead, the door won’t shut.

| search around to see what's wrong and slowly discover that Officer Kill-joy here has
jabbed her boot in between the door and the car. It's almost as if she knew what was
coming. “Okay, we're going to do this the right way or the hard way. Am | clear?” She
loudly states. “As mud, ma’am.” | jokingly reply. “Okay sir, | need you to step out of the
vehicle and come with me.” She tells me. “We're going to take a little ride down to the
station.” No. No, no, no. | can’t go back to prison. I've been in there because of DWI
before, but only for a few months. | can imagine it will be just a little bit longer this time.
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“Hello? Why aren’t you getting out of you're car?” Officer Palermo wonders. “I- | can’t go
back to that place,” | fake say in hopes she’ll feel bad for me and let me go. Just as | think
I've got her in the palm of my hand, she firmly remarks, “If you don’t stop talking then
that might be the last place you’ll ever go.” Oof. Straight blow to the stomach. | give in
and step out of the car. She carefully cuffs me, my skin shivering as her hands brush
mine. And just like that, it hits me. Smack in the middle of my mind, | suddenly know how
to get myself out of this situation. | just have to get her to fall for me. | turn and give her a
soft smile that she returns. “Whatever you're going for won’t work.” She says. “What do
you mean? Just some harmless fun!” | say with a tone that sounds way too fake.
“Harmless fun is what got you pulled over sir. Let's not go down that path again.” Well,
she’s not wrong. We cruise all the way down to the station, and she places me in an
interrogation room. She begins the questions while | mindlessly pick at my fingernails.
“So, where did you start drinking tonight, Mr. Larsen?” She wonders. “At the local bar
down the road from my house, Martini’s.” | reply. | look dead into her eyes as | quietly
say, “l could take you there on a weekend when you’re off call.” She smiles but quickly
corrects herself into a serious face. “Sir, you aren’t going to get out of this by flirting with
me."” She speaks almost as if that’s not what she wants to say. “You may get somewhere,
but it's not going to be out.” Bingo. That’s how | know this is working.

“It could be out though, if you just gave me a chance.” | pry. “I ... | would sir, but |
would get fired. Plus, it wouldn’t be the first time.” What? What is that supposed to
mean? “Well if this isn’t the first time, you should know how not to get caught, huh?”
Already, I'm thinking of what could happen. She will aimlessly fall for me, unaware of
what I'm plotting. I'll manipulate her into bailing me, and then I'll never see her sorry
excuse of a cop again. | smirk at my thoughts. She steps out of the room after returning
my smirk. | take that as a good sign, until a group of deputies barge in and say “Sir, we're
going to have to transfer you to the national prison. You've suffered an offense of coaxing
a certified officer.You'll probably be locked up for a while.” What? | thought she was
falling! Instead | was naive enough to fall into her stupid trap.You'd never think someone
could put on such a show.
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Standing at the edge of a cliff, looking out at the hundred-foot waterfall below me, all |
could think about was everything that could go wrong. About three days prior, my mom,
my two brothers, and | had hiked thirteen miles down the Grand Canyon and set

up camp in the Havasupai Village. Everything was so pretty there. The water was as clear
as the blue sky on a hot summer day, the trees were perfectly shading the ground we
were standing on, and everything was just so beautifull When we were getting ready to
hike down this waterfall, | was really worried because | am very scared of heights and was
about to let my fear cause me to sit out on all the amazing views and memories. The way
down to the waterfall is not like anyway anyone would be expecting; it is not like a
staircase or anything normal. There were huge rocks to climb over and tunnels to crawl
through because they were not big enough to stand up in, plus about 40 ft in the air there
were ladders to climb down. The ladders were covered in bright green algae that was
growing on them and they were wet from the mist from the waterfall.

Once the climb started, like | said | was scared but still willing to go for the
experience. The start of the hike did not seem like it was going to be bad because all the
paths had ropes on the sides so nobody would fall, but towards the end that was not the
case.

After the cute little paths we got to follow, then came the hard-core stuff. Our crew
got to crawl through tunnels, and it wasn’t as bad as one would think, more of a “duck
your head and waddle through the dark till you see the light from the other side.” Even
though we had zero flashlights, because we didn’t know that we were supposed to bring
them, it wasn't as bad as it seemed. More of an escape

from the heat really. When we got got to the third and last tunnel, it was longer than the
other two, but we still got out fine. Then we realized what we were really in for.

Finally, after all the paths, and all the tunnels, we made it to the bad part of the
ladders. This step was by far the hardest part of the whole process. After the last tunnel
there was a little flat part that could hold maybe ten people. Travis, my brother, was the
first to go down, being the most adventurous one in our family. Ty, my other brother was
next, then me, and bringing of the rear, my mom. About three-fourths of the way down
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was the end of the first ladder. There was a big gap for me, and | had to lower myself with
my arms. | looked down and Ty andTravis were already at the bottom waiting for my mom
and me. By the end of the second ladder, | was freezing. Mascara had run all the way
down my face, but finally | made it to the bottom.

Once my feet hit the ground, | was the first to run and jump into the crystal-clear
water. | thought about how amazing it felt. Even though the water was pretty much
freezing it was still the highlight of the whole trip. Looking back on my time in the
Havasupai Falls, | don’t think it could’ve gotten any better. If | ever do this hike again it will
most definitely be when | am older so | can let my kids enjoy it too!
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It has been said, “Sometimes you will never know the value of a moment until it becomes
a memory.” There are some memories you have in life that you remember forever. Those
special moments you lock in a chest. This was one of those chest moments. | loved every
minute of this labor of love. Being a part of the Little Women cast for UIL last year was, by
far, my most treasured adventures in theatre.

Getting ready for the show was eventful and rigorous to the point of exhaustion.
Long rehearsals, hours of blocking, learning lines, endless stage directions, infinite
costume changes, and the list goes on and on. Listening to music, makeup carefully
applied on faces, and costumes flying everywhere. The chaos really helped us bond as a
team. Soon, we all became as thick as thieves. These are relationships that have been
forged in the fire for life.

The moment of truth has finally arrived. Standing on stage with my mind spinning,l am
frozen in place. But with a seven-minute setup, there is no time to waste. Heavy furniture
moving, props sliding out from everywhere, the minutes are ticking away. But luckily, we
set our stage in time. Now it is time to perform. Our moment has arrived. No turning back
now! As they say... Regardless of all the headaches and/or heartaches, on November

4" Fairmont theatre was ready! Time to “Break a Leg!”

My heart felt like it was beating out of my chest; | was so anxious. Curtains opened
and lights up. Saige and | started the first scene. It was a little rocky to get into the rhythm
at first, and | was visibly shaking. Still, | was soaking up the moment. | was reveling in the
heat of the shining bright lights beaming straight into my eyes almost blinding me.
However, looking out and seeing all those faces was priceless.

As we continued, the lines flowed, and it all became second nature. | became calm
and went through the adventure of the play. Pretending to slay dragons, going to a ball,
and meeting my true love, fighting my sisters, everything was an emotional rollercoaster,
especially knowing it was my last time to perform the play. | fed of of the audiences’
laughter and applause because | love getting a reaction out of people. It's the electricity |
need to keep breathing.The crew and cast that | was a part of were amazing and | am
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forever grateful. We sang, laughed, and cried together. Seeing those fellow guys and girls
kill it on, and off stage, filled my heart to the point of overflowing.

In the end, it was bittersweet to recall the memories knowing that it was all coming
to an end.Tears were rolling down my cheeks as | said my final line. The waterfall of
emotions flooded through my entire body as the crowd stood to applaud. Pure joy filled
me to the point of bursting! Now that was definitely one of those chest moments that |
will keep always cherish.
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Lost without you

It has been three years.

| have been waiting for you to come back.

But once | saw | lost you | tried not to go back.

| fight my feelings | have been striving every day.

Fighting my feelings while | am sitting here.

Alone like any other day.

| sit here thinking.

overthinking my feelings.

Try to think of happier days.

But my feeling gets the best of me.

| cannot withstand this pain.

| got this weird feeling in my brain.

Like I am lost in this empty plain.

Cmon tell me do you think | am going insane.

It has been three years come on you think | would just forget about you.
You were the love of my life | can stand to be without you.
| cry thinking about you every day.

Thinking if you would have thought to stay.

But no, you just left me.

Could not even say goodbye to my face.
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| keep thinking it is my fault.

| blame myself because you are gone.

| tried to hug you.

But you just pushed me away.

But | hope you know | will never forget that day.

| hope you know | loved everything about you.

| hope you know | always visit your grave.

I've been trying to get you out of the frame.

Look | am just saying.

These past three years have been extremely hard on me.
Been going through depression but for once.

Some people care about me.

I'm getting better.

But this is my message to you.

| really love you.

| just wish | could be with you for one more day.

| wish | could see your beautiful emerald, green eyes.
Kiss your face one more time.

Every day | sit here like I'm dying.

Think that | have been lying to myself.

The last thing | said to you was something | really regret.
| just really want to try to forget that.

| cry and cry and stress every day.

My anxiety messes with me.

| am not so social as | used to be.

| tried to find another girl like you.
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But all they did was cheat.

So, | go to you | talk to you.

| start praying on my knees.
Begging and begging just so you can give me a sign that your alive.
Please just show me.

| will never believe you're gone.

Scholastic Art & Writing
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My form of art grows from my roots

with its coiled up texture.

My form of roots comes from my DNA,

it's beautiful complexion that

gives me awe and obsession.

Now don't get it twisted, these roots don’t come
from trees ; they just hang from them.

Nah, see MY roots are MY form of art.

My form of art is the beautiful baked
Mac N cheese served with a side of collard greens

that's served full of love from grandma'’s kitchen.

Nah, see MY form of art can sometimes be seen as a weapon,

but the way | see it, its a culture I'd like to call heaven.

Nah see MY form of art you'd only understand if you

look at your hands and seen the pain from the grass

and the lands. See nah,

My form or art comes from the heart and builds from the hurt,

painted from the blood, watered by the tears from when you think back

and relive those years.
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See nah, MY form of art grows from my roots, painted by the blood,

and watered by the tears from the pain THEY caused US back in all those years.
My culture is my art and its roots grew stronger during its

400 years of ignorance and photosynthesis.

See this, hear this, but you won’t feel this until you walked

in this pair of socks, that’s stopped by that blue and red and

tainted by the cops.

Understand,

MY form of art grows from MY roots.

Understand,

My culture isn’t something you can tear down

In order to FEEL LIKE you've lifted YOURSELF UP

Nah,

You stand there and feel like you've shut us down

But with the power in our crown we SHUTYOU UP

Oh but not with our hands,

not with our “weapons” oh not that

But with the integrity of our voice, the power in our spirit.
We shut you down with the calmness in

response to your ignorance

We shut you down with the education that you didn’t believe
WE could have

Think that because we love for our chains to shine,

The shoes with the Nike signs, that our intelligence has lustered
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because our bling didn't.

Nah, see MY form of art is a family grown through shed
blood, not shared.
Understand, MY form of art grows from my roots

and they refuse to be ripped out the ground.
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My eyes blink open.

Faintly, | can hear the theme song from one of my favorite sitcoms floating from the
hallway. This is the first sign that | am dreaming—that show hasn’t been on the air in
years.

| slide my blanket off and sit up, pressing my feet into the cold wooden floor. | stand up,
and with a shiver, grab a cardigan off a nearby chair and walk into the living room.

My mother sits on the couch, a mug clasped tightly between her hands. Her hair is pulled
back into a simple ponytail, having been burnt straight from years of chemical treatments.
The black glasses she wears are balanced on the tip of her nose, and her eyebrows are
furrowed tightly.

This is the second sign that | am dreaming. She was buried last night.
“Mom,"” | call out, voice shaky.
She glances at me and waves her hand. “Come on. Sit.”

| take a few tentative steps and settle on the couch next to her. We're both silent for a few
moments. In times like these, | never know what to say. It's like one of those video games
my son likes to play, where you have to choose between multiple dialogue options. One
achieves the mission, and the other one leaves a permanent scar on the run through. In
all forty years of living, | haven’t figured out the formula that works.
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Suddenly, the couch I'm sitting on transforms from a nice grey suede to a dingy leather
brown. | look around, flabbergasted—this isn’t my home anymore.

It's my childhood one.

The old sitcom suddenly fits in with the boxy television, aged knickknacks, and dated
magazines littering the TV stand. On the coffee table, there’s a frame of me at one of the
firstThanksgivings | remember. | reach out to take the frame from the coffee table, eager
to revisit precious childhood memories, but my hand passes through it.

“Do you remember,” Mom suddenly begins, “when you used to sit on the floor in front of
me, and we'd struggle through your hair every Sunday evening?”

A comb appears on the coffee table. I'm familiar with it—it's met my neck many times
when she got tired of me crying.

“You threatened to shave all my hair off.”

Mom chuckles lightly. “Threatened. My momma was meaner than me. One day, | was
fussing so much she cut off a chunk in the back just to prove that she could do it.”

Another frame materializes on the coffee table. In the picture, a younger version of my
mom smiles brightly with a woman. My grandma. She died when | was too young to
remember her, too young to care about death. All | know about her comes from the
stories my uncle tells me—that she was a stubborn bull of a woman.That she didn’t care
about emotions, or affection, or anything that didn’t pay the bills.

“You never told me,” | whisper. “About your childhood, | mean.”

“There wasn’t much to talk about.” Mom uncrosses and recrosses her legs. “l was poor.
Not that smart, but | could hold a job. Got pregnant with your brother at seventeen, got
kicked out, and ended up passing him off to my aunt while | worked.”
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Aiden, my older brother, was the sole reason she was so passionate about waiting until
marriage.

“You think these older boys care about you?” She'd scold. “You think they won't knock
you up and leave you high and dry? Ask me where your daddy is. Ask why he hasn't
bought you any birthday presents or Christmas gifts. Be careful before you throw your life
away.”

In hindsight, the advice was sound. It made sense, but that didn’t make it any better when
it stopped you from going on dates and talking about boys with your friends. My mother
never understood the difference between holding hands and letting a boy between your
legs. All of it, she decided, was the gateway drug into becoming a teenage mom with no
degree.

“Why did grandma kick you out?”

“She was angry.” Mom sets her mug on the table and fully faces me. “It made her look
dumb, me having a kid. People always said stuff about her working so much and never
being at home. That she didn’t know how to watch her own kids, being a single mom and
all.”

“That's not your fault,” | interject.

“It didn"t have to be. A baby still costs too much, and | refused to get a job at first because
| thought it'd be too stressful. She didn’t want anything to do with it.”

The next item to appear on the coffee table is a box of cigarettes.

“You did the same thing to me, remember?” | point to the offending item. “l was sixteen.
You were looking through my room and found them, so you locked me out.”



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

“For a night.”
“It was December,” | argue. “l nearly froze to death.”

She shrugs. “You never did it again, did you? | know how that shit starts—you borrow a
cigarette from a friend, then it's weed at a party, and then—"*

III

“I didn’t stop smoking because it was bad, or because it'd turn me into a crackhead,
hiss. “l stopped because it turned you into a raging psychopath!”

“That victim mentality is what made you drop out of college.” A smirk curls on her face. It
is not humorous, or snarky. It's vindicating. “You ran off somewhere five states away
and drowned because | wasn't there to keep you in line. | wasn’t there to guide you—*

“You didn’t guide me!” Not once while she was alive did | ever raise my voice at her like
this. “When | broke something as a little kid, you never told me why it was bad—you just
hit me. When | failed a test, you never told me to work hard, you just took away my
bedroom door so that you could always see if | was studying. When | called you because |
was on academic probation and needed someone to talk to me, someone to look at me
and not just treat me like a number, you shamed me!”

“My entire life,” | continue, “I've been fighting to prove that I’'m not you.That you made it,
somehow. That your pain wasn't all for nothing, because at least your kids grew up to
have better life than you did—*

“And you went back and got your degree, didn't you?” Mom doesn’t yell. Her quiet, stern
voice fills up the entire room. “You married a doctor.You have a two-story home and two
kids. Your daughter is in dance.Your son plays football. Do you think you'd have any of
that if I'd let you run around and do whatever?”

“I'm forty.” The fight, just as quickly as it escalated, leaks out of my shoulders and settles
into a puddle on the ground. “I bought that house two years ago. | almost got
divorced three times because | couldn’t get my act together. The life | have right now is
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in spite of you. | only achieved what | have by unlearning all the toxicity that you passed
on to me.”

Silence settles on the couch between us, tossing an arm behind my head and wrapping
around my mouth. My mother’s lips are tightly pressed together, unwilling to engage with
the points I've made.

“I think that you believe that if you acknowledge what your mother did to you, it'd make
you weak,” | say. “You did it to me because you believed that abuse made you strong.You
believe that yelling and hitting made you impenetrable. But | didn’t bury you last night
because you were too strong. | buried you because you worked yourself to death, got
diagnosed with cancer, and continued to work. You were obsessed with earning money
you didn’t spend. You hated vacations and leisure so you didn’t see your family much
outside of the holidays. All that time you devoted to your job meant nothing in the end.
You can’t cash a check in heaven.”

A photo materializes on the coffee table. Somehow, | know that it’s the last item to appear.
There’s no frame—it's simply a picture of me and my kids from Christmas two years ago.

“You blame me,” Mom states. “l get it. | deserve it, most likely. | blamed my mother for a
lot of the things | went through too.Then she died, and | realized that she was a human
being. A deeply flawed, emotionally unstable human being.The same way that | did
things without thinking, the same way | disregarded the feelings of others without caring,
she did too. We both made mistakes, but | loved her a little bit more for them once |
realized I'd never see her again.”

“You'll reach that point,” she continues. “In a week. A month. A decade. You’ll make some
of the mistakes that | made, some new ones, but for the most part you’ll be better. Your
daughter will hate you for your flaws, and then love you because at least you tried. She'll
do the same to her daughter, but she’ll be better than you. It's a cycle. A curse, too—but
one that wanes a bit with each generation.”

“I never hated you,” | defend. “Sometimes, | feel like you hated me. No—that you didn’t
like me.”
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“I always loved you.”

“| said like. | know that you would do anything for me.That you'd never let me starve. But
if | was a stranger on the street, would you think of me kindly? If | was just a woman
instead of your daughter, would you be impressed?”

Mom stands and moves to kneel in front of me. “If you were just a woman, I'd be in awe
of that woman. If you were a stranger, I'd be glad to have met such a person. No matter
who you are, and no matter what you've done, you will always be one of my best
accomplishments.”

Tears fall from my eyes, but | don’t wipe them. | stand, wishing to hug her, but | fear that
I'd wake up if | moved too fast.

We both walk back to my bedroom. Like a child, | crawl under the blankets and look at her.
Mom pulls them up, tucks them tight, and presses a kiss to my forehead.

When | wake up, | cry.
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Oh how rumors fly; Chapter 1: Madalyn Jill

She was a wonderful liar. She lied about caring, about what she was doing, where she
was, and who she was. She did not just lie to me, she lied to everyone, she had us
looking like fools at her feet.

Ok so maybe | should rewind a bit for all y’all reading this. I'm Madalyn Jill, MJ for short.
And my best friend for like forever just ruined my life.

Her name is Melany Maralyn. | told her everything my favorite color, food, subject,
people, and even the drama going on, but most importantly | told her who | had a crush
on. | have had the biggest crush on Andrew Cruz. Some things you should know about
him are he goes by Cruz, he plays football and soccer, | have known him since pre-k, and
Melany stole him from me.

Me and Melany have been friends or so | thought for 10 years. But it seems like we just
met. I'm not a jealous person but something about them together just ticks me off.

It started about a month ago, when Cruz asked for a pencil. He tapped her on the shoulder
with a big smile and asked, “hey, do you have a pencil | could use,” of course | say | do,
but he just looked at me. She gave him a pencil and glared at him for a second, but |
didn’t think anything would be going on in between them.

That same day | went over to her house and hung out, but she kind of just brushed me off
the whole time, so | left her room and went to the kitchen. | ran into her brother who's had
a crush on me since who knows when. He asked if | wanted to watch a movie and | asked
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Melany if she wanted to and she said, “yeah just let me invite someone else over.” and of
freaking course it was Cruz.

| was so upset, | ran to bathroom and started sobbing. Her brother ran after me and
convinced me to just come out of the restroom and go watch the movie. | came out, and
he wiped the tears rolling down my cheek with his sleeve. He walked next to me as we
walked into the living room. We sat on the couch, | was at one end and Melany was at the
other, Cruz was right next to her and like 5 inches away from me was her brother, Seth.

We decided to watch a scary movie that wasn’t even scary more so funny, but Melany
always jumped whenever she got the chance so that Cruz would comfort her. | hated it, so
| left, | lived about a 4 mile walk home, but | didn’t care. | got up, looked at her and
stormed out. While | was walking out, | heard her say “she's been obsessed with you for
like years now, and she’s so weird | don’t know why she hangs out with me.” After that |
heard Seth yell something, but | couldn’t make out the words. As I'm leaving, | felt a soft,
warm hand on my shoulder, | looked back stupidly hoping it was Cruz. It was not Cruz, but
it was Seth. It still made me happy that someone came after me. He offered to walk me
home, | said no, | didn’t feel like being around people. He agreed but told me to text him
as soon as | got home, just to make sure | got home safely.

He was always sweet like that; he has the heart of a saint. Btu | could never like him, he
was my best friend's brother. It would be weird, right?

The next day at school, | kept getting weird glances like | was a monster of some sort.
Seth came up to me and started questioning me like crazy. Melany told everyone | liked
her boyfriend and that | tried to steal him from her. I'm so done with her.

Chapter 2: Melany Maralyn
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Ok, ok I know she made me seem like a totally crap friend but only part of that is true. Me
and MJ have been friends since pre-k, and we have both had a crush on the same dude
since we met. | started liking him the year before pre-k, daycare. MJ was the new student
and sat alone all the time, so | started talking to her and we became friends. She said she
met a guy and that she was going to try and become his friend, they were friends up until
4 years ago. She told him how she felt, and he got weirded out and just stopped talking to
her.

Well, he and | started being friends in daycare. We have been hanging out a lot more
though recently and it started like 9 months ago. Around a month ago he asked me for a
pencil in math and well | gave him a pencil and gazed at him for a minute. He came up to
me later that day and asked me to be his girlfriend, of course | said yes.The same day MJ
came over without notice and acted like | was going to stop what | was doing just to hang
out with her.You might be wondering what | was doing, | was Texting Cruz because he
and | were planning to hang out later in the day.

She got upset and went to the kitchen where my brother who's in love with her was, and
he asked us to come watch a movie. She asked me if | wanted to, and | said yeah and |
asked if | could invite someone over. So, | invited Cruz over, that was how | was going to
tell MJ me and him were dating. She got upset, and while we were watching the movie,
she kept looking at me and him next to each other and rolling her eyes. Of course, it was
upsetting seeing her upset, but can you blame me for taking a chance with my crush?You
can't. | got scared cause we were watching a scary movie, and | jumped a bit, and he held
my hand, she got jealous and stormed out. When she left, Cruz got up and said, “It's so
obvious she has a crush on me, she's so weird | dint know why you hang out with her.”
Seth yelled something | can't exactly remember what but then he ran after her.

The next day | heard people talking about MJ, saying she was obsessed and crazy. Of
course, she thought it was me, but | swear it wasn’t. Seth was talking to her, and she just
kept giving me dirty looks. And I've stopped feeling bad about it, | mean not fully but | feel
less bad now than | did before. Me and Cruz have now been dating for 1 month as of last
week.

Chapter 3: Andrew Cruz
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Yeah, whatever | didn’t even create the roomer, | mean yeah, | said she was weird but
she’s not crazy. She's sweet and kind and I'm kind of jealous of her and Melany being so
close and her and Seth getting along so well, but | would never say she was crazy.
Honestly if | tell you, promise you won't say anything? Fine, I've had the biggest crush on
MJ since like 3rd grade. | just recently started to realize how much | really do, and |
wanted to get her attention. | started dating Melany like a month, | honestly kind of regret
when | stopped being friends with MJ, | just didn’t know how to express myself well.

But here’s how | remember that day, | was in math class, my least favorite class ever, both
Melany and MJ sitting in front of me, | had one of my headphones in, but | didn’t have a
pencil. | tapped on Melany's shoulder and asked her for a pencil, when Mj turned around
and it looked like it was in slow-mo. It was beautiful, | kind of gazed at her for a minute,
but then | remembered why | tapped on Melany's shoulder, and | snapped out of it. So
then fast forward it right before last period and | see Melany and | get an overwhelming
feeling to ask her out, so | did, and she said yes.

So, it's after school and I'm texting Melany and she asks me to come over and watch a
movie, | agree but like | didn’t know that Mj was going to be over there. | get there and sit
on the couch, when suddenly Mj gets up and runs to the restroom before the movie even
started. A part of me wanted to chase after her but the other part didn’t want to make
Melany upset, so | stayed with Melany. Of course Seth ran after her | mean he was in love
with her, he brought her back to the living room and the movie started. | kept looking over
to Seth and M sitting next to each other, he was so lucky to be close to her. He's a freak
honestly, he's weird he’s always talking about insects and robots. Anyways, Melany
jumped, and | got a bit scared from the movie, so | grabbed her hand and held it, then Mj
got up and ran out. | got upset and | wanted to convince myself that | didn't like her, so |
blurted out “It's so obvious she has a crush on me, she's so weird | don’t know why you
hang out with her.” | thought | could get over her, but | can't, | love her. | know it makes
me look like really bad, being in love with another girl, but like | really really like Mj and
I’'m going to break up with Melany soon.
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Chapter 4: The breakup

“Hey Mel,” | said Tempted to rip the bandaid off, but she stopped me before | could finish
my sentence. “Ok Cruz so | know I Invited you to dinner with my family this weekend, but
Seth Invited his new girlfriend, Mj, to dinner and | don’t know If you want to go still or If
It'll be awkward for you,” “No, no, no that won't be a problem for me the more the
merrier,” | say which Is kind of out of character for me, but Its ok.

Then | was walking to class, and guess who the freak | saw, yep, | saw Seth and Mj
walking down the hallway holding hands. Disgusting. AlImost wanting to cry | ran to the
restroom, it felt like | couldn’t breathe or see straight. | realized this Is the signs of
jealousy | hated, | rinsed my face and | heard someone walk In. | quickly went In the stall
closest to me and | heard Seth’s voice he was talking about Mj. | pulled my phone out and
started recording a video just barley peeking out the bottom of the stall. “Yeah | made the
rumor and blamed It on Cruz, he had It coming though shes had a crush on him this
whole time but her never realized. So | wanted to make her realize that Im perfect for her,
so yeah all that was me right pretty genius,” he said smugly. | fell out the stall and he saw
my phone recording though.

Right after that | ran out of there and he didn’t chase me or anything but | was scared he
did, so | kinda sorta maybe ran out of the school, and all the way home. | got called to the
office the next morning, it wasn’t about me running out of the school. No, it was about
this whole situation. And here we are.
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Tongue twister repetition tearing through my intestines
A knot ties in my chest

Swelling over my lungs,

Exploding through my sternum

Flowers grew in my heart.

And you aren’t the first to try to
Rip out the roots.

Scar tissue isn’t the only thing that grew,
A not-so old anger boils in my stomach
And it radiates into my skull,

Sinking talons into my frontal lobe.

An infection | just recovered from.

Next time I'll rip out your roots,
Instead of my hair.

