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Dedication 

This book is dedicated to the teenager… and the teenager 
within… who is still a kid, yet feels the weight of adulthood; who 
sees the world with a new clarity, but is unsure how to express it, 
with so much to say, yet uncertain who will listen. May the voices 
within these pages reach you, console you, guide you and most 
of all, remind you that we are not alone.  
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Preface 

hat would you say if you knew people would listen? Now, 
what if "you" were a teenager, and "people" were adults? 

This is the question I’ve been asking teenagers since 2015, driven 
by my passion to create meaningful writing that not only pushes 
them as writers to evolve in their craft but also helps them better 
understand themselves. This book is the answer to that very 
question and a reflection of the types of writing and ideas 
emerging from NYC teenagers—specifically Harlem and the 
Bronx—in the year 2024. 

What is the scope of the book? 

The Listen Book Project has evolved from a simple idea into a 
compilation of creative and inspiring writing pieces that 
encourage students to write about something—anything—that 
matters to them. I asked them over and over to think about 
something they think the world should read, know, and listen to. 
The majority of the work featured here comes from students at 
Manhattan Center for Science and Math, but I was able to 
include submissions from teenagers outside of MCSM as well. 
Much of the writing in this book comes from assignments we 
created for our ELA class, or from individual consultations I had 
with students 1 on 1, but some of the writing comes from other 
classes and other assignments that students chose. Good 
intentions and revisions- often multiple- are two of the most 
important requirements for being in this book. The academic 
excellence of MCSM lends itself quite nicely to the project, but 
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the Listen Book Project is for any teen who is willing to express, 
reflect and refine their ideas, stories and truths.  

Why is this project important? 

This project is important for many reasons. First, it is inclusive—
welcoming students regardless of their ability or academic level, 
and in fact, this diversity strengthens the work. It’s not about skill 
alone, but about the desire and drive to be part of something 
meaningful and the willingness to create, take feedback and 
revise their creation. It’s important because there is a shortage of 
spaces where young people feel truly listened to and valued, just 
ask your local teenagers. Feeling heard and cared about can 
significantly impact the quality and depth of one’s work as this 
project has seen time and time again.  

When I see students who have never turned in an assignment 
before submitting writing for this project, I know I’ve done 
something right. When I see a student submit not one, or two 
but four or five pieces of writing, I know the incentive is 
something greater than the grade. And when students reach out 
to me during their summer break, asking how they can continue 
to help grow the project because they believe in it, I know that 
the Listen Book Project is about more than just taking an 
opportunity—it’s about doing something that is good for 
ourselves while creating community. 

So much of our day-to-day life can be filled with stress, negativity 
and things that won’t necessarily matter in the long run, I wanted 
to add something to our world that brings about positivity and 
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meaning that is timeless. A printed book lasts forever, and in 
many ways the Listen Book becomes more valuable as time goes 
on as it turns from a collection of writing submissions into a time 
capsule that we can all look back fondly on.  

It’s important because the students were excited and enthusiastic 
to be part of this project, making learning feel like fun. It’s 
important because it’s rooted in love, meaning and intention. In 
a world where our perceived value is often based on our grade, 
our paycheck or the brands we wear, this is a place where our 
value comes from telling our story, our truth, while being 
creative and being supportive to other writers. It is a really nice 
shift and it’s very different from what many students are used to. 
These days it can feel at times that we are a little short on love, 
we aren’t laughing as much as we could, we are surrounded by 
people but not always feeling like we are in a community and this 
project was designed to be something to counter that and to be a 
good thing when things aren’t always good.  

This project is supported by the research and studying I’ve done 
while getting my master’s degree in English at St. John's 
University, my studies done in the Teaching Fellows Program 
where I started my second masters, and my most recent studies 
in the Teach for America Program working on yet another 
masters in special education at Relay Graduate School of 
Education. I hope to express this more academic side of LBP in 
future writing pieces and relevant spaces.  

I am eager to continue this work and collaborate with 
organizations, students, and individuals who share a similar 
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passion for this type of creative, personal and academic 
engagement. If you’d like to work together or discuss the LBP 
further, please don’t hesitate to reach out to me at 
cassandra.src@gmail.com. And to stay updated on this project 
please visit TheListenBookProject.com and also follow the 
Instagram @TheListenBookProject. 

mailto:cassandra.src@gmail.com
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Introduction 

 came up with the Listen Book Project (LBP) in 2016 right 
after I decided to quit teaching. For the first time in my life, 
I gave up on everything I could. I was done. I was 23, 

working on a second master's degree which seemed like 1 too 
many, and while I loved my students and I loved the work I was 
doing, the 5 days a week 5 classes a day 125 essays to grade was 
too damn much considering what I was going through: grieving 
the unexpected death of my 17 year old brother.  

My apartment had endless piles of ungraded work, every time I 
looked at a grad school assignment I felt disconnected, and on 
top of that I was late or almost late to work every day- making 
every single morning so incredibly stressful. I was crawling to the 
last day of school that year. And so to help myself, to save myself, 
I stopped doing things that felt meaningless and seemed to only 
serve “the system,” and I started doing things that mattered to 
my heart and soul. I wasn’t able to put on the performance of 
“the best teacher ever” as I had originally hoped, and instead I 
had to opt to be the realest teacher ever and be myself. I told 
students what they put in and what they got out of school was 
more important than a letter or number grade. I created 
assignments based on current events and feelings we shared. 
When students came in late I asked them to come in quietly and 
if needed we could talk about why later- we needed to make the 
most not the least of our time together. I tried to make lessons so 
relevant they became compelling and valuable in and of 

I 
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themselves. This made kids want to come to class, stay after the 
bell rang, and visit during their off periods- not all kids of course, 
but enough that told me I was doing something right. 
Throughout my ups and downs, the love I had was never shaken 
nor affected and the good relationships I created with students 
remained; this taught me a lot about what it means to be a 
teacher. For me being a teacher became a commitment to 
improving students as writers and thinkers, teaching an inspiring 
curriculum, and valuing the relationships we were forming with 
each other along the way. So I wasn’t quitting everything, I was 
quitting everything that seemed meaningless to me.  

I was so distraught at this time in my life because just 2 years 
prior, I lost the only sibling I grew up with—my little brother. He 
was 17 years old and in the 11th grade at a small private school. He 
had good grades, looks, and lots of friends. In all the ways I was 
rebellious, grungy, and full of attitude, he was agreeable, 
polished and loved by all. One night, shortly after getting his 
driver’s license, he was driving himself home, excited about his 
newfound freedom and first steps into young adulthood, when 
the most unfortunate thing happened. A negligent driver and an 
unsecured load kicked off a chain of events that led to the 
horrible car accident that took my baby bro’s life. It felt like God 
or better yet the devil reached into my chest and took all the 
future air for me to breathe- when I think about it my chest still 
gets tight and I start to close in on myself. How? Who? Why? No! 
Our relationship was done before I even considered ending a 
possibility- who is thinking their brother is just going to leave 
one day and never return? Our last words had already been 
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spoken and I didn’t even know it. In an instant I was thrown into 
the time and space where everything was too late and already 
done and there was nothing I could do.  

The grief felt like a bomb had dropped on my family, and the 
mushroom cloud of emotion afterwards would take years to settle 
to a manageable degree. Of course, this loss affected me deeply, 
and continues to shape my life every day—but it also shaped this 
project. In the midst of quitting everything, I found myself 
searching for something meaningful—something that would 
create good memories, something that wasn’t worth quitting. 
Instead of searching, I pivoted and created that thing.  

I wanted to honor my brother’s life and his passing—not as an 
inconvenient truth or some hidden scary trauma, but as 
something that was a part of life and something we could learn 
from. His grades, his quiz scores, and the few minutes he was late 
to class—none of that mattered in the end. What mattered were 
the memories of laughter, the feeling of victory when his team 
won a game, and the bonding experiences he shared with those 
around him. I wanted to be a part of creating positive memories 
for myself and for others to take with us into the rest of our life.  

The only requirement to be in this book is to say something real, 
in your own voice. It’s not about sounding the smartest, using 
the biggest words, or having perfect grammar- though many 
students have chosen to do all of those things. The focus is on 
reaching into your heart, your mind, and your life and sharing 
something valuable with others. And by doing it alongside 100 or 
so other peers at the same time, you strengthen your message. 
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The LBP asks students to take themselves seriously, to produce 
work with a message they believe in. This, I believe, benefits the 
growth of the student and increases the value for the reader. 

So much of the need to make life meaningful—at all costs—stems 
from my brother’s life and untimely passing. His memory 
continues to inspire this project. 

What’s in it for the reader? 

This book offers an inside, in-depth look into the minds of 
teenagers in 2024. It invites readers to see the ways in which times 
change—and stay the same. Readers will get a glimpse of how 
teenagers think today, and perhaps it will remind them of how 
they once thought at that age. I hope readers are reminded of 
what it feels like to be a teenager: the vulnerability, the hope, the 
anger, the loneliness, the friendship, the crushes, the confusion 
and everything in between. I hope readers empathize with 
navigating the challenges of adolescence, and maybe even have 
a few “aha” moments along the way. I hope readers are inspired 
to think again about how they treat and listen to the teenagers' 
voices in their lives, and also the teenager within. Despite what 
many teens think and feel, they are important, they matter and 
they bring value to our world in so many ways. Getting teenagers 
to express themselves in this way is healing, why should we wait 
until adulthood to know our story and our message? Heal a 
teenager today and save an adult tomorrow.   
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Chapter 1 

Feelings. All of them. At once.  

dolescence is a time of internal chaos and turbulence, 
as young people grapple with a thousand questions all 
at once. With the heart of a child and the mind racing 

toward adulthood, they experience everything intensely. As 
people grow older, they learn to navigate such powerful 
emotions. But during their teenage years, when the world opens 
up in all its beauty and harshness- no longer wrapped in the 
colorful illusions of childhood—these young hearts, trapped in 
bodies that are constantly changing, face far too much to fully 
comprehend. The emotions they experience are raw, often 
overwhelming, and many teenagers turn to writing to make 
sense of it all. Through their words, they explore feelings of 
longing, love, grief, the challenge of breaking free from 
repetitive cycles, and more. They write about their struggles, 
their inner battles, and the journey toward self-love and 
acceptance in the face of long-held torment. The following 
pieces invite you into the hearts of these young writers, offering 
a glimpse into their emotional experiences and struggles, 
allowing you to feel alongside them. 

— Jabia Haque 
   

A 
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The Poet 

“Just once I would like to be the poem and not the poet.” 

When I love, I love hard. 
When I feel, I go far.  
When I love, I feel scarred. 
 
I always write, but can't be written. 
I always light, but am never enlightened. 
I always give, but receive nothing. 
 
My efforts are always one sided 
when all I ever am is open minded. 
 
I'm always the poet, I always feel so much that I have to write it down. 
Never the poem, never loved to the point where I'll be given my ‘crown’ 
 
As time goes on I realize, my crown is mine 
It took me a while to find it, but it's mine. 
 
So when I write I'll write wearing my crown 
When I light I'll be enlightened on my own 
And when I give, I receive from myself. 
Because my crown belongs to me. 

— Jasnery Sierra  
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Envy 

 
Oh envy, what a deadly sin. 

A sin I seem to commit day-to-day, 

I wander through my labyrinth mind 
Tracing the tangled roots of envy’s bind, 
I question why this sin’s engraved in me 

Like ink on skin from an indelible decree. 
 

Could this sin be the source of my unrest? 
Or the world’s indifference, a silent jest? 

A longing for affection, yearning for a friend, 
I cannot grasp why I am the way I am. 

I yearn for the happiness that others seem to claim, 
Chasing after wealth, those free from crisis’ tether, 

In search of acknowledgement for who I am, 
Without question nor doubt for all I am, 
For all I search is for perfection in my life 

To be free from my flaws and to be the light. 
 

I cannot change who I am so hastily however, 
For this envy is a heavy load and a metamorphosis is freedom’s road, 

Trauma’s held, the transformation delays, 

In its grip the metamorphosis stays. 
But how could many overcome it but not I? 

Am I just overreacting, asking why? 
Is it that my soul is so fragile that it crumbles the second it’s harmed by 

the slightest bit? 
So frail it shatters with a hit, 
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Yes, that’s it I must admit. 
For in my own life I am the knife. 

 

I have neglected myself and my growth 
Like an owner abandons his dog left to wither, 

Leaving it to die without a second thought, 
Without guilt or shame for the sin he’s done. 

It’s me. 

All of me. 
It's always been me, no one else. 

I cannot make anyone understand what’s wrong with my mind 
When I cannot even explain it myself. 

 
Though envy may cloud my vision, 

I vow to seek clarity amidst the storm, 
To nurture the seed until it blooms into acceptance as the seed of life. 

This may be a challenging quest 

But I seek to meet, if not conquer it at best. 

— Giselle Martinez 
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Restless 

Surrounded by darkness for hours 
Still, I somehow lie awake 
 

Even though I try so hard, my brain fights against me 
“Get up!” 
“You’re wasting your time!” 
The thoughts of doing things that I would never get to doing 
And I just spend it lying down staring blankly at my ceiling 

 
These nights make me reflect 
On everything, and anything 
Memories come crashing back 

The ones I would have never remembered if it were in the day 
They come back vivid and alive in the stillness of the night 
And it makes me more awake than ever  
 
My attempts at trying to slumber fail 

This restless night suddenly becomes a new day 
and I get up,  
And soon the sun shines through my curtains 
Casting a golden glow,  
A stark contrast to the darkness clinging to the night 

 
And I know as I go out with the day 
I'll regret it  
But I’m caught in a loop of repetition 

A cycle I struggle to leave behind 
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A cycle that I'm unable to break free of 
 
But maybe, this cycle isn't so bad. 

To stare at my ceiling for hours, 
To reflect on who I really am, 
What my perspective really is, 
Maybe taking this journey inwards, instead of outwards, 
Creates who I am. 

 

— Farzana 
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An Igloo 

There lies an igloo, all alone in the cold, 
with rays of sunshine peeking through the folds. 
It sits idle on the glacier it’s built, 

the weight of 
something 
makes it tilt. 
 
Beside it laid some  

bricks, a lighter, and some sticks. 
 
One shown together they were less than none, 
but together as one  

they were the sun. 
 
The igloo stood its ground, 
but it faltered after hearing sounds. 
The roaring laughter outside. 

The igloo’s wish was to  
confide. 
 
The igloo came crashing down, 
with people it truly found.  

Now what remains of the igloo  
was finally soft snow that flew. 

— Azrin  
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War 

Every little thing under my skin is war. 
Thoughts hidden beneath the thickness of my skull forming cacophony. 
All my emotions battle against each other, their swords pointed. 

 
Every little thing under my skin is war. 
Desires buried deep in my heart, and sanity whose roots formed tangles 
around my head. 
They fight for authority. 

 
My voice is strained, for the war drags on for days. 
Feelings die and feelings come to life,  
every day underneath flesh and bones. 

 
Remnants of broken, dismissed thoughts stain my head a deep disturbing 
red. 
My heart is pierced with my own words, as well as theirs. 
Every little thing under my skin is war. 

— JH 
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The Feeling with no Feelings: Apathy 

Apathy is the feeling of exhaustion, carelessness, or unmotivation towards 
the things you once loved, well, at least that's what google says.  
But trust me, when I say that is not all. 

 
Apathy is the feeling you have where you want to cry, but no tears will 
pour, so you sit nonchalantly staring down at the floor. 
Apathy is the feeling you have when you hear or see tragic news, your 
whole family is sobbing, but you looked the same as when you came to the 
hospital, the same as you did in the morning, yesterday, the day before, 
the day before that, and even the month before, something that never 
changes.  
 

Apathy is the feeling of no feelings, something that you think doesn’t exist 
but lives inside of you as if it does.  
Apathy is a mask that's stuck onto you for as long as you live, since you’ve 
learned to accept apathy overtime  
Apathy teaches you to feel only itself, that other feelings don’t matter or 
may never come back. 
Apathy is gained from the feelings of consistent failure, or hopelessness, 
or when you feel people won't hear you, even if you scream for help. As a 
matter of fact, why am I being so emotional about this now?? Isn’t this a 
poem on apathy??  

 
The realization that you are apathetic, is quite simple to see. When you 
realize apathy exists, there is no surprise, or scare, you are emotionless 
because you are apathetic.  

 
Apathy is a thief, a thief that stole your love for the ones you cared for, or, 
the people you once really had left. 
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Apathy leaves you with nothing, feeling nothing, that everything you 
worked for and are working for is nothing.  
The scariest part is, you learn you are nothing, that is apathy.  

— Anonymous  
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The Room on the Left 

The room on the left 
Was dark at night 
Was light at morning 

The room on the left, 
No one ever went in 
It sighed in tiredness, needing to be used  
 
The room on the left was crying out  

Someone dared to enter in 
The room lights up in enjoyment  
Although the girl was small she was trouble 
Played and played and played she did 

Oh god the room was tired! 
 
Then the girl had left the room 
The room felt tired once again  
It grew and grew and grew 

Little feathers and spider webs has caught in 
The room was mad, mad at the little girl for living it 
It raged and raged all day and night 
 
Until one day the room felt a big blast  

It had fallen from its peak 
The room on the left was now the rubble on the left 
Oh the room cried hard, harder is cried  
For its thrown was knocked down 

As all was wrecked to be doomed 
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The little girl arrived again 
Cried she did for the room on the left 

Then the room on the left felt being picked up 
The room on the left was being fixed!  
Once at last the room on left felt at peace 
At the thought the girl didn't forget the room 
 

It was the room who forgot her 

— Jannatul Tori  
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Freedom 

The chains that constrain me, 
The thoughts are my constraints  
I can, but will I? 

My mind thinks deep,  
I try and fail, hoping something will help me 
I can, I will, but I don’t  
My mind circles around like water going down the drain.  
I try again,  

Nothing will stop me now. 
My leg moves 
I pull it back 
My arm moves,  

And I push it back,  
My mind says yes but, should I go? 
I yank it off, seeing the light, I turn the knob 
It’s right there, Victory at last  
My mind is not what holds me anymore  

nothing does. 