Maybe you'll learn how it feels

To rot from the inside.
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I am very thankful for my mom, | feel like no one gets me like my mom gets me although
she’s my mom. | can talk to my mom about anything that comes to mind rather it's a
negative or positive thought and she’ll try to answer even if she may not know how or
what to say, my mom have been with me since day one and | feel like she’s the only real
person | have in my life, she’s the parent who decided to stay even when times got hard
even when she was feeling down and felt like she was losing herself and feeling like a
bad parent she was still there even if she had to fake a smile for us and act happy like
everything fine when it wasn’t. Although sometimes she feels like she may be doing a
bad job at parenting we're there to remind her she’s doing a doing a good job, | feel like
my mom is the most understanding person | really ever had in my life or try’s to
understand me in real situations or even just me being a girl type situation and she’ll sit
there and listen to everything | have to say rather it's me talking about or how my day has
been or how | felt today or in the moment and although sometimes she says | talk her
ears off everyday and always have something to say about anything but mostly what
happened today or what | seen that shocked me or bothered me she’ll listen to whatever |
have to say. Sometimes | feel like me and my mom has a friend type of relationship so |
feel like | can just open up to her about anything and she’ll answer with a honest reaction
or answer on how she thinks or feels and me and mom will sit there for hours and just
joke around and even sometimes play fight with each other or even sometimes she’'ll
randomly come in my room and mess with me by touching or | could be laying in the bed
she’ll walk pass my room and turn my light on and walk away or sometimes she’ll come
pull the cover off me and sometimes tickle me because in her word I'm a very playful and
clumsy funny person and could be athletic if | want to depending on the sport, and will
randomly lay in my room just to bother me with little things but will make me laugh.

| am glad | met my best friend evelyn, we met in the fourth grade but when we first met
we didn't like each other for some reason but after talking and getting to know each other
we got closer and closer through out the year but we didn’t have any classes with either
other but we always seem to see each other in the hallways and even lunch, we had a
little friends group with girls named Brianna and mialove and we all got closer and till this
day we still call on the phone but I'm glad | met her because when I'm with her | feel like |



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

can be myself and she won't judge me but we're both act a little when we’re around each
other, | love going over to her house and sleeping over even when sometimes we just lay
in the bed on our phone and not talk for a while and just send instagram reels and tiktoks
to each other even when we can just show each other, | don’t know it's weird, we're really
comfortable talking about anything rather it’s us talking about our exs or boyfriends i
guess you can say it's typical girl talk and | feel like | can really just open up to her and as
best friends we follow girl code no matter how much we like someone example say if |
like one of her exs | can’t date him because that will be wrong and | will not be following
girl code but | really love her and feel very comfortable then | should like | know it's weird
but we've been going to the restroom together since elementary and not one of us just
standing outside out the bathroom waiting for her to get out well be in the bathroom
together and just talk it sounds weird but that's how comfortable we are and through out
elementary we've stopped talking for dumb reasons but in the next class we'll talk it out
and be friends again but I'm sure that happens in every elementary friendship.but now
we kinda grew apart but we still check on another once a while or when we need
someone to talk to.
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I didn’t know it then, but as | was standing in the hospital room with my dad and my
grandpa, | was saying goodbye to my Memaw forever. The first time Memaw had gotten
sick and gone to the hospital, the doctors sent her home with an oxygen tank and a home
healthcare nurse. The second time she went into the hospital they kept her for
observation, and the next day they said she could go

home because she was okay. | would come to realize later that it was a lie. She wasn't
going to be okay.

My Memaw kept getting sick because of her smoking. She loved her cigarettes. One time
she even asked my mom to walk to the store for some. Obviously, my mom said no
because smoking is bad for you. We all told her to stop smoking, but she never listened.

That day before she passed away my dad, grandpa, and | went to see her in the hospital.
My dad and | had gotten there before my grandpa, so my dad let me and her have some
alone time. She and | talked about how school was going and how mom and dad were
doing. After my grandpa arrived, we all talked to her and had fun. We played the board
game, Sorry, and Memaw was laughing and making jokes like she always did. She really
seemed like she was going to be okay. Eventually visiting hours

were over and | had to leave. | still remember standing in the doorway of her hospital
room when | said goodbye. Saying goodbye to her was my most significant memory of
that day. Her room was filled with the soft glow of cinnamon candles. As we were
walking out of the hospital | remember it smelled like chlorine and French fries making
me think of a water park. | looked up at my dad and asked him if she was going to be
alright. He said that she was going home and everything would turn out okay.

| remember feeling like he lied to me when he said that, but as | got older |
realized he was only trying to protect me and hope that it did not have to come to that
point. | was little girl, and he couldn’t bear to tell she might die overnight. The next
morning my dad got the call saying she had passed away in the night. | remember him
getting upset because someone had told him that one of the nurses had noticed her heart
rate slowing down in the middle of the night, and did nothing about it. He always says
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that there would have been enough time for them to help her if the nurse had done
something. | think he just wanted someone to blame.

At her funeral, | wore a pink and white dress. | remember my dad crying a lot, and
| understand why. No one wants to lose a parent. Being as young as | was | don’t
remember if | cried, but I'm sure | did. | loved her very much. Even though it was really
sad, it was a very pretty service. As it was time to leave, | said goodbye to Memaw one
last time.

As | climbed into the car | asked, “Daddy, she’s never coming back is she?” My
dad didn't really know what to tell me, but I'm sure it just made him more upset than he
already was. As we were driving down the road my dad turned on the radio and See You
Again by Charlie Puth came on the radio. Being as little as | was and too young to really
understand what the singer was really saying, there was one phrase in particular that
stuck with me. “It's been a long day without you my friend and I'll tell you all about it
when | see you again, we've come a long way from where we began, oh I'll tell you all
about it when | see you again. When | see you again.”

Being older, | now realize what the lyrics of that song actually means. Every time |
hear the words, | start crying. | was my Memaw's pride and joy. My mom tells me how
proud she would be of me today. | really hope she watches over my every move. | love
her so much and miss her every day. Unfortunately that’s just how life goes.Yes, you have
to move on, but you take them with you wherever you go. “l love you Memaw.” “l love
you too baby’ | hear her whisper in my heart.
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| always think | love summer

Until it actually comes.

| find myself wasting the break away laying in bed,
Watching the sun sparkle through the ocean blue sky,
But it sparkles differently than it did last season.

And the season before that.

Even I've changed.

I’'m not the same girl.

I’'m now kissed by the sun,

But | still have the same pit in my stomach.

| wish | knew how to get rid of it.

If | did | would've done it many seasons ago.

| try to explain it to people but no one seems to feel the same.
I've forgotten what normal even is,

And maybe that's the exact problem.
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Too hot... Bright! Ah! My eyes!
That's what | hear everyday,

every week ,every month, every year. Nobody appreciates me I'm just an normal average
glowing star.They only want me when they're cold and when they're not they’ve had
enough.

They don’t want me in the day but complain when | go away.
| try to warm them up but they always say “ it's so hot today”

| really do try but they always complain, nothing is ever good for them. Oh | wish | was
the moon for, | never hear anything bad about her.
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“We are never, ever, ever, getting back together.” I'm sure you've heard this song on the
radio, or you're a fan. Well, did you know Taylor Swift won her 1st Album of the Year
Grammy at only 20 years old? That makes her the youngest winner of that award. Plus,
she holds the record for most Billboard Music Awards. In my opinion, Taylor Swift is
amazing, but she has had her low times.

In 2009, at the MTV Video Music Awards, Kanye West snagged Taylor’s award for best
female video. He then stated, “Beyoncé’s video was one of the best videos of all time.”
This was devastating forTaylor considering she was only 19 years old. Just a few days
later, Kanye did apologize, but in 2016, this feud started back up. In Kanye’s song,
“Famous,” he puts a line in there thatTaylor did not agree with him saying about her.
Taylor responds with, “There are going to be people along the way who will try to
undercut your success, or take credit for your accomplishments...Don’t let those people
sidetrack you.” Taylor rose above this situation, and this is why she is an inspiration to
others.

That still wasn’t the end to this feud. Kim Kardashian, West's wife, leaked a video
recording between Swift and West. In the recording, Taylor agrees to be mentioned in the
song “Famous,” but that wasn’t true. The recording was edited. Shortly after the leaked
video, Swift’s social media blew up with snake emojis. She became labeled a “snake” all
over the internet, and #TaylorSwiftlsOverParty trended on Twitter. It almost looked like
Taylor's career was over. She deleted all of her posts and changed her profiles on social
media. She wasn’t seen in public for a year. When she came back, she had rebranded
herself as a snake. Her album, Reputation, revolved around the snake concept. Taylor
came back stronger than ever before.

Just a year later, Swift took part in a publicized trial in 2017. Former radio host, David
Mueller, sued Taylor for falsely accusing him of inappropriately touching her. Swift
countersued stating he did assault her. “There were seven people who saw him do this,
and we have a photo of it happening,” she states. Mueller was found guilty, and Taylor
pledged to donate “an unspecified amount” to organizations for helping sexual assault
victims. Even though Taylor won the case, she’s still a victim of sexual assault, and no one
should have to go though this.



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

In 2019, Scooter Braun, a music manager, purchased the record label under which Taylor
recorded her first six albums. Swift knew this was the worst-case scenario. Braun stripped
Taylor of her music, and she was not able to buy it back. Later, she announces that she
will be re-recording all her old music, so she can own the rights to it, “(Taylor’s Version).”
In present day, she has re-recorded her albums Fearless, Red, Speak Now, and 1989.
Many managers do this behind their singers’ back without them knowing. Luckily, Taylor
caught on and will soon own the rights to all her music.

Taylor Swift has overcome her problems to be the best she can be. She is now on her
world tour, “The ErasTour,” which has earned over 1 billion dollars in the US today. She
is still announcing tour dates, and with the help of her supporters, she can accomplish
anything.Taylor is an incredible human, and she is working hard to be her best self!
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Hanging out in the theatre room after school waiting my turn to audition for the
upcoming play The Internet is Distracting — Oh Look! A Kitten, | nervously scan my lines
thinking to myself, “l really don’t think | can go through with this audition.” My fear is
being in front of a crowd, any size crowd, even if it is family or friends. The only reason |
decided to try out for a part in the first place was to face my fears and get out of my
comfort zone; also, my friends bugged me a billion times to audition for a part. Finally, |
was persuaded and caved.

| keep looking to see everyone’s face when they come out of the audition room, to see if
they are nervous or excited. They all have different facial expressions; the ones that look
scared, make me even more anxious than | already am awaiting my turn. | keep asking all
my friends how intense the room made them, so | will know what to expect.They reply,
“It isn't that bad, but it is nerve racking.” Their responses do not help ease my fears.
Others tell me as soon as you get on stage and start talking all the nerves will go away in
an instant. Being my dramatic self, my hands are shaking like crazy, and | feel like | am
going to throw up, but | manage to find myself standing on center stage.

| stop thinking about the process for just a second and then my worst nightmare is
coming true. My name is called. | am next, and my heart drops into my stomach. Getting
up from my seat, | nervously walk into the dark room. All | see is a stage with a spotlight
and Mrs. Eli sitting on a couch writing notes. | creep onto the stage thinking “What am |
doing up here?!” Bolting out of the room and running home was beginning to sound like
a good idea, but | knew would regret it after all the work | put into getting ready for this
audition. Mrs. Eli told me what to read and said, “Whenever you're ready, you may
begin.” As | position myself, | take a deep breath, and begin to read.

Wanting to get this audition over with, | read my lines super quick and quiet. | barely have
time to take a breath. | don’t read with any emotion at all. Basically, | do the complete
opposite of what is expected in an audition. | keep fidgeting with my id to calm my nerves
down. My brain is pounding a hundred miles per hour thinking everything you could
possibly imagine. | repeat to myself, “You're doing good, you're doing good.” After
reading the last few words of the paragraph, | murmur, “Thank you.” Mrs. Eli gives me a
couple of tips and notes. She says when | was reading, | was kind of quiet. Knowing she is
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correct, and knowing she would say something about that, | laugh

nervously. Sarcastically she chimes, “Emilee, | know you are not that quiet; don’t be so
nervous. Just be yourself.” What she says is true. In her class, I'm crazy. A good drama
student crazy. I'm loud and full of energy! Realizing she needs to keep things moving she
compliments me, “You did good, Emilee. Tell the next person to come in, please?” | thank
her and walk off the stage back into the classroom.

When | get back to the classroom side, | am so relieved. It wasn’t as bad as | thought it
was going to be. | didn’t puke which is good because that would've been really
embarrassing. Once | had gotten on the stage, the lights were so bright | couldn’t really
see anything in front of me. Which is kind of good because all | focused on was reading
the script, and not on people watching me. After all this mess and craziness. | realize it is
ok to be nervous. Just do not get into your head and let those thoughts stop you from
trying new things and stepping out of your comfort zone. In the end, everything turned
out perfectly; | got the part | really wanted.
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Growing up, | always thought the thing that separated me from the other kids was my
long brown hair in a crowd of blondes, or my deep olive skin skin, however the last thing
little me could ever picture... was growing up, and being merely outcasted for who it is
that | love.

Despite it all, being a Hispanic girl in a classroom full of white girls—it wasn’t enough to
make my peers inch away from me in a room or silently giggle at the audacity of my
being queer.

I never thought it was that important; not enough for it to be this big, giant surprise to
those around me.

| used to always question why if | liked boys—I wouldn’t have to “come out,” and why my
own personal business had to become everyone else’s... You know, the homophobes tend
to complain a lot, saying that | am “shoving my lifestyle” in their faces,

however they're the ones that like to pry in my own life. Whether it’s the classic religious
comments, attempting to turn me to Christ, or it's just random people who feel the need
to make me feel less of a person.

I'll also never understand the questions about how | even realized | was queer when | was
young, because it makes no sense. How are other girls allowed to realize at six that they
want to be with their Prince Charming, but | can’t realize that maybe | want my fairytale
princess. | never necessarily realized. It was never this giant conclusion that | suddenly
recognized, and that's the truth of it all.

It wasn’t a choice | made one day because | had always been queer, it was just the matter
of understanding labels and if | felt comfortable using them around people.That took a
while, but once | did, it felt equivalent to having hundreds of gallons taken off my
shoulders.

| will never forget the moment when | slowly uttered my sexuality to my mother after
years of processing it and | instantly broke down once telling her. | was terrified of
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rejection or disgust. Everything felt like it had changed once | said it—although nothing
did. | was still the same kid | was before | let my parents know, only they knew a new,
small piece of information about me. Despite always feeling out of place the first year of
being openly queer to my family, | could never be more thankful for their support. My
parents never necessarily cared about my being gay; “As long as you are kind, smart and
not a pain in my ass, that doesn’t matter.” And it didn’t. They never loved me any less,
which is more than | could have ever asked for.

| always tried to ignore little comments from sibling's or friends—that | was “faking” or
doing it “as a trend” ... because if | could, | would be anything but a lesbian.

If it was a choice, | would be straight.

Because if it was truly a choice, little me would’ve chosen a long time ago to be straight so
she didn’t have to worry about her parents not coming to her future wedding, or having
random people scream into her ear about her “sins,” or having feel the fear of holding
my future girlfriend’s hand in public.

If | had a choice, | would not be the outcast of my predominantly conservative city, nor
would | choose to have slurs thrown at me in the lunchroom.

| am only fifteen.

| am only fifteen and | am carrying the burden of a mental lifetime because of who | am
and the fact that in the year 2023, people still refuse to believe that love is all-embracing;
love is without exception.

Love is queer.
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The sharp creek of the floor boards echoed the room. A look to my left and a look to my
right when only eight of us were on the couch. Where was the ninth one? The group
huddled in a cluster while watching a scary movie when | noticed we were missing a
piece. The eerie silence filled the room with horror.The dark shadows cast around the
room with a singular dim light. Only | noticed Carly was missing. | was unsure if | should
share, for | knew everyone was already scared.

| slowly got up to take a glance around the house, but | told the girls | went for more
popcorn. | only lied to avoid several questions and stares. She’s nowhere. Panic arises
into my heart. What if? What if? What if? | let myself take deep breaths as | see the back
door cracked open. My heart comes to a stop. Should | tell my friends or leave them in the
darkness? | grab Hazel, my best friend, by the arm, whisper in her ear, and lead her
towards the door. She, too, has the face of terror. The other girls knew nothing.

| took her by the arm and grabbed a flashlight while in fright. We crept out of the door to
find a trail of what looked like blood. While following the blood path into the woods, a
note stopped us right before entering the dark terror. At this point, we were close to 150
feet away from the house. Hazel read the note out loud. She read, “If you ever want to see
your friend again, come to this location: 2891 Diver Road.” We shrieked and ran back to
the house following the fresh blood path. Our friends were standing at the door watching
us run.They questioned us to spill the truth. After we told them, they gasped in shock.

The group made a plan to hunt down this kidnapper. One by one we walked out the
house and into the car.The address led us to a spooky, abandoned hotel. A single note
with more blood was left on the door. | read aloud, “Want to play a game? | hide and you
seek.You have 10 minutes before the life of your friend runs cold. Timer starts now!” A
big timer over the door started it's count down. This was life or death. Darkness
surrounded us while we only had 4 dim flashlights. The group split into pairs to look for
this evil, wicked, and nasty kidnapper. Little did we know our batteries on the flashlights
were low.

Hazel and | decided to look on the outside of the building. We hunted and hunted for this
person but had no luck until we noticed a larger path of blood coming from the old
wooden door of the hotel’s side entrance. Was this a trick? Was this Carly, the missing
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girl's, blood? Hazel opened the squeaky door to take a peak of the dark, spooky, haunted
hotel. It wasn’t all that great. What we could see in the stretch of the flashlight’s light was
an outdated office that looked like it had been abandoned since 1975. We slowly crept in
with only 6 minutes on the clock.

There was a bunch of offices surrounding this larger office. After walking out of the huge
office, we crept down the hallway, searching each and every cubicle and room. No sign of
Carly anywhere. The blood had stopped at the threshold of the outside door. In the
distance was a dim flicker. Was that her? We rushed down the long hallway only to find
another pair’s flashlight had gone out. We now are only down to 3 flashlights with 4
minutes on the clock.

The hotel was small with only 4 floors. With us now in the lobby, we searched top to
bottom but still no sign of her. Hazel had a great idea to search the 4" floor since the other
two pairs were on the 2"¥ and 3" floor. The elevators looked like they quit working along
time ago, so we took the stairs. Cob webs filled the entire staircase with little room to
walk. Once we reached the fourth floor, there were about 25 rooms and only 3 minutes
left.

We checked each and every room from top to bottom. There was 1 minute left. Near the
stairway, we saw a flickering in the distance. Once again, we rushed down there to see
who it was. Suddenly, another team'’s flashlight had gone out, so we were down to 2. We
didn’t see it before, but there was blood leading to a different staircase across the hall
from the cob webbed staircase we took earlier. A sign hung on the door saying, “Roof
Ahead, PLEASE STAY OFF!!” | was not going to listen to that sign, for my friend could be
up there. Both teams rushed up the staircase with only 40 seconds left.

While both teams ran up the dark, abandoned staircase, we opened the door to see our
friend tied up on the edge of the roof. We ran as fast as we could to grab her before she
fell. A man appeared out of nowhere, and he was ready to push her off the roof onto a
busted up concrete side walk. There was 10 seconds left. We got to Carly before the time
was up, but something just made my blood boil. The man turned around where | could
see his evil grin. | shoved him off that roof and into the concrete. The time was now up,
and the clock let us know that by an ear-piercing squeal. His face was looking towards the
moon while his body ran white. He was gone.
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All of us were standing at the station.
Everyone | knew. Waiting silently, occupied with our thoughts.

My thoughts were on the train. It was always the train.

Mother stood next to me, holding my cold hand in her palm.
“I'll have to go soon.You know that, right?” She warned.

The train arrived.

Her hand slipped out of mine.
She went onto the train.

| didn’t understand why she didn’t say goodbye. | felt sad. Now | felt colder.

| stayed put at the train station. | waited for what seemed like forever.
I’'m not sure why | was waiting. | knew the next stop wouldn’t be for me.

| knew mother wouldn’t be returning, either.

Pa stood on my other side, telling me stories of his childhood. Stories of mother.

Stories before we were at the station.
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The whistle blew from afar. It warned me the train was near.

Pa didn’t say goodbye either. He went onto the train with Mother quickly.

I’'m happy they’re together, but now the station has become a little more bare.
I miss them.Yet, | don’t know whether | want to board or not.

My dear friend, about my age, comes up front.

“Aren’t you too young to go on the train alone?” | ask, assuming this is why she’s come
up front.

“Maybe | am.Yet, we all have to get on at some point. | simply must go earlier.” She
replies.

| wish she didn’t have to depart so soon. The irritating whistle which grew closer hurt my
ears.

“Why can’t you stay?” | said over the sounds of chugging which slowly came to a stop.
“We all have to take the train sometime. My destination is just to be reached early.” She
explained.

“Don’t think about the train too much. Look around instead, then accept it.”

She departed, her thin blue cotton gown blowing along the cold wind before the doors
shut.

The train left, leaving me behind with all kinds of emotion.

What if | don’t want to leave? Why does the train come for everyone | love? Why does
nobody say goodbye? Why must it all happen so quickly? | don’t understand.

| am drowned in my thoughts.

| want to stop thinking of the train.
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| need to stop thinking of the train.
Look around.
| turn my head left and right. Is there something more than this stop? Anything?

| don’t want to stand here anymore.

Yet, here came a thought.

My stop isn’t coming soon. Not right now.

| must stop thinking of the train.

| focus on the snow lying below me.The way the pure white flakes melt within a footstep.

| focus on the darkening sky. The moon and its craters surrounded by bright stars which
are burning out.

| focus on the sounds of those laughing, chatting, playing. Those who are farther from the
station. Nostalgia fills me from when | wasn’t standing here.

For a brief moment, the train wasn’t scary anymore.

For a brief moment, | could breathe.

Before | knew it, a whistle blew from afar.

It's not irritating. It's like music, like a bird singing one final melody.
| think I'm ready.

The train arrives.

The reflection of the glass has me see a woman with wrinkles and white hair. She’s
almost unfamiliar.

| place my worn out cane down, leaving a piece of me behind.

| board the train.
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There's No Book On Brothers
Jack

With the turn of the tide

He breathes a sigh, a salty breeze

Ignorant to the destruction left in his wake

A fluff a golden hair covering the milk chocolate of his eyes

His flashy grin to hide what won’t impress

He races in his jersey, trying to obtain the unobtainable

Grasps for every passing trend, it's checkered banner just out of reach
Disagreements lead to heated arguments

Words in the form of knives leave those around him torn

Never on the same page, but bound together at the spine
Sam

A face of sunshine, beaming with eyes reflecting the sky.
Harsh words cloud his face and judgement,
Resulting in a downpour of emotion

Floppy blonde hair, swiped aggressively from his glasses
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Freckles splashed across his porcelain skin

The perfect doll for dress up

From super hero to princess, he’ll play the role with a shrug
A little oddity with dorky fixations

Playful punches as we jinx each other’s sentences

Open pages, reflecting back at one another

Rhett

Flowers sprung into the world, adding colors | didn’t know were missing

A smile full of life, and hugs full of warmth

His brain blooming with words | myself don’t know

Mimicking my actions with childish giggles

My playlist on repeat throughout the house, in the voice of a kindergartener
His waves of copper brown thrown around with every dance

An abundance of joy, sometimes unwanted but always needed

Tiny hands to grasp onto your own, like a puzzle piece

Eyes intent with focus as he doodles creatures on every blank page

His life and color illustrate the black and white pages
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January. January 20th, 2023. | get a message from my best friend. “Hey, do you know
about my mom?” “No, | haven’t heard anything. Is she ok?” | responded. “She’s in the
hospital.” “Oh my goodness! I'm here if you need me...” That was the day that my worst
fear actually happened. I've always been afraid of getting terrible news by text. Little did |
know, it was only the beginning.

Fav Red and | have been best friends since | was 3. Her mom was my second mom, and
anytime my mom wasn’t around, she would always be there. There was never a dull
moment when we were with them, which is why | was shocked when | heard this news. |
checked up on Fav Red everyday from then on.

On January 27th, we found out that Beck was diagnosed with stage 4 cancer. When my
family found out about her cancer, my household was an absolute disaster. My mom took
it the hardest out of my family. That night my mom walked into my room and just laid
with me. We both cried for at least an hour and a half. Hearing her tears made my heart
shatter.

| turned to her and asked, “How is life gonna be without her?” She stared at me for a
moment, just stared. She hugged me and didn’t say a word. There we were just crying,
comforting each other. She squeezed me tight while telling me the most gut-wrenching
thing. “Rayne, | don’t know if | can do this. How am | supposed to be strong for Fav Red
and my own family if | can’t stay strong for myself?” “Mom you can do it. It'll just take
time.” Then she made me crumble, “Rayne, | can’t do it. | can’t wrap my head around the
fact that I'm losing my best friend.” “None of us can,” | say. “My best friend is dying, and
we all know it.” She trembled as those words came out of her mouth.

We were all clinging to the fact that she was still alive... until January 28th. Only 8 days
after, | got the scariest text of my life... “If you're up please get your mom or dad to call
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us. Please, it's important.” | didn’t see the text until the next morning, but when | texted
her, she never replied.

My nerves were skyrocketing... ring, ring, ring. The silence lingered in the air while we all
stared at the phone. It's was Jake, Fav Red’s dad. “Hello?” “She’s gone. She's really
gone.” He says with a lump in his throat. My mom dropped to the floor while still holding
the phone.The sensation of hope disappeared in a blink of an eye. It was as if time had
slowed down just to make the moment last a little longer. The call was over, but our
thoughts weren’t. No words, no tears, almost as if we were all expecting it. We were
expecting it. We just couldn’t admit it.

We drove to Fave Red'’s house just to make sure they were all okay. When we walked in
the house, it looked like she just went to the store, which hurt a lot more than what you'd
think it would. Seeing Fav Red felt like a bullet went through my heart. She was slouched,
a cloud of sorrow over her, and she was nowhere near okay.

It was so hard to talk to her because | have no clue what it’s like to lose your mom.The
weirdest thing to me was that she was the only one out of her family not crying. Fav Red
was the type of person who was there for everyone else but pushed her feelings away.
She says she’s ok, even though she knows you know other wise. She didn’t want to look
at herself in the mirror because she looked so much like her mom.She was surrounded by
things that reminded her of her mom.

Slowly those feelings built up, and finally broke through. Sitting there listening to her cry,
sniffle, and scream in pain was almost as if someone grabbed my heart and pulled it right
out of my chest. When she was done, we were both in tears. We hugged each other until
we both ended up falling asleep.

When we woke up, we went to her living room. Her family and my family go to sit
down... no one sits in Beck’s chair, not even the dogs. We all sighed in disbelief, knowing
there would be so much behind this tragedy, but all we could ask was, “Why you? Why
now?”
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When | was nine, my fifth-grade teacher placed a star sticker on my hand, calling me her
superstar. | thought the sticker would fall off and get lost. But to my surprise, | was wrong.
The star sticker stayed with me: it moved schools with me, changed teachers with me,
and, most importantly, lived inside me.

Fragments of fifth-grade year collide with the present so that when doing homework, or
taking a test, | feel tugged into a cassette tape, reeling back into the feelings of the past.
Those feelings are a raging storm following the peaceful silence of the grey clouds.

2023: it was May 11, our World History AP exam. My nerve endings were about to burst as
| walked into the gym, looking for my seat. | stared at the clock as the long hand ticked to
8:20, shaking my leg vigorously as the exam was distributed. My palms started to sweat,
and | felt my insides turn each second like the red hand on the clock.