— Carter Dass 
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The Window 

The window by my air conditioner, is there from when it was made  
Whenever I stand there, something always happens. 
The homeless man screaming, the kids chattering.  

Some people are fighting. In person and on the phone.  
I see it happen, I see it all too and through  
I see it all through the window. 
The police pulling over a bad driver 
An ambulance getting to someone's aid  

The dogs barking outside the house  
The music blasting from someone's car. 
I hear it a lot, with noises coming from some place I know 
I hear it all through the window.  

Sometimes I sit and watch.  
Daydreaming in the rain. 
Even in the snowing season, 
I daydream about if that's the reason.  
I dream of things, I dream it all 

All through the window.  
 

— Zionah Hosier 
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Jigsaw 

There are missing pieces to this puzzle. 
Does anyone have the time to complete a puzzle? 
Nobody knows for sure what part is missing, when I opened the box and 
everything just fell out.  
When it all fell out I looked upon the mess, the pile of pieces.  
Something was missing, the other half of the puzzle was gone. 
It’s been years since my search began. 
When I think I’ve found the missing half, the puzzle doesn't look right. 

The pieces don’t fit with each other. 
I’ll never stop searching for the right pieces. 

— J 
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Ashes 
“You must do it” 
words echo inside the vault of my head 
When two fruits rot 

the final holds the dream of a flourishing tree 
It must hold the candle of the generation  
if the candle drops 
Everything burns to ashes 
“Hold the candle tighter” 

It sings my name  
As my hands shake 
the flames enlarge 
What if I fail? 

What if I bail? 
everything shall crumple into a withering blossom 
Silence no laughter 
Darkness no courage 
Constant reminders  

Plethora of what ifs 
It may call my name 
but I decide if it may chant 
In harmony or monopoly 

— Nowshin Sharif   
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A New Perspective 

At home, it's like an endless battle. 
Siblings and parents yelling, fighting all the time. 

 

It's a typical day at my home. 
The anger builds and I’m trapped, 

leaving me strangled, enraged. 
 

Then at school, people go about their day, 

but when they see me they turn away. 
Something in me just breaks, 

And on the inside I shake. 
 

I can’t help but let the monster escape. 
I take it out on those who are fragile, 
It helps the monster out of its cage. 

 
I know it’s not right, 

but for me my life is so tight. 
When others suffer, I feel released. 

I wish I could shut the monster down, 
and put down the evil crown. 

 

But as of now, 
I stay in my place, 

in a cold world full of disgrace. 
Maybe one day there will be light, 

that light will be at the end of my tragic tunnel, 
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In the future I will be new, 
I hope to leave all this darkness and anger too. 

 

*a fictional poem* 

— Shiloh Weinstein  



23 

emotions 

The feeling of being sad and drowning in a pool of my sorrow is one that 
i'm weirdly used to. i've been through it all it seems and i've had my fair 
share of struggling with figuring out my reason to live. i thought i was 
finally finding my way out of this white asylum i call my mind but now 
i'm stuck in a weird limbo. i can't figure out why i'm not happy or content 
with my life when i know i have everything i want or need. i'm not sad 
either. i know this because i know what being sad feels like better than i 
know how to breathe. i just feel empty, no reason to be sad, no reason to 
be happy, just floating in a sea of thoughts that i refuse to acknowledge. 
but then the waves crash over me and i sink back into the thoughts i tried 
to ignore. it starts grabbing me and pulling me under while i gasp for one 
last breath. i try my best not to be alone with my thoughts in fear i’ll find 
myself slipping from reality again. yet i realize i can't quite tell the 
difference between what is reality and what is an illusion of my mind.  
I don't want to go back down the rabbit hole I found my way out of.  
I just want to see myself with the look of love. 
I can't go back through the maze I tried so hard to navigate.  

It doesn’t seem like this is a feeling I’ll be able to graduate.  
I distract myself with friends and conversations I never wanted.  
This seed inside of me is one that’s taken too long to be planted.  
The confidence I’ve grown. 
It took so long to feel comfortable being alone.  

I realize I hate everything around me, everything but myself, but at the 
same time I can't stand the sight of who I see in the mirror. 
It’s this everlasting blister.  
I’m trying to take it out but it stays.  

I look for ways 
To take my mind off of myself  
And onto anything else.  
anything.  
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but now i'm losing myself again. losing my grasp on reality. losing my grip 
on sanity. i'm not at peace like i once thought i was. i realize i've been 
hiding my emotions and thoughts from my own mind. lying to myself 
about what i want or what i feel. i need to be alone again to figure it out 
but i’m scared that the more i’m alone, the demons i've created of myself 
will swallow me. i'm no longer drowning. i'm just at peace with being 
empty. like i can't figure out my emotions anymore. like the color has been 
drained from me and i'm no longer bright yellow but i'm also not black 
and blue, i'm just gray. dull. my head feels lighter as if i’m zoning in and 
out of reality. what's going on? am i stuck in a time loop? forced to relive 
the same day over and over again??? i'm getting bored… but i'm also 
getting tired of this place. i can't tell if i'm talking about my mind or this 
damn house or my school. whatever it is, i just want out. i want out. get. 
me. out.  

— iqra h.  
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Love 

In love's abandoned garden, roses weep 
Where once we wandered, promises deep 
Now thorns pierce, where petals lay 

A sorrowed melody, in love's decay 

— Anonymous 
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Hopeless Romantic 

The words “I miss you” 
have never meant much to me. 
It’s something I’ve been told 

but makes me feel pitied. 
I want my absence to be noticed 
Like removing oxygen from a room,  
be important to someone  
Instead of having to assume,  

Their feelings, 
That they care,  
that they want me around. 
My heart is bare  

with nothing but the hope of love 
I still haven't found. 
 
Oh, to be missed,  
To be wanted, 

To be loved. 

— Siana Palacios 
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Bad Habits 

Intrusive thoughts breathing upon us  
obsessive, depressive, compulsive  
the urge to stop,  

But can’t  
The cerebrum 
The power house  
The motor 
of our brain 

“ BAD HABITS” 

 
Intense feelings intertwining 
The shame  
The guilt  

The bitter pill 
exploding emotions  
attacking our insides  
 

Red and Blue pill  
one that heals  
and one that kills 
everybody knows  
and it is I, 

that they oppose 
 
And soon the light will shine  
 the feelings will resign  
The pride  
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The satisfaction  
The sweet pill 
Blossoming emotions 

Alleviating our insides 
 
No longer, 
No longer will I succumb to it 
the warmth of doing what’s right  

sleep tight  
“BAD HABITS”  

— Naturell Sanchez 
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Emotions Carried by Tides 

You can’t see your reflection in water filled with rubble  
Similarly, you cannot see in a state of strain. 
When your mind is clear, everything that happens is set in place  

You can’t see your reflection in boiling water 
Similarly, you cannot see in a state of anger.  
When your mind cools, clarity comes. 
You can’t see your reflection if the water is covered in petals  
Similarly, when blinded by love you don’t fixate a fraction of your life on 
it  
Instead, the whole thing. 
It is easy to be distracted by the world around you, but it is just as easy to 
cultivate something new. 

It is easy to show your emotions like the waves of an ocean 
even if there’s no one willing to clean up soaked floors.  

— Samania Sunna 
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Spring Haiku 

The flowers blooming 
The rain showers drenching us 
Oh how I love spring 

— Roshni Shah 
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Thunderstorm 

Chasing lightning’s tail, 
Thunder roars furiously. 
She’s always been faster. 

 

Autumnal Sunset 

The sun dropped so low, 
Became one with blushing trees, 
Turning the world gold. 

 

A Windy, Rainy Day 

The leaves and branches, 
Danced to the song of the wind. 
Sky cried from envy. 

 

Autumn Leaves 

The world was silent 
But the cries of fallen leaves 
Crunched under my boots. 

— JH  
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Human Character Analysis: 

He blends into the background. He hides while in plain sight. 
He’s a creature of few words. While we talk he is silent. While we 
walk he stands still. 

We live in two different worlds. A living shadow. He never gets too close. 
He holds a control of himself that will forever elude us. 
The bursts of emotion we fall victim to are foreign to him. 
 

To him we are the strange ones. His world is cold and lonely. 
His mind and body are set on the single goal of freeing himself of us all. 
His feelings are buried. They can only submit to his unfaltering will. 
 
His current world is empty. He craves greatness. 

Sacrificing family and friends to the fire in pursuit of this goal. 
The fruits of his labor are all he cares about. His ambition is a vice. 
 
To him, most people are an obstacle. Their world is one that he does not 
care for. 
He sees the working class as hamsters on a wheel. He can’t see their 
humanity. To him they’re dust in the wind. 
 
His will comes from greed. It comes from pride. 

It comes from ego; but above all from fear. The fear of staying in the same 
place. The fear of being like the rest. 
 
Another rat in the rat race. 
In his eyes, if he’s not great he’s insignificant. Like an eagle he watches. 
His exile is self-imposed. His distance is measured. To satisfy his desire he 
must be an irresistible force. 
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To him it is not a choice, but a necessity. So he moves swiftly. 
He faces his struggle alone in silence. 

Sacrificing the gifts of our world in favor of his own. I’ll never know why. 
While he silently works we laugh and cry. I’ll never know why. 

— Anonymous   
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Chapter 2 

Growing into the Future 

rowing into the future is something many children look 
forward to with excitement. But as much as they 
anticipate growing up, for most teens, the idea is 

equally dreaded. Some teenagers already have it figured out—a 
clear vision of their future, a sense of what they want to do for a 
living, and passions that drive them. But others are still 
uncertain. This chapter brings together a diverse collection of 
writings that capture the unique experiences and challenges 
teens face as they transition from being "too old to be a child, but 
too young to be an adult." They are, in many ways, like tall 
children, trying to plan out their lives. 

The writers behind these pieces are teens grappling with the 
swift, irreversible passage of time. Some strive to make the most 
of every moment, to appreciate the little things in life, or to 
understand the true value of time. Others struggle with the idea 
of a future that looks nothing like they once imagined, as their 
present has shifted dramatically. Some wrestle with feeling “good 
enough,” while others long to be remembered for something 
great—whether a single remarkable achievement or something 
more. There are those who fear the unknown, dreading what lies 
ahead. And then, there are teens reflecting on important 
memories and experiences that shape their identity and will 
continue to influence their future selves. 

G 
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These pieces are a vivid and powerful window into the thoughts 
and emotions of these writers. They allow you to witness the 
dreams that persist since childhood and the whirlwind of feelings 
that accompany adolescence as adulthood looms closer with 
every passing second. 

— Jabia Haque 
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A Piece of Me 

A piece of me is still in Senegal, 
Where the stars were too pretty to ignore 
I always found an excuse to run away 

And let their bright light beam on me 
But suddenly, I’m nowhere to be found 
Just a piece of my consciousness  
Wandering around. 
 

A piece of me is still with that girl 
We used to spend all the time together 
I prayed it would stay like that 
I prayed, again and again and again 

But as they say,  
you can’t always get what you want. 
 
Long distance  
Bad communication 

New relationships 
Now it's just a memory  
Sitting in the back of my head 
  
A piece of me is still on my bed 

Waiting for that dream I had every night  
Hoping that it would come back 
So that maybe I could see for myself 
Then I’d try to comprehend 

But the dream never makes it back. 



37 

Maybe it got lost on the way home 
 
Either way, it’s not coming back 

None of this is. 

— Djianab S.  
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Product of his Environment 

He grew up tough, livin in section 8, 
Moms was providing, putting food on his plate. 
Pops ain't in the picture, left when he was young. 
But he still had his mom and she gave him a ton. 
She gave him the world but he wasn’t satisfied, 
It was like he was drinking water but his mouth was still dry. 

He didn't want to live like this, he was getting money hungry, 
He saw his friends getting fly, he said “man yall lucky.” 
He wanted to get like them, he was tryna to make some moves, 
Starting hanging outside more, trying to learn the rules. 
He was outside all the time and that’s when he found out, 

His friends were making money from the traphouse. 
They went inside the house dappin up all the bros, 
They stopped him at the door and said “Yo who this folk?” 
His friend Jay stepped in, told em “chill that's the guys’ 

He tryna make some money, he tryna get fly.” 
The man at the door said “Then he at the right place.” 
They put him on the stove, and taught him to cook weight. 
He got home late and his mama was in a panic, 
He thought she was overreacting, he wished for her to vanish. 

Soon he would learn to be careful what to wish for, 
Because he found out some news that dropped his heart to the floor. 
But for now life’s good, he’s making more than he thought 
He cooking the weight, getting paid, and not getting caught 
He’s talented with this, he was a real hood hero, 

But one day he came home and was brought back to zero.  
His mom found a safe right under his bed, 
She unlocked it and what she found left her half dead. 
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He had a gun and some money and she asked "Who's this for?” 
He said “Man I knew I should’ve changed the passcode.” 
He said “Mama I sell drugs and I’m making good money,” 

She started laughing and he said “Mama ain't nothing funny.” 
She started coughing she was choking then she grabbed on her chest 
She fell to the floor and he started getting stressed. 
He was too busy caught up that he didn’t even know,  
His moms was getting sick and she started moving slow. 

She just had a heart attack he didn't know what to do, 
He called the ambulance and hid the safe back inside his room. 
His mom almost died because of him- that day he learned a lesson, 
But it was too late, his mama went to heaven.  

— Mahamadou Keita   
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Time 

Time    speaks    loudly    when   it's    at    its   slowest 
Time remains silent when it’s at its fastest 

It makes history with every tick 

And destroys history with every tock 
Time is fast when you look at it 

Time is slow when you don't look at it 
Time makes things slowly fade away 

“Time is like a river of events which happen 

And a violent stream 
For as soon as a thing has been seen 

It is carried away 
and another comes in its place 

and this will be carried away to” 
Tick tock, Tick tock 

— Bloom   
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Supernova 

I wish I was smart again. Effortlessly smart as least. I miss when 
I could not study and still get 100’s or at least a 90. I miss when I 
cared about my grades and held pride in them, but what 
happened? Now I barely pass my classes. Paying attention gets 
harder and harder as my mind forces me to overthink just about 
anything in my life. I hate myself sometimes. I hate that every 
time I meet someone new, someone I would love to be close to, 
I get attached and follow them like a dog. And it’s worse when 
that person wanted to talk to me first. They. Wanted. Me. First. 
But then why am I the one whose chest hurts in the middle of 
algebra, thinking of how I probably made them lose interest? I 
cannot love normally. Whenever someone is proud of me or 
slightly likes me, I fear the second they realize I am not a star, 
rather I am a supernova. I am burning out and the explosion is 
going to be a disaster. I can no longer uphold a perfect average, 
or even a passing one. I can no longer tell people that I am one 
of the top three students, or that I have high grades in advanced 
classes. Yes, I’m in chemistry this year, but that’s because I was 
smart last year. Yes, I passed living environment, but that was 
last year. Priorities change. Last year I was crying myself to sleep 
because I had little to no social life, this year I cry for my grades. 
It’s always something different. And that puts a lot of things into 
perspective. If you really think about it, when will you ever truly 
be happy with who you are? If you desire so many things, and 
only half of them come true, then will you be happy with where 
you are, or will you hurt yourself and your mind trying to become 
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the perfect version of yourself. I am not perfect. I will never be 
perfect. And that’s okay. The day I accept that, I know I will be 
happy. But for now, I desire, and I cry. I cry knowing that I will 
be smart again. I will excel. I will have to lose something for it. I 
will gain one skill, but I will lose another. That’s just life. You 
can’t have everything and that’s perfectly fine, because in the 
end, you will be okay and you will succeed. I am a supernova. 
Supernovas are the largest explosions humans have ever seen. In 
that sense, like a supernova, I may be burning out, and I may not 
be a star, but, like a supernova, I am still important and I will 
amaze. I will succeed… or so I hope. 

— Syeda R 
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Railway 

My dream is to become a train engineer. 
Ever since I saw a train, I knew that was my goal. 

And it wasn’t because of the pay, but because of the end result. 

Knowing that you’ll get people from one stop to another. 
A mother, brother, sister, and father, all home or at work safe because of 

one person. 
One person, one person getting over a million people home each day. 
All because they chose a simple job of driving a train from one stop to 

another. 
It’s like being a taxi driver, but instead, it’s over one thousand people in a 

car instead of one or two. 
I’ll take on that pressure of taking people home safely. 

— DJ 
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Losing your Childhood 

When it comes to life as a student, I can confidently say there’s 
more than what meets the eye - and I’m sure other kids my age 
would whole-heartedly agree. We are no longer innocent 
children who are spoon-fed life without a single worry in the 
world. We are now teenagers, trapped in the passage of time with 
no way to return to the years we cherish. Even though I have yet 
to face the stages of true adulthood, I know that this time period 
will be remembered as some of the most eventful yet stressful 
years of my life later down the line. For a teenager, all this change 
and confusion driving you in circles is bad enough, but I think 
more of the challenge that comes with growing up is how you 
are viewed by society. In the eyes of human society, you are not 
an individual. You are one of many, grouped together with 
millions of other teenagers all under the same expectations. 
Every teenager is expected to mold into the perfect human 
without any issues or roadblocks. Why is there no room for 
setbacks or time to get your bearings? 

From the day “teen” is added to the number representing your 
age, you are no longer considered a young child. In the blink of 
an eye you are forced to watch your childhood slip right from 
your hands, with responsibilities and burdens quickly taking your 
childhood’s place. From this day onwards, a teenager is forced to 
abandon the simpler times and has no choice but to set sail, 
searching for the future they’ve dreamt somewhere in the distant 
horizon. Unfortunately, it’s not that simple. The shift to this new 
stage in life is so abrupt that it may knock a teen over completely. 
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For most, getting back up after being knocked over will be the 
most difficult challenge they have faced in their journey so far. It 
feels as if society is sitting on your back whilst you try your 
absolute hardest to do a push-up, to no avail. It just doesn’t feel 
fair. 