The proctor announced the test had begun. | looked down at my paper, which looked
more like a mirror than an exam, staring right at me, showing every imperfection—both
intellectual and physical. As the doubtful feelings plague me, I'm instantly reeled back
into fifth grade.

2017: math has never been significantly hard, but it's my anxiety and self-doubt that chip
away the little confidence | may have. | was the first to solve the problem on the board.
But | was the last to answer the question. One day we were learning PEMDAS; it was the
first topic | was confident about. | was solving the warmup problem with a breeze almost
so that anxiety and self-doubt didn't have time to intrude my thoughts, questioning my
ability. Strangely, after | finished, | sensed an eye on me.

Glancing over my shoulders, | saw Ms. Xydis watching me as | worked the problem on
my paper. Quickly, | turned around, hoping she didn't catch me looking at her. But to my
disappointment, she did. Soon after, she came up to me with a sweet smile. Eyeing
between the board and me, she asked, "Anisha, why don't you lead us today?" | felt like
begging, crying, and pleading with her to pick someone else. But my voice betrayed me. |
could only nod yes as | stood up on my shaking legs.
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As | made my way to the board, | felt all eyes glaring at me, stinging my back as if they
were some bees sucking my blood. In that moment, | wished the walls could suck me in,
consuming every part of me in the hopes of becoming invisible.

Once | made it to the board, | began solving the problem. However, self-doubt crawled
right back in, growing bigger with each mark on the board. | took a step back to take a
deep breath and calm my nerves. Once | stopped shaking a little, | began solving the
problem again.

This time around, | kept turning back, looking at Ms. Xydis for her approval. | was seeking
validation, making sure | was doing it correctly.

Validation: the curse of being hostage to others' perceptions and approval—the very
feeling that consumed me my entire life.

The third time | turned around, | saw Ms. Xydis's mouth, "You're doing great!" But,
instead of focusing on what she was saying, | was focused on her eyes. Her eyes held my
gaze, speaking beyond the words she said. Her eyes looked proud, seeing me standing in
front of the class, solving the problem despite my anxiety. At that moment, | knew she
saw right through me. She saw me fighting against my own internal battles as | stood up
there.The realization hit me like a tornado, so | turned back around and finished solving
the problem.

At the end of the lecture, Ms. Xydis approached me, placed a star sticker on my hand, and
said, "My superstar." Each letter s-u-p-e-r-s-t-a-r seeped inside me, ingraining the word as
my inner voice. | stared down at my hand, seeing the start sticker tattoo itself on my skin
as a constant remembrance of the one person—Ms. Xydis—who pushed me to do better,
to be better, to be the superstar she saw.

Reality reeled me from fifth grade back into the gym. | looked down at the same place on
my hand where Ms. Xydis once placed the star. And it's still there. Although it's not
physically there, it's forever ingrained in me mentally and emotionally. Remembering her
words, "My superstar," | looked at my exam; this time it looked like an actual test rather
than a mirror. Using Ms. Xydis words as my inner voice and her star sticker as my
guidance, | took my exam pushing aside doubt and fear. Ultimately, | ended up getting a
four on the exam.

| still carry that star sticker with me as | did six years ago. Although | have not overcome
my anxiety and self-doubt entirely, | continue to chase the stars to become the superstar
Ms. Xydis believed me to be.
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For the past 12 years, Woks restaurant has been the essence for Chinese immigrants in
Jackson Heights. Every day, from 11 AM to 10 PM, this noteworthy spot on 37th Avenue is
filled with the aroma of Kung Pao Chicken, Peking Duck, and Stinky Tofu. Surrounded by
this home-like ambiance, every afternoon, groups of friends and family sat along the
sidewalks and enjoyed their cuisines under the sunlight. Amid the noisy street, they found
peace in each other’s companions and the familiar tastes.

The owner, however, never got to enjoy his food like his customers did. For over a
decade, Wuchang Wang, the owner of Woks, worked seven days a week, 12 hours a day,
and took off only two days a year onThanksgiving and Christmas. The overwhelming
workload not only left him with no personal time but also affected his health. Mr.Wang
has been suffering from back pain and insomnia for over ten years. Now he is 65, and he
has been considering retiring since May, 2023.

Mr. Wang is a typical example of the overworked, aging Chinese restaurant owners in
Jackson Heights, a diverse neighborhood in Queens, New York with more than 70
nationalities and over 160 languages. Like Mr. Wang, Chinese immigrants from the
nineties opened restaurants to keep in touch with their roots while looking for cultural
companions. Although the food might not be perfectly authentic, the restaurants shelter
the newcomers and offer them a sense of familiarity. The Chinese food industry flourished
in NYC for about two decades. But when the owners from the era are ready to retire, no
one can take over the job.

Since the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1943, Chinese immigration to the United

States has been rising. This trend drastically increased after 1990. Many moved with their
family for new opportunities while others sought asylum, particularly after the Tiananmen
Square incident. According to the Migration Policy Institute, today, approximately 5.4
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million Chinese reside in the United States, while New York City has over half a million of
the Chinese population.

The owners of these restaurants are reluctant to let their children take over the business.
They didn’t come to the United States to become chefs; this career path was merely a tool
to earn a living. Second-generation Chinese immigrants mostly find middle-class careers
in law, medicine, or computer science. According to Chinese Hospitality Alliance TeaTalk,
before the start of COVID-19, the number of Chinese restaurants in New York City dropped
by 16 percent from 2016 to 2019.

The owners, meanwhile, hold high expectations of their children. Research by
Developmental Psychology suggests that second-generation Asian Americans find steady
jobs to compensate for their parents’ sacrifices. Faye Hu, who opened New Peking
Kitchen six years ago, set a broad blueprint for her 14-year-old daughter. “l can work in a
restaurant, but my daughter needs to do bigger things,” said Ms. Hu, “We didn't come to
America for her to be a waitress, she needs to join mainstream society.”

Chinese restaurants also faced challenges from the COVID-19 pandemic. While the dining
industry took a major hit in 2020, Chinese restaurants, specifically, suffered from
preconceived biases as the coronavirus was first discovered in Wuhan, China.The
maintenance costs were too high with months of little to no business. Shutting down the
restaurants was the best way to avoid further losses. Based on statistics from Restaurants
Hospitality, coronavirus caused 70% of sales drops in Chinese restaurants. By March
2020, 94% of the restaurants closed.

“We made it through, but it was tough until late last year,” said Mr. Wang in Chinese. “We
could barely pay for rent and support my daughter in college.”

A lot of Chinese residents also felt that New York City was unsafe due to the rise in anti-
Asian crimes as xenophobia peaked during COVID-19. Many friends of Mr. Wang fled the
city or were hesitant to step out of their houses for days. As indicated by NBC News,
crimes targeting Asian Americans rose by 361% after the pandemic outbreak, with New
York being the most aggressive city.

New immigrants are also reluctant to work in Chinese restaurants. Chinese cuisine has
higher material and labor costs, but the market prices are often low. Angela Juo, a
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Chinese American who runs the Japanese-style restaurant Okawa, was able to profit from
the business within one year of opening, but many Chinese restaurants don’t have steady
customer flows even after years of business. “Cutting fish slices and making Sushi is
much easier,” said Ms. Juo, sharing her typical workload, “You can sell the same
materials with higher prices and less work.”

Mr. Wang hasn’t found a successor to Woks but plans to retire in a few months. His
daughter graduated from New York University in the spring of 2023, which Mr. Wang is
extremely proud of. He felt that he had completed his biggest task in America - supporting
his daughter to live better than he did. In the future, he plans to relax and break free from
being “a work machine” like he has been for the past twelve years.

“She is a real American now,” said Mr. Wang, “And | need to live my life just like she
will.”
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i lost my mind last night

it tumbled out my cranium and
into the crevices of your heart
and now i cant get it out

without getting my hands bloody

they say the love of a mother is the strongest

but they forget strength comes from pain

the type of pain that only comes with childbirth and a trampled heart
MOTHERHOOQOD girlhood

it's not so different is it (?)

We measure our progress in pain

blemishes of innocence linger on skin

until they become scars instead

we know only:

transient comfort

loud laconic love

love,
did you sit alone on hospital benches?

in a big foreign land with big foreign feelings
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all alone

was it the new york snow storms that turned your heart cold?

you were soft once

i know because

i looked through worn photo albums
and childhood pictures of shy smiles
i know because

you pressed feathered kisses
between my eyes

and the world seemed so small then

then, now

your words are laced with anger,

your food laced with love

and i don't blame you because

i know

it was the medicine in your mouth that made your words come out bitter
i know

i will never be able to translate your sickness

it is so distinctly foreign

your cuts are generational

horrifically, painfully, and addictively sensational

it wasn't until i saw you mother your mother
that i remembered

you were once a daughter too
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The bright beam of a yellow light floods throughout the NYT building, a building of
prestigious and talented individuals, filling their cubicles at 7:00 A.M, sharp. Did |
mention, we are all terrified of our boss? Don't worry, she won't be a stranger in this
paper. Sorry Susan! | frantically rush into my cubicle, and catch myself staring blankly at
my computer screen already darting my eyes at the clock. Tick, tick, tick.

Unfortunately, | am drowned in another paper by my very own boss, Susan Henson. She
affirms that it will be a “fun” and “amusing” piece, yet | couldn’t help but almost
suffocate in my own set of tears. It's quite a chore being her top writer. Though, after
being dramatic, | heard the term “animals” and immediately jerked up telling myself that
maybe she’ll say more interesting words. For once. With both of my ears giving her full
attention, she states that | must write an argument regarding pain inflicted on the
rhinoceros species. At this point, | knew this paper would take me ages.

I’'m not one to be excited over horrendously long papers; however, this topic struck a jolt
of passion in me. Literally. | fell off my rolling chair. But, by considering myself “one with
the animals’) | believed that it would be simple for me to acquire a deeper understanding
of the rhinoceros species. And not long after, | was on a mission to consider the rhinos.

My process started off this way: Google. And sure enough, thousands of rhinoceros
images infiltrated my screen as my finger clicked “search.” At first, a deep gasp left my
mouth as | noticed how large this species was. If | could compare them to an object, it
would be a school-bus implanted on the side of a road. But not only did their enormous
bodies catch my attention, so did their horns. And | was appalled as | stumbled upon
different angles of each of their horns — their species obtains two horns (a shorter and
longer one). Scrolling further, | came across drawings of the species; however, they
weren't like Pablo Picasso’s pieces. These drawings resembled an elementary kid’s art
skills. The bright, messy and almost jovial-looking rhinoceros picture with little to no
detail. It almost made me want to drop my entire paper and draw a rhino myself.
However, | knew that | was in a time crunch and inevitably wanted to complete this paper
with satisfaction.

To my unwillingness, | found images of rhinoceros horns on counter tables. Just horns.
This led me to a raised eyebrow as confusion leaked all over my face. At this point, | was
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at my desk table at 12 A.M, eyes almost closed shut, when a rhinoceros without its
defense horns sawed off its head showed on my screen. An image of its scarlett-red blood
dripping down from its face as it lay unconscious. Oh, the pain | felt for this animal as its
own body part was gone, altering my emotions from amused by a drawing to shocked by
an ultimate reality.

Unbelievably, more images of rhinoceros horns submerged on my screen like a flock of
crows. This posed an interest in my understanding of the rhino due to the image’s
immorality that | witnessed. By doing more research, it occurred to me that the rhinoceros
species’ horns are significant to many. Images of poachers standing next to their kill,
while violently gashing the rhinos’ keratin filled horns ushered so many questions
through my head.

Therefore, | could only come to one assumption: Behind the “protected” and
“happy” images of the rhinoceros, there lies a darker side. A side of inevitable escape,
capture, and slaughter.The gruesome hunt of a species for one thing: a horn that
supposedly solves all problems.

For practical purposes, many know what a rhinoceros is. Per usual, though, there’s a
deeper conception to be researched and engaged in. After pondering on Google images, |
decided to seek credible sources that would give me a better mastery of a rhinoceros’ life.
| found that the rhinoceros species also known as (family Rhinocerotidae) account for
being giant herbivores that roam in packs of two or three. Furthermore, there are six
subspecies of the rhino; however, five out of those six are involved with the longing horn
that many people demand (Dinerstein). And there are various kinds inhabited in Africa, of
which the relevant species of topic is the NWR, Ceratotherium simum

cottoni (Dinerstein). The general name “rhino” comes from the Greek word for “horn,”
their main appeal (“Rhinoceros”).

Moreover, this rhinoceros subspecies is considered in the same category as the Southern
White Rhino (SWR). Both are white rhinos; however, some divide them into two
subspecies (Dinerstein). Rhinos have strong senses that are similar to humans.
Specifically, for white rhinos, their vocal communication is more developed than their
cousins (other rhino subspecies). They utilize their calls of low growling and puffing to
engage with their family members (Cinkova and Policht). However, the NWR obtains
longer calls than the SWR (Cinkova and Policht). Reading this information sparked great
empathy towards my understanding of this species. These animals are truly just like us —
living creatures that inhabit emotions and communicate with their loved ones.
Immediately, one thought rushed through my mind after researching their sense of call: |
am learning about giant, gray humans.

But this thought is ironic in which they are themselves excluded from humans. Concerns
among rhino conservationists regarding the NWR species derive from poaching and the
international rhino trade (Chanyandura). Similarly, critics share their opinion on the topic
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alongside their “justifiable” reasons. Nevertheless, both sides go head to head to beg the
everlasting question: Should rhinoceros poaching be legalized in Africa?

As people may or may not know, a certain well-known researcher at the University of
Tokyo, Hubert Cheung, affirms that NWR horns are utilized for traditional Chinese
medicines (TCM) (Cheung). In fact, these horns are illegally and internationally traded
through the black market to meet its increasing demand. Mainly, inhabitants in Vietnam
and China ultimately believe that their horns can cure cancer and heart disease
(Dunkowich). Additionally, it is proven that their horns are high in keratin, which is prized
in East Asia (Chetni). An international ban on the rhino horn trade was enacted under the
Convention on International Trade and Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora
(CITES) in 1977; however, illegal trade has continued on its path (Cheung). So, the
discussion of legalizing the horn trade is said to be the best choice to some.This is true
among Abigail Brown, researcher at the University of Queensland, who affirmed China’s
2018 announcement to relegalize the rhino horn trade (qtd. in Brown). By doing so, it is
believed that the market chain can be reduced between suppliers and buyers, which will
then reduce corruption (Eikelboom). However, legalizing the rhino horn trade will likely
lead to an increase in demand, stripping the rhino species from the face of the Earth
(Eikelboom). Therefore, | am brought to another researcher’s perspective on the
imperative question. According to Jasper Eikelboom, from Wageningen University and
Research, he claims that because the illegal or black market price for a rhino horn is
approximately US $30,000 and 65,000 per kilogram, there is an adequate amount of room
for legal sales to benefit the NWR to capitulate considerable financial resources to
safeguard their subspecies, making poaching less profitable (Eikelboom). However, it is
brought to my attention that it is highly unlikely for most of the tax raised through NWR
horn sales to be “reinvested in wild rhino conservation” due to housing and education
being a political urgency in Africa (Eikelboom). Keep in mind, there are only two of its
subspecies left in the world: Fatu and Nanjin (Callender).

Because of mass illegal trade operations hindering Asia's continent, many researchers
and supporters believe that it is best to reverse the ban and legalize the trade. Sam
Dunkovich, Young Voices Advocate and graduate of the University of Wisconsin Green
Bay, claims that if horns were legalized, they would flood the market, bringing their value
down, and therefore reducing incentives of rhino hunting (Dunkowich).Thus, once the
ban is reversed, the dilemma revolving around rhinos and their morality will be solved.
The morality of utilizing their horns at a restrictive level, while also protecting the other
rhino subspecies from decreasing in numbers such as the NWR.

Although some East Asian countries justify their need for rhino horns toward medicine,
other nations such as the U.S and Canada pose great health without the need of inflicting
pain among rhinos. So, why is the demand still so high? What happens when all rhinos
go extinct? These are the type of questions we need to be asking consumers of the trade.
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So, will relegalizing the grade help conserve the rhinos or decrease their numbers
further? No clue. But | do know one thing, their lives are just as important as ours.

The important point is that the animal-cruelty and unnecessary need of their horns are
uncomfortable. It is, at any rate, unpleasant for me, and for anybody who expresses some
sort of sympathy towards animals, let alone rhinos. And the critics of the NWR poachers
have spoken.The legalization of poaching has shown more criticism from various non
governmental organizations who deem this act as a reversal of all years in combating
poaching (Chetni). Some researchers argue that legalizing the trade in rhino horns may
not decrease poaching due to its price being inelastic (Chetni). Thus, it would push more
poachers to kill for more money. Or what | call it, big bucks.

The issue of combating the rhino horn trade is all due to it being severely complex and
somewhat “unknown.” Therefore, if the trade is legalized, and the market is larger than
expected, this would conclude for legalization to be one of the trickiest routes to commit
to (qtd. in Chetni). Instead, some claim for the need of conservation efforts towards
extinction rather than creating a larger problem within the black market. Though, this
shouldn’t even be a problem in the first place.

Specifically, critics regarding the NWR have longed for the conservation efforts of utilizing
advanced technology such as cryopreservation to combat their extinction (Hildebrandt
“The ART”). As mentioned before, there only remains two of the NWR in the world and
they are both infertile, making it difficult for researchers to take more time on finding a
feasible plan to save this subspecies from extinction (Gao).

Nevertheless, critics of rhino horn legalization have already mentioned the outrageous
numbers of NWR that are left. | am one of the critics. From being a roaming animal of 61
as of 2009, their numbers have decreased to two (Hillman-Smith et al.). It is appalling to
see such an animal be undermined and thought of as just human-benefit. | mean, where’s
the sense of morality? Where's the thought of that large and humanely-compassionate
rhino one just killed, being the mother of a baby?

Ultimately, the morality of a rhinoceros is to be accounted for and it's shown from the
remaining NWR in the world. The truth is: humans are the underlying issue. Yes, humans.
The consumers at the top of the food chain. Instead of working together to combat the
existing query of morality, people are selfish and desire to acquire wealth, whether it may
be legally or illegally.

After considering the NWR, | am convinced that r keeping the trade illegal conveys a
sense of morality in humanity. Although poachers illegally kill these innocent beings for
their horn, legalizing the trade will inevitably make matters worse. Therefore, it's
ultimately up to the consumer’s behavior for change.The demand can be reduced, if not
exterminated, by creating a united morality that is erroneous to purchase products with
great detriment to this species. If government officials of Africa utilize media exposure
and ask the global community to emphasize rhino poaching as immoral and inhumane, |
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believe the trade can be shut down for good and these animals will get the justice they
deserve.

Ultimately, the face of the NWR species is at the brink of extinction and they need all the
support they can get. We must fight for the giant gray human.
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The famous Greek philosopher Aristotle once stated, "To avoid criticism, say nothing, do
nothing, be nothing." This timeless quote beautifully captures the reality of facing
criticism in life, which encourages individuals to pursue their goals despite its presence.
While criticism often carries a negative connotation, it plays a role in personal growth and
development. However, it is crucial to differentiate between constructive and destructive
criticism in order to understand how we can grow. Destructive criticism, characterized by
remarks, harmful feedback, and disrespectful comments undermines the essence of
criticism and has serious consequences. The impact of criticism is far-reaching—it can
negatively affect health, lead to instances of self-harm, and exacerbate the issue of
cyberbullying in the digital era. On the other hand, constructive criticism empowers
individuals by providing improvement while allowing room for growth. Finding the
balance between these two forms of critique requires an empathetic and cognitive
approach that fosters lifelong learning and personal development. In essence, this essay
will explore the adverse effects of destructive criticism, and provide strategies that
contribute positively to personal well-being and self-development.

With this understanding in mind, cyberbullying is anonymous and viral in nature. It has
become widespread across the internet, introducing numerous discussions about its
destructive impact. In today's digital age, where feedback is readily accessible,
cyberbullying is on the rise. As individuals share their thoughts online, the embedded
algorithms within apps attract engagement from various people, leading to both positive
and negative feedback. Unfortunately, negative feedback often gives way to a vicious
cycle of victimization that is built upon cyberbullying. Once people post derogatory
comments or criticism, it influences others' judgments, who, in turn, perpetuate the
negativity. This cycle of victimization takes a toll on the individual's mental health, causing
significant distress.

Moreover, understanding the victimization cycle and the role cyberbullying plays in it is
essential. According to the American Psychological Association, victimization involves
singling someone out for cruel or unfair treatment, often through emotional or physical
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abuse.There are two underlying components that contribute to cyberbullying's
perpetuation in this cycle.

Firstly, the level of cognitive flexibility exhibited by the recipient is crucial. Cognitive
flexibility is a type of brain function that enables individuals to display self-regulation and
control. Recent research from Moreal and Calvete (2023) titled "Understanding the
Perpetuation of Cyberbullying Victimization in Adolescents: The Role of Executive
Functions," reveals variables closely associated with these brain functions, such as
mindfulness and resilience, buffer the negative impact of cyberbullying victimization (3).
In other words, cognitive flexibility allows individuals to view situations from different
perspectives, enabling them to process information objectively and mitigate the effects of
cyberbullying.

Secondly, one reason perpetrators engage in cyberbullying is their belief that they are
rarely held accountable for their actions on the internet. A 2011 psychology study
conducted by Zacchilli and Valerio, titled "The Knowledge and Prevalence of
Cyberbullying in a College Sample' highlighted this perspective. In particular, one
participant stated individuals resort to cyberbullying because they believe that they can
"get away" with it, unlike traditional bullying that comes with instant repercussions (11).
This lack of accountability makes cyberbullying more appealing to some, leading to its
increased prevalence.

To combat the cruel victimization cycles spread by cyberbullying, efforts should focus on
promoting higher levels of cognitive flexibility, holding perpetrators accountable for their
actions, and raising awareness about the harmful consequences of cyberbullying. By
fostering a culture of empathy, respect, and responsibility in the digital realm, we can
begin to curb the destructive effects of cyberbullying and create a safer and more positive
online environment for everyone.

As destructive criticism leads to cyberbullying, this harmful online behavior, in turn, gives
rise to a myriad of psychological issues, particularly affecting mental health. The rapid
globalization and increased internet connectivity have contributed to the escalation of
cyberbullying incidents, which have resulted in a surge of symptoms related to
depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and overall psychological distress.

Consequently, destructive criticism not only leads to cyberbullying but also results in
severe mental health problems. When individuals see negative comments, their brains
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are the first to register the impact. It is important to acknowledge the brain's inherent
negativity bias, which plays a critical role in how cyberbullying and destructive criticism
affect individuals. At a biological level, exposure to negativity triggers heightened stress
and blood pressure, leading to an increase in the stress hormone, cortisol, within the
body. If it is not managed effectively, this distress can lead to delayed degenerative
diseases like dementia.

A study conducted in 2020 by Dr. Natalie Marchant and her team at UCL Psychiatry
discovered a link between focusing on negative criticism and cognitive and memory
decline. Participants who focused on negative feedback showed higher levels of cognitive
decline, indicating a significant impact on their mental health. Furthermore, the study
examined symptoms of mental health complications such as depression and anxiety,
revealing a close association between cognitive decline and the adverse effects caused by
destructive criticism.

Conversely, constructive criticism proves highly effective and offers numerous benefits.
Understanding its detailed aspects is crucial to achieving its potential. Constructive
criticism provides recipients with specific, respectful, and actionable advice.The delivery
of beneficial feedback relies on structured and mindful approaches, such as the PIP
method—an acronym for "positive-improvement-positive." This simple template begins
with an optimistic note, followed by improvement suggestions, and concludes with a
friendly closing. Furthermore, it is essential to offer objective critiques that focus on the
situation at hand rather than resorting to personal attacks. For instance, transforming
vague feedback like "Your project is messy" into "Your project could benefit from breaking
down complex sections into simpler components to enhance readability" allows for more
constructive and observation-based suggestions. By utilizing these strategies, trust is
fostered in relationships, and collaboration is enhanced. Summing up the essence of
constructive criticism, it considers the recipients' emotions while effectively providing
specific insights, contrasting with the inefficiency and rudeness of mere commentary.

To wrap it all up, as our reliance on the internet grows, especially among the younger
generation, the prevalence of destructive criticism harming one's well-being also rises.
We rely on the internet for work, networking, social interactions, and leisure activities,
and given that almost all aspects of our lives are intertwined with the internet, which
happens to be the primary place for destructive criticism, it is crucial that we take steps to
reduce its detrimental impact and work towards putting an end to it. Looking back at
Aristotle's timeless quote reminds individuals that facing criticism is an inevitable part of
life. Criticism can be either harmful or helpful depending on which type. Destructive
criticism, marked by harmful feedback, leads to serious consequences like mental health
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issues and cyberbullying. Cyberbullying, a widespread concern in our digital era,
perpetuates a cycle of victimization, affecting individuals negatively. To combat
destructive criticism in cyberbullying, cognitive flexibility and accountability play key
roles. Additionally, destructive criticism is linked to mental health problems, emphasizing
the importance of promoting positive online interactions. On the other hand, constructive
criticism empowers individuals by being specific and keeping an empathetic approach.
Applying structured methods such as the PIP approach and prioritizing the circumstances
instead of personal biases fosters trust and enhances cooperation with individuals.
Overall, this essay has delved into the intricacies surrounding criticism, aiming to shed
light on these aspects. By placing emphasis on these crucial aspects, the goal is not only
personal growth but also to aid others in their journey toward improvement, preventing
more individuals from experiencing the challenges that are now understood through
scientific research.
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Dear Eleanor,

My father has been promoted to a new job in the States. Me and my family are

Ill

currently staying with a family friend in Houston till we find our own place to call “home”
Their house resides along a lake with crystal clear water, as the fountain splashes with
the sunlight beaming across its surface. Every household has their individual property
with wooden fences that withhold the stories of each family. Trees sway and dance in
their thriving green colors like the enlightened, elderly ladies dancing on streets

during early mornings back in our hometown. | stepped out of the car and onto

the driveway for the first time in America as | heard the engines from roaring lawn

mowers and the smell of fresh cut grass. Once we had all settled in, the adults started

discussing restaurant arrangements for tonight.

My dear best friend, the States is not how | envisioned or have ever encountered.
The people, the food, the greetings, and the care-free nature of Americans makes it too

overwhelming to take in all at once. Did you know everyone orders their own plate of
food

and places it in front of themselves? Back at home, everyone orders dishes and
places them in the middle to share. Even if it's just one serving of noodles for
each person! We all get smaller bowls to taste and share amongst everyone at

the table. And who would've thought everyone could drive themselves everywhere
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without always being hesitant about traffic or where to park? We used to always
take the bus, call a taxi, or walk because our city was always too crowded for
everyone to own a car. On the night we went to dinner, we squeezed everyone

into one car and headed to a restaurant about 15 minutes away inTown Square. Fun
fact: cars could even turn right at a red light! Everyone in their cars minded

their own business as they each hustled in their own worlds trying to get to

their destination. You can do whatever you want without having to feel judged

or watched, because everyone is so free and open-minded. At home, there was
always someone observing and watching your every move. You must always be on
your best behavior, or they will say you were raised with no manners. (We have

both witnessed that in person).