Becoming a teenager is like a double-edged sword. On one hand, 
you are suddenly given the freedoms you have always wanted as 
a child - but with more freedom comes more responsibility. I 
don’t think being given responsibilities is a bad thing; in fact, I 
think it is important that teenagers get a taste of how life as an 
adult will feel. However, my problem is that teens are barely 
given a second to react and adjust to having their life flipped 
upside down. Teenagers are separated from the things that made 
up their childhood and are thrown into high school, where 
they’re expected to assimilate without second thought. 

The worst part for me is the simple fact that there is nothing a 
teenager can do to stop this. Youth are essentially powerless not 
only against the rules of our society but against the passage of 
time. Put yourself in a teenager’s shoes: you’ve reached that point 
in life where you realize your childhood is over, and you know 
for a fact there's nothing you will ever be able to do to get those 
happy years back no matter how much you reminisce. You will 
keep moving forward with your life just like everyone else who 
ever lived into their teenage years. It may be hard to accept at 
first, but once we all come to terms with our inevitable 
development as human beings, it becomes easier to understand 
why becoming a teenager is such a life-changing time for all of 
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us. Even though most of us would prefer to stay as children 
forever it’s important that we grow up. In the end, change isn’t 
always a bad thing. We were all children once, but change and 
the unpredictability of life caught up with us all. 

— Avery Leyva 
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Creating 

I love building with Legos, 
I like to make things from my imagination, things that are my own 
creation. 

I want to be a creator, inventor, designer, and architect, 
I want to make things that make the world better. 
I want to explore the cosmos and discover the unknown. 
“Someday, I’m gonna make great machines that fly, and me and my friends 
are gonna go flying together into the forever and beautiful sky.”1 

I want to be one of the greats. 

— Oscar Morón 
   

 
1 Guardians of the Galaxy Vol 3. 
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Famous 

Famous is a weird kind of word 
You don't know when you’ll become famous 
But you always have a need for it 

No one wants to not be famous  
At least not just forgotten 
The word, famous  
It's strange but it means that  
 

You want to be known for something 
You want to be famous on the first day of school 
You want everyone to talk to you  
You want to be famous when you achieve something 

Like your mom saying I’m so proud 
We all think we don't need it but we do 
In some kind sense 

— Jannatul Tori   



49 

This Too Shall Pass 

Sometimes it takes people a minute to sit down and watch the golden sky. 
Nobody thinks to wait and watch it unfold before their eyes. 
Nobody understands how time flies. 

 
30 minutes could feel like watching paint dry. 
When did you stop getting tucked in at night? 
Being 5 felt like it was just a few days ago but that isn't right. 
You can no longer throw tantrums like from when you were a child. 

Look, your old baby clothes now fit too tight. 
You’ll always remember those lullabies and nursery rhymes. 
Will you sing them to your child every night? 
 

Standing on the shore the cold water still and always will freeze you. 
When you’re in your 30s you might still hate broccoli as if you were 2. 
You pass them down the aisle in disgust don't you? 
 
The swings in the playground still call for you. 

Some are more neglectful of that child within than others. 
Some prefer to go down the slides; they might not fit this time. 
You learned to tie your shoes so long ago. 
Do you remember the last time you played hopscotch or tic-tac-toe? 
Television shows, books and toys I’ve seen bring even cold old men to 
tears. 
Those memories, they breach the shore, the same memories from when 
they were just stupid little boys. 
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Trying my Best 

Ever since I was young, I’ve struggled with finding myself. This has led 
me to finding happiness in good grades and having many mental 
breakdowns. In the process of trying to find what makes me happy, I’ve 
also suffered with trying to find who I truly am on the inside. I put a lot of 
stress on myself and was never satisfied with anything lower than what I 
considered “my standards.” I wouldn’t let myself breathe and I was only 
satisfied with a 100. In the middle of this, I was struggling with my identity. 
I didn’t think I was Chinese enough to fit in because of my lack of 
understanding the language and my troubles conversing with my family. 
Eventually, I just wanted to escape from all of my problems. I wished I was 
better and wished I could find happiness elsewhere. I wasn’t satisfied with 
myself no matter what.  

My parents constantly compare me to everyone else, like the standard 
Asian parents. They tell me how I’m not good enough compared to this 
person or that person. It has worsened my mental health and caused me 
to strive for nothing but perfection. I yearn for their approval and want to 
be better. I want to be someone that they can brag about. All of this has 
affected me negatively and I want to escape. I wish I could be better. I can 
never escape my own thoughts. I ask for advice and yet nothing comes out 
of it. I don’t know what to do.  
 
What I know now  

I talk to others  
I talk to myself  
I like being alone 
I can’t control my own emotions 

I cry when I need to  
I give myself breaks 
I recharge  
I don’t sleep enough, so I try to make up for it.  
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I watch others be happy  
I write  
I try  

I try 
I try 

— Wu Yuting 
   



52 

Growing Up 

I'm obsessed with food 
oreos, cheese burgers and fries 
Oh how I love the taste of dessert  

that keeps my stomach satisfied  
 
I'm obsessed with mirrors  
Hours dissolve into the night 
dancing to myself, talking to myself, dressing up and looking at myself 

Makeup; I look like a gorgeous princess  
 
I love my family 
The warmth of cuddles and laughter on the cozy couch while our favorite 
show plays on TV 
 
Years later 
 
I'm still obsessed with food 

So many calories I've consumed, now the food I’m given I must hide 
The empty pit in my stomach keeps my mind satisfied  
 
I'm still obsessed with mirrors 
Spending hours looking at the reflection 

Trying to find the beauty but all I see are needed corrections 
Makeup, I look like a pig with lipstick on 
 
I love my family 

Breaking down in my room, wanting to end it all, 
Warmth of my family hugs, is what I want, what I need, that's all 
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I just want to be a kid again, yet I’m only fourteen 
I’m afraid to continue and get older, as life is unforeseen  

— Shakira Ullah 
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Home 

I run the busy streets, 
grasping my mother’s hand. 
The skyscrapers touch the clouds,  

blocking my vision.  
Wafts of pizza and gas slam into my face, 
shouts and honks scream in my ears.  
“Where are we?”  
“The city of dreams,” she answers. 

 
I walk the busy streets, 
pushing through crowds.  
A backpack pulls on my shoulders, 

dragging me down.  
I enter a room filled with others like me, 
 a tall woman standing proudly with glee.  
“Welcome to New York City!” she booms,  
but all I hear is gibberish… 

 
I stroll through the busy streets,  
moving swiftly through the rush of tourists.  
One hand carrying my metro card,  
the other my phone. 

I feel the breeze travel through my hair, 
as I move through Central Park.  
The sun crawls behind the buildings,  
painting the sky with peachy hues.  

I wait for the darkness to roll in,  
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sucking me in like a black hole. 
The city never sleeps, 
even in the night.  

I realize 
I’m home.  

— Ksenia Yehorysheva 
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Njia (The Path) 

We all start on the Path. 
We may not all start the same. 
But we all walk the same. 

We focus on the yin in yang. 
But not the yang in yin. 
Are heads stuck in the future moving fast?  
But we are leaving the past for last.  
And just like all things it ends. 

Some see a curse and some a gift. 
But by the end we realize. 
What we needed we left behind. 
We try to go back. 

But all we can do is walk… 
Walk toward the future. 
Looking over your shoulder at the past. 
Clouded by it.  
Regretting what you did. 

As we continue to walk. 
This cold… untold… Path.  

— Kieran Makini   
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What's Beyond the Stars? 

 “We are stardust brought to life, then empowered by the universe to 
figure itself out—and we have only just begun.” Neil Degrasse 
Tyson exclaimed as young Samin glimmered in excitement, 
learning about his favorite thing in the world: Astrophysics.  

Although I didn’t quite know what that exactly meant, I had felt 
a sort of attraction, a sense of purpose connected to the very 
essence of the extraterrestrial. Immediately, I begged my parents 
to buy me a telescope and set out on the journey of the universe. 
Since elementary school didn’t quite fund my interest in things 
like the Lenticular Galaxy, or the planet Ross-128b, I had relied 
on my dad’s computer to further increase my current 
understanding of the fundamentals of Astrophysics. I would dive 
into Cosmology, and the several papers revolving around studies 
of Black Holes, I had completely immersed myself into theories 
such as the Big Bang, String Theory, or trying to understand the 
Planck Scale. I now await the future of what astrophysics can 
become and I hope by each future hypothesis, each new study, 
and every breakthrough, humanity gets one step closer to 
unraveling the enigma behind our universe.  

— Samin Patwary   
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Plot 

Life is like a story 
Having a beginning, middle, and end. 
Childhood, teen hood, adulthood, and Elderly hood. 

Childhood is the beginning. 
Getting to know about life, the environment you're in and the people 
around you. 
Teen hood and adulthood is the middle. 
Knowing and choosing what to do later in life. 

Looking for someone to be with forever. 
Or if that doesn’t work out, 
just having a good time with people close to you. 
Elderly hood is the end.  

Where the time has come for you. 
With you lying somewhere and then closing your eyes.  
Ending your story 

— Leo Pelaez  
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Time: The Beginning, Middle, and End 

Time is the start, time is the end.  
Time goes around, time can even bend. 
Time is endless for time cannot stop. 

Time never rests, not even a little drop. 
Time flies by, like air in a breeze. 
Even in some moments, time may even freeze. 
Time is special, it can’t be gifted or sold. 
Time withholds more value than a ton of gold 

In life it's true, every tongue must confess.  
Time is such a thing, no words or thoughts can express. 
You can fool around, laugh, forgive, and forget.  
But time is something that we cannot regret. 

— Maharab Khaled    
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Albany Snow and Stars 

I live in the city of New York, but I was born in the capital of the 
state: Albany. Even though my parents and I moved away to the 
city when I was six, there was one thing I always missed and that 
was snow and stars. 

The snow in the city is just slush covered in dirt, urine and 
slippery ice. It wasn’t fun, but I always look forward to going to 
Albany on Thanksgiving to see my grandma. It was the only time 
I could see real, pure, icy snow. The part of Albany where my 
grandma lives doesn’t have much pollution, so we get to have 
snow often during the winter. Before we go to her house to ring 
the doorbell, my parents and I have a little snowball fight. It’s fun 
if it's really cold. So cold, you’ll look like Jack Frost! However, it 
was still better than in the summer when you get sunburn and 
mosquito bites. 

As far as the stars, the city doesn’t have much since the city lights 
are too bright. I miss seeing the stars. When me and my parents 
go to Albany, I stargaze with my mother and grandmother 
because my father goes to bed early. There were some days that 
the stars were not out because it was either cloudy or there were 
seasonal changes that affected them. Either way, I love looking 
at them. I think about some family members that I loved when 
they were still around and being the atheist that I am, I think 
their souls were carried to the stars when they died. 

I think about death a lot, ever since I was a little girl at six years 
old and I saw my first pet fish go belly up. The only things that 
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ever made me feel at ease were looking at stars and snow. Unlike 
the city, Albany was better. It makes me feel at ease so much. 
The snow is a fresh tattoo. However, if I end up living in Albany 
again, I would take my future kids out to stargaze and play with 
snowballs with my parents. I love Albany snow and stars. 

— Sofia Santana 
   



62 

Sweet Joys 
Growing up, my family and I would often take long car rides or 
gather for family gatherings. And without fail, my dad would 
always play Bengali soundtracks in the car or on the stereo. At 
first, my sister and I didn't understand the lyrics or cultural 
references, but we always appreciated the music's catchy 
melodies and singable choruses. As we grew older, we began to 
develop an appreciation for Bollywood's unique blend of humor, 
romance, and drama. It’s like eating candy with a sour outing but 
a sweet filler inside.  

For me personally, Bollywood and Bengali Natok (Short Film 
from Bangladesh) have played a significant role in shaping my 
cultural identity. As someone who grew up in a South Asian 
household in the United States, these movies were a way for me 
to connect with my heritage and learn more about my South 
Asian and Bengali cultures. Kinda like those mixed cream and 
chocolate puddings where you get the best of both worlds. They 
also provided a sense of community and belonging, as I often 
watched them with family and friends. 

But beyond that, Bollywood and other Bengali Natok have also 
been a source of inspiration and joy for me. The movies often 
tackle universal themes like love, family, and friendship, and they 
do so in a way that is both entertaining and meaningful. They 
remind me of the importance of staying true to oneself, following 
one's dreams, and never giving up when faced with adversity. 
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One of my fondest memories involving Bollywood was when my 
sister and I choreographed a dance to one of our favorite songs 
from a movie. We spent hours practicing our moves in front of 
the mirror until we had it down pat. And when we finally 
performed it at our cousin's wedding reception, it was one of the 
night's highlights. As if we were birds trying to learn to fly 
wobbling about while trying to dance. We may have messed up 
a few moves here and there, but seeing our family members 
dance along with us was such a joyous moment that I will never 
forget. 

Bollywood has not just been a form of entertainment or a way to 
connect with my culture; it has also taught me important life 
lessons. For example, one movie that has always stuck with me is 
"Lagaan," which tells the story of a group of villagers in colonial 
India who band together to challenge their British oppressors in 
a game of cricket. The movie is about so much more than just 
cricket; it's about standing up for what you believe in, even when 
the odds are against you. It's a message that has stayed with me 
since childhood. 

If you want to experience the magic of Bollywood and want to 
love it as I do, the best way to start is by watching the movie “Ta 
Ra Rum Pum.” This movie is set in California, USA so it's more 
modern and it has a great showcase of English and Hindi songs 
so you can dance along as well. It makes you feel the parents' 
feelings after the main character RV lost a big match. It makes 
you see the hardships of life as well as the happy times. It shows 
how family means more than how much you can afford and how 
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much you have. It makes me feel that there's more to life than 
just making money to make someone happy. It's more a sense of 
love and living in the moment. It has great life lessons and is a 
hit for all ages. I hope you can experience the love and feelings I 
have felt from watching this movie, and bring the popcorn! 

— Jannatul Tori  
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Chapter 3 

Relationships 

ur lives are shaped by countless stories, many of which 
are intertwined with relationships. These stories often 
revolve around the rise and fall of love—connections 

that leave lasting imprints on our preferences, our joys, and our 
struggles. They touch on the grief that colors much of life, the 
encounters with strangers that open us up to new perspectives, 
and the painful separations from loved ones driven by narrow-
mindedness and a lack of acceptance. How we feel about 
ourselves is also deeply influenced by these relationships, 
particularly in adolescence, when our sense of identity is still 
taking shape. The way others make us feel has a profound impact 
on this evolving self-image and often plays a significant role in 
the journey toward self-love. Many teenagers have written about 
the importance of altruism, sacrifice, and support, while also 
reflecting on the emotions that arise in relationships with family, 
friends, and romantic partners. 

— Jabia Haque 
   

O 
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Elephant in the Room 

I’m selfish,  
overly persistent, 
and talk way too much. 

I want to be something kismet  
but am afraid I’ll never measure up.  
 
People tend to like the idea of me,  
the thought of me in their lives. 

Then they start to get to know me  
and that's when all the problems begin to arise. 
 
I’m good enough for a short period of time, 

too big of a pain for anything long term. 
I'm constantly wondering if I’m just one big problem 
always needing to be reassured. 
 
I don't want to be the reason people leave, 

the person people get quiet around, 
the big “elephant” in the room, 
I hate being the reason people frown.  

— Siana Palacios   
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Alone 

I have friends  
I’ve known them for ages  
But still feel alone  
 
Laughing feels wrong  
Inside jokes I don’t get  
Talking about plans  
But I’m not invited  
Alone  
 
Am I the problem? 
 
They say I’m easy to talk to  
Texts endlessly being sent  
Going, Going, Going  
Alone  
 
What about me? 
 
Hair a mess, still well dressed  
I just stand there laughing pretending I don’t care  
Surrounded by sponges  
As I scrub the drain  
With my mind feeding like a toy train  
 
Yet it’s just me  
Alone  

— Ashley C  
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Money and Happiness 

Spent 
Thousands on 
Shoes and watches 

But got nothing for 
Her 

— Erik Roque 
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Foreshadowing 

He walked me down the street to my building 
 as we spoke about our strong connection. 
He walked me down the street to my building  

as I mentioned him bringing me into depression 
 
I opened my door to him, it made a squeak. 
“Shhh…. be quiet” 
I begged him to come in so we could speak. 

“Please…. Just 5 minutes… please…” 
 
We sat in my staircase laughing at two different jokes at the same time. 
We sat in my staircase realizing everything that seemed right moved left. 

 
Where he gave me my first kiss. 
Where he gave me my first heartbreak. 
 
I ran up my stairs, a smile across my face, butterflies in my stomach. 

I ran up my stairs, tears running down my face, fire in my throat, and eyes. 
 
I sat in my room, thrilled, calling my best friend right away. 
I sat in my room crying calling my best friend an hour later. 
 

“I think I really like him” 
“I think I still love him” 
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“This is the best day of my life” 
“This is the worst day of my life” 
 

Both strong memories that float in my mind. 

— Anonymous  
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Myles and I 

Myles and I are different. 
We sound the same  
Eat the same 

Look the same  
 
But Myles and I are different 
Myles is kind and nice 
And I am mean and unkind 

Myles is cool and courageous 
And I am annoying and contagious  
 
Myles is me and I am Myles 

But we can’t possibly be the same. 
I am hesitant while he is confident 
I am weak while he is strong 
I am bitter while he is sweet 
 

While Myles runs I walk 
While Myles speaks I am silenced 
While Myles is awake I am asleep  
 
We are the same yet we are complete opposites.  

We share the same memories good and bad 
We share the same emotions happy and sad 
But when we are alone it’s just me 
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Myles is an imposter  
A fake 
A failed copy of me  

 
Myles is what people see 
Myles is who people ask for  
But I am nothing like Myles 

— Myles S 
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Pencil 

You use me, you bruise me 
You put me to work 
I break, you get mad 

How does that work? 
I was there for you when you needed me 

But I guess that wasn't enough. 
Because the day that you lost me all you managed to say was 

“oh that's tough.” 

— Anabel Ofosuhene  
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Desire 

The lights control me  
They lure me in hoping there’s a prize 
A ray of hope after the darkness 

But there never is 
It seduces me, I give in,  
But at what cost 
I love it but hate it  
I fight it, I lose 

My friends they’re gone 
My family they leave 
When will I stop? 
if ever. 

The struggle isn’t only mines  
But others as well  
We love the rush  
But hate the consequences  
I won’t stop. I am too far gone. 

— Carter Dass 
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Sister 

Sister from Another Mother,  

A sister is always there when you need her.  

I can't see her as often as I want  

though when we connect, there is always that special spark. 

Her smile that warms my heart, her eyes that sparkle even when it's dark. 
The moon to my sun, the thing two to my thing one. 

When I get a text from her 

I jump in excitement, knowing that my favorite person in the world has 
just texted 

but seeing that it's a text about her man gets me annoyed  
although, it's no bother. 
Just wishing she lived right next door so I could go see her anytime I 
needed her. 
but knowing that she's a click away, 

gives me a sense of relief that I could still talk to her even when we're apart.  

So sister from another mother, 
I thank you for being here 

You're always in my heart. 

— Mahza   
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Don’t Take her for Granted 

When I was just five years of age 
It happened to be my worst page. 
 Living in public housing on 36 Dodd street 

My mother was out scavenging by the feet. 
 
The rich always left a stitch, 
Had us thinking life was a bitch. 
Still raised me all alone  

The woman took out a hundred loans. 
 
Working two jobs only to stay afloat, 
Little possibilities, she grabbed that shit by the throat. 

She was passing law school at the same time too, 
Can't believe it? Yes, that shit is true. 
 
But now we are far from the past, 
Moving through life for as long as it lasts. 

I wish I treated her better back then, 
While she was working making her old back bend. 
 
Listen here Leo, Don't take her for granted  
You’re the last one, the seed that she planted 

Don’t love your mom cause she had you, 
Love her cause she pulled through. 

— Leonardo Olivares 
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Spaghetti 

On Sunday evenings 
Me and papa 
Just us two 

made spaghetti. 
 
Make the meatballs 
Boil the pasta 
And boom. 
 
Once he was gone 
I never liked spaghetti as much. 
 
But like everything 

As much as you like flowers 
They die. 
All things we love die 
Even our favorite foods. 
 
When things die 
Something is born. 

Even a new favorite food. 

— JoLisa Woodhouse    
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The Rain 

Cold, wet, and hard, 
Descending and falling on the ground, 
Hammering, drumming, although stunning in it’s pouring breeze 

 
Dropping harder than ever, 
However a girl doesn’t mind the so called disastering weather 
To her the world is currently lighter than ever, 
All that feels her mind is hope, and how things seem to get better and 
better 
 
Stomp, Stomp in the current puddles of rain, 
Like a frog hopping on lily pads looking to sustain, 

Squish, squish as the puddles are interrupted,  
But Lucy hears a sound, a calling from her mom, with news to bear of  
 
Lucy cries, cries, and cries, looking out the window 
As the rain turned cold,  

Turning away from her, with its shoulders held alone, 
Looking at a desk that was once sat at,  
By a man who had so much passion working from home. 
 
Outside, once again in the rain, 

Covering her face, with not even a scent of seize,  
To receive something, she covers her face, and walks to the corner, 
 but never to play with the rain  
 

Returning home with pain in her mind, 
The rain’s comfort doesn’t show a sign, 
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It’s cold and heavy embrace begins to touch Lucy,  
So she begins to run home, quickly 
 

Later that same day,  
Lucy’s encouraged by her mother to go out and play, 
But she tells her pain withdrawing her from the rain, 
To comfort her, her mother tells her  
“No matter where you are, your father will always be with you” 

Lucy turns a cold shoulder, just like how the rain did 
 
Giving the rain another chance Lucy proceeds to go outside, 
But this time her mother holds her hand, 

a grin made its way on Lucy’s face 

— Kristian Henry   
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Van Gogh’s Muse 

One day, I looked up at the sky, and it looked like strokes of paint across 
canvas. 

The clouds were in curves and looked as soft as whispers, the hue like 
moonflowers and snow. 
It looked like a painting Vincent himself had painted. 
 
I wondered if he saw this very sky when he had a paint-dipped brush in 
his hand. 
Or if the present-day sky decided to fall in love with his artwork and mimic 
it for a day. 
Like how a person admires and falls in love with a perspective of 
themselves. 

 
And if the sky did presumably fall in love with an ancient version of 
herself, 
She was in love with the artist, not the art. 

Because she is breathtaking and new every day, hoping to be a muse once 
again. 

–JH 
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Paper 

You crumple me 
You throw me around 

You use me as a spitball 

Learn to respect me 
Don’t only use me selfishly 

Acknowledge me like you want to be acknowledged 
Always be there for me like I am for you 

Care for me…. 

— S.K.J 
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My Hair 

I cut my hair, it was meant to grow,  
Long, lush, a beautiful flow.  
But I snipped the strands, let the memories fade, the strands fell piece by 
piece 
Just like you, who easily strayed. 

— Anonymous 
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A Broken Stinger 

My best friends a bee 
Sure she's sweet like honey 
She weaves through blossoms without a care 

Her wings flutter as she goes from guy to guy 
She claims to be collecting just nectar 
But from afar I observe she's quite the inspector to just be collecting nectar 
Her actions, like a sting, inflict deep pain 
Leaving hearts shattered, wandering in her reign 

Her words drip with poison, dripping at pace 
A girl thats like a bee, leaving hearts displaced 
But she's never stung before 
She returns to her hive every night, wondering who's heart she 

might explore 
One day she’d accidentally stung 
A sensitive heart who loved her truly 
Whos heart she stung cruelly  
It killed her for the first time in forever 

Another bee dead, just for some pleasure 

— Anonymous  
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POV of a Black Sheep in the Family 

Life is not so flattering, like what both of my parents said, you 
can't just get everything you want in life you need to do hard 
work and work your butt off, and not everything comes easy.  

For me, I was like a black sheep out of the family because both 
of my two little siblings know how to speak Spanish fluently and 
I don’t. And most of my family speaks Spanish due to their 
heritage, culture, country, etc. This is how I got called a “no sabo 
kid.” I get pretty offended when I get called that because it makes 
me feel even more like a black sheep to friends, family, and 
classmates. When I get called that I can’t even blame them, but 
it still hurts. My parents be like:  

you should be ashamed of yourself,  

you should be embarrassed  

your younger family members know more than you…  

And I really want to talk back to them because my sisters had a 
different education than me and didn’t have talking problems 
like I did. Even though this makes me angry I stay calm with my 
introverted self.  

Little by little I stopped caring about what people said.  

When I reflect on my life, I think about this character from 
Persepolis, Marji Satrapi. In comparison, I feel like my dad and 
his mom (my grandma) are fundamentalists while I’m Marji, 
breaking the rules innocently without knowing, especially when 
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it comes to religion (Christianity). And their strict rules make me 
feel so trapped or less similar to everyone else. Maybe once in a 
while, I should follow the correct order according to them,  

you know, wearing a dress and fewer jeans, wearing more 
jewelry,  

being more fancy as if I’m going to dinner or celebrating 
somebody's wedding,  

or being more “girly” or “more lady-like.” If I don’t do those 
things that I mentioned I get in even more trouble from the 
pastor than my father.  

The lesson I can take away from this is just try to be true to 
yourself. Don’t worry too much about what people got to say, 
and try to do what is beneficial/ best for yourself like once in a 
while. Or sometimes I follow the right way, or what my dad and 
grandma think is the right way for a more peaceful life. All in all, 
educate yourself; as for me I will practice Spanish more. This can 
benefit me in many ways like career-wise, a higher chance to be 
accepted or be employed. This is what my dad has been telling 
me. 

— K.A.M   
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EL Amor De Mi Vida 

 
Grandma's hug always made me feel snug 

They were warm and always made me feel complete 
Her voice made me feel rejoice 
If only I could hear her again 
Now that we are apart you will forever remain in my heart 

Your know above but I miss your sweet love 
I miss seeing your cute little smile 
I miss making memories with you 
I miss seeing your tiny little profile 
I miss being part of your beautiful lifestyle 

Because having you was worthwhile 
I do fall at my feet because I feel incomplete 
Yes you were there but now you're in the air 
I miss brushing your hair and when I got to take care of you 
You really were the best 

But now you're at rest 
I know you are by my side and you will guide me and stay along for the ride 
My Abuelita Maria meant everything to me she was my world 
You must appreciate every moment you have with someone before they are 
gone. 

 
Te amare por siempre 

Love your Nieto, Brandon 

— Brandon M. Gomes 
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Syrup 

Syrup 
 
This sweet liquid I cover my breakfast in 
Without it, life seemed so bland 
 
He was my syrup that I covered my life in. 
 that made my world not seem so bland after all. 
After a while, the syrup became bitter 
 
The syrup seemed to expire 
That wasn't fair though, 
 
I didn't need a new syrup 
I didn't want a new syrup 
 
It still tasted fine, it was just a little bitter that's all 
 
The syrup had expired, but i didn't care 
I continued covering my pancakes in the syrup, because i didn't accept its 
new flavor 
 
The syrup was nasty 
I didn't realize it though, because i still was imagining its great taste 
 
After all this time, i finally made the decision to rid myself of this substance 
 
Once I did, the pancakes started to taste better. 

— Anonymous    
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At First Sight 

At first sight 
I took a peek into the big world 
My mom tells me fairytales 

Of the netherworld 
Fairytales that love does exist  
But people called it a myth 
loved by my friends, and family  
But I sought to have love like my mother did to have me 

Not love just to be touched  
But love that a person can be able to touch my heart 
 
Heading forward into the future  

I've now realized why others called it a myth  
Once you see your person you think is your person 
At first sight 
The person was never right 
Lies have flown the air 

While i wonder, why am i here 
I’ve began to give up 
While I pout in my room 
Thinking…. Am I good enough? 
 

A few months have passed 
And my best friend has made me realized  
That there's more things to do, then to just love 
I’ve eventually saw into my future 

And made things right 
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That I was to meet my first true love  
AT FIRST SIGHT  

— Leilani Stephens 
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Moms 

Moms. 

We love them 

They love us 

They carried us for nine months 

They always cared for us 

They were always there for us 

They let us cry in their arms 

They let our tears go down their shirt 

Like how water cries down a river 

They try everything to make us happy 

Just so they could see our smile shine as bright as the stars 

They would take care of us whenever we are sick 

They would get out of work just to see if we are okay 

We are there number one priority every time 

All they hope is we live a good and happy life 

And for nothing to bring us down 

Not even life itself 

They care about us the most 
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They would die for us 

Whenever you're reading this mom 

Just know I also love you with all my heart 

 

— Eduardo Velez  
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Fairy of Shampoo 

seeing her in a square screen 
she only existed in a fairy tale 
separated 20cm apart from each other 

she was my fairy 
she planted my heart into a fantasy 
having a glistening mist with her voice 
seeing her from a distance 
enchanted with her beautiful eyes 

the background of blue spring 
i saw her as my fairy of shampoo 
she cures my depressive heart 
telling me 

“we are meant to be” 
growing pain no longer exists 
rather covered with an everlasting shine 
eternally bonded by a screen 
her illusion 

my magic fantasy in her palm 
pulling me by her magic 
whispering a soft smile 
saying “i’m always yours” 
growing in my heart as my 

fairy of shampoo 
and our dream chapter just began.. 
 

내일 x 함께: 샴푸의 요정 

— S.C  
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The Old Woman 

There was a time where I was walking from my old middle school, 
And saw an old lady who needed help to cross the street. 
I thought there would be a big strong man who would come help her, like 
in the fairy tales we read when we were young. 
But nobody came. 
I waited for the white man in the crossing sign, but he didn’t show.  
Then once more I looked at the woman and saw she was afraid of crossing 
the street alone, with no one to help her. 

And so my overthinking thoughts came to mind and I chose to help the 
old woman. 
Once I helped her cross the street, she said to me, “You're such a good 
boy.2” 

Once I heard that, I felt a releasing quick shiver that came up my spine 
like none other. 
A shiver that made me think about life all over again. 
 
Fast forward to a couple of days ago, I was waiting for my bus to go to my 
train to get home and then I saw an old woman who needed help putting 
her trolley on the bus, and I was the first one to help her. “I never thought 
I'd be able to do any of this stuff. But I can. Anyone can wear the mask.”3 
You don’t need to wear a superhero costume to help people. You can just 
do it out of the kindness of your heart, and right after I helped her, she 
gave me a dollar without me even asking for it.  
Just helping a person can change a way you think about life, you never 
know. You should always help a person without even thinking about it. 
Always think good, never bad.  

— John Coll  
 

2 “The Bad Guys”  
3 “Spider-Man into the Spider Verse” 
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Vietnam’s Cultural Significance 

The rich culture of Vietnam dates back thousands of years. It 
places strong values and focuses on family, respect, and religious 
beliefs. Vietnam is also home to many ethnic groups and 
identities, making its culture an impressive blend of aspects and 
contributions. Some of these contributions are Vietnam’s 
literature, traditional fashion, and cuisine. Vietnam’s culture is a 
melting pot of culture that has left an impression on countries 
worldwide. 

Vietnamese literature remains prominent today but beginning 
with its interesting history, Vietnamese literature dates back 
hundreds of years. Vietnam has a lot of different literature, 
including works in traditional, contemporary, and revolutionary 
literature, which have received international acclaim for their 
depth and insight for many years. A Thousand Years of 
Vietnamese Poetry notes that, “the earliest evidence of 
[Vietnamese] folk literature dates from around the fifth century 
B.C.'' But also concludes that “The first recorded Vietnamese 
poem dates from 987: ‘Two Wild Geese’,” (Nguyên). Vietnamese 
literature was highly influenced by Chinese literature as Vietnam 
was under Chinese rule for over 1,000 years, only adding to 
Vietnam’s unique literature and culture. Vietnamese literature 
has also affected its own nation greatly. It’s been used to spread 
religion throughout, govern and defend, and help develop the 
nation. This is proven by Britannica, “Perhaps the greatest of 
these statesmen-poets was Nguyen Du in the 19th century. His 
Truyen Kieu (The Tale of Kieu), or Kim Van Kieu, is generally 
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considered the pinnacle of Vietnamese literature. With its 
concerns for individual freedom and its sense of karmic destiny, 
with its conflicts over Confucian versus Buddhist obligations, 
and with its examination of duyen (‘fated love’), this great work 
is the summation of the Vietnamese sense of self at the end of the 
feudal period,” (Balaban). Vietnamese literature has left an 
impact worldwide while contributing to the history and culture 
of the nation greatly. 

Additionally, Vietnam’s stunning traditional fashion has 
throughout the years, maintained both its impressiveness and 
relevance. Like many aspects of the culture, Vietnam’s 
traditional fashion has both indigenous and foreign elements due 
to the many different ethnic groups that have lived there. 
Vietnam’s cultural clothing and textiles date back to around the 
18th century, making them have both Chinese and French 
influences from their timely rule over the nation. Not only is 
there a variety of styles, Vietnam produces many different 
textiles such as silk, barkcloth, and banana fiber cloth, so the 
clothing is made of a variety of materials. A popular example of 
Vietnamese clothing is the Áo dài, traditional Vietnamese 
women’s dresses. It has been worn for centuries by the native 
women and lately been present in media. It is even called, “one 
of the world’s most recognizable ensembles. Although it is an 
ancient outfit, it remains popular today. It is common to see 
women wearing plainer versions of this ensemble to school, 
university and work, or more ornate types for special occasions 
such as weddings, festivals and religious ceremonies,” 



96 

(O’Connell). Vietnamese traditional fashion has remained a 
pinnacle of the culture for its history, beauty, and contributions. 

And lastly, arguably what Vietnam is most known for globally, 
it’s food. Vietnamese cuisine is known for its diversity and 
harmony of rich flavors. But the food also reflects the history of 
the country, “The indigenous people of Vietnam settled in the 
Hong River Valley, it was possible to sustain life there by hunting 
and harvesting. There, they cultivated rice, fish, and herbs. They 
also learned how to make noodles from their Chinese neighbors,” 
(Understand Vietnam’s Food History). Not only does 
Vietnamese food have influences from China, but also from 
neighboring cuisines of Cambodia and Laos, showing Vietnam’s 
complex yet captivating, melting pot of culture. It even has 
influences from France from its colonial rule over Vietnam. Phở, 
one of the most iconic Vietnamese dishes, was not invented until 
the French colonial era, when beef broth and baguettes were 
introduced to Vietnam. Lately, Vietnamese dishes have been 
growing in popularity worldwide. Many reports have confirmed 
this such as a report done by Statista, “The food market in 
Vietnam is expected to grow annually by 7.46% between 2024-
2028. Experts anticipate that the compound annual growth rate 
of the Vietnamese food and beverage industry from 2021 to 2025 
will be 4.98%, with the market size predicted to reach 678 million 
USD, and the number of consumers being 17.1 million by 2025” 
(Food - Vietnam). Its growth is impressive and deserved given 
that it has contributed a lot, both nationally and internationally.  
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Vietnam has many cultural contributions including literature, 
traditional clothing, and food. These, and other contributions of 
Vietnamese culture, have left strong impressions both nationally 
and internationally. Vietnam has developed these aspects and 
contributions with a unique identity, from its impactful 
neighbors, its rich history, and its many ethnicities and identities. 
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Can Love Really Cause War? 

Love is a language that can be demonstrated in numerous ways, 
but in Romeo and Juliet, love can cause war… In the play, Romeo 
and Juliet, these destined lovers were both displayed as “star-
crossed lovers,” who both came from feuding families. 
Throughout the play, both Romeo and Juliet had shown their 
affection for one another and they demonstrated their loyalty 
and willingness to do whatever it took just for the both of them 
to be together. Even if they must go to extreme measures, like 
taking their own lives. However, there was a burden that stopped 
them from being truly ‘together’ and this burden was their family 
relations with one another. The Capulet’s side, which was where 
Juliet was from and the Montagues side where Romeo was from, 
were both on bad terms with one another. Due to the Capulets' 
range in wealth and servants, they were displayed as a wealthier 
family. The Montague’s were also rich and respected on other 
hand, but not as rich as the capulets. This family feud had dated 
back to an ancient grudge, and rivalry that had loosen and 
deteriorated their once healthy relationship.  