Once we arrive at the restaurant, everyone orders for themselves, and the food is served
on large

plates in front of them.There are no main course dishes placed in the center
for everyone to share. In front of me was a large, heavy, white plate
containing French fries with ketchup, and a tall burger with a stick through

the center. My stomach started slithering with hunger. It felt pleasing to be able to own
such

a large two-patty burger with a heaping load of fries. My mother and father
found it particularly hard to accept, since they were so used to the cultural idea
of sharing. But |, on the other hand, was delighted to keep everything to

myself. | stared at my food with big eyes. | was so hungry | could devour my plate like a
horse.

| like this lifestyle. | never had to overthink about if I'm getting too big of

a serving from the shared dishes, if I'm being polite, or if I'm being encouraged
to try a new dish | did not want. In America, it is simple: you are only responsible
for what you ordered without additional pressure. Plus, there is no need to

fight for the bill after each meal like we do back in China! In the States,
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people can pay separately or together if they voluntarily wish to do so. In
general, there are less complications and less stress when eating out with

family or friends.

Everything is so easy-going here, even the school. | started public school here after 3
weeks of arriving

in America. All the teachers do their

part in teaching and it's our responsibility to study and perform well.

Teachers do not overload us with work unless it's necessary. There is free time

to study extra and get ahead, but only a certain amount of work is mandatory. Compared
to being back at home, schools here are much more relaxing. There is time to

venture out and explore beyond the books that lie within our vision; in fact,

there is finally a school-life balance. Before, we both used to meet up on

weekends to try and cram projects and writing assignments, because every class

got out of hand. | remember the “To-Do’s List” progressively growing as each

hour went on during the school day. Stress took over our existence and we slowly started
to get blinded

by the world around us, since our minds have always been buried within our books and
assignments.

There was no such thing as “living and appreciating the presence” After |
started school here in America, | started to regain recognition of myself; there

was finally time for myself and to do things | enjoyed.

Eleanor, the States makes me feel like a new person. |

know you would appreciate it as much as | do. People here live in their own world
and within their own space. | can do what | desire without worrying about
disrupting others or overthinking about myself meeting up to societal standards
or labels. | enjoy seeing people do what they wish with freedom. Life is simple

and straightforward in the U.S.This is a place for you to be when finding
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yourself and working for yourself. There will always be opportunities lying
within your reach. There will never be someone or something to stop you since
everyone here is concentrated on their own lives. “You do you, and | do me.” |
finally gained insight into a bigger world after moving to this country.

Perhaps, | should say | found myself again in a place that allows everyone to
focus and work on themselves. People live in their own bubbles, and | think |
am slowly starting to find mine. | know you will enjoy this place as much as |

do.You should come and experience this side of the world with me.

Sincerely,

Your

best friend,
Kelly

PS.
Say “hello” to our friends for me and ask how they are doing back at home. |
will write to you more often and keep you updated. | hope you are doing well,

and | hope to see you soon!
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When | was seven, | decided to grow my hair out as long as it could grow. My forehead, a
part of me, was different from lots of my peers. Many of my peers had “four-heads” while
| had a “five-head.” My head was a part of me that | couldn’t just simply change. My head
was a part of me that would stay with me for my entire life. My head was what made me
different from others, but | didn’t like being different at the time. Everyone took notice of
this difference — my brother, my sister, my peers, even my cousin — and made me want to
hide my features. Whether it be out in public, at school, or even at home, | felt out of place
because of my head’s shape and size. | always tried putting on a hat or a beanie,
sometimes jackets, just anything that would cover my head. Regardless of what | did, my
head was always big and that would not change no matter what.

My childhood had many great memories that would fill me with joy for weeks. It had bad
memories too that would kill all the fun | would experience. Regardless of these bad
memories, none of them had a long-term effect on me, except one, rather many.

2014: | enter school, Rita Drabek Elementary, excited to go to class and see my friends
again for another day of school. I've had a good day so far, woke up on time, ate a good
breakfast, and got ready for school on time, fairly good for a third grader. | head to class
with a smile on my face, happy to see what we will learn today and the activities we may
do.The weather wasn’t looking good, with cloudy skies and moist air, so we were
probably going to have recess inside, basically watch a movie inside. | see my friend and
we nod our heads at one another while sitting down, no words. | don’t typically start the
day talking with anyone, just get settled and wait for the teacher’s instructions before | let
my energy out. My teacher, Mrs. Charanza, finished giving us instructions for a group
assignment on gluing and cutting, simple. | head over to my friends hoping to become a
group, but they already chose three people, the limit for one group.

“Sorry five-head, we already have three people,” said Marquez. | didn't hear him and
went to find another group, which | did luckily.
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The people in my group were chill and we got straight to work and finished relatively fast.
The class goes by and it's time for indoor recess, so excited. | regroup with my friends
and start letting all my excitement out, talking and laughing like any other child. While I'm
being a kid, they start acting like adults and tell me to shush, and then proceed to talk
with one another. | just listen to their request out of respect and go quiet to watch the
movie. Then we transitioned to lunch, now I can talk. | get in line for lunch and head back
to my seat with my friends, when | hear someone say “five-head’s coming, make space.” |
didn’t know who said it and who exactly it was intended for, so | took a seat like normal. It
wasn’t until the end of lunch that | realized, I'm five-head.Then it hit me that | do have a
big head, | mean it’s self-evident.

| was a kid and thought this was just another joke for the day, | mean kids come up with
names or jokes that last a day, just to make school fun.This name though repeated the
next day, and the day after, then the next week, then month, even year. On top of all that,
my cousin started calling me Megamind, which was a fictional character with a big head,
haha, get it.

My cousin would enter our house, say hello to everyone then pick on me saying, “What's
up Megamind! My favorite villain, what's your next evil plan in that big head of yours?”
Get it, mega, big, yeah it was pretty funny for a while until it became repetitive. Best of all,
to put the cherry on top, both my siblings, my sister and brother, started to high-five me
on my head, a literal high five. | thought these names were a joke at first because | also
had the physique of Megamind, big head and skinny

from the neck down.

| found it all funny until | started hiding my head, just naturally to avoid being called
names, or getting hit in the head. | didn’t realize how much it affected me until | started
looking different from before. My hair, which was up in a mini-afro and my head showing,
was now an afro pushed forward, covering part of my head. | even

avoided socializing for a while because | feared someone would bring it up again, that’s
when | knew | was insecure. It took me a while to realize that | let my insecurity control my
behavior socially, emotionally, and part physically.

Being skinny didn’t really affect me as much as the names and the high fiving. | could eat
more, and work out more, but | can’t just shrink the size of my head, | don’t think
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Megamind has the tool for that either. My response to these names and forms of bullying
was what affected me the most of all. At the time, hiding my insecurities or being socially
absent was not much of a big deal, but now as a high schooler and more involved son in
the house, it plays a bigger factor. As more socializing occurs in the teen ages with lots of
opportunities being given through the way you present yourself, being the insecure boy
wasn’t much of an option.

So, | changed. | matured emotionally and mentally and instantly never took such things
personally, almost like a character shift. | realized being different made me a better
person. It made me different from the crowd, the red card in the blue stack. This even
helped me in embracing who | was and accepting myself for who | want to be, rather than
what people expect, or want me to be like. While some may say this was bullying, it felt
like a disciplinary act needed in order for me to grow.

| had become aware of the fact that | had a big head, and it took a while, but | eventually
embraced it. Although | still have the same haircut that covers my head, | sometimes let
loose and let my head pop out and get some fresh air. Being different in this way helped
me not only grow but even experience bullying so that | could prevent it in a way. Now
that | had felt the emotional damage, and physical in some way, | had some awareness of
individuals who may be experiencing similar emotions as | did. With the help of my
parents and other elderly relatives, | realized this small portion of bullying had become a
minor trauma for me, but | couldn’t let trauma control me. This trauma led me to think |
needed to seek revenge or find a way to get them back. This was not the case, which
wasn’t who | was, and neither was Megamind.

This singular memory stuck with me since then and caused me to view myself in many
ways. While it may cause flashbacks | prefer not to remember, it wasn’t who | was. One
part of me did not control the rest of me, one difference did not make me a different
species. | was still human like everyone else, just different in a way.
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Echoes of Regrets

As my elementary school hallways began to reverberate, one particular voice stood out to
me.

“Ut 0i, me day!” My dear youngest, mom's here!

Throughout my childhood, regret came into existence from my youthful ignorance
regarding my mother’s limited English skills that contradicted my desires to fit in.The
vivid flashbacks of me turning my head, ignoring my dear mother who just wanted to
spend time with her youngest daughter at lunch, continue to pain me every time | see
another immigrant mother with their English-speaking kid.

I'd always yearned for my immigrant mother to be like other moms, English-speaking. |
would always wish she would just effortlessly blend in with other mothers, joining in on
their conversation, going to parent-teacher meetings, and most importantly, speaking
English to me in public. However, my wishes were overshadowed by the shame | felt
because of my mom.

In my old elementary school, there was an organization for parents who struggled with
English due to their ineptitude, where they would often meet for lessons. Without my
knowledge, my mom decided to sign up for those lessons. It was around lunchtime when
| saw a familiar figure smiling at me. It was my mother, coming out of the classroom with
her notebook, glasses, and a packed lunch bag.This was what | dreamt of, but discomfort
and embarrassment watered down my happiness instead. As she walked towards me, |
sensed the condemning glares from my classmates. Though in reality, it was merely my
imagination from the fear of their judgement. With every step she took, my mortification
escalated. Why couldn’t she speak basic English? Questions filled my head about why she
had to come to me when | was already trying my hardest to fit in. Why couldn’t she just
learn the language in the comfort of the house? As these questions lingered, echoing in
my head, | realized she was drawing nearer. This can't happen. | can’t be seen with my
mother whose main struggle was simply knowing English. The only solution my 9-year-
old self could think of was to turn and walk in the opposite direction, ignoring her
presence. | continued walking until | no longer heard her footsteps trailing behind.
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Building up the courage, | turned around to her back facing me, and just like | did, she
was walking in the opposite direction. | was too young to realize how my actions must
have saddened her tremendously. Coming home that day, | saw the packed lunch bag on
the kitchen counter that was packed with so much love that | refused to accept because of
my need to conform.

In the following weeks, | persisted in ignoring my mom, wishing she'd realize | preferred
her absence. My nescience concealed the fact that her English improved significantly. It
was the day of the infamous mother-daughter dance. | hesitated to tell her about it, scared
of being looked down upon by my classmates. However, she found out through her
English class. Once again, | was faced by my mother's presence in the gym. Everyone
else had a mother to pair with but me. | couldn’t quite distinguish if | was pleased or
embarrassed to see her. She approached me and we began dancing. With every dance
move, the sense of humiliation faded away, replaced by a growing sense of joy.

“Ut 0i, | am so proud of you,” my mom expressed.

Hearing those words coming from her mouth, | was taken aback. Although it was in
broken English, it was her first English sentence spoken to me. Guilt showered me as |
realized I'd fail to see the beauty in her learning journey. With tear-filled eyes, | hugged
her, hoping she'd forgive me for my ignorance.

The humiliation and shame | felt for my mother withered away as she continued to excel
in English. | came to understand that my judgement towards my own mother was useless
as she isn’t defined by her proficiency in English, but rather the depth of her love and
determination. Regret was a heavy burden to carry, but it played a vital role for growth
and understanding.
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| often hear that the United States has no official language, and while this may be true on
record, it is also the cruelest joke to ever exist. Nobody in America is taken seriously
unless they speak perfect or near-perfect English. For a first-generation Mexican American
like myself, speaking perfect English is merely a distant dream. For as long as | can
remember, | have been struggling to find a voice that lies somewhere between Spanish
and English- one that allows me to express both my culture and my intelligence without
being shut down by society- but it is simply impossible. This struggle has mostly shown
up in school. In school, | am supposed to fulfill the expectation of exemplifying sunshine
and greatness, but the societal labels that people have created for me based on my
language and culture have changed who | am and somewhat hindered my ability to meet
this expectation. While negative societal labels prevent me from becoming the bright,
sunshine version of myself, they have also enabled me to follow a path toward greatness.

It is not easy to put on a brave face when people constantly label me as
unintelligent and tear me down for how | speak. Up until the age of eleven, | was placed
in ESL classes and spoke nothing but Spanish. Naturally, when | began to learn English, |
struggled to form proper sentences, and my accent never failed to make an appearance. |
never really became good at speaking English because my thoughts were always too
many for what my brain could translate and my mouth could simultaneously say.To this
day, | feel like | sound like | am using filler words to hide my stupidity anytime | open my
mouth to say something in English, and | hate that about myself. The insecurity | feel
when speaking English has not always existed in me, though. In elementary school,
everyone in my classes spoke Spanish, so | never felt out of place for not knowing English
as well as others. As the years went by, however, | became increasingly surrounded by
people who were strangers to my language, and thus began my shame in being terrible
at English. What scared me the most was that people would view me as “dumb” simply
because | could not articulate myself very well in a language other than my own, and this
fear was realized in high school. Even though my high school is known for its diversity,
my classes rarely ever had more than a few Hispanic students in them. | already felt like
an outlier in most of my classes, but group or partner assignments made my insecurities
so much stronger. Most times, | ended up being the last resort for people to work with
when their friends were not available; other times, people were forced to work with me



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

due to assignations by the teacher. Either way, | can always tell by the expression of my
groupmates’ faces or the way they look around to their friends to signal discomfort that
they do not want to work with me, and that is fine. It obviously hurts me, but the larger
problem is that whenever | make an attempt at participation, my input/ideas get
disregarded because they are not deemed as good enough. | understand the information
and feel confident in answering questions, but my ideas never seem to travel outside my
mouth the way | want them to. | understand that people may be reluctant to work with
me because | am not the best at expressing my ideas, but | just wish that people would
know how smart | am in Spanish and that intelligence was accepted in a form other than
perfect English. It is impossible to feel confident in my intellectual abilities when everyone
else views them as non-existent. It is impossible to feel content when | feel like | am not
smart enough. More than anything, it is impossible to be sunshine when | feel like the
grayest, most insignificant and worthless version of myself, but it's fine. | can manage it.

Even though societal labels work against me, | am grateful for them because they have
given me something to fight against and gifted me with resilience. My whole life has been
centered round fighting off the stereotype that Hispanic people are less intelligent than
other groups- the assumption that | am less intelligent than my peers. So much fighting
has given me incredible strength, but | also owe that strength to my background. It is the
same Hispanic background that | am callously shamed for that has built me up to be as
strong as | am. | am the daughter of the two most loving immigrant parents who have
worked endlessly to ensure that | have a good future; they shaped me into the
determined girl that | am. | have been a witness to my dad arriving home from work with
broken fingernails, cuts on his hands, and burns the size of apples all over his arms. |
have also seen my mom'’s heavy eye bags and forced steps after a long day of looking
after my sisters and me. Perhaps more frequently than any of this, | have had to hear my
family in Mexico rave about how lucky we are to be living the American dream, but that is
all it is- a dream. Still, | have witnessed far too many sacrifices and acts of resilience by
my parents to throw that dream away, so thanks to my background, | am willing to work
as hard as | need to in order to achieve my goals. | am incredibly proud of my culture, but
| know that in America goals are only met through the English language; therefore, even
though | am not the best at communicating in English, | am determined to fight against all
adversity, prejudice, and labels that get in my way of meeting my goals. Despite how hard
trying to find validation in an English-speaking society that tries to reduce me to an
unintelligent Hispanic girl may be, | have always had my drive to be the best, most clever,
version of myself, and | hope | never lose that. From the days when my little-self
struggled to form sentences to now when | have to navigate through school within a
society that unknowingly displays signs of Hispanophobia, | have been working to prove
that | am more than just a dumb girl. | have worked not only to prove the “dumb girl”
labels wrong, but also to prove to others and to myself that | am the complete opposite-
that being Hispanic has only shaped me into the smartest version of myself. | admire my
parents for their resilience, so | like to think that this combined with hard work is an
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admirable quality, a perfect exhibit of greatness. | also like to think that | take after my
parents in their hardworking nature, and that just maybe, | am half as great as they are. |
believe the work | put in to overcome rude labels gives me the greatness people fail to
see. | know it is.

Time and time again, | have fell victim to ignorant societal labels that underestimate my
intelligence because of my imperfect English, but these labels have also underestimated
the drive | have to defeat them.The labels that people have given me may argue that | am
not intelligent enough to reach a high level of success, and they might not be something
that | can ever rid myself of, but | have worked hard enough to know that | have done my
part. While | may not always be a ray of sunshine, soy un rayo de fuerza, a ray of strength
that strives for the ultimate goal: greatness. It is my resilience and determination that
makes me great, and whether or not people decide to recognize that, es su decision.
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Though | can no longer speak with you, those blissful days we

shared are forever ingrained within my mind like a garden of memories blooming
with nostalgia and solace.

“See you tomorrow,” you said to me with a

firm and gentle smile.

Yet those words were as fleeting as your

time in this world.

Under a boundless azure sky filled with tall

and expansive clouds during June of my summer break leading to 6"

grade, | embarked on a walk along a ditch lined by the fences of backyards. The
sunlight shined down brightly, casting everything in a warm, golden hue. It was
there that | met a teenage boy lying in the grass under a tree,

“Morning,” | waved to him as | passed by.

“Hey there,” he said before pausing, “What

are you doing out here?”

| stopped upon hearing the question and

turned around,
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“Just walking around, how about you?” My

words came out a little strained, the sudden question caught me off guard.
However, he shot me a bright smile following my answer and replied,

“I'm relaxing, cause the weather feels great

17

today

Honestly, | found the blistering heat to be

barely tolerable for a person like me who was born and raised within the cold,
winter season, but | repressed the urge to blurt my thoughts out.

“Uhh, yeah,” | said, an awkward, frigid

silence fell between us for a few seconds before he finally broke the ice.

“Not much of an extrovert, are you?” he sighed,

his expression turned disappointed as he sat up.

An apology left my mouth almost

involuntarily, “No, sorry,” | laughed, trying to downplay my embarrassment.

“I'm just messing with you,” he joked,

flipping his smile back on. “I get it, some people are just like that.” Our

eyes met, “How old are you if you don't mind me asking?”

Another sudden question, | contemplated

whether | should’ve told him considering that he was a stranger, but | decided
to roll with it because he didn’t seem threatening.

“I'm eleven,” | answered,

“Woah...” his face turned surprised as mine
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became puzzled. “You don’t look or sound eleven at all.”

| wasn’t sure if | was to take that as an

insult or compliment.
“How old are you?” | shot back,
“I'm seventeen.” He said,

“Okay dude, you don’t look seventeen

just as much as | don’t look eleven,” | retorted, we both let out a small chuckle.
Upon inspecting his face and stature, this supposed seventeen-year-old looked
no taller than 5’4" and had a clear, bare face.The sun shined against his

dirty blonde hair and reflected off his cobalt blue eyes.The only real

indicator of age he had was a faint stubble of recently shaved hair around his
mouth and his matured voice.

“What's your name little guy?” he asked,

grinning.

“Jerett, and it looks like we're the same height,

so don’t try to call me little.” | stated with as much conviction as | could
muster.

He either ignored me, or didn’t hear me,

“Well Jerett, nice to meet you, I'm Josh.”

From that encounter onwards, Josh and |
would meet at that same spot every day, sharing conversations, ideas, and experiences

between each other. The flow of time became variable whenever we hung out, what
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we thought was two hours would sometimes be six in reality. His outgoing and
benign personality made him easy to approach; he was a bright and expressive
individual, with optimism so contagious it could lift your mood instantly. That
was the boy | knew.

Under

the setting sun on July 13", with a sky that was turning a vibrant

reddish orange. Our final conversation took place at the very spot we first met,
“What are you gonna do after you graduate?”

| asked Josh.

“I'm planning on becoming a software

engineer, you basically just program things for companies,” he sighed, “but the
thought of all the classes I'm gonna have to take before and during college
makes me unsure if | really want to do it.” Josh'’s head tilted up at the clouds
with a dejected look.

“l mean, are you enjoying the classes you've

taken so far?” | tried to understand more before coming to a conclusive answer.

“They weren’t too bad last year, just a lot

III

of tedious work, but I've been told it gets even harder after high schoo

“I think it sounds like you're just lazy,” |

said bluntly, “if you think about it, all you're actually complaining about is
the workload.”

Josh laughed a little and laid down, “You'll

feel the same way when you get there.”

“Sure | will,” | said sarcastically while
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checking my phone. It was 7:14 PM.

“| gotta get back now,” |

told Josh as | got up and started walking towards my house.

“Alright, see you

tomorrow!” he waved at me, wearing his usual, kind smile.

| waved back as he also started to get up,

“See you, Josh.” | said, unaware that tomorrow would not arrive for him.

Josh was nowhere to be seen the next day, so

| went to his house and knocked on the door. A woman answered me with a
despondent and exhausted look,

“Hi, I'm a friend of Josh, is he home right

now?” | said, she met my eyes before looking away and let out a shaky sigh.

“I'm sorry, but Josh got in a car accident last

night and he’s in the hospital right now.”

| stood stunned as | racked my brain for the

words to say in response to such an unbelievable statement.

“Do you know if he's okay?” | asked, trying

to keep as much composure as possible.

“He’s unresponsive, and we were told he

probably won’t make it.” Her complexion started to break as she quickly wiped
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her watery eyes between sniffles. “You should go home, but give me your phone
number first so | can update you.”

| did as she said, the air was heavy between

us as we both tried to remain calm. Before | left the porch, | offered her a

simple reassurance, “I'm sure he’ll be okay.”

She nodded and replied, “l hope so,” while

stifling her tears.

The day came and went until | saw a

notification from my phone.

“l have been informed that Josh has passed

away.”
“Thank you for being his friend.” It read.

My chest contracted, my stomach twisted, my

eyes stung. Tears started to flow as my face crumpled into a sob, the emotion
rushed out as if a dam had collapsed within me. | set my phone down and wept as
quietly as | could. How unfair, | thought.

Looking back now, | realize that death often

comes for the best of us. Josh’s passing was my first-time experiencing loss

and | know it will certainly not be my last, and though our time was

bittersweet, | will forever cherish the good memories we made in order for his

life to not be overshadowed by his end.
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Five years ago, my grandmother, Lao-Lao, woke up in the middle of night and
complained that she had lost hearing in one of her ears. Subsequently, she developed a
severe lisp and lost her capability for speech. All of this precipitated her cognitive decline
and loss of motor coordination.

This condition forced Lao-Lao to have to write down her thoughts to communicate with
me. Over time, she became as helpless as a toddler, and it was hard for me to accept that
my Lao-Lao, who once possessed such vivacity and eloquence, was now reduced to a
woman who vacillated between being mute and having random fits of anger. Sometimes,
| secretly blamed her, like when we were late for church because she insisted on finding
her iPad.

But then | thought about all the times that she had sacrificed her free time to teach me
and care for me when | was younger. At two years old, she fed me, clothed me, and
housed me while my parents were thousands of miles away pursuing their PhDs. During
this time, Lao-Lao taught me how to sing Xiaopingguo (“Little Apple"), played Chinese
Chess with me, and cooked me beef noodle soup. Lao-Lao stoked my imagination by
telling me traditional Chinese stories filled with celestial dragons and immortal
phoenixes, and taught me how to write Chinese characters stroke-by-stroke.

Now, our roles had reversed; Lao-Lao’s condition meant that she needed a constant
caretaker, and it was my turn to offer my assistance. As unnatural as it felt, | realized that |
needed to set my impatience aside and try to understand Lao-Lao’s wishes.

With this new mindset, slowly | began to adapt and understand Lao-Lao’s needs. Since
long car rides hurt her ears, | brought her earmuffs; and on sunny days, | brought Lao-Lao
her favorite cotton hat decorated with daisies. When she applied for a medical insurance
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card, | helped translate the necessary documents. Looking after her was challenging, but
Lao-Lao’s nod of acknowledgement and the small smile she gave me made it worth it.

Though | was becoming more comfortable with the added responsibilities, | still yearned
to develop a way to communicate with her. Playing the piano became a hobby that
helped Lao-Lao come out of isolation. At first, she started out with the etudes | had heard
throughout my childhood, but then later switched to improvisation. Although Lao-Lao
couldn’t communicate verbally with me, the music she produced on the piano helped me
understand her. | even learned to interpret her moods; loud clunky music meant she was
irritated and needed a hug, while soft melodic tunes indicated that she was relaxed. While
| was practicing cello, sometimes | heard a reply on Lao-Lao’s keyboard, similar to the
call-and-response rhythms | had played in orchestra class. Our playful and harmonious
interactions brought us closer and provided me with a constant reminder that Lao-Lao’s
spirit transcended her physical decline.

My experience repaying my grandmother was the catalyst for serving my community.
Seeing how much music helped Lao-Lao express herself when words evaded her, |
organized performances for seniors at the local assisted living facility. After our concerts,
some of the seniors would share their most cherished memories of their children's
musical careers, making me immensely proud to have helped these seniors rekindle their
joy through music.

My experience with Lao-Lao taught me that inconvenience shouldn’t be avoided but
embraced; after all, our relationship blossomed because of the sacrifices we made for
each other. Above all, | learned what it means to feel supported and what it means to be a
support system for another person. I'm looking forward to forming new relationships
through the vibrant community | will meet in college, and being there for my roommates
and classmates as we learn alongside each other.
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On June 24th, 2022, the Supreme Court made the decision to overturn Roe v. Wade, the
landmark decision made in 1973 that protected the rights of women to an abortion.

Are they listening? Do they hear our cries?

Or do they just choose to not listen?

Have they adapted to the fighting, the screaming?

Has it become so constant, so continuous, they don’t hear us at all?
Do they know that from the other side, it has only gotten louder?

That every shout unheard is prompt to shout more?

| wonder if they see. If they are even looking.

The day they officiated it. The day after.

The days before in their own premonitions.

Did they see us? If not now, then—-did they see us?

| wonder if they foresaw the consequences, if the consequences were even considered.

Or maybe they didn’t. Maybe they kept their heads down. Mouths shut. Eyes closed.

Oblivious. Oh, what | would give to be oblivious.
To not have the awareness of my God-given rights ripped from my hands.
To only feel the security, the assurance, of having what is deservedly mine.

The confidence, the certainty that | am safe. | am protected. My rights are protected.
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What | would give to feel that way. For all women to feel that way.

To be able to breathe. I'm tired of holding my breath when men are around.
While men are silent and we are using what'’s left of us to scream, to yell,
While we suffocate, we beg for humanity.

| hope they can feel it. The weight. The pain.The remorse.

But it's too late for that now. It's too late to apologize. It's too late to recover.
We're too far gone, us as a whole, we can’t go back.

What's done is done.The room for hope has diminished.

Because now that it's raining, it's pouring. It's their perfect storm.
Orchestrated, performed, steadily intensifying.

Ridding my rights, my freedoms, one by one, each a drop in the bucket.

Until | am empty. | am nothing. | am nothing but an empty object.
Because, what rights does an object have?

Other than to be used, to be exploited.

To be handled and disposed of.

| am not mine. | am theirs.

| just have to keep my head down. Mouth shut.

Eyes closed.
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In a garden, | am watching the flowers
and you are watching me cry
| drip rose-red between my legs:

a lesson in preserving wilt through its birth

You drink nectar from eye sockets—
tell me my tears are sweet—

turn carnage biblical —

The proverbs:
*bruise chlorosis where lips meet skin
*unlearn the difference of their roots to yours

*rename pain as tenderness
sugared sap sliding down sore throats

| swallow;

because in a garden, you are strangling me with weeds.

—and the next day | am still dripping red

buried in soil, watering the flower beds
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What was | doing here? Jagged rocks pierced my soles as | cautiously inched up the
perilous path towards the shade that beckoned under an enormous oak tree below.
Gravel flew up into the air as | trudged along the rough weatherworn path. Every step felt
heavier than the last. The sun blazed brilliantly as | squatted to catch my ragged breath,
sweat drenching my back causing my backpack to chafe my armpits. The sound of heavy
footsteps filled the air, and my ears rang uncontrollably.

Looking ahead, bodies reeking of sweat were pressed together in clustered groups as
students traveled together. | looked down with envy. Further below, boats skimmed
placidly along the shimmering lake, campers snapped photos through boats’ glass
bottoms, capturing the mysterious sea life under the surface.

Before | came to this residential summer camp, | was excited at the prospect of solving
fun problems. | expected to be in classrooms working on interesting intellectual
problems, a situation | would be most comfortable with. Instead, | was startled to be
confronted with a stark reality of physical exercise. This new discomfort came on top of
my one uncontrollable terror: having to live with a stranger for two weeks for the first
time on my own, with my parents three hours away. Before my arrival, | constantly
worried about everything that could go wrong. My trepidation severely vexed me. What if
my roommate does not get along with me or holds a grudge against me? What if | do
something embarrassing like accidentally dropping my phone in the toilet? But worse,
what if | do not make any friends, what if | am completely ignored?

Soon, | had my answers. My roommate, Amy, did not hate me, and was neither mean nor
cynical, but she was not pleasant either. As soon as we were alone together, an
uncomfortable silence filled the room.The air seemed frozen around us as | fought and
searched for something smart to say.

“What school do you go to?” | asked, trying to sound as cheerful as | could.

“A private school you probably never heard of,” she replied. She turned her back to me
and busied herself by unpacking her belongings. “I’'m going to call my mom. She's going
back to Boston today.” She picked up her phone and went into the closet to make her call.

| sighed inwardly, “Sure.”
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That had not been the beginning | had hoped for.

Now, my backpack grew increasingly heavy with every passing step. With no experience
of hiking in the great outdoors and without a parent or friend to tell me what to pack, |
had stuffed an absurd amount of unnecessary “necessities”: bug spray, sunscreen,
sunglasses, first aid kit, bottled water and other things too dumb to mention. Nobody else
seemed to bring a whole pack, except for bottled water, since they did not offer water and
ice until after boat ride. All the counselors said that the distance from camp to the boats
would be a “comfortable walking distance” | am not quite sure | trust them anymore.

“Are we there yet?” | asked anxiously to one counselor, praying for a positive answer.
“It's not far,” the counselor replied, laughing.

Maybe not far for him. He was least over six feet tall and looked like he could run
marathons in his sleep. The betrayal was too much to bear.

| hurried towards the front of the crowd to catch up with Amy, who seemed to be enjoying
the silence, busying herself searching for signs of wildlife around us. | made up my mind
to break the ice between us.

“How are you enjoying the hike?”

“It's okay.”

“Are you excited to go on a glass bottom boat?”

“l guess.”

And just as all hope seemed lost, a miracle crawled in our way.
“Amy, hey look! A turtle.”

On the side of the path, a turtle stood frozen in place, its head half curled into its shell,
startled out of its mind at the enormous beings circling around it and snapping photos.

Amy gasped. “It's so cute.”

“The great thing about turtles is that they build their own armor against outsiders but are
actually delicate and sensitive.”

Amy looked up at me and searched my face, then said, “Exactly.”

To my surprise and excitement, she began animatedly talking about her pet turtle. As we
shared our interests in turtle, the path in front of us vanished without a trace. The
counselors began to lead us across an extended patch of grass. The patches of solitary
grass crunched underneath my soles. We spotted some new wildlife: ant piles, some
dangerously brimming with ants, and others abandoned. We needed to weave around
them, especially the campers wearing sandals, who cursed under their breaths. The land
around us turned swampy as we approached the boats.
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From the shade of the vast oak, Amy and | scrutinized the boats floating lazily on the clear,
pristine waters of a pathetic body of water, too small and shallow to be called a lake.They
looked like ordinary tourist boats, but in their centers, between the two rows of seats, was
a large pane of reinforced glass that offered a panoramic view of the sea floor. The
counselors began separating us into groups as we lined up to wait for our turn.The
marathon counselor directed Amy to a different boat, but to my surprise, Amy insisted
upon staying with me.

After what seemed like a million eternities, it was time for us to board our boat, which
rocked uncertainly as everyone else rushed impatiently onto the boat, like a pack of
starving lions, gasping and pointing at the glass bottom, admiring the very peculiar
scenery. After everyone’s senses came back to them and the driver was certain that
nothing bad would happen, he launched the boat. The boat sputtered at the speed of a
lazy snail. Everyone began shouting boisterously at each other, commenting on almost
everything worth mentioning: the crusty coral at the bottom of the lake, the unique design
of the boat, and the occasional wimpy animal. Then we saw a school of fish all swimming
together in lockstep, darting back and forth in unison at every slight change. In the
beginning, one part of me kept on thinking that the glass was not there. But eventually, |
overcame my fear and placed my phone onto the glass to record the scenery underneath
the boat.

At that point, Amy exclaimed, “Hey, is that our turtle?”

“Where?” My excitement escalated too quickly, and | accidentally stood up, losing my
balance and falling onto Amy, who was sitting next to me.Then | saw the turtle,
swimming in the opposite direction from the school of fish. We both laughed at my
clumsiness but marveled at the turtle. This moment was something Amy teased me about
every day afterwards.

The ride ended too quickly. In the blink of an eye, | attached myself to Amy as the
counselors prepared to head back to the dorms. The hike back must have been as hard
and perilous as the trip going over there, but | do not recall that at all. Instead, all |
remember is our laughing and talking all the way back home.
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Good afternoon, cougars! Staff, teachers, and especially parents of the Class of 2025, |
wish you all a warm welcome to this wonderful evening at Kempner High School.

Well, guys, we have made it! We completed the first stage of our journey. | congratulate
every one of you for the hard work, sweet, effort, and time you have put in the past four
years. The class of 2025 is a special graduating class. We have faced the disruptive impact
of COVID-19 on our path toward academic success. We thought it was a catastrophe, but it
was really like a minor setback.

WE ARE HERE, WE ARE NOW ADULTS. To become a successful adult, you will need the
following 3 tools. Instead of offering advice as in every normal commencement speech, |
would like to provide you with valuable tools that play an essential role in the functioning
of a machine. The machine is like your life, and these tools are pieces of advice that can fix
and act as guidance for your pathway.

The first tool is dedication. By dedication, | mean not only investing your time and effort
but also your heart and soul into the subject. When a person truly takes value in things
that are held in high regard, that's when a student can see the positive outcome within
their academic career. Like the famous light bulb inventor, Thomas Edison said, “I have
not failed, I've just found 10,000 ways that won’t work.” This demonstrates the value and
dedication Edison has in his research. Once coach spoke to the team about the power
within a team that can truly invest their time into the field. That's just the simple
equivalent term to make a unified football team. Since then, | have put all my effort into
every rep of practice. Efforts can translate from field to classroom.

The second tool is time management. Many elite professionals in the higher class learn
these crucial skills throughout their working experience. Believe it or not, as a high school
student, you are currently in the process of perfecting these skills. While some students
get distracted or procrastinate, you are on the right track to be better prepared. People
who can focus and keep up with their tasks tend to score higher grades than those who
procrastinate. Doing the bare minimum for each day is not enough to prepare yourself.
Instead, you have wasted time and effort on a task that you could've scored higher on.
Keeping your plan of time and tracking your progress can reduce procrastination.
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Psychologists have discovered that techniques such as Pomodoro, Eisenhower Matrix,
andTime Blocking method contribute to a student from becoming off task.

The third tool is networking. Graduating from high school means you are a step closer to
the outside world. Leaving your comfort zone with friends in school is a process that
many students go through. As an adult, networking is a skill that should be incorporated
into your tool. Great networking rewards great opportunities, wealth, friendship, and
lastly mental health in life. With this opportunity, you can seek career advancement
through building relationships with people around you. In my own opinion, | think
networking is the most important tool of the 3. It requires more social skills than any
other tool. With great difficulties comes great rewards. There are many benefits to
mastering these skills early. On the other hand, it will be detrimental for those who
cannot master this trait.

As this commencement speech reaches its end, so does the first stage of our journey.The
journey of being a Kempner cougar on a land full of sunshine and greatness. Looking
through the past four years of being part of this facility full of supporting adults. | am
going to miss every smile on my teachers' faces when they are proud of our class. | feel
honored to be part of this huge community. Like what Dr. Jackson always says, “It's part
of the cougar pride.”

So, let's celebrate this momentous moment together, please rise, and let us applaud you
for these unremarkable achievements. | would like to congratulate every one of y'all for
making a tremendous effort. | am proud of every one of you all. Once again, | hope you
can incorporate these tools to make you a better successful adult. | can’t wait to see the
incredible accomplishments that lie ahead of every one of you. Farewell, Class of 2025!
Perchance.
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Educator:

Heartfelt condolences won’t bring back my dead daada*.

Heartfelt condolences won’t bring back

planting tulsi and mint in the sweltering summer heat,

the sun beating down on our backs

yet we couldn't care less as we laughed the evening away about a Bollywood “picture.”
Heartfelt condolences won’t bring back

making rotis* together in the open-air kitchen — I'd tease him for his jagged edges.



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

Student Name: Aileen Nguyen
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Over the treacherous seas, a giant figure stands,

one that glistens under the sun, one with a torch in hand:
with a burning flame that represents the passions

of those before us, the ones who gave us their rations,
who said with rough and coarse hands, we can achieve
our wildest dreams, even if we are called naive.

The land behind the figure seems flawless, yet

as we learn more, we must realize the expectations set.
A land built on those that were conquered, forcibly
taken for labor, and pushed to conformity

may not be the most ideal, but the figure still

watches over us, even when humanity goes downhill.

As the figure stands, she sees many anew

come through her golden gates, and as she

continues to stare across the vast sea of ships,

she sees that a young couple and newborn, a family of three
and she cannot imagine what pushed them, what hardships
they had to face in order for them to come here.

She admires their bravery to start a new life,

and kneels, saying, “Worry no longer, dear.
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The time is right, and we commend you for your strife.
Let us welcome you with open arms,

and let us strive to keep you ambitious.”

The couple, succumbing to her charms,

knew it would be frivolous,

to back down on their dreams now.

The family felt a warm glow, as the torch in her hand

burned brighter than ever, as much as the copper material allowed.

Scholastic Art & Writing
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Student Name: Nguyen Pham
Grade: 11
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William Shakespeare. Charles Dickens. Walt Disney. Three of the many, who | believe,
have crafted the greatest tales of our time. Their captivating characters,

their compelling narrative, their archetypes, style, rhetoric—shape the culture of our
society, in one way or another.

But nothing will ever beat the storytelling of my mother, whose words have intertwined
through the rivers and valleys of Bién Hoa; travelled the Atlantic to escape post-war
Vietnam; sewed into the seeds of my youth, shaping my existence, as a whole.

She would tell a story no matter where she was—traditional Vietnamese proverbs and
songs were her favorite, among stories of her childhood life as a farmer in Bien Hoa,
experiences from her (short-lived) high school career, scandals and gossip from the
aunties in the church choir, spiels to convince me that she was right when she argued
with my dad the night prior. Maybe she never was, but | digress.

In the four hours of the day that | spent with her (she went to work at 9am and came
home at 10pm), | was always hearing these stories in one way or another. And by always,

| mean always.

“Bao ngay Me ngéng...

Bao ngay Me tréng...

Bao ngay Me mong con chao doi...”

| listened to the melodies of her songs as she washed the dishes, picking up some of the
lyrics myself.The lyrics of ‘Nhat Ky Cua Me’ made no sense to me—I liked it because it
sounded good.

“Troi dat oil May cé biét me bi danh vi khéng rira moét té6 bat khéong?

| listened to my mother’s very own personal anecdote, lecturing me about how her
parents whipped her when she didn't wash a singular dish. For context, | forgot to turn off
the light in the restroom.

“Cong cha nhw nUiThai Son, nghia me nhw nwéc trong nguén chay ra.”
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| listened to my mother’s favorite proverb, rolling my eyes as I've heard the same one a
million times. The literal meaning—that my dad was like the ‘Thai Son’ mountain and my
mom was like a river—didn’t matter too much to me.

As | got older and older, my attentiveness began to stray away from her narratives. | grew
tired that she would pick apart my every move, following it with a whole life lesson that |
never asked for; tired that she would always make me give feedback on her singing,
nagging me until | told she sounded like she was on Paris by Night; tired that she never
let me live in peace, in bliss, in silence. Sure, my mother was a great storyteller, but she
told stories for on and on and on, and never knew

when to stop. | get it—I have to be taught this and that, but couldn’t she just leave me
alone?

As my unresponsiveness started to worsen, so did hers.

My mother used to retell tales of her childhood life on the farm in the seven minutes we
had together, driving to school. But this time, | was met with what | yearned for:

Silence.

Like stripping an entire forest from its trees, the environment was bare; the birds could be
heard chirping, as the wind whistled and whooshed.The uncanniest of it all, | forgot to
close the restroom light—and no one yelled at me about anything.

Amid the silence, | recollected on my mother’s stories:
“Bao ngay Me ngoéng...

Bao ngay Me tréng...

Bao ngay Me mong con chao doi...”

—was a love song from a mother to her child, translating to ‘many days |'ve been looking,
many days I've been waiting, many days I've longed for your birth.” It was a message
signifying her love, tracing her utmost veneration for me to moments even before my
birth.

“Troi dat oil May cé biét me bi danh vi khong rira moét té6 bat khéong?

—was a personal anecdote from my mother to fix the mistakes that she, too, made as a
child; except when she committed those mistakes, she never got second chances. It was a
message signifying her care, teaching me to become a woman that not only she, but |,
too, could be proud of.

“Cong cha nhw nUiThai Son, nghia me nhw nwéc trong nguén chay ra.”

—was a traditional proverb that her parents taught her, metaphorically translating to ‘a
father’s labor is like the mountain that lays the foundation for one’s mother, whose love
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streams like a river within.” It was a message signifying her overflowing support,
reminding me that she would never leave my side.

My mother’s voice, | realized, was a gift—she spoke to me because she loved me. Her
stories allowed her true self to escape, unconfined by the strictness of her parents. Her
stories embodied her childhood self, who was robbed from her schooling to work at a
liquor store—when she wasn’t even legal—for her own survival. They were stories that
spoke of dread, of struggle, of longing, and yet hope—hope that one day, she would be
able to share her dreams with the ones who had the ability to reciprocate them—her
children.

Even if she didn't have the audiences that storytellers like William Shakespeare, Charles
Dickens, or Walt Disney had, | was going to make sure that she would never be silenced
again.

From then on, | vowed to myself that | would never—through every prose, through every
verse, through every line—leave my mother’s stories unheard.

For the first time, in the last two minutes of the car ride towards school in my mother’s
2008 white Acura, | was the one who spoke first, singing the lyrics to ‘Nhat Ky Cua Me.’

My mother looked back at me:

Realizing that her words, intertwined through the rivers and valleys of Bién Hoa and
traveled across the Atlantic to escape post-war Vietnam, have raised a child—a child that
would carry on her legacy, doing all that she can to fulfill the dreams of her own.



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

Student Name: Sophia Liu

Grade: 10
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Title: How to Plan a Funeral as a Child of the Seabed
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Educator: StephanieYang

Under six feet of Pacific, | kowtow thrice.
My parents’ vertebrae are coral-tinged— annealing into sand, into glass.

We scraped phalanges till sea fire genesis. Chinese Dream is
enough parts water to drown in: dollars, smoldering
joss paper instead of yuan.

The oracle foretold spines splintered, lapped up by loss.

Vestiges softened into the Melting Urn. Pellucid spyglass birthed from rib.
So we lick our wounds and try to rebone the marrow.

So the aftertaste of mother tongue foams like saltwater.

Do the waves pull our bodies from shore,

or do we go looking for something to hold us?
Language is gutted the way a fish gasps for no air;
the way our fathers carved their necks

and thrashed gills into inheritance.

After this ceremony,

| won't know whether to lay their ashes
across theYangtze or the Mississippi.
In those rivers: we learn not to drown
before we are taught how to swim.

—then | find the message left at sea.

The tide lulls, and shells clutch

against jagged rock. They whisper:

bury yourself far from the beach so

your children may kowtow thrice,

but need not under the weight of the Pacific.
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With the recent release of the new Hunger Games movie, it seems like everyone’s itching
for YA novels again. And of course you want to jump on the bandwagon and ride that
sucker to stardom! | mean, doesn’t everyone dream of being famous when they're
young?

But since you never got braces, your teeth are still all kinds of crooked, and they’ll never
want you on the big screen! Luckily for you, writing, which you’ve always kind of liked,
has got your back. There’s just one problem—you don’t know how to start your novel. |
mean, you barely got through senior year creative writing when all you had to do was
write a 500 word story, and boy did that second semester senioritis hit you hard.

But have no fear! With our tips, you too can fulfill your lifelong dreams of writing aYA
dystopian novel so impactful it'll spawn a five part movie franchise (and fill your bank
account with enough money to retire at 20)!

What are you waiting for? Let’s get started!

1) Turn on those creative juices with your worldbuilding. Let’s be honest--reading about a
girl with two parents, a dog, and a house in the average suburban neighborhood?Yawn!!!
If you wanted to write about something so boring you would have chosen realistic fiction.

But seriously, nobody who lives in a dystopian world has a normal family and a normal
life, and readers know that. Instead, they’re looking to immerse themselves in a world so
messed up it'll make them grateful to live immersed in late stage capitalism. | mean,
corporate greed’s got nothing on a government that kills children every year for fun! Or a
government that injects its citizens’ food with sedatives to keep them complacent! Or a
government that pairs people up based on their physical traits to create the perfect
human (oh wait, that one’s real)! Honestly, the list goes on. We recommend googling
“most inhumane things that happened in history” for some inspiration.

Now that you have your Big Evil Government™, we recommend that you establish at

least 4 different groups centered around 1 characteristic. Make sure to create a unique
color scheme and symbol for each one--you’ll be selling a lot of merch after your book is
released, and you wouldn’t want anyone to accuse you of being unoriginal. But | wouldn’t
stress too much about really fleshing out the details of each group. | mean, there's
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nothing YA readers love more than assigning themselves a single label based on a
singular characteristic. After your book has been published, it’ll be a matter of days before
Buzzfeed starts churning out those What Sector Do You Belong In? quizzes.

2) Make your main girl special. Remember when we told you to create different groups in
society to split apart people based on one singular characteristic? Well, we're adding a
little spice to that idea by creating a special group just for your main girl. | mean, what
better way is there to show uniqueness than to literally put her in a one person sector?

But we've also got to make your main girl so special that for some reason, a sixteen-year-
old is the only one capable of stopping the Big Evil Government™. Readers will pick holes
through your worldbuilding if you make said Big Evil Government™ so weak all it takes
to topple is a singular teenage girl, so we're suggesting a sneakier strategy that will have
readers rooting for your main girl without questioning why! All you have to do is give
your main girl some quirky skill like ax throwing, add some snarky one-liners to her
dialogue, stuff in a tragic childhood, and boom! Now there’s a reason for your main girl to
be the symbol of the Revolution™ that overhauls an entire society’s hierarchy and laws.
All she has to do is sit back and look pretty while the grown ups do all the work.

3) Make your main girl plain but also beautiful. Let’s be real--nobody wants to read about
an ugly girl. Personality is NOT everything. But nobody wants to read about a stunningly
gorgeous, ethereal, supernaturally irresistible girl either. You wouldn’t want your readers
getting so jealous they put down the book and sob into the mirror for hours about how
awful they look in comparison.

So let’s take the middle ground.You‘ve got to describe your main girl’s as horribly plain at
the beginning of the book. Really emphasize this here by talking about her slushy gray
eyes and limp brown hair and how utterly average she looks. But after that mid-book
glow up? Bam!You've got yourself a supermodel. And guess what?You can still use the
same descriptions that you did at the beginning of the book! Just plug that paragraph
into a thesaurus and suddenly “stringy, greasy brown hair” becomes “glossy, silky locks
of caramel.” It's really that easy! Just like the glittering flecks of color in her eyes, you're
golden, baby!

4) Kill off a loved one. Sometimes the plot gets a little stale. It's okay, we've all been there.
But whether it's the inciting incident that gets your main girl involved in the Revolution™
or it's the straw that breaks the camel’s back (we all love a deranged protagonist), killing
someone meaningful off is always a great way to get readers’ blood pumping again,
especially if it's a character they've grown emotionally attached to.
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So, who's it gonna be?The main girl’s single mother, who's raised her and her sister for
the past 16 years by cleaning the bathrooms of sleazy rich men? Have her die in a carbon
monoxide incident while cleaning an abandoned part of the mansion for a measly bonus--
utterly preventable, but then again the obscenely wealthy have never cared about the
help.

Or for variety you could off a younger brother who was born frail, so your protagonist has
had to do all the illegal hunting and trading and whatnot to keep her family afloat. He can
die of some ghastly made up wasting disease that the protagonist ultimately discovers to
be a genetically engineered virus spread by the government through the monthly food
rations for population control (look, we're writers, not virologists). Our personal favorite is
the mentor death. In that scene, make sure to vividly describe flashbacks of the mentor
teaching the protagonist how to fight before cutting jarringly to a scene of the mentor
choking out his last words as the protagonist sobs by his slide, desperately pressing her
hands over a gaping chest wound. Bonus points if the mentor calls the protagonist “kid”
and compares her to his dead daughter. Ultimately, whoever you choose to kill off, make
sure to really milk that scene--it'll translate great on screen. And whatever you do, don’t
kill off your main girl or her love interest(s). Fans may scream “plot armor,” but they're
not the ones who'd have to figure out how to write a sequel without any of the main
characters.

5) Set up a love triangle. Speaking of love interests, is it really YA if there’s no love
triangle? Readers are HUNGRY for this drama. Your sixteen-year-old main girl may be the
only one capable of stopping the Big Evil Government™, but she’s still got some time to
have a cute little teenage romance. Our favorite tropes to use are Boy Next Door™ and
Enemies to Lovers™.

Boy Next Door™ is the first guy you introduce: he's super sweet and has grown up with
the main girl. Maybe she has a little bit of a crush on him (and he definitely has a crush on
her), but before she can do anything about it, she’s whisked up into overthrowing the
government shenanigans. But unluckily for Boy Next Door™, at the end of the book, your
main girl’s changed too much for them to be together. He ultimately goes to mope in
some remote part of the country or whatever it is that rejected ex-crushes go.

Enemies to Lovers™ is the second guy you introduce and ultimately the one your main
girl ends up with. After all, how else will you show character development if she doesn’t
end up with a different guy than the one she started with? He's cocky, devastatingly
handsome, and rubs your main girl the wrong way when they first meet. They bicker for
about half the book until they get locked into a closet together and are forced to share
their darkest secrets, upon which your main girl realizes he's not so bad after all. Then
while fighting the Big Evil Government™, they share a few kisses and realize that they're
the missing half of each other’s souls (or whatever cheesy description you want to use).



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

We love this strategy for two reasons. Firstly, think of all the fanfiction you’ll inspire.
Whoever you pair your main girl with, you can trust your readers to write fanfiction
where she ends up with the other guy. There’s always someone rooting for the underdog,
and it's great free publicity. Second, when they make a movie adaptation of your book
(and trust us, all those major studios will be lined up at your door with million-dollar
contracts), they’ll cast not one but TWO attractive hunks with enough combined
screentime to make all the ladies in a 200 mile radius of theaters melt. Trust us, even
those who haven’t read the book are going to flock to the theaters just to drool over these
GORGEOQUS men (for this reason, we also recommend that you write in as many shirtless
scenes as possible).

So how are you feeling? Excited? Nervous? Ready to win the Nobel Prize in Literature
(we're just kidding, but definitely go check out our guide on that if you're interested)?
Whatever the case, we hope these tips have helped jumpstart your journey to writing the
next best YA dystopian novel. We expect to see your name in headlines soon!
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I might've not died physically, but in spirit. I've died and have been reborn more times
than possible.

| remember the first time | died. | was locked in an antique, powder blue closet with gold
finishes, although it was beautiful on the outside, inside, it was rotting and a pale beige
color, | was all alone, awaiting someone, anyone, to come save me from this nightmare |
called life. | was seven, and this is when and where my fear of the darkness began.

I've always been a target for bullies, if it wasn’t for my looks, it was my teeth, name, age,
and it wasn't just by anyone it began at the place meant to be the safest place, my home. |
always heard people say they “couldn’t wait to get to school” or “couldn’t wait to get
home,” unfortunately, | didn’t have the luxury of saying either, for both were a nightmare.
| didn’t have anyone to vent to nor any space to cry. | was raised by a father treating his
daughter like a son, with no loving mother figure in sight. My feelings were ignored, so
they continuously cast me aside, where | was told to be quiet and be grateful, the ghost
child.

As | got older, | always wanted to be good enough, that was my ultimate dream...to be
good enough... for my family to finally see me. That dream died at the age of four, when
the molestation and rape began. | still remember it as if it happened yesterday, except it
didn’t just happen to me, it happened to the one | saw as a little sister. It started with us
getting bribed with our favorite toys, then our favorite snacks, then money.

He introduced us to his “love,” a physical feeling. At the age of ten and eleven, we
realized what he had done, but | was too afraid to speak because he was family, but she
was not. | begged her not to include me because of the fear of them not caring, but she
told them everything and they believed her. Once again affirming this feeling of a ghost
child, | found out they did care but not for me.

After that, | would rarely leave my room. | would only leave for school, and it was until
late freshman year, when in an effort to awaken my true self, | learned to forgive, heal,
and move on.That summer | found myself and my biggest passion, photography,
capturing everything | found stunning, beautiful and surreal. Beauty, however, was
subjective to what those around me told me, so every time | looked in the mirror, my
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heart would break because | didn't consider myself beautiful. How could anyone who was
bullied throughout their life ever be considered beautiful? | captured what | believed was
beautiful, and for a year there was not one photo of myself.

My sophomore year, | reminded myself the reason | wanted to change for the better; to
focus on nurturing the helpless little girl who would continuously cry in the corner and
considered herself unworthy and not beautiful. This became my new dream. | joined
clubs, talked to people, made friends, set up an early graduation plan for myself and even
became a sports photographer for my school, which helped me gain confidence.

The ghost of the past was no longer a reflection. What | saw was a beautiful, courageous,
determined young woman that could accomplish anything. | saw my true self. | no longer
longed for the acceptance of my family. | longed for myself, my worth, my
accomplishments, and how worthy of it | am.This was my new path, a path | chose for
myself. | was still grateful, but their support didn’t keep me going. Beauty was no longer
subjective, | found beauty in everything, even in the darkest places.