Although the grudge between both families separated these 
lovers, they still proved their loyalty to each other by visiting 
secretly, running away, and even faking one's own death just to 
be with the other. Having been tempted to wed Juliet, Lady 
Capulet her mother had given her advice on marriage, and about 
finding her 'true' love. She believed that if a marriage was 
arranged between her and another man, it would be considered 
"true love” and was something that Juliet should have been 
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looking forward to. As part of the Capulets' plan, Juliet was to 
attend a masquerade ball, where she would meet her ‘destined 
one.’ Originally Romeo, his friend Belvolio, and Mercutio came 
to the ball so Romeo would see his original lover, Rosaline. They 
entered the ball with their faces fully covered, and not noticeable 
to others, but this gradually took a turning point when there was 
another girl who caught his eye and that girl was Juliet. From the 
moment he saw her, he was in love. He approached her and then 
kissed her. This was when they drew the line and began a 
relationship with one another, hoping they would meet each 
other again. However what both Romeo and Juliet didn’t know 
was that they came from two feuding families, who would never 
tolerate them being together.  

Sooner or later, they both found out. When Romeo left the ball, 
Benvolio warned him about the girl he kissed, Juliet. Juliet was 
told by the Nurse that Romeo is a Montague and was the son of 
their greatest enemy. Juliet however believed that the love that 
she had towards Romeo was her only form of “true love” and 
believed that this type of love for Romeo was fated upon her. 
Throughout the play, they continued to meet one another 
secretly until one day when Romeo stumbled upon a grave issue. 
Romeo was banished from Verona because he killed Tybalt, 
Juliet's first cousin and his reasoning for this was because of his 
avenging for Murcutio who Tybalt killed during a battle. Juliet 
was shocked at the news of her great cousin Tybalt death, caused 
by her lover Romeo in honor to avenge his friend Murcutio. 
Along with this, she was devastated by the news of Romeo and 
cried out to the nurse how she may kill herself if she never saw 
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Romeo again. She told the nurse to go to Friar Laurence's cell, 
where Romeo may have been hiding and send a word from her 
to him with a ring.  

During the final scene of Act 5, scene 3, Romeo returned to 
Verona in belief that Juliet was dead. When arriving at her tomb, 
he discovered Paris, the ‘suitor’ for Juliet, of whom he duels to a 
battle. Romeo killed Paris and then visited Juliet's tomb where 
she had lied “dead.” In sorrow and grief, Romeo tragically 
poisoned himself and dropped dead by her tomb. When Juliet 
awakened, she was tragically horrified to see him lying by her 
tomb dead and made an attempt to poison herself too by kissing 
him, which didn't make her die. She notices a dagger on him, and 
Juliet too, stabbed herself to death in grief, and in hope to be 
reunited with her beloved Romeo in the hopeful afterlife. Their 
tragic deaths weren't exactly what the main focus was however… 

The plot of Romeo and Juliet sums up how love can cause war, 
as it shows how the two lovers, willing to do anything just to be 
with one another. Even the deaths of both Romeo and Juliet 
cannot stop the feuding families, and this is something that 
would continue for the ages to come. The ancient grudge 
between both families both date back to superiority and 
competing with one another to get ahold of more riches and 
wealth. Now that they have lost their only children, the bloodline 
would end and the upcoming generations of the Montague and 
Capulet family may as well become nonexistent. The friar 
believed that the marriage of both Romeo and Juliet could have 
stopped both feuding families and they may have been on better 
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terms with each other. Tragically, the opposite happened when 
both Romeo and Juliet killed themselves, which would only make 
the feud spark. In the play, the plot takes twists and turns and in 
the end both families will never be on good terms because of the 
lives taken of their two children who did it for the sake of love..  

In conclusion, I believe that this sums up in my portrament on 
how love causes war. In the end, they both chose their fate for 
one another and even made omens during their marriage that 
they would even take it to an extent where they would eventually 
take their lives to possibly be with the other. Their fate and their 
sincerity towards one another is a key aspect that ties to the plot. 
It shows how fateful they were, and also signifies their true love. 
At the very end, death must do them apart and this gradually 
impacts both families, and of course, future relations. Both of 
these star crossed lovers depicted love as a violent, ecstatic, 
overpowering force that held all their other values, loyalties, 
emotions, and faithfulness in place.  

— A.B.  
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Chapter 4 

Writing the Wrongs 

dolescence is often regarded as one of the most difficult 
periods of life, largely because of the challenging 
transition from childhood to adulthood. This shift 

impacts everything—from physical appearance to emotional and 
mental stability—while also forcing young people to reflect on 
and process their childhood experiences. As these changes 
unfold, teenagers often feel a sense of alienation, leading them 
to search for connection, comfort, and validation. This quest can 
be painful, especially when the world seems unkind, and that 
bitterness is hard to shake off. While many struggles are faced in 
silence, it takes a remarkable amount of courage to express these 
emotions through writing, to expose one's pain in ink, and risk 
being fully seen. The young writers behind the following pieces 
have shown that courage—bearing their hearts and souls on the 
page. 

— Jabia Haque 
   

A 
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I Was Not a Siren 

I stood before a mob of mirrors  
Secrets crawling beneath my skin 
Strangers telling me what I was 

A painting of my sin 
 
Men were weeping in the sea 
Insisting they were lured  
Enchanted by the word “no” 

A sickness that couldn’t be cured 
 
The great monsters of the deep blue 
With scales and gnashing teeth  

Ripping the skin from off my bones 
To see what I looked like underneath  
 
The Ocean knew that touch would linger 
Like words carved into stone 

She heard my cries and drowned the devil 
The only mother I’ve ever known 
 
Because it wasn’t enough to heal my soul 
Or swim away from the sea 

I needed to fight every ghost  
Whoever haunted me 
 
So I’ll stand before a mob of mirrors  

And prepare to be exiled 



104 

But I wasn’t a siren seducing men  
I was just a child. 

— Anonymous  
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To Fix 

5 days a week 
5:30 in the morning. 
I wake up an hour earlier than I have to be 

To make myself beautiful before going in public 
To fix my face.  
 
Because last year, the kids at school had called me  
ugly. 

Not only last year though.  
It was the year before that, too  
And the year before that 
And the many years before that year. 

 
So 5 days a week 
At 5:30 in the morning, 
Monday through Friday 
Starting at 6 am, ending at 7 am 

I repeat the same debilitating routine.  
 
First, its primer. 
To smoothen out my skin that my mother called 
“Too uneven” 

Thousands of times she would tell me to wash my face well 
She forced millions of creams onto my youthful skin 
Dozens of nasty drinks she used as remedies  
To hide the pores that she tried countless times to “fix” 

But she couldn’t fix them, for my skin still is uneven  
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And my pores are always either to too large or too clogged 
So I use a primer, to temporarily fix my skin for the 8 hour day out in 
public I have ahead of me.  

 
Then, brows. 
Because my nickname in 7th grade was “cancer girl” 
due to how naturally sparse the hairs on my brow bones were compared 
to on my arms, 

Which were always hidden behind long sleeved polyester sweaters to hide 
the scars I had botched my skin with the year before. 
The rancid hair-growth oil my grandma used to try and 
“fix” my brows with  

But nothing ever worked 
And if I wasn’t within 2 feet of the person I was talking to,  
It would look as if I purposely shaved them all off 
Cancer girl.  
So I use a pomade to fabricate the illusion of having full brows, like the 
pretty girls at school. 
To fix my brows for the people whose attention I want at school.  
 
Next is foundation. 
Foundation because I wore a mask all of middle school,  

Even after Covid was seen as less of a threat 
Foundation because I was self-conscious of the hyperpigmentation that 
tainted my skin at the ripe age of 11. 
And because before I resorted to wearing a mask at all times when outside 
of my house, the kids would ask me why my skin wasn’t one shade like the 
normal people.  
It’s a shade lighter than my actual skin 
Because even though my mother calls my dark complexion  
“Beautiful” 
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She used to use skin lightening creams. 
So that means she’s lying. 
And she only said that because she’s obligated to as my mother.  

I didn’t believe her in the first place 
Because the boys at school used to call me “charcoal monkey” 
And the girls would laugh 
And the teachers would hear, and stay silent.  
So I fix my skin with foundation, in hopes of lowering the chance of being 
isolated for my color ever again.  
After that, comes concealer. 
Because every year at school 
Since kindergarten, 

Someone asks me “is that a black eye?” 
“Is your mascara dripping?” 
“Why is that thing on your face?” 
“Ew, what is that?” 
Sometimes it’s another students 

A few times it was one of my teachers 
Once, it was the principal who asked.  
He called me into his office because he thought I’d been fighting  
They’re all referring to the birthmark under my left eye. 
The one that’s been tainting every picture I’ve ever taken since the first 
time I had my picture taken.  
My dad says it’s beautiful 
He also says that since it’s on my face, it means that I’m naturally smart 
And for a while I believed him 

But then people started becoming smarter than me 
Scoring higher on tests 
Finishing their work faster than I did 
Getting better averages than me 
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So that means that he lied.  
And the only reason he would lie to me is because he didn’t have the heart 
to tell me that it was ugly, or to try and fix it. 

So I fix it myself.  
Everyday before school, I pile on the product, 
Making sure to put more on my left eye, 
In order to fix my under eyes with the hopes that it’ll make up for the fact 
that I got a 79 in pre-calc last semester,  

which is confirmation that my dad did in fact lie about me being naturally 
smart, 
And that he probably thinks the birthmark is ugly too.  
 

Powder, lips, and eyes are last. 
Powder wherever I put my concealer so that my under eyes don’t crease 
and give the world a glimpse of the birthmark. 
The one that looks like a black eye to some, 
Ruined mascara to others, 

Ugly to all.  
Mascara to divert attention from the sheer amount of makeup I put on just 
to leave my house 
And to hide how dark my eyelids are compared to the rest of my face.  
Lips are last, because there’s less to hide with them,  

The only thing wrong with them is that they are bloody 
With at least 2 scabs on them at all times 
Because I pick at them when I’m nervous  
Or when I’m upset  

Or when I’m uncomfortable, which is often. 
 
So everyday I wake up at 5:30 am 
To do my makeup  
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In order to fix my face, before going out in public 
Because I’m finally beautiful.  
People finally call me pretty without their friends giggling in the 
background.  
I’m treated better than I was before. 
I’m drained from being up so early all the time 
But it’s all worth it. 
A small price to pay in order to fix my face. 

— Natalie Babai 
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Math Class 

When they changed my math class, I was excited. I had more people like 
me in the same class: Dominicans.  
Although I am only half, I should fit in, like a piece of cake. No more 
feeling left out. 
More people will understand me and the language I speak! 
As time went by I realized, I’ll never be laughing with them when they're 
laughing together. 
Yo nunca voy a bailar, 4  

como si fuera un fiesta todos los días cómo ellas, 
Nunca voy a hablar sin cuidado cómo ellas, 
Nunca voy a tener pelo rizado,  
como si fuera pelo de muñeca cómo ellas, 

Nunca voy a saber cómo se siente saber bachata,  
lenta y estable con ellas.  
Yo siempre voy a hacer una “Haitiana” en que yo soy del mismo país de 
ellas, 
Siempre me van a mirar mal,  

como una burra cuando se me olvide español, 
Siempre me voy a sentir diferente aunque hablemos el mismo idioma. 

 
4 I will never dance 
as if it were a party every day like them, 
I will never talk carelessly about them, 
I'll never have curly hair, 
as if it were doll hair like them, 
I will never know what it feels like to know bachata, 
slow and steady with them. 
I am always going to make a “Haitian” in that I am from the same country as them, 
They will always look at me badly, 
Like a donkey when I forget Spanish, 
I will always feel different even if we speak the same language 
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I am like a small piece of cake. 
A small piece of cake can look different from other pieces of cake but its 
flavor tastes the same. 

At the same time, how it looks- makes it look unappetizing. 

— Zamyrah Johnson 
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In a Thousand Years 

In a thousand years will the earth crumble? 
Or will the planet be revived. 
Will pollution fade away or be thrown astray? 

Most importantly will the world find its peace? 
The world we know today trembles,  
We rattle the world with great tremors. 
The earth carries all of our burdens hurting itself in the process. 
The Earth sits still as a great rock, 

Who continuously gets kicked around, 
The earth cracks and cracks, almost yelling for help,  
In a thousand years it'll be no surprise if we had no ears  
Or maybe in a thousand years these problems will be gone, 

Only time can tell what will happen in a thousand years.  

— Leonardo G 
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The Veil 

The cloth on my head 
You call  
The Veil Of Oppression 

But I call it 
The Veil Of Honor 
When you walk past me 
You wonder 
“She must miss her freedom” 

But it was you who missed 
The glimmer of pride  
Emanating from me 
Like the moon’s reflection 

Against the lake in darkness 
Brightening the surrounding 
My veil 
My pride 
My honor 

My freedom 

— Nowshin Sharif 
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Girl in the Mirror 

The girl in the mirror mocks her, as she sits there and ponders 
How others point of view affect how her mind wanders 
Her reflection crosses her mind 

With how she looks every minute passing by 
 
Another version of herself is distributed 
Allowing insecurity to be exhibited 
Walking past the mirror 

Making herself wonder why she can’t feel prettier 
 
All these standards created 
Leaving her thinking her natural self is outdated 

They say the teenage years are the ones you live to the best 
But how is she supposed to believe that with a raging pain in her chest? 
 
Nothing about the way she was treated ever seemed alarming until now 
But she kept going somehow? 

So she ties up her hair 
And smiles still thinking about the mirrors glares 
Day by day she prays she will look forward to breathing air 
 
Her friends say to her 

“You'll be fine just give it time” 
“Your looks can please every other guy” 
But she still feels alone in despair 
Because at the end of the day who's really there? 
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The hole in her mind, and soul digs deeper as her reflection, 
symbolizes more with her imperfections 
So the girl in the mirror 

Just has to be held dearer.  

— Danerys Rodriguez 
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The Purple Man 

The purple man wasn’t always purple before he was like you and 
me. Something happened to him, something traumatic, he tried 
to mentally heal from it, but it kept on tugging on him. He 
wanted peace, but no. Everything he did reminded him of it and 
its horrors. The tugging turned to pulling the pulling lead to 
dragging the dragging led to ripping. Just like a broken dam it 
leaked through and nothing was left in its path besides purple. 

— Giancarlos Aviles   
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Perspectives Shift 

Everybody has different perspectives.  
Yet there's only one that truly matters,  
People rely so heavily on what others think. 

 
They stuff their minds into boxes that are too small 
Your eyes show you what you can see, 
So why try to believe what you can't?  
 

People hear others' opinions, and switch their own. 
Why? 
To fit in—to belong. 
 

The yearning feeling to be like their peers will always haunt people 
Perspectives shift,  
But do they really? 

— Valerie DeLeon  
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Sticks & Stones 

Sticks and stones may break my bones 
but words can never hurt me. 
Sticks and stones hurt me on the outside 

whereas words hurt me internally. 
I act tough,  
like I have a thick skin, 
but the impact others’ words have on me  
is a speech I can't even begin. 

People’s words always seem to follow me around, 
maybe I'm just overly sensitive 
but these ghosts have been haunting me  
ever since I was a child. 

— Siana Palacios 
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Why Humans are to Blame for 
Climate Change 

You're to blame, I’m to blame, we're all to blame for climate 
change. Climate change is one of the main problems we humans 
face today, and we caused it in many ways. Such as hotter 
temperatures, more severe storms, Increased drought, loss of 
species, and so much more. We need to come together as a whole 
so we can save our planet, it's the only way to solve climate 
change, and it isn't done by one person. Humans are the reason 
climate change is as bad as it is, and for reasons such as fossil 
fuels, deforestation, greenhouse gasses and more. Us humans are 
causing our own problems, killing the planet slowly and 
everything in it; we must save it. We can do this by switching 
from fossil fuels to renewable sources of energy like solar panels, 
and wind turbines, reduce, reuse, repair and recycle, use electric 
vehicles and more.  

People are affected by climate change to varying degrees all 
around the world. For example “Natasha lives in Durham, North 
Carolina, but is originally from Chennai, a coastal city in India 
that has seen devastating flooding. She sees parallels between 
events like, recent flooding in Pakistan and flooding in her 
current home. Last year, Tropical Storm Fred caused massive 
flooding and resulted in the death of six people. She points out 
that extreme weather events like these will continue to get worse 
if we don’t take urgent action.” Natasha and her people aren’t the 
only ones that are being affected by climate change, people are 
dying, animals are dying, our world is dying as a whole, and we're 
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doing nothing about it. We can't let this happen right in front of 
us and do nothing about it. Climate change is expected to 
continue for a very long time, which means we have no time, we 
need to start now to better our planet. If we don’t, then this 
would mean many more deaths and injuries caused by climate 
change, which could have been very avoidable if we just took the 
time to take care of our planet. 

As I stated, climate change is expected to continue to severely 
worsen due to humans, as we are the main cause of climate 
change. NASA has concluded that “Global climate is projected to 
continue warming over this century and beyond. The degree of 
climate change and severity of impacts ultimately depend on the 
amount of heat-trapping gasses emitted by humans and how 
sensitive Earth’s climate is to those emissions.”. This piece of 
evidence shows that humans are the main cause of climate 
change, and because of us, our planet is facing so many 
problems. If we used renewable sources of energy such as wind 
turbines, solar panels, reduce, reuse, repair & recycle, using 
appliances and technology that are environmentally safe, we 
would have a safer and proper place to live. We have so many 
ways to save our planet, but we keep using greenhouse gasses 
and appliances that are causing the climate change to get worse 
and continue for years to come, which is why we need to stop. 
Climate change already isn’t in our favor, there's no reason to 
make it worse.  

Many people believe that humans didn’t cause climate change 
and that it doesn’t exist, well I tell you that's very wrong. A group 
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of scientists from NASA have said that “The industrial activities 
that our modern civilization depends upon have raised 
atmospheric carbon dioxide levels by nearly 50% since 1750. This 
increase is due to human activities, because scientists can see a 
distinctive isotopic fingerprint in the atmosphere. Scientific 
information taken from natural sources (such as ice cores, rocks, 
and tree rings) and from modern equipment (like satellites and 
instruments) all show the signs of a changing climate. From 
global temperature rise to melting ice sheets, the evidence of a 
warming planet abounds”. This evidence supports the claim that 
Humans are why the planet is the way that it is from industrial 
activities that we've heavily depended on for years, that are 
slowly killing our planet. Wildfires and all these disasters aren't 
just happening out of nowhere, it's caused by something, that 
thing is climate change that we’ve caused. People have theories 
that climate change is a way for the government to get more 
money, or that climate change has been invented for ideological 
reasons. But as seen with my evidence that's not true, it's a real 
thing causing real problems for us and it must be fixed. To do so 
we need to change our ways of thinking and doing many things. 
We can’t just do nothing, that'll be the end of us, so let's start 
now.  

In conclusion, as stated plenty of times, we all need to come 
together and fix the problem of climate change as a whole, 
because we caused it. If not, we will be facing big problems in the 
future. We can’t waste anymore time. We have to start now, if 
we ever wanna fix it. Best way we can all start is recycling, then 
building renewable resources to replace non-renewable energy 
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that's killing us, causing so many lives and critical injuries to 
people that could've been avoided. Climate change is a threat to 
us and we're just letting it be and it's sad. Scientists, politicians, 
experiments, literal natural disasters are all showing us what's 
happening and if that's not enough to convince you to help stop 
climate change and save yourself then I don't know what will. 
We're holding on by a thread and only now is the time to fight 
back, not later, only now.  
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Chapter 5 

School is (not) Life 

chool occupies a significant portion of a teenager's life, 
serving as the primary space where they form social 
connections and build their first circles of friends. But 

beyond being a place of education and interaction, it is also a 
major source of stress. Adolescence, a time of delicate change, 
often finds teenagers pushing themselves to the brink as they 
seek validation and strive for academic success. The opportunity 
for social connection is often paired with the fear of judgment, 
criticism, and the anxiety that comes with trying to fit in. 
Teachers' words—whether praise, criticism, or even well-
meaning advice—can linger in a teen’s mind for years, shaping 
their self-perception. Schools have become a societal benchmark, 
with expectations to excel within the education system often 
outweighing personal happiness. Acceptance into prestigious 
universities is sometimes more about fulfilling family 
expectations or gaining social status than pursuing one's own 
fulfillment. For many teens, the desire to please those with high 
expectations becomes a source of purpose. School is (Not) Life 
offers a look at how deeply school influences the broader 
adolescent experience and examines how academic pressure 
affects teenagers mentally, emotionally, and physically. 

— Jabia Haque  

S 
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Reflections 

The pressure placed on high school students is unreal. The level 
of competition, exams, and trying to balance a social life while 
building up a college portfolio burdens the shoulders of 
teenagers. To get a good education, we must be perfect. One 
mistake can shatter our dreams. One bad grade can batter our 
life. We must have rows of 100s and 4.0 GPAs. We have to win 
the world to get a seat in those glimmering halls, to hear 
professors’ lack of interest. To live the rest of our lives in debt 
and pay every paycheck to lower the dollars piled up. God forbid 
we get a 70 or our application gets thrown out. That’s what the 
Ivy League demands. An Ivy League acceptance solves all life 
problems. It makes your parents proud. It makes your life 
complete. It’s the only way to achieve your dreams. Without it, 
your life is doomed to fail. 

All that to get a good education. I’m not against college, don’t 
get me wrong. I’m willing to put my passion into educational 
projects and many extracurriculars. I can create non-profit 
organizations and be featured as a star in the New York Times. 
However, doesn’t it seem weird that it is expected of kids that are 
16-17? To get into college, you have to be a star. Everywhere else 
they are babies. The phrase “you’re just a child” repeats when we 
try to go out or stay late. When it’s time to make a decision, we’re 
called “too young” or “immature.” Some call us children, some 
call us adults. What are we? Everyone loves to start their 
sentences with “this generation…” and proceed to strip us and 
scar us. Constant negativity when all we’re told is to be positive. 
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Everyone says, “Live your youth as it shall never return.” but I 
would rather never return if this is the youth we continue to 
experience. 

— MJ 
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Laziness 

 
“The quality of being unwilling to work or use energy”5 

That is what I am every school day, lazy and tired (From 6:00 to 
10:44 AM Only). Every day I am tired, on non-school days I'm 

not. I wake up, go to school, then back home. I don’t know 
where I'm going with this, so I will end it. But if you think 

about it, if being lazy consists of being unwilling to work, and 
I’m writing, maybe I’m not lazy at all. 

— Brandon Diaz 
   

 
5 Oxford Language Dictionary 
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“Are you a Freshman?” 

Being a freshman in Manhattan Center can be an overwhelming 
experience, marked by a plethora of emotions and new 
challenges. Navigating through the maze of hallways, adjusting 
to a higher academic status, and also finding a place among peers 
can increase a high amount of stress and anxiety especially when 
finding people to befriend. From experience, freshmen will often 
find themselves in a limbo trying to get a perfect grade by doing 
work upon work with no break. The transition from middle 
school to high school comes with a huge spike in work and 
projects, as freshmen are introduced to more assignments. The 
pressure to grow academically while adapting to a brand new 
environment can create a sense of unease and anxiety. 

However, the fear of judgment from peers can also increase the 
stress of being a freshman. Many students worry about making 
mistakes or not meeting the standards set by their classmates and 
teachers, fearing teasing or avoidance by peers. The fear of being 
mocked or laughed at for any mistake, leading to a heightened 
sense of self-consciousness. This fear can strike at any time for 
example: during class presentations, group projects, or even 
simple interactions in the hallway. As freshmen strive to find 
their placement in high school, the fear of being judged can serve 
as a significant barrier to their confidence and social interaction. 

When middle schoolers eventually become freshman they should 
enter with confidence and resilience, not caring about what 
others think about them because if they only think about the 
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negative sides these effects might start taking place affecting 
them and their work. Freshmen’s need to know that they are the 
key to change the future ahead of them. Maybe they could shape 
how the school is run in the future or change the way classes are 
taught. The parents of these freshmen’s need to know this 
because they are the ones closer to the children and it could help 
and support them in a way that can heavily impact their child, 
helping the child feel more engaged and involved with high 
school. 

— Xavier Muy Peres 

   



129 

The Writers Way 

“Typing, typing, typing”, that's all you’ll hear from my laptop. 
“Writing, writing, writing”, that’s all you’ll see me doing. 
All day, all noon, sometimes at night. It's a hobby I do all day 

It's just the writer's way!  
I write as much as I do my work,  
My mom says I’m too distracted. 
By the things I make in my book of mine  
so many words filling the book whole.  

With my stories, and dreams and stories to come 
Couldn’t stop, and new stories fill up.  
And what could I say, 
It’s just the writer’s way! 

— Zionah Hosier  
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Etched In 

Some teachers change you. 
Some wounds never fully heal. 
A teacher can brand you like a bull. 

Some wounds can turn to scars. 
Some lessons won't be forgotten. 
A person can influence you like a drug. 
We don’t always brace for impact. 
 

Traces of another always linger. 

— J 
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Good Enough 

Everyone tells me, 
“Your grades are so good.”  
“You’re so pretty.” 

So I compliment them back. 
But deep down, I think about how it’s not true. 
Studying ‘till midnight. 
Stressed about my GPA. 
My life isn’t so perfect. 

Expected to receive A’s on every test, on every grade.  
I refrain from eating after 8 PM to maintain my weight. 
I avoid pictures and I cover my face with a mask. 
My shadow is a young girl, not ready for the world, self-conscious of 
herself. 
I see a girl who can be herself, and I think 
“How admirable.” 
“How courageous.” 
I see a broken girl in the mirror, trying to pick up the shards and piece 
herself back together. 
Yet the more she does, the more broken she gets. 
No matter what I do, I can never be good enough. 
With the expectations I have and the person I have to be, 
When will I be free from them?  

When will I be free from myself? 
How much longer can I keep up the facade of a girl that’s bound to fall 
apart? 
How much longer until I shatter into a million pieces that can never be put 
back together? 

— 進さらら  
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Overthinking 

I have no idea on what to write 

Sitting and wondering at this desk everyday 

Not a single thought comes to mind 

Watching everyone be almost done 

Thoughts and ideas spilling onto their page 

While I’m waiting for the clock to hit 11:41 

I can’t seem to think 

Everything I could write seems 

too private 

too unclear 

too much 

too mere 

Even if I knew what to write 

How to put my collection of thoughts on to one page 

If only my mind could open up like a jack-in-the-box 

If only I had a crank to twist and turn 

If only the right words could write themselves out onto the page 

If only my mind could be emptied out and turned into pieces of art 

Instead of it being channeled to constant overthinking of change 

Much time has passed since the start 

But still 

I have no idea on what to write 

— Jennifer Yupa  
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The Bloom of the Orange Skies 

Roses are red, violets are orange. 
This my story when the sky turned  
Orange. 
 
Me and my Mom was on 
The bus getting ready for 
The trip soon. 
 
And that's when we heard 
The unfortunate news… 
 
I got the news when I 
Was 14 years old. 
 
And found out the trip got 
Canceled. 
 
I was so sad and also 
Mad, but there will be more 
Days ahead. 
 
I saw my friends they 
Were at the store getting  
Food and a lot more. 
 
But I have to tell u guys something  
Shocking u going to be running to the store.” 
 
I tell them the trip was canceled 
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They were sad and one of my  
Friends were mad. 
 
I told them I had a feeling 
That it was canceled the day 
before. 
 
They told me you were right  
You predicated this before. 
 
We got an email from our 
Principal that air quality 
Was messed up 
We had nothing to do 
But she said u still 
Can go to school. 
 
Me and my friends  
Decided to go to 
School. 
 
They had so much fun 
I did too the principal  
Rescheduled she said  
June 22nd that day 
Was so fun it will  
Be more fun days to come. 

— Charles Carter   
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My 9th Grade Anxiety 

It’s now the end of August, and the summer is coming to a close. 
I only have one more week to spend my last moments of summer 
vacation with my mom. I’m going to start high school soon. 
What am I going to do? What will it be like? Will it be like middle 
school? Will I meet friendly teachers and kids? I thought to 
myself. I’m starting my first year of 9th grade and going to 
Manhattan Center for Science and Math.  

When I first saw the building by the FDR Drive, it was 
ginormous. The school was the size of a museum, and the pillars 
were similar to the Metropolitan Museum of Art. It’s probably 
very noisy, I thought. “Honk! Honk!” Are the hallways going to 
be flooded like a tsunami? I got very nervous. How will I manage 
my first year of high school? I wondered. Can I even get through 
the first marking period? I wonder what food they will serve. 
Hopefully, the food will be better than in middle school. I don’t 
want to eat pizza that tastes like cardboard again, “yuck.” 

I’m 13 years old and not very tall. Everybody will tower over me 
like a building. I’m also very shy, which can make this experience 
very difficult. I want to make friends and show the kids I am very 
kind-hearted. 

During the first week of high school, I had so much trouble with 
my schedule. I could never navigate the place because it was like 
a giant corn maze. It was exhausting, and I was lost for two days. 
Finally, I met my counselor, who helped me fix my schedule. We 
talked about my middle school experience and how I didn’t feel 
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prepared to handle high school. She reviewed my schedule, and 
I was able to change my English class. Then we talked about my 
lunch period being too early. My lunch period was so early, it 
was like having breakfast. But if I changed my lunch period, my 
teachers would change. I felt under pressure because I couldn’t 
deal with more change. I had just figured out how to navigate my 
classes and the hallway. So, I decided to keep my early lunch 
period because I liked my teachers. My counselor was very nice. 
She made me feel very comfortable. I’m glad I met her because 
she encouraged me to stay positive. She helped me feel confident 
and less anxious. 

After a few weeks and careful thought, I realized I was too hard 
on myself. I became so anxious that I was clouding up my 
thoughts and feelings. Now, I can see the positive side of high 
school. I feel confident that I’m going to make it through the next 
four years. Being at Manhattan Center, I’ve learned that staying 
confident will help me stay positive. I will remain determined for 
the future and never give up on my hopes and dreams. High 
school is going to be great! 

— Michael Gutierrez 
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A Moment of Growth 

As I wrote my name on “English Classwork 3”, a piece of lead broke from 
the tip of the #2 pencil. I spun the #2 pencil back and forth with my two 
fingers. My vision was on the classwork. I read the sheet of paper with my 
full attention but couldn’t understand what the first question was saying.  
 
1. What are irregular plural nouns? 
 
 I banged my head on the table for about 4-5 times until I spun my pencil 
again.  
 
2. What are abstract nouns? 3. What is an idiom?  
 

My head felt like it had a headache and brain freeze at the same time. I put 
my head down and tried to calm down to regain my focus.  
 
But I couldn’t. 
 

Then, all of a sudden I felt a slight touch on my left shoulder. 
 
I looked up. 
 
It was my teacher: she came to help me. I was relieved to see her. 

 
After she explained the questions to me, I had a better understanding of 
the classwork. My head wasn’t hurting anymore and I felt better.  
 

But I still needed more assistance from my teacher. More personal 
assistance where I can give her my undivided attention. 
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I wanted to ask. I tried.  
 

But the words just didn’t come out. 
 
… 
 
It was the next day.  

 
4:00 P.M. 
 
After school hours. 

 
Thud. Thud. Thud.  
 
Room 236.  
 

Knock, Knock, Knock. 
Creak! 
 
I had entered the room and there was my teacher. She was sitting on a 
blue chair and was waiting for me. She had two iPad’s and a stack of 
papers. I sat on another blue chair that was beside her. 
 
“Are you ready Thilen?” 
 

I nodded back. 
 
… 
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It was the night before and me and my parents were eating dinner. 
 
“So, how was school *chora?” (Aama) 

 
“It was good *Aama.” (Thilen) 
 
“Also *Hajur, I think I need a personal tutor to help me with English.” (Thilen) 
 

“Alright, I’ll look into it.” (Hajur) 
 
“Uhh, I was actually wondering if my teacher could be my personal tutor.” 
(Thilen) 

 
“You’re school teacher?” (Hajur) 
 
“Yeah.” (Thilen) 
 

“Okay, I’ll ask her tomorrow morning when I drop you off.” (Hajur) 
 
“Okay, Thank you!” (Thilen) 
 
*Chora means son in Nepali 

*Aama means mother in Nepali 
*Hajur is a name that I made for my father 
It was the morning now and my dad went inside with me to talk with my 
teacher.  

 
We walked up the stairs.  
 
Creak! Creak! Creak! 
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We stopped at the 3rd floor. 
 

We took a right and there was my teacher. 
 
My father and my teacher talked with each other for about 5 minutes. 
 
It might’ve been 5 minutes for them but it wasn’t for me. It felt like 5 hours. 

 
Either way, it went well at the end as my teacher agreed with being my 
personal tutor and our first lesson was after school.  
 

… 
 
“Thilen.” 
 
“Thilen!” 

 
“THILEN!”  
 
“Yeah, sorry.” 
 

It was my first personal class with my teacher and let’s just say it wasn’t 
going all well. 
 
“So, what’s the answer to the first question?” 

 
“Uhhh, B?” 
 
“SIGH, No” 
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“I don’t know.” 
 

I was getting frustrated and started losing my focus again. My hands were 
clenched and my face was red. 
 
I felt like giving up. 
 

But my teacher came in and she told me to look up and to keep on going, 
even when things are not going well.  
 
So, I got back up again, sat straight and started working. 

 
My teacher gave me some tips and tricks to use to figure out the answer 
to a question. So, I started using it and it really helped me. 
 
Me and my teacher were now flying through the questions. I was starting 
to get a hold of the curriculum. Every question felt so easy to complete.  
 
It was now the end of our session and I was sad and happy. 
 
Sad because I didn’t want to go and I wanted to keep on working with my 
teacher. 
 
Happy because I finally understood what I was learning in English class 
and I didn’t have any confusion whatsoever anymore.  

 
I packed up my belongings and we walked down to the main entrance 
where my dad was waiting. 
 
As we were walking down the stairs, my teacher had asked, 
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“How are you feeling now?” 
 

“I’m feeling better. I feel like I have a better grip of what we’re learning in 
English class.” 
 
“That’s nice to hear!” 
 

“It’s all because of you Miss. You really helped me understand the curriculum 
and I have to thank you for that.” 
 
“It’s my pleasure to help you Thilen.”  

 
We had made it to the main entrance and I could see my dad through the 
door.  
 
“Well thank you Miss, I’m going to leave now.” 

 
“Okay! And remember to not forget about the tips I told you.” 
 
“Will do!” 
 

… 
 
This experience made me not give up on goals easily. It made me more 
determined to achieve my goals. It made me grow as a person emotionally 
and physically. This event has shaped me into the person that I am today 
and it also made me have a realization: a sense of how lucky I am to have 
a teacher help me personally to improve my academics. Also, I am very 
grateful for having such supportive parents who are willing to sacrifice 
anything for my education.  
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The last lesson that I learned from this experience was that when times 
are bad, you always have to get straight back up. Even when life is going 
horrible for you and you’ve done horrible actions, you have to be strong 
and fix your mistakes that you did in the past and be a better and stronger 
person. 
 
A saying that keeps me focused is: every day, you’re a new person than 
yesterday and you can be stronger than you were yesterday.  
 

— Thilen Lama 
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The Animal that Ruined my 
School Year 

It was a normal school day, in the middle of the school year. 
During Spanish class, my class was assigned a project. The 
project was to create a skit in Spanish about visiting a Spanish 
speaking country, to write my experience as if I actually went 
there on vacation. As the teacher finished explaining, we grew 
more and more enthusiastic by the minute. We all drew our 
countries out of a hat, and I got Equatorial Guinea. 