My life may not have a beautiful start in the eyes of those around me, but to me it is the
most beautiful story I've overcome. I'm grateful for every moment, but I’'m most grateful
for myself, for being able to carry myself in the worst of moments.
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paradise,

is what they promised you

they said

as long as you worked hard

nose to the grindstone

you'd get what you wanted

after all, you have to make some sacrifices to get somewhere, don’t you?
the american dream, they called it

just like cinderellal

if the carriage was still a pumpkin

and the gown was made of rags

and you, cinderella, were still curled up by that dying fire
warmed by the ashes of that once fiery passion
paradise?

with angels?

the only thing here with wings is you, icarus

sure hope you can swim

paradies,
living? if you call this life

half-life, decaying
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until what?

they'll bleed you dry like this

look at you! not even halloween

and you look positively ghoulish

but such is life, you say

that death comes and life follows in a circular motion

is that why children grow up so quickly? to make up for those lost too early?
is that why children no longer have the right to be young?
oh, to be young and stupid

six and wild

eight and curious

twelve and enamored

sixteen and reckless

daddy’s girl, mama’s boy

daddy's suit, mama's pearls

poor children, growing up in such a world

look young! they told you

but think old! they scold

parodies,

half baked promises, hollow truths

it's just like you, fool that you are, to fall for their sweet words
just like cotton candy—so pretty,

so empty

honor, pride, courage, freedom

what they told you the nation was built on

your noble honor? when you lie, cheat, steal and still preach honesty
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your bold pride? when your cheeks flush red hot with embarrassment every time
someone points out something that makes you other

your unwavering courage? when you run from everything that terrifies you, and cover
your eyes like a child playing hide and seek

your liberating freedom? when you lock yourself into your own cage and throw the key
away

i wonder how you can still so shamelessly sit upon that pedestaled throne and feign
godhood

as if your throne isn’t made of air!
as if your divinity isn't a sham!
you court mockery like eighteen's puppy love

and still wonder why they call you a fool

parrotees,

the way that baby birds are fed

the regurgitated remains of their mothers’ beliefs and insecurities
breaking the cycle?

don't lie; we see the puppeteer’s shadow behind you

and how you grow limp when the curtains fall

being the bigger person?

the blades you cut people with look familiar; aren’t they family heirlooms?
the very same that they used to hack away at you,

shape you,

fix you,

until you looked, and sounded, and acted, like their dreams come true
you, among those other cookie cutter children

tell me, what'’s the recipe for creating the perfect child?

a scoop of obedience + ten cups of accomplishments + a generous pinch of ambition

mix until homogeneous and rolled until flattened
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bake until burnt by the heat of their questions

what do you want to do when you grow up?

where do you want to study?

(how will you accomplish something worth the ghost lives we left behind?)

(were you worth the price of our pain?)

poster child, wild child

from birth kept from running wild
born in the land of opportunity
and yet how ironic!

you'll never be free

(oh, but that's just the cost of living nowadays--haven't you heard of inflation?)
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I’'m anxious.There are a hundred and one assignments due at midnight.
An ever-persisting urge to scratch makes my fingers twitch.

One scab for each A+, is that enough?

The stippling of dark red scabs already litter my scalp like a plowed field.
Against my better judgment, | raise my hand to my scalp again,
Instinctive, uncontrollable.

Itch, bleed, repeat.

Itch.

For a moment, time is suspended in my little word.

The pinch of pain, stabbing into my skull like a red-hot pin pressed against my scalp.
A faint reminder at the back of my brain tells me not to do this again, but

A sick wave of satisfaction rolls over me like crashing tides against a rocky coastline.

My focus is drawn away from the nagging worries of the world and brought towards one
point.

I’'m begging myself to stop, and begging myself to keep going, all at once.
I wonder which one of these voices is me?

‘A-pluses’ turn to ‘A's, and my self-resistance crumbles

Bleed.

A drop or two of blood drips onto my fingertips, collecting under my nails and staining
my skin
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My hand draws away sticky like my scalp
Marked red with the evidence of my compulsions and my lack of resistance.

The momentary reprieve withdraws itself completely, slipping through the cracks like
water held in my fist, impossible to hold onto

Apparently, | can’t hold onto my grades either, because ‘A’s, turn to ‘A-minuses’

Repeat.

| look into the bathroom mirror and tell myself this was the last time

My voice filled with conviction but my eyes filled with knowing

The actions are inevitable and unescapable

Every itch digs me deeper into the hole, further reducing my chances of escape
| cover the exit with layers and layers and layers of blood.

Stained fingers on raw skin, pulling at scabs

Fresh blood dries on dried blood, and I'm aware of my inescapable fate

My mind is numb, resigned to the onslaught of damage.

‘A-minuses’ start becoming ‘B-pluses’

Repeat.

It doesn’t help anymore

| don’t bother myself with contemplating an unconscious action.

| don’t even notice when | do it.

In a haze, | pick up my hand and reach for my scalp again

Only when my fingers come back bloody do | return to consciousness.

Taking showers hurts, stinging in a hundred different spots as the water jets out against
my raw, abused skin.

Combing my hair takes longer than normal
| have to be careful not to irritate each spot where the blood is straining against

a thin layer of scabbing eager to burst with the slightest touch,
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calling out to me to put them out of their misery.

‘B-pluses’ turn to ‘B’s and | can’t bring myself to care anymore

Repeat.

You reach out to caress my hair and | flinch.

Eyes widened in concern you turn to me

Is this not normal?

You convince me to cut my nails and | agree.

My scalp is still tender and burning.

| can’t even begin to remember what | did before this.

You remind me, and the voice at the back of my head returns.
You plead with me to stop and it sounds like myself.

‘B’s turn to ‘C’s which turn to failing.

Itch,

bleed,

repeat,

begging myself to stop.

Crying out as if my feelings could control my actions.
What a foolish concept.

As if my body isn’t already resigned to the inflictions of my mind.
Begging my fingers to stop in their tracks,

But my body has a mind of its own.

I'm yearning for a sense of normalcy again.

“How much longer will continue to | ignore this?” you ask.
| didn’t think that | was ignoring.

Try as | might, | can’t recall a time when it didn’t hurt.

Begrudgingly, | let you apply ointment.
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| have a hundred and one assignments due at midnight

One scab for each passing grade, is that enough?

Heal.

| notice right away when it stops hurting.

The first healed patch of skin is a dandelion in the concrete.

Like the crushing weight of a boulder is lifted up and off my chest.

The feeling is so enrapturing I'm lightheaded

| part my hair proudly down the middle when | go out, not a single drop of blood to hide.

| turn the shower up high and delight in the feeling of warm water rushing down my
scalp.

‘A's don’t have to mean scabs anymore.

Itch, bleed, repeat, stop, heal.
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Plagued by the worries of the past,

drowning in the troubles of today,

all who arrive are greeted by the gracious woman at bay.
Just like the kindle warmth of winter’s sun,

her torch remains ablaze with a luminous embrace.

The Mother of Exiles, her name echoes far and wide;
hand in hand, her presence like a guardian angel.
Ashore the coast of sunset walls,

“Bring to me your weary, your poor in plight” she calls.

With warm open arms and eyes seeping with a gentle fondness,
she welcomes them to a newfound place.

Those who have become lost within the map of their own homes,
those whose hearts have been fragmented and stolen of calmness,
the remaining bits and pieces lay scattered in a city not yet roamed.
They lie spread throughout the lands beyond Lady Liberty,

beyond the ports of two twin cities.

Adorned with her crown and flames of fiery,

the mighty woman stands not as a monarch
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but as a creator of dreams.
She etches stories onto the pages within others’ hearts,

crafting realms engulfed by love, opportunity, and infinite sparks of passion.

These glowing sparks, they dance in a beautiful ballad
while illuminating the night sky.

They twinkle all around the city, their placid

existence reaching far beyond the ocean’s borders,
creating stars as alluring as the constellations

that all of mankind gazes up to;

the sparks unite everyone under one sky.
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DearTia Edith,

| have lived in America for my entire life and one thing | can’t deny is that | do like
living here; however, ever since | visited El Salvador, the place you've lived in all your life,
| can’t see why anyone would ever want to leave a place full of color, a place that instantly
makes you feel at home. The country itself seems out of this world, the mountains
surround you everywhere you turn and as you observe the horizon all you see is beautiful
greenery with a colorful sky: clear baby blue lined with white fluffy clouds, or deep
oranges, striking reds, and different shades of purple.The tree lines could go on for miles
and the mountains roll over each other as if they were painted that way. The volcanoes
that lie in the country offer a spectacular view of the entire city, the lights at night twinkle
amid the fog from the height of the Chaparrastique volcano.The flowers are arrays of
never-ending colors like mauve, cyan, and indigo and the cool, windy beaches offer clean
water and beautiful sand. | know you want to move to America, but | think that in many
aspects, El Salvador has us beat, bringing much to the table. The United States might
have its own beauty, but not everywhere you look like El Salvador’s does. The culture isn't
like anything | have ever seen, every corner you turn you either run into a lady

making pupusas on the side of the street or the catchy music playing from at least one
house on every block. In the U.S., most of our neighborhoods have less culture and music
playing than one street in El Salvador does. The president has been making extensive
improvements, making the country safer than it has been in years. Above all, most of our
family lives in El Salvador.

The last time | visited, | was stunned by the beauty the country offered. Of course, |
knew from pictures and stories my mother told me but seeing it in person was a surreal
experience. The culture shock hit me the most. There was graffiti all over the walls on
almost every street, like the art in downtown Houston; however, this art in El Salvador
was purposeful, and you could tell the artists found joy and pride in their work. | was
infatuated with everything | laid my eyes on. Looking around and getting to experience
the endless, alluring view is a completely different feeling from seeing buildings and
roads in the United States. On the sides of the roads, you can see vendors selling candies,
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empinadas (big circles of colorful thin sheets of flour stuck together with pineapple jam),
sodas, and even coconut water. In the U.S., usually workers in grocery stores, waiters, or
retail workers aren’t as welcoming as the ones in El Salvador. When | visited, it took me
so long to adjust to that and reciprocate because | don’t experience that often going to
Walmart or other places. Mannerisms are completely different in the U.S. and people
could come across as rude. The people in El Salvador truly have a heart of gold.

| remember visiting the town center with you and my mom at night, you explained how
one wrong turn could take you into a bad neighborhood - especially at night. Despite
your warning, there wasn’t a lot of worry in my mind because of all the improvements the
president has been actively putting in since he got into office The previous danger that
posed a threat to many citizens for years was quickly diminished. It had gotten so safe
that Miss Universe was in El Salvador this year. The unity of the country could be felt
every time the candidate for El Salvador appeared on screen. | remember you calling my
mother and you both sat on the phone the whole time the show was on, rooting for your
country. Having something to be proud of such as Miss Universe feels rewarding and
satisfying, almost like entering your favorite store after a long, hard week.

There is something bittersweet about leaving home at any age.You have been
considering it for years, since | was a little girl. The United States does offer great
opportunities and some people's lives do seem easier, but right now our country seems to
be in a constant panic: inflation doesn’t seem to be going anywhere, our people in politics
are always scrambling to prove their points, and our own population is in constant battle
between many different topics. TV shows and movies could make life in the United States
appear as if it were straight out of a movie itself; even so, real life doesn’t have the same
magic those shows have.The perception that many people who don't live in the U.S. have
about the country is skewed by social media, just like how here in the U.S. our perception
of other countries is based on what we hear as well. Disappointment could come at any
given time if you move here, which is one of my apprehensions about your living here.
Moving to the United States seems like it's good, but you could be losing so much that
you value in your life: your six dogs, your immediate family, and your own mother’s
home. My grandmother, your mom, is buried in El Salvador and my own mother, who
regrets leaving her mom’s grave, only gets to see her every few years when we visit. El
Salvador is improving at a steady pace and not only that, but most of our entire family
also lives there.

Here in the U.S,, it could seem as if our side of the family, my mom'’s, has a ton of
family living here, instead, it's quite the opposite. Our family is small over here, on the
other hand, our family is everywhere in El Salvador. It's hard to visit family members
when hours by plane separate you, even though you're living in the same country. My
mom is even considering moving to El Salvador after her retirement in the years to come
to be closer to you and the rest of our family. | think family is a big moving factor, but to
come to a place where we are all so spread out is scary, especially when you would be a
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newcomer. Considering all the factors that make El Salvador give off the impression that
it is considerably better, | believe that you shouldn’t move over here and uproot your
entire life. In an ideal world, everything would be easier, but considering the differences,
it's better to not leave something you’ve known for your whole life. | hope my letter rubs
off well and shows you how the United States and El Salvador are poles apart from each
other.

Sincerely,

Katherine
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Introduction

According to Essence, in the Academy Awards’ (also known as “the Oscars”) 95-year
history, African Americans have only won 46 times (Sangweni). When calculated, that
amounts to less than 1% of total Oscar winners in almost a century. This trend of
underrepresentation is prominent across the United States film industry; according to Dr.
Darnell Hunt, the Dean of the Division of Social Sciences at UCLA, only 9.5% of directors
in Hollywood are black (Hunt and Ramon). The limited African American representation
present in film throughout history has created an environment where stereotypes thrive.
Additionally, these stereotypes have facilitated the generally negative perception of
modern society towards African Americans, as film historian PaulaTosi claims that African
Americans in stereotyped roles leads to increased negative judgment (Tosi). Her claim is
supported by a study conducted at Princeton University. When asked to describe African
Americans, the top adjectives used by participants were “lazy, ignorant, and dirty”
(Keating). The offensive results of the study reflect the viewpoint of society as film
continues to advance negative stereotypes of African Americans. Moreover, this depiction
of black people in a negative light on-screen can also impact both their safety and well-
being in real life. According to psychologistThomas Ford, the limited portrayal of African
Americans in film can directly influence the likelihood they will be targeted in society (qgtd.
in Jones). This is not a new trend in the U.S.; history has shown race as a dynamic
process—from slavery, to emancipation, to the Jim Crow era, the Civil Rights Era, and so
forth— where it must be considered in every situation (Smith). However, African
Americans are resilient, and have made a community for themselves in America despite
this. According to Nobel Peace Prize winner Nelson Mandela, in difficult situations times
it's important to collaborate with others to strengthen the collective determination of a
group (Mandela). The persistence of African Americans in both film and society is
showcased in their limited successes despite the obstacles in front of them.

While representation in film has increased in recent years, it is still lower than the
demographics of African Americans in the U.S despite demographic shifts. The noticeable
absence of black people on-screen brings up the question: what are possible ways to
increase African American representation in the U.S. film industry? Overall, an analysis
through the economic, social, and cultural lens shows that increased representation
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brings about many positive changes both on the big-screen and in society. The increased
representation will aid in combating racism and stereotyping, while also paving the way
for more racial diversity in media.

The Economics Behind Representation

African Americans absence on-screen is partly due to profit driven production studios and
media ownership. Hollywood is dominated by six major production houses that hold the
largest shares: the Walt Disney Company (38%), Warner Bros. (13.8%), Universal (13.4%),
Sony (11.7%), Lionsgate (6.8%), and Paramount (5%), with the remaining studios dividing
the remaining 11.2% (Malik et al). In large companies like these, profit is prioritized over
racial representation considerations. Companies tend to invest in projects that have
historically done well in theaters; however, by using this profit-driven logic they appeal
solely to the white demographic majority in America, effectively assuming that racially
diverse casts will not earn them as much profit (Keating; Malik et al). Therefore, films
featuring black leads receive significantly less production money, impacting the quality of
entertainment (Malik, et al). For instance, the 1978 film The Wiz featured the first all-black
cast; however, its financial success was used to justify the diminishing interest in black
people on screen. According to Professor Alfred Martin at lowa University, box office
outcomes of The Wiz were used to rationale disengagement in black Hollywood for
decades after (Martin; Boyle). Moreover, it served as an example of the double standard
present in Hollywood. Film critic Billy Rowe noted that The Wiz was forced to carry an
enormous burden to revolutionize the film industry while also “holding the line” and not
“shaking the system.” (gtd. in Martin). In addition, sociology professor Maryann Erigha
builds on this by arguing that linking races to ideas about success or failure creates a
racialized failure expectation for black talent in cultural marketplaces like the film industry
(Erigha “Racial Valuation”). The double standard faced by the Wiz and other black
entertainment, along with the limited funding by production studios, encourages a
system that makes it extremely difficult for African Americans to succeed.

Underlying Racial Stereotyping in Film

From a sociological perspective, the film industry is a social institution that shapes
important behaviors in life and also reflects society (Doane). Therefore, the lack of
diversity present in Hollywood is an indicator of larger social concerns in society.
According to Isabel Molina-Guzman, the Associate Deam of Diversity at the University of
lllinois, part of the reason Hollywood doesn’t reflect the demographic changes in society
is due to explicit biases by those in control of production (Molina-Guzman; King et al). The
U.S. film industry continues to be dominated by white executives that have the power to
shape public perception. These white executives continue to be at the top of Hollywood
since its foundation is deeply rooted in white superiority, racism, prejudice, and
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stereotypes (Chaney). Therefore, race representation often attempts to maintain the
dominant order with whites at the top of the social hierarchy (Tosi).

The portrayal of African Americans in film ultimately comes down to what the white
majority wants. Due to this, African Americans are frequently depicted with stereotypes to
cater to viewers expectation of them (King et al). These on-screen stereotypes are difficult
to debunk since they are systemic in nature. For instance, Disney’sThe Princess and the
Frog (2009) was the first animation to feature a black woman as a lead. However, in the
film the main characterTiana is depicted as the daughter of a maid who works as a poor
waitress serving white people coffee and beignets. While the film does portray Tiana as
strong and independent, it does this to make her the antidote to the “lazy Negro”
stereotype (Barker). It's no coincidenceTiana is the only black Disney princess and just so
happens to also be the only one who works for a living. Unlike her fellow princesses, her
dreams of fame, success, and racial elevation are based not on princes or fairy
godmothers but hard work and determination. The stereotypesTiana faces in the film
reflect the harsh reality for African Americans. The underlying stereotyping present in film
production is difficult to combat with so little on-screen representation, and serves to
reinforce the negative views of African Americans in society.

The Commercial Viability of Cinematic Blackness

To combat ideas of racialized failure, experts argue that the 2018 Black Panther superhero
movie serves as a clear example of the success possible when equal opportunity is given
to black productions. Black Panther has many first both culturally and economically;
according to critical communications professor Shenid Bhayroo at Saint Joseph'’s
University, the film is currently ranked first in revenues from a comic book adaptation and
superhero films (Bhayroo). Global box offices sales passed $1.4 billion in the four months
in theaters, breaking earning records on 4 different continents (Bhayroo). Moreover,
Disney Chief Executive Bob Iger attributed the 9% increase of Walt Disney’s revenue to the
box office success of Black Panther in early 2018 (gtd. in Bhayroo). With a production
budget of around $200 million, the film challenged long-held beliefs that racially diverse
film wouldn’t appeal to the American demographic and consequently not break even in
profits.

Culturally, the film was groundbreaking since it was the first high-earning film with a
majority black cast, the first Disney film with significant representation, and the biggest
debut by an African American director (Bhayroo). This is reflected in the awards industry,
as Black Panther is the most successful Marvel movie of all time, earning all 3 of Marvels
Oscars: Best Production Design, Best Costume Design, and Best Original Score. As
previously mentioned, since film is an institution, as you see more representation on
screen there is a ripple effect on the other institutions in America. According to Lori
Garwood, director of University of Arizona College of Social and Behavioral Sciences, as
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representation increases and becomes more varied, other social institutions like
government, school, etc. function similarly (Harwood). Furthermore, as opportunities
increase for people to see Black stories on film, black people can then find a reflection of
themselves and their communities on TV, dissimulating stereotypes of what black culture
in American looks like.

Mirror Screen

Another way to increase representation is utilizing the idea of America as a mirror screen.
In his 1915 bookThe Art of the Moving Picture, journalist Vachel Lindsay used the term
“mirror screen” to describe film as an American institution that both expresses and
forges the national identity (qtd. in Dargis and Scott). This understanding of cinema
encourages a political analysis where the appearance of an idea in film increases the
likelihood of it happening in real life. The idea of mirror screen and the resulting positive
representation in film has been shown to have monumental consequences in American
society. Researchers argue that the emergence of positive black imagery in film from the
post-Civil Rights era of the 1960s helped pave the way for the election of former President
Barack Obama, the first and only African American president in over 2 centuries (Dargis
and Scott). According to African American film specialist Ryan Friedman, both James Earl
Jones's portrayal as President Douglass Dilman inThe Man (1972) and Morgan Freeman's
character PresidentTom Beck in Deep Impact (1998) made President Obama’s eventual
election an instance of “life imitating art” (Friedman). By making American society more
accepting to the idea of a black president, films featuring black presidents helped make
Obama'’s candidacy and election possible. To increase African American representation,
production studios can use the idea of mirror screen to create positive black imagery that
can then be reflected in society.

Inclusion as a Business Imperative

The question of African American representation in the film industry comes down to the
companies themselves that control the industry. Hollywood's cultural production today is
still dominated by white males, while racial minorities stories get much less
dissemination (Erigha “Race”). Erigha is supported by Molina-Guzman, who argues that
the media's tendency towards homogeneity is a direct result of implicit bias by the people
in charge of production (Molina-Guzman). Therefore, the largest way to facilitate lasting
change in film is to integrate diversity as a business imperative. It is wishful thinking to
try and solve racism; the smarter solution is to utilize both big business and the social
capital of the film industry. Professor Maryann Erigha argues that a stake in the
production of popular culture is an important way to influence societal culture (Erigha
“Race”; Neff et al). This strategy is already being employed by the biggest names in the
industry. For instance, The Walt Disney Company, which currently controls the largest
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production share in Hollywood, has led an initiative called “Stories Matter” since 2019 to
spark conversation about the context of their films (Keating). Along with this, they employ
a group of experts to ensure any representation in their films is accurate (Keating). Since
then, Disney has gone on to produce films such as Mulan (2020), Soul, Luca, and Turning
Red, all of which feature racially diverse cast and storylines. Movies like these make
younger viewers more accepting of racial stories and success since they are consistently
seeing the same thing on screen. Putting representation as a business imperative should
be made the standard throughout the production world because it can lead to greater
audience reach and larger profits as seen in Black Panther (2018).

Limitations and Implications

Nevertheless, the main limitation to diversity as a business strategy is that it's up to the
individual companies themselves to take the initiative. There are no laws for inclusion in
the U.S., only discrimination. Companies must make the conscious decision to increase
representation, regardless of if it means dismantling the current social hierarchy that
keeps whites on top. However, since racially diverse films have been shown to be
successful both socially and economically, more production studios will be inclined to
make diversity a priority since it leads to profits.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the lack of African Americans in the U.S. film industry suggests many social
issues. Production studios today use race to justify profit-driven logic, while the
stereotypical portrayal of African Americans in film indicates a greater societal issue in
society, not just on screen. Increasing African American representation is crucial to keep
up with demographic changes in the U.S. and to challenge negative stereotypes faced by
black people on and off screen. Stereotypes in film advance negative viewpoints of
African Americans in society, impacting both their safety and well-being. By increasing
their presence in film, social institutions across the country will change as well to imitate
what is presented on screen. Overall, the film industry must put diversity as its main goal
on screen to lead to a more inclusive and diversified society off screen.



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

Student Name: Angela Hoang
Grade: 11

School: | H Kempner High School
Title: Living Like a Moth

Category: Personal Essay & Memoir
Key: Silver Key

Educator: Susan henson

The moment | was born into an Asian immigrant family, my life cycle started. And like
everyone else, we go from a spec of an embryo to a full-grown adult, eventually leading
to the end of our life spans. But | would not compare my growth to that of a human;
rather, | would compare my life cycle and growth to a moth.

As a moth grows, there is a stereotype that it will be ugly. It is already set in stone, and no
one cares enough to disagree. But moths are closely related to butterflies. So why is a
butterfly seen as pretty but a moth is not? Because of its physical appearance and global
belief, even so, there is beauty in the ugly that people tend to ignore. The Milionia moth,
for example, is beautiful and rich in color, and although it is a moth, it does not look like
one. Just like a moth, growing up, | also had a stereotype placed on me: to be the “ching-
chong” and the “model minority.”

When my parents first came to America, they only thought of it as “the land of the free
and opportunity.” They did not view anyone as being the butterfly or the moth, but as
being equal. Because isn’t that what we're supposed to be? Equal? Little did they know,
however, that they were already the moths in a nation full of butterflies. Only being a
baby, | was not aware of the harsh treatment that my parents would receive just because
they were “Asian.” They got ignored, looked down upon, pushed to the side, and
neglected for not being the “model minority.” They were not rich, dressed in nice clothes,
and they couldn’t even speak English!

In America, | thought that | would be treated equally. This was not the case. Everyone
expected me to be this “born prodigy,” but they also discriminated against me for how |
looked. For years, | also conformed to that belief, but recently | have been conflicted
about who | am. As a moth grows, its beauty begins to shine, and as | grew, | let that
“model minority” and being a “ching-chong” make me feel beautiful; | let it shape me
into a better person; | did not let it define me. 2007: When a moth is first born, it is hard to
differentiate its eggs from others.They all look identical until you look closely and see
each detail that makes an insect's egg identifiable. Moth eggs have a creamy color;
butterfly eggs are either yellow or green; skipper eggs can be white or green.These
details make each egg unique, but at the end of the day, they are still all the same, waiting
to be hatched. Like an egg, when | was a fetus, | also had specific details that made me
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unique from others. When taking ultrasounds, compared to other babies, | was smaller.
We can see that each baby can be big or small, tall or short, and they each have our
genetic codes. These things make us unique from each other. However, as we are just
fetuses, we come to the consensus that there are no expectations for us.

July 2007: As the egg hatches, it then turns into a larva. As a larva, the moth is now
different from other insects and can easily be distinguished. As a butterfly larva, it has
countless different patterns and colors to choose from. It can be blue, green, orange,
black, or brown. It can be stripped, splotched, gradient, dotted, spikey, or hairy.The moth
larva, however, does not make it special; it only has a fixed creamy color.

This stage is where the stereotype first begins. Since a butterfly larva is already full of
colors when compared to a moth larva, which one would people rather look at? The
butterfly, of course! It is pleasing to the eye and doesn’t look like a maggot! When the
fetus is born, it is now a baby. Just like insects, they now have their individual qualities.
One can have different eye colors, different skin colors, and different hair colors, but most
importantly, one can be racially different. And what to keep in mind is that some races,
like the butterfly, are seen to be “superior” to other races.

2017: 1 am no longer a larva but am growing into a cocoon. Although this might sound
nice for a butterfly, being a moth, | dread it. It feels as though there is a basket on my
back, and every day, 10-pound rocks are thrown at me. Some rocks consisted of the
memories | cherished, while others consisted of stereotypes and conflicted feelings that
were all trying to melt into one big rock. As they weighed me down, | realized how much |
hated having labels put on top of my head.

As a sixth grader, | was getting ready for dismissal, standing near my classroom—one
hallway consisted of six classrooms with no doors—and there was also another person
waiting in front of me. | skimmed the hallway excitedly, waiting for the bell to ring at any
second. Briefly making eye contact, he smirked, then exclaimed aloud, “Look at that
ching-chong.” The bell rang, and everyone started leaving, him included, while laughing
to himself. | stood there, confused. Baffled? Perplexed? Angry? | was all the above; how
dare he make an insult in the form of a joke, | thought. It made me feel even worse when
not one person even batted an eye. | staggered to the bus with a million thoughts in my
mind; they were running, sprinting, as if trying to finish the hardest marathon.

In that moment, | felt as though that very bus left me on purpose, and | had to walk a
treacherous journey home.The next day, | had gym. During a game of relay, while
everyone else was sitting in a line against the walls, the baton was passed to me, and |
started sprinting. | felt free, and | had fun as | felt the air slapping my face and pushing my
hair back. This isn't so bad, | thought. Once again, any joyous emotions | felt at that
instance were interrupted by another tsunami. | heard someone shout in a whisper, “Hey,
ching-chong! You suck!” What? There’s no way he would openly just say that, right? | must
be mishearing things.
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Yet as | passed the baton, | looked over in his direction, and he was looking at me with
that same smirk, as if he had just accomplished the greatest feat. Trash, every single one
of them, | thought, although | never actually dared to say it aloud. At the end of gym
class, we had to all line up to leave. | looked behind me, curious, and my eyes widened.
Low and behold, it was him and his minions. My luck.