Since this project was with partners, I paired up with my friend 
Odin to do it. We worked on this for weeks, in our finished 
version, we had a talking gorilla as one of our characters to be 
the tour guide, to be creative of course. This was because they 
lived there, and were on the verge of going extinct. We didn’t 
think there was anything wrong with it at the time, just a unique 
way for us to stand out from the other projects. The weeks we 
had to do our project flew by so fast, it was finally the day we had 
to present. We watched our classmate’s slideshows. We were 
laughing and having fun, until it was our turn to present. After 
lots of nervous giggling, we walked up to the front of the room 
and started. Mixed in with our broken Spanish and our 
classmates' laughter, our teacher kept asking us questions 
midway through. Where are you guys? Why are you guys at a 
zoo?, and more. I started to sweat, I thought to myself, where is 
she getting the zoo from? Is our Spanish that bad? By the time 
we finished, our teacher was still questioning us. She thought 
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that we were being racist since we had a gorilla in our skit. Turns 
out what to us, a creative idea, was a big deal to the teachers. 

My friend and I got written up for being “insensitive” and our 
day went on. The next period, my class was taking a science test. 
The room was silent, you could hear a pin drop. Suddenly, a loud 
ringing started to happen, the classroom phone was getting a 
call. It was for me, I got called to the assistant principal’s office. 
Once I got there, I plopped into a seat and she started to write 
down notes and ask me questions about similar things like “Why 
did you put the gorilla in your skit?” and “Do you know that this 
is insensitive?”, both of us repeating the same things we said, 
sounding like a broken record. “It was to be creative since they 
are almost extinct, no I didn’t mean it to be insensitive.” I replied. 
The next day, during ELA, I was called to talk to the dean and 
the school counselor. They asked me the same questions that the 
assistant principal asked me. Shockingly, the counselor actually 
heard me out. She thought of what I was thinking and took that 
into account. She actually listened to me instead of just 
screaming and questioning me. This made me feel a bit better 
about this. A few periods later I was called to the assistant 
principal’s office again! This time, instead of asking me 
questions, she asked me for my mom’s phone number. My heart 
started pounding. As I slowly read out “3… 4…. 7…” so much was 
racing through my mind. All I could think about was the 
consequences I would have to face when my mom got home. 
Would my parents yell at me? Was I grounded? As the phone 
rang, to my relief it went to voicemail, I didn’t want to have to 
talk to her at the time. The assistant principal left a voicemail 
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setting up a meeting with my mom the following day in the 
morning. I thought to myself, “Why isn’t my partner being 
questioned and only me? This could’ve been avoided with a 
simple choice, if I just didn’t put in the talking gorilla.”  

The next morning, the meeting happened. My mother wasn’t too 
happy about having to go to my school so early in the morning. 
To my surprise, the meeting wasn’t as bad as I thought it would 
be. I was told to redo my Spanish skit without the talking gorilla 
and I was removed from my senior events, I was totally expecting 
to get suspended. Considering my elementary school senior 
activities were canceled due to COVID, getting removed from 
my senior trip and my prom sucked. But, it’s definitely better 
than being suspended. From this experience, I learned that 
things that may seem okay to me and my friends might not go 
the same for others. We all have different ways of thinking and 
may not consider some facts to take into account for. My voice 
not being heard in this situation made me realize that listening is 
important. I wasn’t able to give out my point of view, and I 
wasn’t being heard which made me feel that my presence was 
pointless. Also, to never put a talking gorilla in my Spanish skits 
for any of my future projects.  

— Ronin Leon 
  



147 

Abolishing Homework 

Imagine you get home, and you open your book bag, take out a 
folder, and see a piece of paper that is labeled “HOMEWORK.” 
Now you think to yourself, “Just got to do at least an hour of 
homework” then an hour passes, then another, and another, until 
you start to stress out about all of this work. Homework has been 
given for many years and it is essentially used for practice at 
home, but it can cause people a lot of stress when there is too 
much homework. Some school policies require homework, 
which in some cases can be used poorly and is forced upon 
students instead of being an option for them to practice their 
skills. Homework should be banned in schools because it can 
cause inequality for students, can cause more problems for them 
mentally, and can cause worse relationships with others. 

One reason why homework should be banned is because it can 
worsen relationships with others. One example of this is that a 
“teacher, Samantha Hulsman, said she's frequently heard parents 
complain that a 30-minute homework assignment turns into a 
three-hour battle with their kids. Now, she's facing the same 
problem with her own kids, which has her rethinking her former 
beliefs about homework” (WGU). This indicates that many 
people believe homework causes parents to stress out or get 
angry with their kids about not understanding the work. This is 
a problem because students need the support from their parents 
in order to be motivated to do more in school and in life.  
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Another reason why homework should be banned is because it 
can cause more problems for students mentally. In the U.S, many 
people argue that “Students need time to “rest and recharge” 
(The Guardian). This statement is made because students in 
school do work all day, and don’t have a long enough break, 
which can make them feel stressed out after school. And what 
makes it even worse is that after that, they have to do more work 
at home which can be (crushing? detrimental?) to their mental 
health. More than 70% of students around the world state that 
homework is very stressful, which shows that homework is 
affecting students' health mentally.  

A final reason why homework should be banned is because 
students face different inequalities at home and homework can 
make these worse. One example is that “Not all students have 
access to a conducive learning environment at home, necessary 
resources, or support from educated family members” (Practical 
Psychology). This is a disadvantage for students as homework 
nowadays is online, and not all students have the resources to do 
it at home. Also not every student has someone to help them at 
home which can make them struggle with their work. 

Others may suggest that homework shouldn’t be banned, as it 
can help students perfect a skill they learned in school. Many 
schools believe that “Kids need to learn how to practice things. 
Homework, in many cases, is the only ritualized thing they have 
to do every day” (NY Times). These schools think that students 
should do homework because it can help them with mastering a 
skill they learned in school. This process of learning is only 
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beneficial if schools structured homework right and in a way that 
was not harming students' mental health. For example, schools 
force homework to be given every day which in some cases, is 
causing students to get so much homework that it seems like it’s 
more of a policy, rather than being helpful for students.  

In conclusion, Homework should be banned because it can cause 
inequality for students, can cause more problems for them 
mentally like stressing them out, and cause worse relationships 
with others. Homework is a waste of time for students, and 
people still argue that it’s beneficial towards students, but in 
reality it’s more of a mandatory thing rather than being helpful 
for them. Every day, for the past couple of years in elementary, 
middle and high school, me and many other students have gotten 
homework that is required to be done every day, instead of it 
being a helpful tool for us to practice mastering a skill in school. 
Therefore, schools should ban homework because it can cause 
negative effects on students on themselves and their mental 
health.  

— Alberto Altamirano Jr. 
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Chapter 6 

The Compass 

he Compass brings together a collection of works by 
teenagers who aim to share their perspectives and offer 
ideas to help others navigate life. Within these pages, 

you'll find writings that reflect how many young people view the 
world, offering advice on how one should act, think, and live—
insights that are often incredibly eye-opening. Alongside these 
reflections, the writers explore themes like identity, the 
importance of addressing generational wrongs, the influence of 
first impressions, the path to success, and the choices that shape 
our lifestyles. This chapter offers readers a chance to engage with 
the viewpoints of youthful minds, uncovering the things they 
deem important and the lessons they have already learned. As the 
name The Compass suggests, this chapter is filled with writing 
meant to guide, enlighten, and inspire. 

— Jabia Haque 
  

T 
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Words 

Words 
 
The standard communication  

for all 

words, big and small 

all have their meanings 
used to express feelings  
from beings to beings 
 
Though there is far more to their importance  

Flowing like water on their own accordance 
there’s no stopping it from letting loose without barriers 
Just like words 
its impact on others doesn’t just rub one’s exteriors 

 
The movement of angry waves 
may even frighten those who are deemed to be brave 
Many may choose to hide in fear 
for how some mask their feelings and tears 

 
You may just be pushing one into a state 
that is simply not great 
Keep what you need to say within a dam 
don’t let it flow since people don’t seem to give a damn  

 
One’s emotions may start a storm  
from the internal stress that may be formed 
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The hearts of many may be torn 
even from simple words, I shall warn 
 

The barrier for one's mouth is the acknowledgment of others' feelings 
from beings to beings 
If others knew this, maybe the world would start healing  
 
Words 

a deadly weapon 
So deadly you may not realize its effects in action 
Its effects don’t just come in fractions 
 

There is more to words 
know that they aren’t just nouns and verbs. 

— 陈秋停   
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The Debt of Life 

Of moments wake it was a gift to open eyes 
Though little thought was put into why we were alive 
 

Great regret and suffering was required to let us breathe 
So we must repay the pain so that the creator may rest in peace 
 
So endless stories we were told of the dreadful origins past 
So that we can work to grow our minds in hope that hers may be the last 

 
Though bones may break we must endure for futures sake 
But after years of tales and endless worries, admiration may turn to hate 
 

But there is no time for sorrow, we must reap what she has sown 
So that in her legacy we may become creators of our own 

— Derieon J. Heckstall 
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Respect Others the Same Way you 
Respect Yourself 

“If we cannot respect another…” 
“How can we expect them to respect us?”6 
Always exclaim regard for those around you 

Whether the sky is midnight black, or sky blue 
Represent yourself in a manner where 
They can respect you too 
It is permissible to hate or love 
But no level of hate will put you above 

No matter your feelings towards another 
Respect them as if they were your sister or brother 
It disgusts me the way people are today 
The way an individual acts now 

Truly puts me in dismay 
Today’s world is out of order 
Why pick on someone with issues, struggles or a disorder? 
Those type of people reflect the person they are 
They give no respect to others, no matter who they are 

But when they get treated the same way, it is as if  
They were left with a scar 
Always exclaim regard for those around you 
Whether the sky is midnight black, or sky blue 
Represent yourself in a manner where 

They can respect you too 

— Imtiaj Ahmed  

 
6 David Harris 
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How to Strive to be Better 

1. Take initiative. The match won't start unless someone serves 
and the way the ball swerves won’t help unless you send it. 

2. Don't procrastinate. You think that you have time and then 
everything collapses. You'll feel dilapidated, rushing to finish 
on time just to be half done late.  

3. Put your best foot forward, try not to slip up on first 
impressions, keep your mental health in check to keep away 
from depression.  

4. Number 3 was a bit of a bundle but this tip is a 2 word wonder: 
under promise, over deliver, to seem like you have extra 
arrows in your quiver.  

5. And lastly, don't act nasty, be the change you want to see 
from other people who are ghastly, as they say, “do unto 
others as you want done unto you” but don't let others walk 
over you and make you feel blue.  

These are just a few tips I'll slip to help you flip the script on life, 
strive to be better, endure the heavy weather and you'll feel cool 
as a bag of cold ice. 

— CJ Bailey 
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Young People should start 
Investing Today!!! 

There are many ways to be successful in this world and it’s better 
to start young. One of the best careers to start at a young age is 
investing in stocks. The stock market is basically a platform 
where both buyers and sellers meet to trade equity shares of 
public corporations. Stocks have a variety of benefits like 
experience and it provides wealth too if you do it correctly and 
patiently. 

At Young people should invest in the stock market because it 
provides many benefits experience and can lead to young people 
living wealthy lives in the futures. If you want to start a career 
why not start off in the stock market. You can start it off at a 
young age and the more time progresses the more money that 
you put into it has a chance to grow and be worth thousands of 
dollars. Young people should invest in stocks and here's why: I 
know one social media influencer who started growing their 
wealth through the stock market. Not only did it give him more 
experience in investing in stocks but it also benefited him 
because since he put effort and did his research about stocks now 
he lives a successful life. It gives you an experience and teaches 
you how to take risks in life. Whether you succeed in stocks or 
not, that experience still stays with you forever so you can use 
the mistakes you learned to your advantage. He is not the only 
one who has become successful from this, t there are many social 
media influencers who started investing at a young age and look 
where they are now. They all started from the bottom but started 
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investing into stocks and since they were patient and didn’t doubt 
the process, now they are living well. They had to take a risk 
though, but since they used their time wisely and stood patiently 
they received what they deserved in the end. No matter who you 
are and what age you start at you can live a good future. 

Stocks don't only give you experience, they also have other 
benefits such as creating wealth. The whole purpose of stocks is 
so that you can become wealthy and successful in the first place. 
There are many stock market experts who talk about how 
starting in stocks at a young age can help you become way more 
successful in the future rather than starting at a late age. For 
example Harrison Martindale states, “One of the most powerful 
forces in investing is time in the market. For example, if a minor 
invested $50 per month into the overall stock market starting 
when they were 15, those investments could be worth over 
$700,000 by the time they retire.” This connects to my claim 
because it shows the benefits and how you can make so much 
money off of stocks. It shows how when you start at a young age 
the longer time goes by the more you get. This is relevant 
because it proves that stocks at young age is very beneficial 
because money that you put in now can become thousands in the 
future.  

— Mouhamadou Sow  
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Puzzle 

Life is just a puzzle, first part  
Is just the beginning, putting pieces that don’t seem to fit together slowly 
becoming  

Frustrated by pieces not working but you try and try until one fits with the 
other as 
Each piece slowly starts to fit together 
It slowly becomes bigger and easier to see  
Soon getting easier slowly the puzzle 

Seems easier in the beginning it was 
Hard at first but 
Over time things become easy 
Right now it's difficult but  

The time you take makes everything easier to see so spend your time 
wisely 

— Kenny Chan 
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A Day during Ramadan 

I start my day waking up at 4:30 a.m. to eat before Fajr or before 
sunrise. I do this because I know that I will not be eating until 
sunset which is around 7:20 pm. After I finish eating I take the 
time from 5am - 6am to just relax and watch my phone or take a 
quick nap. I start getting ready at 6 am. Where I shower, brush 
my teeth and wear my clothes. By the time I'm done with this it's 
around 7 o'clock. During this time I get ready to go to school. I 
arrive at school at around 7:40 am where I stay in the cafeteria 
talking to my friends or either catching up on any homework. 
From 8 am to 3pm I follow my school schedule. From after 3pm 
I start heading home arriving home at around 4 pm. After this I 
shower and start working on homework where I get done at 6pm. 
I started helping my mom in preparing food for Iftar (name of 
the meal where people break their fast during Ramadan). After I 
get done with my meal I start praying Maghrib (prayer during 
sunset) with my brother and dad. After this I get ready to go to 
the mosque to pray Isha at around 8:30. I get done with prayer at 
around 10 and come home and call it a day repeating this cycle 
throughout Ramadan.  

This all is crucial since there's over 100,000 Muslim in NYC. 
According to research from Columbia University it is shown that 
about 1 in 10 students are Muslim. With such a large number of 
students, teachers should be more aware of students' lives during 
these “special occasions.” This gives teachers a perspective on 
their Muslim-students and people in general with how they carry 
out their day during Ramadan. This can help teachers use their 
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platform to compliment the lifestyle of students with Islamic 
background and overall fit in with other people with different 
cultural backgrounds. 

— Anonymous  
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Life 

Life is what people face, 
It can be difficult at times 
Life is what we all face  

Life continues even though the little things are challenging 
Life can be a pain in a face  
Like chores, school, brothers, cleaning and finding meaning 
Now I've learned life can be hard it isn't lollipops  
Keep going and it will be enough 

— Toure D. 
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Culture and Religion 

Culture. Culture is arguably the most important part of human 
society and it makes sense why. Human culture “decides” every 
aspect of how a person acts and behaves, but… culture is not the 
only thing that does this and there is something that might do it 
even better, religion. Religion and culture can go hand in hand 
because with no culture religion ceases to exist and with no 
religion culture goes away. The reason why I'm saying this is to 
highlight the importance of both and how extremists can ruin 
the image of a certain culture and religion.  

Culture has a lifelong impact on billions of people every day, 
Culture as a whole affects human society by dictating how and 
why people do things within their life. And religion has this same 
impact. The difference between the two is that culture was 
developed as a way to guide people on how to live and religion 
was made to provide comfort and provide an explanation for the 
“super natural”. I am not saying that religion is fake but 
realistically the only reason why it exists today is because we as 
humans need comfort for the unexplainable.  

But this is not to say that only religion has its flaws; many 
cultures today have bad ideals that are followed. Some examples 
of “bad cultures” are ones that don't have supportive practices 
(like bad workplaces, schools, homes, etc.). Cultures with 
unsupportive practices don't allow people to grow and learn and 
this leads to people being uneducated in their life experiences and 
this leads to them being more susceptible to being taken 
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advantage of and this creates a vicious cycle of control and 
manipulation. 

But that being said both culture and religion share something in 
common and that's the fact that they both impact society in 
heavy and influential ways. This being said, it's very easy to say 
that our many cultures and religions affected how our society is 
today and without them we probably would be very different 
people. In conclusion it's our job to make sure that we change 
any toxic behaviors that are found within our cultures and 
regions. If not then us as people will have a downfall in our 
society. 

— Jordan Miranda 
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My Two Cents 

It’s rich, a field of gold waiting to be picked. It calls for a purpose. 
The wick, let it burn, it reveals itself to become nothing, waiting for the 
inevitable.  
Those aren't the only things we light, the flame taking our attention away 
for a while. 
 
But if cigarette buds were just to be left on the ground, blunts were only 
to dissipate. 
Why did it remove the tension in one’s mind? 
But if the wick burned for nothing. 
Why did the room turn pitch black? 
But if the flowers that were picked never reached the hands of a loved one 
in a beautiful bouquet. 
Then why did they smell so damn good? 
 
We come to, we live and breathe just to show the world what we were for 
only when we reach our end 
“She was blonde and beautiful with a smile as sweet as her scent.” 
“He was so lovely, he always lit up the room.” 
“He helped me when no one else did, he helped me see the light at the end 
of the tunnel.” 
That's how I see it, that's my two cents.  

— J   
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Discipline + Consistency = Success. 

The power of discipline is one to be studied at length. It is not 
the motivation to do something that truly makes results but the 
discipline to enact said action every day of every week and every 
month of every year. So by way of the commutative property, 
your work will build upon itself with discipline and consistency. 
These virtues are the driving forces behind the greatest people 
with the strongest wills that have molded our society. And they 
have molded our society not through motivation and temporary 
cause for action; you need discipline to reach success and not 
motivation as motivation can get you started; it will only push 
you to action temporarily. So to find success you have to get up 
and work every day, not just the days you're motivated! So let's 
think deeper and realize that you can also be your own worst 
enemy. There's always a voice in your head telling you to do the 
easy thing and that you're too tired but you can't let that side of 
you control your actions because then you'll constantly be giving 
in to bad habits. 