As the time was still early, we were all told to sit down. Not a moment later, | heard a roar
behind me. Like the roar of a lion trying to intimidate his enemy. Crap, I'm scared. His
friends started laughing, and | heard him whisper, “Watch this, guys.” What? What do you
mean, watch? Is he going to do something to me? | didn’t feel anything, but | heard their
cackling grow. As | stood up and started walking out, | looked down, a habit that had
grown on me. As | looked down, white specks were falling. Snow? No...paper. He had put
paper shavings on my head. From that day, through a ten-year-old mind, | realized
something. No one cares if you're a moth.

From that day on, | hated being a moth and being Asian. | never brought my Viethamese
food for school lunch and questioned why | had to be Asian. | wondered if, if | were a
butterfly, would | still be discriminated against for my looks?

Being a minority made me realize that just by looking different, you can get bullied for it

But even as | was discriminated against for being Asian, | was still expected to be the
model minority for everyone else.

2023: As | entered my sophomore year of high school my parents began being harsher on
me. They knew that they were the moths now, and moths had to work extra hard,
especially when they came from nothing. | was forced to take extra classes and
extracurriculars so | could be viewed as the “model minority.” Even if | did not want to, |
had to, because | thought, “If people hate me for how I look, | could at least show them
what I'm capable of.” Because if my parents always wanted me to have this mindset, |
might as well express it. | began being harder on myself this year, sleeping less, studying
more, and putting myself down if | did not get the grade | wanted. | joined clubs to make
it seem as though | was involved. | started doing sports and helped at the church.

As | began to spread my wings to conform more to this stereotype, | started to feel less
motivation, less meaning in what | was doing. It felt like there was a hole in my heart the
more | tried to be something others wanted me to be. Couldn’t | just be a moth? Why
should | try to be something else?

Junior year came and | began to be more relaxed with myself. | might still be hard on
myself, but | won't go the extra mile just to be the model minority everyone expects me
to be. | started to talk to my parents, to try to make them understand my point of view
that being perfect and trying to be someone I’'m not isn’t going to make me successful. If
there is no motivation behind my actions, how will | grow? | want to do things my way,
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being my own model. | don’t want to be like every other Asian family where the kids’
become doctors or lawyers.

As | began to realize my own identity, | began thinking about my race and ethnicity
too. | wanted to make amends with it and restitch the torn pages of my life. For being
different, | thought it was okay to pretend that | wasn’t as Asian as | seemed to be. But
now, realizing that my identity doesn’t revolve around being perfect, | also know that
being Asian or Vietnamese is okay. Even if people were to treat me differently for being
the moth, | no longer care. Even if | were a moth, | still have my race and culture. |
shouldn’t strive to do things differently because I'm afraid of a little bullying.

Now as | break from this cocoon, | spread my wings not for stereotypes that were forcibly
put on me, but for an identity of my choosing. Although being a moth comes with its hard
moments where | despised myself for being one, | learned to express how | look through
my own set of eyes where stereotypes don’t define me.
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It is the day before the end of the world
The final pivot of Earth’s weary
sternum shudders until the star not in the night

sky drips down to its limbs

Somewhere in the countryside
When it melts open—
choose a ligament, a lymph vessel, take its whole

vena cava, even

A lady sits drinking tea
Its daughter is gifted laurel from its fingertips

Pressing a leaf to her lips,

Out the open window, mountains
are bathed in white
smiling into its sylvan embrace,

she thinks,

It is the apocalypse so it is beautiful

Bay trees are beautiful
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as a parting gift

Yesterday, she drank tea,
looked out the open window,
and saw mountains bathed in white

But prior to her Mother’s abscission,

The day before that too
and still after,

evergreens never lose their leaves

An amendment:

Perhaps,

It has always been beautiful

It has always been beautiful
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As | sit at the green square table, | am greeted by the familiar sounds of my mom’s voice.
“Pong!” she exclaims, as she confidently discards a tile into the center. The word echoes
through the room, filling the air with anticipation. Moments later, another tile is played
and my mom'’s voice rings out once again this time with a spirited “Chi!”These are
common phrases declaring their victory, signaling the start of another exciting game of
Mahjong.

In the course of my elementary school years, a familiar scene would unfold in the heart in
the living room. It was a captivating sight to behold as my parents, accompanied by their
closest companions, would gather around a Mahjong table. The room would be filled with
laughter and merriment, as they indulged in their favorite pastime. As the game
progressed, the air would be infused with the distinct aroma of Corona beer and the
comforting warmth of freshly brewed herbal green tea. As a young child, | was always
puzzled by the intricate workings of the game. Its complexity evaded my understanding,
leaving me in a state of perpetual confusion. However, | couldn't resist the urge to
spectate as the players shuffled the tiles around.

When Covid-19 made its presence known, | had more free time so | decided to learn how
to play, mastering its complex details, and understanding its fundamental principles.
Although it took me a while to process the basics of the game | was able to get a grasp of
the concept. After a long day of practicing, | felt confident in my abilities. So, | decided to
challenge my mother to a friendly wager. The stakes were simple: whoever lost would be
exempt from doing the dishes for the night. | sat down and started arranging the set of
tiles from color to color and pattern to pattern.Then, it was my turn. | grabbed a tile and
considered what to throw out. | discarded the tile that indicated “thirty thousand” Such an
instant move made me lose the game. | was devastated.

My mother's voice shared in my head as she provided her wisdom, "Any tiles can serve
as a value, carefully discard what you don't need." As | thought about the advice given, its
deeper meaning eluded me. Nevertheless, my attention was drawn to the minute errors
that occurred within the span of a single round of the game. Those small mistakes led to
my downfall of the round. My mom was able to point out my weaknesses and flaws in the



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

way | played. | learned as you sit down to play a game of Mahjong, your characters come
to life before your eyes.

Over the course of several years, Chinese Mahjong has constructed itself into the fabric of
my life, leaving an indelible mark on my journey.This ancient game, with its intricate rules
and captivating tiles, has become a solid companion, guiding me towards personal
growth and development.

A single tile can alter everything that is in hand. Realizing Mahjong taught me many
things and built a character for me as a person. Curiosity and dedication came in handy
and assembled an identity.
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Pull the bow against the metal string, vibrate your finger on the fingerboard, and play
with passion.

| had just played my favorite piece “The Swan” by Camille Saint-Seans. This specific piece
tells a story of life through notes of pure contentment. The average person would not
understand the meaning, but musicians would; they view it as a way of expressing their
feelings without actual words or talking. | practiced every day since | got this piece; |
wanted to sound more than just great. | wanted to make the excruciating five years of my
life practicing pay off. In a way, | developed a sense of passion throughout the five years
of playing. | viewed the cello as a way of expressing myself in ways words could not. |
never knew how a piece of wood and metal constructed together could be my hobby, a
leisure activity, or even a recreational activity.

The cello is an orchestral instrument created in the sixteenth century. Many normal
people cannot tell the difference between a cello and a bass or a viola and a violin. These
instruments, when played together, create magical music. The immersive sound of music
can move many people’s emotions. But from afar, many just see a piece of wood called a
bass or a cello; a hunk of junk that appears meaningless to most. But under all the gloss
and wood the cello has allowed me to grow as a human and as a Kempner cougar. An
instrument has allowed me to understand the true meanings of sacrifice, happiness, and
greatness. Who would know how much impact an inanimate object could have on my
life?

2018:The first time | ever picked up a cello. | found myself with an instrument in a room
with other sixth graders who were in the same situation as me; they didn’t know what to
do with this instrument. | eventually learned how to play the cello quickly and swiftly. |
started to envision a reality where | would be the best cello player, or maybe even the
next yo-yo ma. With that in mind, | tried my very best to make that come true. | practiced
and played with passion, and eventually, | was the best in my beginner class. | thought
since | was the best | could stop practicing and slack, but that would only work for the first
year. | progressed into my seventh-grade year where | was put into the highest-level
orchestra: chamber orchestra. This is where | instantly got a reality check; | found myself
constantly embarrassing myself every day in front of my whole orchestra. Every day |
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remember myself freezing and not playing, the moment of pure embarrassment and
fright. The breaking straw was when | overheard people talking about how | could not
play. This made me furious, it set off nerves that changed my work ethic. | practiced and
practiced every day, so | didn't have to embarrass myself anymore. | started a new habit
that made me do my best.

Throughout the years of playing the cello, | really enjoyed the experience of playing
expressive music with friends. I've met many new people throughout my middle school
years. Fast forward five years to high school orchestra, and I've remained optimistic about
the idea of continuing the cello for the rest of my high school career. I've never realized
that degrading comments and rude gestures would be in a high school orchestra.
Throughout my freshman year of orchestra, | had to adapt to become a person who
doesn’t respond to degrading feedback. So, | learned to take the “advice” out of “the
instrument isn’t the problem... you are the problem” and “wow it’s impossible to sound
that bad.” That was the breaking point of me deciding whether or not | should continue
orchestra. | always wanted to stay in orchestra to remain and be close to my friends. |
very much deliberated the joy | would feel to escape a mentally abusive orchestra, with
the rare fun times | would experience. | thought the idea out well and decided that
orchestra would be a hassle and | would no longer need the stress that it would put on
with my other classes. This cello, this instrument, this abiotic object allowed me to
understand the true meaning of sacrifice and allowed me the understand of how to
become greater as a person; because with the extra time | have, | can put towards myself
with studying, hanging out with friends, and working a job. | could be a better person for
my friends, my community, and my future if | sacrificed my hobby.

A true musician is not a person who just plays music, they understand when to stop
playing. Many people don’t know when to stop taking on activities, increasing their
stress. A musician will know when it’s their time to surrender their instrument and go on
with life. | was faced with a situation where my life would be very complicated if | didn't
put my instrument down. | was constantly told to keep playing, but what truly mattered
was what | wanted. | wanted to live a life where | could manage without burdens.The
moment my hobby interfered with my dreams; | dropped it. This is where | eventually
found inner peace with myself and continued to live a life with more meaning and joy.
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As | step into the jam-packed office at 7 a.m. on the hottest day of summer, wiping the
beads of sweat that glisten atop my forehead, | dread what comes next — everything —
another day of tedious work. It's SUMMER... Do these people ever go home? | make my
way up the spiral staircase in the center of all the chaos atTime Magazine, taking in the
smells of freshly printed paper and brewing coffee. | arrive at my tiny cubicle in the corner
to await my group’s assignment of the day when, “clack, clack, clack” (no), as | set my bag
down and look up slowly, from the corner of my eyes appears the chief editor, Susan
Henson. “l have an assignment that | need done ASAR"” she demands from my group
leader. “l would like to have one of your group members on it.” Please don’t be me. “You
in the blue shirt,” she says as she points her index finger at me. “I want this on my desk
by the end of the day.” Of course. It's always me.

| come to find out, when my group leader, a tall, young woman, reads out the
assignment’s topic, that | would be taking on the role of an activist. The topic consisted of
me taking a stance on the increasing demand for octopuses as food. | won’t lie, | was
puzzled as to why | should care about something that didn’t even concern me.
Regardless, | knew | had to do my job and get this done, so | started planning my outline.
What | began to realize was that unlike other animals known to be targeted for the
selfishness of humans - orcas, elephants, or rhinos — octopuses were not as popular.
Don’t get me wrong, | am not sweeping the pain and cruelty they experience under the
rug, but my first thoughts were such. It was not until | did further research that | learned |
was being ignorant.l!

After my outline was complete, | decided to begin conducting my research by browsing
Google images in search of the worst examples of octopus cruelty. At first, all | saw was
the beautiful creature swimming underwater next to colorful mountains of coral reefs, but
as | scrolled further down, | understood why this assignment was necessary. Multiple
photographs appeared of smiling fishermen standing next to pale purple octopuses lying
upside down on a wire held in place by blue clothespins. Why are these people standing
next to these dying creatures, smiling from ear to ear like Cheshire cats?'2l Of course, they
were happy; at the end of the day, they were getting a paycheck in their name, but the
pictures had an unsettling quality to them.
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| continued my search and came across a website of images dedicated to different social
media influencers that eat octopuses alive. The website showed them grabbing the
octopus, chopping off its arm, and then dipping it in a dark-colored sauce to eat it. Can the
octopus feel this happening to them? Why would they eat it alive? Not only did the
website include how the octopuses were eaten alive, but it also included multiple recipes
for cooking the octopuses. | began to wonder why methods like boiling them alive or
cutting off their tentacles before cooking them were so normalized. Images of such acts
were posted all over food blogs and recipe websites. Octopuses held in tongs being
submerged in steaming water, and chopped tentacles garnished in pans with lemon slices
and parsley appeared with every scroll of my mouse. The octopuses were not seen as
living creatures but rather as someone’s pleasurable dinner.

When | think of an octopus, | think of an eight-armed purple creature that lurks in the
shadows of the ocean’s waters. But as | came to learn, they are much more complex.
Octopuses are considered invertebrates.. They are part of the smaller class phylum
Mollusca, also known as mollusks, and are a part of the larger class Cephalopoda, which
includes animals like squid and cuttlefish. Octopuses are found around the world, and
there are about 220 classified species (Nicholson). They differ greatly in size. Some can
grow to just about two inches long, while others can reach well over 30 feet. Similar to
squids, octopuses have heads that are slightly separated from their bodies, with eight
arms that are joined together at their base, forming what looks like a skirt. Each arm or
tentacle has two sides that are filled with suction cups called suckers. Most octopuses use
their arms to crawl on the bottom of the ocean floor (Britannica).

The octopus that most people know of is the O. Vulgaris also referred to as the “common
octopus” (Boycott). This octopus is medium-sized and is found in temperate and tropical
waters. It typically lives on the ocean floor, hiding along the rocky surface. The common
octopus diet consists of crabs and crustaceans. Known for their intelligence, when feeling
endangered, octopuses discharge inky substances that they use to sometimes paralyze
their attackers. Moreover, they have the ability to change the pigment in their skin in order
to camouflage themselves when in danger (Britannica). Basically, this octopus is one of
the most intelligent invertebrate creatures lurking in the ocean.

As | continued my research, | remembered a specific instance where | consumed octopus.
A couple of years ago, at a birthday dinner for my best friend, | was offered a piece of the
grilled octopus she ordered. | took the piece and tried it. Sixteen years old and eager to
tell my mom | had tried something new; | shared this experience with her. Her reaction
was not what | expected. To my naive self, eating an animal like an octopus was a rare
delicacy. But to my surprise, she explained how she grew up eating octopus in her home
country, Lebanon.

With this information, | wanted to understand the side of people who support the eating
of octopuses. Obviously, I'm not judging them; | mean | have eaten octopus too. | just
wanted to see if they truly understood the conditions they went through. Proponents of
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octopus farming argue it is considered sustainable, as it would lessen the pressure on
hunting wild octopuses. One million octopuses are slaughtered each year, but in 2020, the
overall total global catch decreased to 377,000 tons (Mishler). As octopus becomes an
increasingly popular meal, the demand to catch it also increases. Moreover, other
proponents of this argument suggest that octopuses make great farming animals.
Octopuses have high conversion rates where they convert 50 percent of the food they
ingest into flesh. Octopuses are able to gain weight rather quickly— about 2 percent every
day if they are well-fed. Because of these factors, octopuses are able to reproduce quickly
and produce a lot of

offspring. In return, increasing farm productivity and economic prosperity. Since they are
so used to hiding in tight spaces on the ocean floor, they are

able to adapt to their captivity in confined farms (Singer and Mather). Building on this,
many believe aquaculture facilities create more favorable conditions for animals than
their normal habitats. This is because the farms allow them to remain hidden and in
shelter, therefore avoiding danger. (Gonzalez, M. L. et al).

However, proponents of the argument for octopus farming fail to recognize how octopus
farming is more beneficial to humans than to the actual animal. Those opposed to the
practice argue that as more octopuses are caught, more sea animals and other fish are
also being caught in order to feed the animal. About one-third of the fish caught globally
is used to feed other aquatic animals in aquaculture. Due to this, overfishing has begun to
increase. Not only does this impact the fish, but it also impacts the environment. Pollution
from fertilizers, disinfectants, and nitrogen from feces and decomposition is released into
the environment. Diseases transmitted from wild fish to octopuses are also common on
farms. Furthermore, octopuses have such behavioral complexity that it has been proven
they feel pain (Jaquet et al). Octopuses are slaughtered using inhumane methods. They
are electrocuted with currents, clubbed to death, and cut in between their eyes.
Octopuses have three-fifths of their neurons in their arms, so when they are killed for
food, they are able to feel everything done to them (Diamante). Not only do they feel

physical pain, but they also feel emotional stress. Octopus farms are associated with high
mortality and aggression rates. Octopuses are known to need a highly cognitively
stimulating environment to reach their full potential. So, the farm systems do not offer
these attributes but instead offer extremely confined tanks with a risk of cannibalism
(Jackson et al). Those arguing against octopus farming are able to recognize how much
harm is truly done to the animal, all for human benefit.

Growing people’s public awareness of the cruel and inhuman conditions octopuses
experience on the farms will help prevent their spread. Killing octopuses and farming
them not only harms that animal, but also destroys whole ecosystems and environments
where the octopus played a vital role. Moreover, the main argument made against
octopus farming is the abhorrent killing methods they are subjected to. As
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aforementioned, octopuses can feel pain, and they can also anticipate the suffering they
are about to experience in stressful situations. So, by cutting in between their eyes to
destroy their brains or by passing electrical currents through their

bodies, the farms are causing octopuses to experience a multitude of negative emotions.
When confined in crowded tanks under unnatural light, octopuses do

the opposite of adapting normally; they become aggressive and experience a sense of
territorialism. Moreover, the constant need to reproduce in these

environments is also a cause of extreme stress (Jaquet et al). If the few octopus farms
that are being built or that are already built continue to be as

successful and supported in the human world as they are today, then it will set a
dangerous precedent that could have dire implications for more octopus farms being
constructed in the future.

Now, | for one know this isn’t a perfect world. So, the thought of all octopus farms being
shut down is not a reality. However, there is a place where both sides can reach a
compromise. Allowing octopus rights on these farms appears to be the most logical
solution. Improving the octopuses conditions by offering them at least a little protection
will help decrease the ethical questions surrounding these farms. Giving the octopuses
areas to live that won't cause them emotional stress and

finding more ethical killing methods that won’t cause them immense pain are just
examples of the ways laws could help octopuses.

Humans are always going to want to eat octopuses, just like they do other animals. |, for
one, can understand both sides of this argument. However, | do not agree with the ways
in which those who farm octopuses treat them. It is our duty as human beings to care for
this world and the creatures in it. Even though we are selfish by nature, we should not
always put our wants before the other living beings around us.They have minds and
feelings too, but just because they don’t look like us does not mean they shouldn’t be
treated with care and respect. These animals can’t stick up for themselves, so we, as
humans, must work together to help stop the farms from hurting any more of these
intelligent creatures, all for human satisfaction.
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This is the body of my ancestors.

| am proud to bear their mark, to take on their burdens.

Some days, | humor myself their peace, our salvation.

Something will change, with me.

| will be Augur of a crumbling heritage Traitor, they will call me.

Or, Herald of progress and acceptance | have become Colonizer.

I humor myself a seeker of peace.

Yet | do not know
Memento mori how many dead versions of myself and others
Remember that you must die. will strew this path | walk.
The rift is growing—
eventually, it will call,
and we will have to answer.

| do not know if | am ready for this lineage’s reckoning.
| can only hope | will survive,
Saubhagyawati Bhava. that the dust will settle, and all will be well again.
Blessings that | will never receive. Is a tense peace all | can dare to hope for?
When will | breathe deep again,

without fear of the ashes choking me?
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My khandan is afraid of being forgotten.

| see the fear in their eyes There is pride there too,
As | speak, unafraid of the bite of the whip; In many.
As | speak,

Words foreign to their ears, and familiar ones, Men fear

foreign to their minds. that which they do not understand.

My power comes from the Earth on which | stand

But the Earth is my Mother  Every morning | ask forgiveness
And | could not stand For my feet which tread her shoulders.
Without my Father.

His pride was one of the first.

When it breaks, a part of me will break too.

They told me,

“You will bring glory to our Name.” Y AU AU S22
Soon they will be afraid that

I will bring only shame, and guilt, and pain.

| am afraid of this too.  § - 83l 21§ dl?

| will carry the weight of those forced to kneel, for those who will never be asked to.
It is past time,
That the women of this family

Demand what they are owed. This is not a time for mercy.
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Some days | think | have never known a warm hearth before.

Other days, | remember a hearth has many forms, that do not require fire to be warm.
This is the family that has raised me, but | do not know if | was meant for them.

| am grateful, regardless.

| am sorry for the pain | will cause.

| will be accused of blasphemy, “Unfaithful.

of sin and wrongness and evil Led astray,

by those who said they loved me, Corrupted by Western values.”
and | will tell them:  They will mourn the end of my morality.

that you were the only heaven | have ever known. They will blame my mother.

The pain of my ancestors weighs heavy,
but | walk to you now,
for those who were never given the privilege of choice,

no matter the pain of it. | hope one looks upon me now and is proud.

If | can fulfill the empty aches and unending pains
of the women who birthed me,

Perhaps my own struggle will not be in vain.
Perhaps, the deepness of this shame

is not so pervasive after all.
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Nostalgia is for the weak.

Hopes and prayers and intimate fears—
all things better left unsaid.

Are we so scared of vulnerability?
Perhaps all | want

is to soften my shoulders

and weep into the arms of a lover

who does not require strength from me.

Names and claims and false ownerships.

This land was never ours to begin with.
| am a foreigner destroying the lands | so desperately ache to call home.

What child can bear to do this to its mother?

What mother is not destroyed by her child?

Loss of agency, loss of choice.
They only want what’s best for me.

What do | know, after all, of myself?
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They will blame my mother.
| was never an angry girl.
But they will blame my mother,

And | will show them the depths of their error.

| will show them what it means to worship a Goddess
And they will repent,

The pain in their eyes

A merciful trade

For the tears she has shed.

This is not a time for small things.

This is a time for RAGE and RAGING.

| crave my revenge-a feral lust has overtaken me.
| think my love has turned to rage

Good.

| was not meant to be digestible.
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During the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, the Supreme Court restricted Chinese
immigration, ruling an exception that children of US citizens could legally immigrate. The
Chinese took advantage of this loophole by creating paper families. They built kinships
with US citizens by forging paperwork and splitting apart families. When inspectors
caught on, they interrogated and dug into these immigrants’ livelihoods. Chinese
immigrants pushed for their false identity until they blurred their own truths with lies.

*

Two summers ago, Jiejie and | ran out to the fields every night and picked a few of Ma'’s
peaches off her tree. We flattened the crabgrass growing under, nestled our back against
the trunk, split overripe peaches with our thumbs. “And Ma says she’ll candy them for
winter,” Jiejie nudged me one night and pointed above.The peach tree was barren only
after a week of our secret trips, its branches fanned out like veins, bleeding into the naked
sky.

“Just tell her it was the birds,” | laughed, digging thumb-sized holes near the tree trunk.
When we first took peaches from Ma'’s tree, | had to tell Jiejie to stop worrying the whole
way back. Just plant all the ones we stole. | bet at least one of them will grow. “And if it
does,” | reminded her, nestling the pit in the dirt. “| bet we'll repay her with twice the
amount of peaches.”

“And when will that happen?” Jiejie shook her head and threw her peach pit into the tall
grass.

“l don’t know,” | told her. “Maybe next year? Maybe we can do this next summer, Jigjie.”
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Moonlight spilled over Jiejie's face, sticky from the juice dribbling down her cheek. She
curled her body and cracked a thin smile. “Maybe,” Jiejie said, her syllables curdled from
mouthfuls of peach. “Maybe if the peaches grow back.”

*

Jiejie’s warnings of my overly ambitious peach pit plan were right all along. The next
morning after that night, Ma found out about our crimes. | confessed on the porch with
my hands splayed out, sticky and raw from the remains of her obliterated fruit. | promised
her that all the peach pits | planted in her barren tree’s place would repay her with
bucketfuls. But those lies were fruitless because two summers later, none of the peach
pits sprouted, and Ma’s peach tree stopped bearing fruit.

“You're lucky | had enough savings,” Ma spat at her half empty shelves of candied fruit.
She dug into the wooden drawer and pulled out a stack of crinkled yuan. Ever since Ba
was swept up by sea half a decade ago, his friend in America took pity and made room to
take me into his family if Ma paid for the documentation. At that time, | was too young to
deny anything, so Ma secretly racked up all the money she saved from selling stone fruit
at the market to buy papers and documents. “Your paper ba. His name is Char-wols
Yang,” Ma whispered when she had first revealed her plans. She described how this
crime was every mother’s dream—how all the ayi she knew risked their lives with forged
documents and sacrificed their motherhood to watch their sons thin to paper. “America,”
she interrupted every time | argued that it was a waste of money, “is a place where the
supermarkets have roofs, and you can buy all the fruit you want in refrigerated carts.”
She heard this from the neighboring ayi who always bragged about sending their
prosperous sons to America, paper sons who abandoned their homeland to watch their
crinkled yuan harden to gold.

That night, Ma unfolded a photo of a man who looked nothing like Jiejie and I's chubby-
faced Ba. His teeth were straight and pearly-white, hair parted and combed and gelled,
cheekbones digging into his expressionless face. “Your paper ba,” Ma nudged me. “Char-
wolsYang.” She always added the word “paper” to everything, as if to remind me that |
was always her son-born by the fruit stand when | kicked and turned until Ma’s belly
swelled red and raw like a peach.That her motherhood could not be stripped across
oceans. That our bloodline was thicker than the loose-leafed papers we forged. | sat next
to Jiejie, and we dreamed of all the things we thought we knew about the man named
Charles-his family, his village, or anything | could use to weave into a lie.

From then on, | became the son of a man named CharlesYang. | spent every night reciting
his name. “Char-wols,” | mouthed, stretching the syllables until my lips cracked. “Char-



WRITING SILVER KEY AWARDS Scholastic Art & Writing

wols. Char-wols.” My tongue hardened with every call. What if he looks like Ba? What if
he is Ba? What would | say? | would redraw the man’s face in my dreams, trying to
connect them to the stories of Ba's passing the ayi always gossiped about. How Ba’s boat
was caught in a wave, salt-slicked waters swallowing everything whole. | imagined Ba
reemerging out of the waters and americanizing into the man named CharlesYang. |
imagined all the things | would say to him if we reunited, all the water-gurgling shouts
and choking debris | would swallow to see him again.

Each time, | woke up with my voice reduced to gasps of Are you Ba? Are you Ba? Are you
Ba? Are you really Ba?

*

What Ma hated more than unsold, rottings peaches were liars, but she said that if she
ever gave birth to a son who was a liar, he'd better be a good one. “Ayi,” she reminded
me. “Not Ma. Ayi, not Jiejie.” In public, | lived as the son of a man named CharlesYang,
and Jiejie and Ma became my ayi, or what | would call aunties, or what | would call
strangers. “Jiejie” and “Ma” became names | mouthed at night like a sin to remember,
secrets | tucked under my tongue, separated from all the things | memorized about the
man named CharlesYang—his name, face, the village he lived before he immigrated. “I
think it was by the harbor. His village,” Ma had told me, and she handed me a pile of
envelopes. “Before you leave, remember the map. Two houses right from the entrance of
the harbor. This layout. Describe it.” She tucked crinkled yuan in my pocket. “Exchange
this when you cross the border.”

Behind Ma’s hesitant yet encouraging eyes, she knew all along | was a bad liar. No matter

how many times | pleaded for Jiejie and her company instead of America, she knew about
my dreams. How | wanted to know about all the things in America, or about all the things

Ba hungered for in exchange for his life.

That night, | rested under Ma’s peach tree, which was now withered into a skeleton, its
trunk hollowed and cracking under my weight. Jiejie handed me a nectarine Ma bought
from the market. | asked her about all the things she likes, about all the places | would
wait to visit with her in America. She told me that she would keep all the things | left
behind and would trade them back if she ever makes it. “Only if you don’t look too much
like that Char-wols.Then | won't be able to find you,” she laughed. We chewed in silence,
and Jiejie scooped up dirt to bury the pits.

*
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In this dream, everything was alright. There were no stories of Ba's passing or recreations
of Charles’ face. In this dream, it was that summer before Ma’s peach tree stopped
bearing fruit, where Ma was back from the market and | was sitting under the tree,
gorging on peaches she was supposed to candy. Above, Ma’s peach tree was not a shell,
its branches fanning out like veins, pulsing and alive. In this dream, everything was
alright, and | slouched against the tree. Ahead of me, two figures blended into the tall
grass. Mal | called out of instinct. Jiejie! But my mouth molded into the same syllables
every time. Ayi! Ayil

Both figures loomed closer, their faces smeared in shadows. And | could not differentiate
who was who.

*

“So your father is outside,” the man at the interrogation center said. “Charles?”

“CharlesYang,” | told him.Yes, my father, | thought. Ba. Have you seen him? Did he ever
make it?

The man nodded and flipped through the documents. “l want to know more about your
relationship with your father. Tell me, what was your village...like? Your home? How many
people lived with you? How were the beds arranged? Your siblings? What were they like?”

In my head, | recited the exact layout | practiced countless times with Jiejie—the two
daughters who were my paper sisters who were almost exactly one year apart and two
and three years older than me. | thought about the harbor written in the envelopes, how
Charles went out every evening with my paper sisters to fish at the dock. But then |
remembered home with Jiejie and Ma, how Ma trudged the same mud path every day to
the market, how she prayed her overripe stone fruit could last another day. | remembered
Jiejie, our palms blistered and cracked from playing in the fields and our cheeks scarred
from the tall grass. Then | remembered that maybe Jiejie was by the harbor instead of the
peach tree. Then | mixed up my paper sisters’ age with Jiejie—that maybe the two
daughters were two and three years younger than me. | folded the corner of the ticket in
my palms, crumpling it into all the things | couldn’t keep in America, into all the things |
left behind.

“My home is—"
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*

Look right there! Do you see it? Jiejie shouted.

In this dream that was no longer mine, Jiejie tugged my shirt and pointed at the gnarled
peach tree ahead. We ran to the edge of the field, pushing away the tall grass. The yuan
Ma gave me was still crumpled in my pocket. | stopped and pulled it out. | waved the yuan
at Jiejie, who was now far from my sight.

Jiejie! | yelled. Want to sneak into the market for popsicles? Ahead, Jiejie reappeared with
Ma under the peach tree. Half of their sun-spotted faces were smeared from the sunlight’s
glare, the other half from shadow. Jiejie! Ma! | called again. | ran towards them. Jiejie
was biting a peach, her cheeks dribbling in juice. Ma cracked into a toothless smile, and
she held out an overripe peach.The fruit softened in my palms. Above, the branches
drooped from all the weight, peach underbellies so round and yellowed | almost mistook
it for gold.

Translations:
Jiejie: sister

Ayi: auntie
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When | was 12 years old, | based my whole identity on being a “failworker:” an individual
who has thrown out every bit of effort to only receive zero recognition for their hard work.
| felt lost, overwhelmed, and desperate for any ounce of validation — any sense of drive to
keep going.These negative waves of emotions and the strong urge to prove myself found
itself lost and in turmoil as negativity continued to plague the image of self-perfection
sought by my younger self.

November 2019: coming home from school in 7" grade, | held in my right hand a sheet of
paper with gold stars, all aligned within a uniform line and a sticker on the edge of the
paper that reads, “magnifique! (magnificent in French).” | quickly ran home as fast as |
could while feeling a rush of elation since Madame Allen had just given me stickers for
excelling in my first year of French.

Walking through the front door and taking off my shoes, | ran to the kitchen while putting
down my backpack on the stairs to wave at my parents what my teacher had given me.
“Look at my paper! Look at my paper!”

Waiting in anticipation for a “great job!” or “I'm proud of you!” from my father, | was
instead greeted with, “Will this help with the B on your last test?”

| didn’t know what to say. | stood there with my limbs frozen, spacing out, and watched
my dad get back to what he was doing before. | felt like a daisy being trampled over 200
times by the wrath of despair. | was not only stripped of joy but was feeling like a failure
for not putting in enough work to get a high enough grade on the last test. | thought that |
could make up for my inadequacy with the stickers, but to him, the stickers meant nothing
but silly little images.

| disappointingly stomped every step up the stairs to my room and slammed my door
shut as | was unacknowledged for my efforts. Was my dad in a bad mood? Did he not hear
what | said? Or is it just me? Pouring out these complicated emotions | felt during the
moment, | revisited the memory of mine 2 months before.

September 2019: flopping onto my bed, | grabbed a pillow and shoved it in my face while
screaming and letting out all my emotions into it. White noise surrounded me as stress
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overtook my mental state. | hyperventilated, was soaked in sweat, and my body rolled
intensely side to side on my bed. | was distressed.

Curious about what was happening, my older sister Mimi entered my room and saw me
mentally breaking down after she heard me argue with our dad over my recent
performance on the last test in French. Even though | tried my hardest and studied my
butt off, | was 3% short of an A.

My sister snatched the test paper | had in my hand and laughed. “Bro, why are you upset?
It's literally an 87,” she said.

| explained how dad was clearly not happy that | didn’t make an A.To him, B stood for
“bad,” and an A stood for “average.” There was no way | was getting around his hot-
headed personality. | felt so overwhelmed and stress in that moment and wanted to drop
everything and give up.

“Who cares! What matters is that you tried! It doesn’t matter what dad thinks because, at
the end of the day, he didn’t earn that number, you did.”

12-year-old me didn’t look at her comment as something inspirational or special. | was so
blinded by the need to be praised that | only saw the existence of the letter A. However,
my sister has greatly influenced me. Unlike my parents, she acknowledged the 87 that |
received as something greater than how my dad saw it. She saw it as hours and hours of
hard work rather than a number reciprocating my worth.

As | bring my sister’s voice along with me to the present, | have applied this newfound
conscious perspective to how | view success. At first, it felt hard to stray off the path of
gaining a sense of validation. Validation was a way for myself to feel appreciated and
belonged in the roots of my family. Moving forward, | still sometimes felt a part of myself
was missing because of my past beliefs. Despite the deep talk with my sister, words are
just words, and they couldn’t just change my whole perception on a reality that left me in
shambles since the start of school.

So, leading up to that afternoon in November 2019, | developed the insights of a growth
mindset and tried my best on every school assignment. When | would receive my grade, |
congratulated myself regardless of how well | did. In fact, after a whole month, |
noticeably got better grades, was in a better mood, and had more self-confidence.

Reflecting on my dad’s comment on how | was unable to achieve his standard of
perfectionism, | decided to use my sister’s inner voice and the effort put in over the past
month as guidance. And in that moment when | was in my room, | began feeling lifted
from the constraints of all expectations. | felt boundless and free as the voice of those
efforts echoed over and over again in my head, telling me to follow my own feelings.

| was completely changed. | was not like the person | was before, seeking to gain the peak
of all expectations. What only mattered from that point on was my own view of success. It
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didn’t matter what anyone thought of me because | have finally changed to become a
better person: a person who values their own hardwork and doesn’t take it for granted.
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Popo is almost 85 years old, but her palms are still milky pale-soft like a newborn’s. “This
is because of all the rice I've washed,” she says, and her laughs rattle through her
toothless mouth, hands slicked in a film of chalky water. Every morning, right when the
Guangdong Sun splinters through the kitchen shutters, Popo sifts rice through the cracks
of her fingers, watching each grain belly flop in the bowl. She lays her palm flat over the
surface and lets the faucet run like waves, turning it off when the tides reach her
knuckles.

“Remember to buy this kind, Hong Jiu.” She nudges me after slipping the bowl into the
rice cooker. “The best kind.” She hauls a beige bag of Calrose rice, slits open the top, and
tilts it over a plastic crate. This is where she stores all her rice, and it never runs empty.
“Every week | buy two more bags,” she says, tapping the crate to even the rice out. “But
then | come home and the crate is still half full.”

Popo relives the same routine everyday—-wake up, head to the street markets at 6 AM, buy
a couple heads of Napa cabbage, try tai chi, watch a few episodes of Chinese dramas, and
close bedroom lights at 8 PM. Mama says this is because Popo’s getting old. “You need to
watch her more often,” she whispers. “Wash the rice so it's ready when she comes back.”
| begin to follow Popo in the kitchen, scurrying around her while she moves from stove to
cutting board to faucet to fridge.

Popo always washes the rice. When she submerges her hands in the bowl, her skin
softens like a childs, aging backwards. She is no longer 84 but 14-a girl rambling about
her girlhood in present tense, running her fingers through the heap of rice. Her sesame-
black hair is slicked back to a ponytail, and she wears an oversized apron that drapes
down to her knees. “Come here Hong Jiu,” she coos, ushering me with drenched rice-
water sleeves she forgot to roll up.
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Most of the time when we're cooking, I'm in charge of the scallions. Popo teaches me how
to slice them paper thin—-scrunch them into a tight bundle and keep the top end of the
knife on the cutting board. “Only move the bottom end.” She wraps her hands around
mine and guides me through the leafy parts, tightening her grasp when the knife quivers.
When we get to the white part of the scallion, she lets go. “Leave an inch from the roots.”
She grabs her terracotta pot sunbaked on the windowsill and digs a hole in the soil with
her thumb. “Sometimes if you cut too close to the roots, it won’t grow.”

*

In America, | am an ocean away from Popo and buy my own rice. | haul bags of Calrose
rice at the local supermarket, but | can’t tell if they're the kind Popo likes. The only social
media she uses is WeChat, so | create an account with my English name as the user. It's
two syllables, but Popo spends a week trying to pronounce it during our calls. She only
gets the last syllable-the “Ceee”-of my name right. “Ceee. Lu-Ceee. Lucy. Aiya,” she
sighs. “Too hard. Hong Jiu is so much easier.” She asks me if Lucy is right, and her lips
curl into a smile when | tell her that my English name doesn’t even start with an L.

When | ask Mama what my actual Chinese name is, she says that | was supposed to have
one, but Baba had written my name wrong when filling out the paperwork. “He wrote
Hong Jiu. Red wine. We bickered about this for days. About how stupid he is to forget his
own daughter’s name.” But eventually, they both renamed me in English, burying my
Chinese name in cardboard boxes labeled with all the things we left behind for America.
How easily a name can be rendered useless if it's never called.

*

Lately, | am a budding teen and have been eating out more than | should. I've neglected
my stash of rice for so long weevils begin rummaging in the crates. When | show Popo,
she tells me to soak the rice in water before washing it. “The weevils will float.” | listen,
pouring hot water and carefully picking them out, panning my palms across the surface of
the waters. Popo laughs and scoots closer to the camera. “This is what happens when
you don't take care of rice properly. But | guess you aren’t scared of bugs. In Guangdong,
this happened so often we didn’t care. Tried scooping some out but a few always ended
up in our bowl.”

“That's funny,” | joke. “From someone who washes her rice five times before cooking it.”

For an English project onThe Joy Luck Club, | am perched on the couch, iPad in my lap,
and | interview Popo and ask her about her homeland, Guangdong. She tells me about
her girlhood being shipped off to work in rice paddy farms—waters reaching her shins,
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clay swallowing her sandals. How pigs would be shackled in their pens, and how chickens
freely ranged the yard, pecking at their own feces. “The best part was washing rice. |
remember | was 12 or 13.The sun baked us until we peeled. Washing rice was the best
excuse for bathing my hands in cold water.”

“And what if they catch you?”

Popo curls her mouth into a damp smile. “What can they do? They can’t do anything.They
named me as a lucky charm for their future son so if something happened to me...”

| scroll to the top of the notes page. The cursor blinks to the left of the question. What is
the interviewee’s name?

“Zhao Di,” she says before | ask. “Bring a brother. | think it means bring a brother.”

*

Popo’s girlhood began with a bowl of wet rice. She teaches me to relive those moments
of washing rice-moments where she wasn’t binded by the superstitions of elders or
silenced for her ambitions. Now, I'm trying to relearn how to wash rice with Popo through
calls, propping my phone against the windowsill and angling it down to the bowl. | swirl
the milky water, check if the rice is submerged knuckle-deep. | slice scallions by only
moving the bottom end of the knife, but | can’t cut them as thin as when Popo helped me
with her grip. | string the half-cut scallions like an accordion in front of the camera. “Four
years.You've been away for too long,” Popo complains. “This is why you're forgetting
everything | say. Coming back soon?” | laugh, blame it on the dull knife, but | don’t know
what to say next-how to answer that question. Should | tell her that high school’s
starting? How airplane tickets are too expensive? How my passport isn’t renewed? How it
might be another four years?

“Soon,” | tell her. “I think anytime soon.”

The next few minutes are quiet-we're too busy preparing rice to speak. | peer into the
camera and see a girl on the other side who looks just like me.Two girls who were cut so
close to the roots they won’t grow. Two girls who lost themselves in their names of things
they weren’t meant to be-red wine and a brother who doesn’t exist. Tonight, Popo is
playing with the rice-surfacing her palms against the reflection of her wrinkled face. | am
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picking out the individual grains carefully, learning how to cook my meals independently.
She washes rice to return to girlhood. | wash rice to leave it.

But we are watching each other, listening to the sloshing of the rice and the beeping of
the cooker. This is our language.
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The tortilla alone is almost 150 calories. Beans must be closer to 200. The lettuce is only
about 15—a godsend, if it hadn't been crammed next to half-melted cheese and a
suspiciously pale sauce. No idea how many calories. | don't like that.

Mom sucks in her teeth. "Eat," she tells me. "Nothing bad will happen if you do. Just eat
it. Please."

| raise my eyes—anything to avoid looking at the stupid bulging burrito. She's playing
with the cross hanging from her neck. She's never been real religious, but after |
collapsed in the tub and the hospital had to stick ten different IVs in me, something
snapped inside of her and now she goes to church two times a week.

Eyes back on the burrito. | press my legs together, and there's barely any give. By now my
legs are little more than bone and sinew. And that's how | like it.

But Mom is looking at me. In that desperately pleading way of hers, like a kicked puppy.

| tear a bit of the tortilla off. It flaps between my fingers. | place it carefully in my mouth,
swallowing before | can convince myself not to.

Back at the hospital, my therapist had asked me if | really thought a slimmer body would
make me happier. "You're 78 pounds right now," she had said, as if | hadn't seen that
number written on a thousand different forms by Mom's shaking hand, "and I'm guessing
your goal is 75. When you're 75, will you be okay with staying there? Or will you start
thinking that you'll only really be happy if you can get down to 70?"
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| take the burrito in both hands, because that's how heavy it is, holding it delicately. Like it
might burn me. My eyes catch on the dips and rises of my hands, knuckles and joints
jutting out like knobby hills. The burrito dwarfs my wrist, and the bracelet | put on this
morning is sliding down to midarm. Skin is stretched like plastic wrap over my wrist, the
bones close to snapping through. | feel a sudden revulsion.

| used to be revolted by everything about me. | felt my thighs chafe against each other
with every step | took and | had to swallow down bile. | felt the soft rise of my belly press
into any surface | leaned over and had to hold back a gag. Anytime | raised an arm, I'd had
to avert my gaze from the dangling fat, lest | heave. There was a terrible hypersensitivity
inside me, finely attuned to every swell and curve and rise in my body, and | couldn't
focus on anything but imagining that fat sloughing off with every passing minute that |
allowed my stomach to remain empty.

No, it was never about being more happy or less sad. It was about trying to tolerate
myself, | think, trying to coexist with my body without wanting to worm my way out of it.

Inch by inch, the burrito approaches my mouth. My stomach lashes left and right. Sweat
pricks my skin. And then my teeth are slipping into the softness and biting a piece away
and my throat works, trying its best to push the food out, but | swallow anyway.

Mom's eyes are wide with amazement.

I'm hungry. God. | am so hungry. | haven't been full for two years and it feels like a
lifetime. My stomach is growling, begging for more. Saliva convalesces in my mouth.

| take another bite, and it slips past my tongue too quickly. Another bite. And then
another. | am ferocious, yanking pieces off like a starving animal. It's only when | go for
another one and find only air that | realize I'm done.

| stare at the empty plate, my empty hands. My vision tilts dangerously. | feel all 500
calories of that burrito shift, click, settle in my stomach.
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Mom is grinning widely. "Good job, honey.This is so great. Good job."
"Yeah," | say faintly. "I—I'm gonna go to the restroom now, Mom."

| run more than walk there. My stomach glugs with the weight of the burrito and | swear |
can feel the distance between my thighs drawing together, can feel my stomach growing
and poking out of the fabric of my shirt. | land on the floor, right in front of the toilet, and
stick a finger into my mouth.

I'm not a puker, usually. But | need to get this invader in my body out.

| touch the back of my mouth and push until | can feel the gag reflex working. Liquid slugs
its way up to my throat. My finger has hardly left my mouth before vomit spews out and
into the toilet bowl.

| heave and gag until everything is out and my stomach feels painfully hollow, then gag a
few times after that just to make sure.

A creak. | look up to see the door swinging open, Mom staring at me. Her hands are on
her cross again.

Behind her, | can see my reflection in the full-length mirror. | am sweaty and pale, with
hair so thin it nearly shows my scalp and eyes as sunken as a skull's. My shoulders come
up as if to protect me from the sight of myself, but they're too narrow to really do much.

"It's okay," Mom says. | wonder who she's trying to convince, because we both know
that's a lie. "Setbacks happen. Recovery doesn't mean anything without setbacks. I'll
just—I'll pray more. | will. And you'll try harder. Right? Promise me you'll try harder,
honey."

| say nothing. Instead, | lean against the toilet again, wrapping my arms around my waist,
running my fingers over each and every rib. | chew slowly, even with nothing in my
mouth, tasting the aftermath of the bile.
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In the realm of healing, where science and heart entwine,
A new chapter unfolds, with Artificial Intelligence as its design.
Gentle whispers of progress, in corridors lined with care,

A beautiful symphony of technology and human flair.

In laboratories silent, machines hum with thought,
Crafting solutions, with the wisdom they have been taught.
They delve into mysteries, where human eyes falter,

Unlocking secrets, on the biomedical altar.

With algorithms precise, like a surgeon's hand,
Al guides the healers, in this complex land.
In diagnostics' maze, it's a luminous guide,

Finding paths unseen, where solutions reside.

Through data vast as oceans, it sifts with grace,
Bringing forth patterns, no human could trace.
Predicting and modeling, with an unseen art,

In the canvas of healthcare, Al plays its part.

In the dance of molecules, and life's intricate play,
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Al's insight brings a new light to day.
Personalized treatments, tailored and keen,

A future of medicine, once only dreamed.

Yet, in this fusion of silicon and soul,
A balance we seek, to reach our goal.
For machines may learn, predict, and aid,

But human touch, in healing, must never fade.

So here's to the future, bright and unknown,
Where Al and medicine, together have grown.
A journey of empathy, science, and care,

In the quest for healing, an unparalleled pair.

For in this blend of technology and human endeavor,
Lies a promise of health, better than ever.
A testament to progress, compassion, and skill,

In the art of healing, Al fulfills.
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When she’s away, | wait and wait

And hope that she will not be late.

The house is big, without a sound.

My barks in empty space resound.

| pace the floor, stare at the walls.

| walk suddenly quiet halls.

My bowl is barren, water warm.

Thoughts like restless sparrows swarm.

But then — but then — | hear the crunch

Of gravel like a sucker punch

To my ecstatic senses when
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Staccato footsteps narrow in

And you come up to the front door -

And | can’t wait a second more -

To see your face, to scent your hands

That smell sweet like familiar lands -

To nuzzle weary feet that roam

Far but always return back home.
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Introduction
The notion of technology has brought forth various changes in modern society, including

the increased use of social media platforms. Currently, more than 23% of the global
population

utilizes social media. (Montag et al.). Although social media provides a means for people
to

connect and interact with others, it has also been associated with possible adverse effects
on

health. One explored aspect is that excessive social media use impacts the nucleus
accumbens of

adolescents, which plays a crucial role in reward processing and motivation. According to

research at Princeton University, photographs displayed increased neural activity in
several brain

regions, including the nucleus accumbent (Lauren et al).

Additionally, this area exhibited reduced activation of neural regions typically associated

with cognitive control. Dr. Andrew Doan, a respected neuroscientist and author, cautioned
about

the dangers of excessive social media use on the brain, stating, "Excessive screen time
and social

media can have detrimental effects on our brain and mental well-being" (Doan and
Strickland).

As social media use becomes more ubiquitous, concerns have been raised about its
potential
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effects on the brain. Due to the lack of regulation or legal guidance regarding social media
usage,

individuals must be aware of its potential impact on their brain health and proactively
limit their usage. This evaluation raises the question of to what extent excessive

social media use in adolescents alters the nucleus accumbent. Overall, an analysis
through the

scientific, medical, and psychological angles displays that addressing the social media
crisis will

necessitate significant medical interventions and regulations. These will ultimately help
decline

to provide the necessary research to aid those experiencing mental defects.

Mental Health Effects
The health effects of social media hold various consequences per individual, but they are

nonetheless profound. Most notably, social media directly alters brain functions, which
include

parts of the nucleus accumbens. Recent research by Manduca suggests that the nucleus
accumbens core, a brain region associated with pleasure and reward, may play a key role
in

regulating adolescent social behavior through the interaction between cannabinoid and
opioid

receptors (Manduca et al.). Excessive use of social media can significantly affect

individuals and

society, highlighting the need to better understand social media's effects on the brain and
develop

strategies to mitigate its negative impact on mental health.

Limiting Social Media Usage
From a scientific perspective, research indicates that adolescents who excessively utilize

social media demonstrate modifications in the brain's reward system, specifically in the
nucleus
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accumbens. For example, a study by Kuss and Griffiths found that excessive social media
use

can activate the brain's reward centers similarly to drug use, leading to addictionlike
behaviors

and altering the reward system among adolescents. Furthermore, the study suggests that
this

activation can lead to the release of dopamine, a neurotransmitter associated with
pleasure and

reward, reinforcing the behavior and contributing to addictionlike symptoms. Outside of

academic settings, the negative impacts of social media overuse can also extend to other
areas of

life. Social media use can distract users from their surroundings and impair their
judgment,

leading to dangerous situations (Bernhardt et al.). Excessive social media usage can
resultin

fatigue and cognitive overload among adolescents, leading to academic errors and
decreased

school performance. Suppose schools must address this issue and help students manage
their

social media usage. In that case, students may make costly mistakes that impact their
academic

performance and future opportunities and success.

Social Media Addiction
According to a study by Montag published in Behavioral Brain Research, excessive

social media use can negatively impact the brain's reward system. This can result in
addictionlike behaviors, including difficulty with impulse control and increased risk-taking
behaviors. Given that social media is often accessed through smartphones, it is essential
to consider how

using these devices can impact an adolescent's sleep hygiene. Experts recommend good
sleep

hygiene practices to maximize resting time, which could help mitigate the negative
impacts of
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excessive social media use on the developing brain (Montag et al.). However, these
methods

ignore the time constraints attributed to many adolescents who excessively use social
media and

do not sufficiently alleviate the disruptions it can cause. For example, practicing good
sleep

hygiene can be less effective due to the stimulation and engagement with social media,
as

mentioned by (Sherman et al.). An unbiased study conducted by Twenge and Campbell
also

suggests that excessive social media use can lead to increased anxiety and depression in
adolescents, further disrupting their circadian rhythm and sleep patterns.

Despite the potential risks associated with excessive social media use, adolescents spend
more

time online.The allure of likes, comments, and virtual validation can create a robust
addictionlike response in the developing brain, leading to potentially harmful behaviors
and long-term

health consequences (Sherman et al.). As a result, adolescents who prioritize social media
use

over other activities may be more susceptible to adverse outcomes such as decreased
academic

performance, reduced social interaction, and increased risk-taking behaviors.

Mental Health Effects of Social Media
Most adolescents have some degree of social media use, which can affect their long-term

brain development. However, some of these individuals, especially those who excessively
use

social media, have habits that extend into various aspects of their lives. Researcher
Christian

Montag and his team found that prolonged social media use activates the reward system
in the

brain, which can lead to addictionlike behaviors and alterations in the reward system,
potentially
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impacting academic performance and social interaction and increasing risky behavior in

adolescents (Montag et al.). These effects on the developing brain highlight the harm of
excessive

social media use that has not yet been fully mitigated.

The extensive use of social media among adolescents has generated worries regarding its

possible influence on their neural development. For example, according to a study
published in

In psychological Science, the number of likes an adolescent receives on social media
posts can

activate the nucleus accumbens, similar to receiving a monetary reward (Sherman et al.
1527).

This suggests that social media use can significantly impact the neural pathways involved
in
reward processing and potentially contribute to addictive behaviors. Furthermore, many

studies

have found that excessive social media use is linked to adverse adolescent outcomes,
including

anxiety, depression, and poor academic performance (Twenge & Campbell; Lin et al.). This
can

lead to altered reward sensitivity and impulsive behavior in adolescents, potentially
increasing

the risk of substance abuse and addiction. Therefore, parents and educators must monitor

adolescents' social media use and promote healthy habits to mitigate these potential
risks.

Developmental Effects of Social Media
From a neurological perspective, many researchers suggest that excessive social media

use can alter adolescents' Nucleus Accumbens, potentially increasing their risk of
developing

mental health issues and affecting their academic performance. According to recent
research,
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excessive social media use has been linked to changes in the nucleus accumbens of
adolescents.

For example, a study in the Journal of Neuroscience revealed a correlation between
regular

social media usage and heightened gray matter in the nucleus accumbens, which may
resultin

addictionlike behavior (Sherman et al.). Furthermore, a study published in JAMA
Pediatrics

provides further evidence of the association between social media use and increased
depressive

symptoms among adolescents. This reinforces the potential detrimental impact of
excessive

social media usage on the mental health and brain development of adolescents,
emphasizing the

need for continued investigation and implementation of preventative measures.

Mitigating Social Media Consequences
Excessive social media use's impact on adolescents' nucleus accumbens is a growing

mental health concern. While social media can have benefits, such as facilitating
communication

and information-sharing, it has also been linked to adverse effects on mental health,
particularly

in younger populations. Erik Bender discusses how social media use can harm mental
health.

(Bender).The nucleus accumbens produces feelings of pleasure and reward, and it can
become

overactive when exposed to social media for extended periods. This can lead to
addictionlike

behaviors and decreased ability to feel joy from other activities. This can be particu