Everyone has heard the phrase "The man who loves walking will 
go much farther than the one who loves the destination." I feel 
the real meaning of this phrase gets lost on many people. Most 
people hear this and perceive this to mean to smell the roses once 
in a while and enjoy where you are instead of always looking at 
your future. When in reality it means you must love the process 
and you must find purpose in the pain. Finding this purpose is 
the result of discipline in constant determination, action, and 
consistency. 
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Everything counts in life, there are no do-overs so always give it 
your all. Everything you do adds up, and you will lose when 
compared to the person who's taking ten steps forward and no 
steps back when you keep taking three steps forward and one 
step back every time. You lose by skipping your work or blowing 
off what you know needs to get done! You will lose because it's 
not about that person's motivation to take those ten steps but 
they're consistency and love of the process which lets them take 
another step each day. Everybody wants to achieve something 
significant in life, but most will settle for what they want in the 
moment, versus what they ultimately desire for their future. To 
achieve your goals it is also helpful to look at those who have 
done the same. Maybe they didn't have the same goals but they 
had that same drive of discipline that they were chasing. And a 
great example of this is: “The reason most people fail instead of 
succeed is they trade what they want most for what they want at 
the moment” (Napoleon Bonaparte). But you also must think 
about what you choose to hold on to. As some of these things 
could be destructive to your success like a bad habit of always 
being on your phone or playing video games all night when you 
could be taking action to reach the outcome you desire: Because 
all of those things are what the person who's going to beat you is 
willing to give up for success. If you truly want to succeed you 
must be willing to outwork anyone you have to be the person 
who works through that weekend or holiday or birthday party 
because every day that they aren't working each year is another 
day that you're taking one step ahead of the competition.  



167 

You must not focus on others but only yourself and try to become 
the best version of you. And to constantly chase that person you 
want to become. You must visualize your perfect self who did the 
hard work, made the connections and achieved their goals 
through struggles and consistencies you cannot grow without a 
challenge to overcome. You must take one step every day to be 
that version of your perfect self and it is that very step that you 
take each day that will lead you closer to where you truly want to 
be. To become the person you truly want to be you have to be 
willing to give up the person you currently are. This is not to say 
that you must reject everything you have done and known, it 
simply means you have to find what Perfection means to you and 
what success means to you. 

So take action! And put discipline and consistency into practice 
to pursue your goal and then you will finally find success. You'll 
find success in the mud and the trenches of hard work, long 
hours grinding away at yourself sharpening the ax that is your 
mind and body. So go forth and succeed, take the rudimentary 
guidelines that have been displayed on this page and shape them 
into your map to success! You do not have to know the final 
destination or every step upon the path that you choose to go 
down but you must only see the next few steps in front of you to 
continue. Whether these little things are going to the gym or 
reading a book or studying or whatever you truly desire to do, 
you must go forth and take the reins of your life and guide 
yourself step by step to the summit of the mountain of success! 
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You must not focus on others but only yourself and try to become 
the best version of you. And to constantly chase that person you 
want to become. You must visualize your perfect self who did the 
hard work, made the connections and achieved their goals 
through struggles and consistencies you cannot grow without a 
challenge to overcome. You must take one step every day to be 
that version of your perfect self and it is that very step that you 
take each day that will lead you closer to where you truly want to 
be. To become the person you truly want to be you have to be 
willing to give up the person you currently are. This is not to say 
that you must reject everything you have done and known, it 
simply means you have to find what Perfection means to you and 
what success means to you. 

So take action! And put discipline and consistency into practice 
to pursue your goal then you will finally find success. You'll find 
success in the mud and the trenches of hard work, long hours 
grinding away at yourself sharpening the ax that is your mind 
and body. So go forth and succeed, take the rudimentary 
guidelines that have been displayed on this page and shape them 
into your map to success! You do not have to know the final 
destination or every step upon the path that you choose to go 
down but you must only see the next few steps in front of you to 
continue whether these little things are going to the gym or 
reading a book or studying or whatever you truly desire to do. 
You must go forth and take the reins of your life and guide 
yourself step by step to the summit of the mountain of success! 

— Helix J. Delson    
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Chapter 7 

Fiction Stories 

iction Stories presents a collection of remarkable works 
born from the imaginations of teenage storytellers, each 
with a world of ideas and tales to share. The adolescent 

mind, though still childlike, also clings to the ideals of adulthood, 
and in the process of maturing, these young writers grapple with 
many complex thoughts. Many of the pieces in this chapter carry 
deep messages or themes, both emotional and philosophical in 
nature. In this final chapter, you will encounter the writings of 
young thinkers and feelers who seek to express what they’ve 
learned, reflected upon, or imagined—whether it’s the emotions 
they’ve experienced themselves or the feelings they envision 
fictional characters encountering in various situations. 

— Jabia Haque  

F 
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Garden Of Dreams 

I decided to go somewhere for the day, I didn’t understand what 
I was feeling at the moment but I felt something. I lived in a 
cottage in the forest, alone without anyone, except for my dog, 
Pepe. I always wanted company in the forest, I fled away from 
all the problems I had with my father. He was abusive towards 
me and made me feel like I was slut. Nevertheless I took my dog 
Pepe, found an abandoned cottage and decided to move there. 
Ever since I stayed here. I promised myself to never go back 
again. 

I decided to leave my cottage and go to the waterfall with Pepe. 
I love to stay near the waterfall and think about the decisions that 
I made to leave my family and run away. I packed lunch with me 
and dog food, too. Once I was eating I saw someone, a strange 
figure in the waterfall, singing with a magical voice. It was a man, 
harmonizing into the waterfall about his life. His face was so 
beautiful, like something I never saw before. The water 
majestically dripped from his hair. I felt like he was majestic, I 
had never seen someone so handsome before. After the song he 
disappeared, like a ghost that blessed me, I tried to look for him 
but he was gone. 

I went back to my cottage, wondering what had just happened. 
Until I saw his shadow again, singing me and Pepe a lullaby to 
go to sleep and then he disappeared again. Even my favorite song 
called “Ocean and Engines” saying “You said, "Baby, don't cry, 
we'll be fine 
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You're the one thing I swear I can't outgrow"7 I decided to go to 
dreamland. The next day I went back to the waterfall, and I saw 
him singing again. He came up to me saying “Follow me” so I 
went and he showed me a garden, beautiful flowers, Cherry 
blossom trees and so much more. He showed me a new world. 
We made so many memories together, Talking and hanging out. 
He showed me the garden of my dreams, he sang to me, picked 
flowers, talked with me near the waterfall and so much more. 
When I looked back to say “Thank you” he was gone with no 
footprint left to be seen. 

We started to meet each other so much more near the waterfall. 
He took me to places I had never seen before. We laughed, cried 
and had so many happy moments. 

I asked him what his name was, he told me “don’t worry about 
it” I shrugged it off. 

We went near the ocean and then he came up to me saying “Do 
you know why I sang “Ocean and Engines?” 

I said “I don’t know why” I wanted to know why, this song was 
always on my playlist, but why did he sing it to me? He is so 
handsome. Shouldn’t he sing it to someone else? 

He told me “I wanted someone that is my lost love but I felt like 
I was alone without anyone until I met you, you made my life 
complete.” After that I fell in love. We did so many things 
together. Never once I wanted to leave him. 

 
7 Lyrics to “Oceans and Engines” By NIKI 
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One day I told him, "would you ever leave me?” He said “Not in 
a million years.” I finally felt free and that I was no longer alone. 
I felt accomplished. 

After seeing him I went back to my cottage and saw him again. 
It started to rain, I wanted to say “Hi”, so I went up to him saying 
“Hi” trying to shake his hand, but instead my hand went through 
his, I said “What is going on?” Tears came in my eyes because I 
thought I finally found someone. I asked him again, “what is 
going on?!” 

He told me “I’m Sorry” I started to cry again, we stood there 
looking at each other until he told me “I'm no Longer here” “I 
am no longer with you anymore.” 

I couldn’t believe it, I told him “Your Lying” I couldn’t even say 
a single word, I tried to hug him but instead I fell, I cried and 
cried, I saw him disappearing in front of me. Until he was gone. 

I started to cry everywhere, I looked everywhere to find him, and 
I didn't believe that he was gone, I went back to the garden that 
he showed me before, nothing. I asked everyone I met with him 
“Where is he?!” 

They only told me “You finally found out”. They showed me a 
grave with flowers with his name. He died before I even met him, 
I started to cry and cry and leave the garden of dreams to get back 
to my cottage with Pepe and me. Never going back again… 

— Samantha Chavez  
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The Sudden Realization 

Lena woke up to loud car noises, specifically cars honking at one 
another. As she looked out her window, she saw several cars 
nearly crashing into each other almost like their gps didn’t work. 
To Lena’s shock, she also realized that it was way brighter 
outside than how it usually was when she woke up for school. 
She checked the time on her phone only to realize it was 1:38 pm. 
Lena was annoyed, she had overslept. Maybe she shouldn’t have 
stayed up until 4 am on her phone. Lena went to text her group 
chat, consisting of all her friends, to leave a quick message that 
she had overslept. That was when she realized she had no service. 
She thought her phone was just faulty and refreshed several 
times, however nothing seemed to work. That was when she 
realized there was no service at all, and it wasn’t just her phone. 
Lena assumed it must be happening to everyone and that was 
why the cars were honking. Stressed, she ran into her parents’ 
room. 

Lena explained this to her parents and asked them if the same 
issue was occurring on their phones, which it was. Completely 
taken aback, they all ran to the living room to see if the television 
was working but that too was down. Dazed, Lena moped to her 
room, dreading a day without service. She loved the internet, she 
couldn’t live without it. She used it daily; to send messages, post 
pictures and watch videos. Hell, she had even dropped her 
hobbies to spend more time online. Just as she began stressing, 
her mom informed her that it was the same situation for 
everyone in the neighborhood. 



174 

She couldn’t believe her mom didn’t look upset in the slightest. 
Lena was incredibly distressed and she felt the world go silent as 
she cried. She began to throw objects around her room in 
frustration without looking. She only realized her error when she 
heard glass shatter. Lena had thrown the picture of her with her 
parents when she was only 5, before she got into technology so 
much. That was when she realized how severe her addiction to 
her electronics and the internet had gotten. She could not believe 
that she was throwing such a fit just simply because there was no 
service. Lena remembered the time where she wasn’t always in 
front of a screen; a time when she went outside often to practice 
soccer. The time spent with her family, playing board games 
together instead of locking herself in her room. That was when 
she heard a knock. It was her parents, they had heard loud 
crashing and were concerned. 

She let them into her room and they gasped at the mess on her 
floor, she hadn’t cleaned her room in a while. Lena didn’t see any 
point in it as it would just get dirty again and she would have 
much rather spent that time keeping up with celebrities on social 
media, scrolling endlessly on her phone. She explained to her 
parents how she wanted to change her ways and they embraced 
her in a hug. Together, Lena and her parents gave her room a 
much needed deep cleaning. As they were finishing up, Lena 
heard screams and cheers. She looked out her window and saw 
the neighborhood kids together, chatting and playing soccer. 
Lena told her parents that she was gonna play soccer again and 
they nodded and smiled as she ran to get her old soccer 
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equipment. She ran outside, going up to the crowd and asking to 
join, which they agreed to. 

As Lena played, she realized she hadn’t had this much fun in a 
while. This, real human interaction, was something her phone 
could never provide. She laughed with the kids and understood 
that her phone wasn’t everything, the world outside her phone 
was much more meaningful. Lena vowed to herself she would 
change her addictive ways. Maybe the disappearance of service 
wasn’t such a big deal. 

— Khelzin Dorji  
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The Day the Internet Vanished 

It was a Thursday morning, the sunlight woke Natasha, and she 
forgot to close the blinds last night. She came home late, the 
office needed extra help, too many patients and not enough staff. 
She went to check the time, usually she's up before the sun is. 
9:53 am. ‘Perfect’ thought Natasha sarcastically. Just what she 
needed, to be late. She quickly got dressed, made herself a pb&j 
for lunch and ran out of the door. As she went to check what the 
fastest way to get to work was, a big no internet sign popped up. 
‘No way is this happening,’ thought Natasha. As she sped-walked 
to the train station, she overheard two women talking about how 
the world was ‘out of internet,’ “I hear apple has been planning 
this, they get your money and then they take away the internet.” 
said one girl. “Mhm'' agreed the other. ‘It's not just me,’ thought 
Natasha ‘first, my alarm didn’t go off, and then no internet?? Even 
though I pay for 5g...” Looking around, it wasn't just her who was 
confused, everyone also had their questions. ‘But how could we 
find answers?’ thought Natasha. She couldn’t google her 
questions, there was no internet. She suddenly realized how 
dependent the world was on technology.  

On the train she stared out into space for an hour, without her 
music, without the internet, there was nothing she could do. 
Once she arrived at the hospital, there was pure chaos. Nurses 
everywhere, talking about how patients' notes are gone, doctors 
running around trying to find out how to get x-ray results and 
how to call the other departments, it was like a rodeo! She spotted 
her coworker, May, and rushed towards her, “What is 
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happening??” asked Natasha “Internet is down,” responded May 
“can’t get into notes, can’t reboot. We’ve tried everything” 
“What do we do?” trick question, there was nothing to do, but 
Natasha asked anyway. May didn’t respond, her silence answered 
the question. Without the internet, Natasha knew she would 
have to start her work again. Everything she did last night, gone 
within seconds. She thought about what her day was going to be 
like. No lunch, no break, no sleep. She took out a piece of paper 
and began to write a to-do list. Until the internet could be fixed, 
her life would be miserable. 

— Roshni Shah  



178 

False Altruism 

Spring begins and as blossomed flowers meet the human eye, as 
pulchritudinous it may be in the moment, it wasn’t enough to 
sugarcoat certain words said that day. 

“You and that flower are not analogous,” my friend whispered 
under her breath amid the fragrant winds blowing at her hair.  

“But…” she slowly continued, “you are delicate.”  

Confused, it was natural for me to ask her what she meant. 
Although, she had already left the flower field.  

I was stranded alone in incertitude.  

𓇢𓇢𓇢𓇢 

If you love beautiful things, you must maintain their state. I 
believe I’m obligated to keep things beautiful because my friend 
told me,  

“Don’t plague yourself with avarice and pick that flower up. If you 
pick it up, it loses its life. Sweetheart, this applies to everything.”  

𓇢𓇢𓇢𓇢 

A vintage alarm my mother thrifted for me wakes me from my 
slumber. It is a solemn morning getting ready for boarding 
school. There is yet another group project to complete and I must 
keep my composure. 

I have to––I need to keep things beautiful.  
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All of their ideas are incomprehensible, inefficient, and awful. 
Paradoxically, I compliment them. I am lying through my teeth 
and I am so aware. I feel like collapsing and my friend finally 
helps me set it off.  

Not only that, but she unburdened my wandering mind with an 
answer to what she meant on the first day of spring.  

“Not fragile like a flower, fragile like a bomb.” 

I know she’s referring to me as the bomb, because instead of 
being fragile like a flower as a genuine kind person trampled over 
on… I will explode into an ugly rage when I cannot take it 
anymore. 

𓇢𓇢𓇢𓇢 

The room smells odd. I feel stiff and everything looks to be 
painted in melancholic colors. I avert my gaze and I see a woman 
presumably in her forties. She locks eye contact with me and asks 
me several questions after. 

“How do you feel?” 

“Do you recall what happened last week at school?” 

“How often have you been keeping up with your ridiculous 
behavior?” 

“My love, you can’t just say yes to everything. If you don’t mean 
something, don’t say it. Okay?”  

She’s strange. I answer nevertheless. All for the purpose of 
keeping things beautiful. 
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“I lost my composure. It triggered me when I was told I get mad 
easily. It wasn’t just an irrelevant analogy they made about 
flowers––or bombs––it was, well––” I catch my breath before 
finishing, “you can call me a people pleaser if you want, I 
understand that if I get angry, it won’t be pretty.” 

I wish it was.  

𓇢𓇢𓇢𓇢 

It’s not practical to concur with everyone or everything. Of 
course, I have never felt the fervor of being content with myself. 
The moment I deemed myself to belong in a beautiful catalog, 
there hasn’t been a time where I argued with my genuine 
feelings. 

— Nikki Peng  
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Not Needed 

Kayla woke up to a peaceful morning with the sound of the 
loudest birds chirping at her window. She dragged herself out of 
bed to start her day. A nice shower always helps her feel 
refreshed. 

As she was brushing her teeth she went to check her phone as 
she does every morning, waiting to hear back from a new acting 
gig. Usually her new email notifications would be louder than the 
birds outside her window but today it was too quiet. Even the 
notifications from the weather and news reports did not come 
through.  

The last email she had received was from last night and when she 
went to do a google search the page only kept on loading. She 
waited for two minutes then she gave up and went outside to 
head to work, but on the way there she saw people standing 
around looking confused.  

When Kayla saw her neighbor Simon at the corner store, she 
overheard him talking to the guy behind the counter about a city 
wide blackout. She ordered her bacon egg and cheese sandwich 
and waited until the two men were done speaking. On Simon's 
way out the store she asked him “what’s going on?” Simon 
informed her that there was no power throughout the entire city. 

No power meant no lights, no power meant no internet or phone 
service. Simon joked that the city went back to the 1900’s 
overnight. Kayla did not see the humor, in her mind she was 
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about to freak out. How could she ever receive her emails about 
new acting jobs with no internet? Eventually she would lose her 
job because she had no money due to not being able to land a 
new gig. 

Kayla did not know what to do, she could not call her mom 
because she did not remember anyone’s phone number, and she 
did not own a landline phone. She needed to calm down and 
think things through before she had a nervous breakdown. She 
couldn't get to work that day because the train wasn't working, 
so she took the bus to the library so she could find a new job 
without the internet. 

When she got there she noticed the library was half empty. She 
started her search through the recent magazines, and then she 
came across three new jobs with a company that she recognized, 
so she asked the librarian if they had a landline phone, which 
they did, so Kayla was able to find a new job without using the 
internet. That day Kayla learned that the internet was not 
needed.  

— Micaila M 
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