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Fiction

Short Stories

“After the World Ends” by Aaris Dennington

The world was about to end, and I just couldn’t seem to
care. I guess I’d just seen too many movies and the threat
didn’t resonate like it was supposed to. I really was trying to
- care. Everyone around me had spent the last few days crying
and holding each other and all of that sentimental stuff. But I
couldn’t help but think, I guess it was a selfish thing, but I
couldn't get the idea out of my head that it all had to end at
some point, right? Anyway, my life wasn’t really going anywhere,
and honestly, I liked the idea of dying in some epic colossal
event rather than messing my future up like I inevitably would.
But you know, I wanted to. I wanted to feel bad, I was supposed
to feel bad, so I sat there trying to make myself sad about the
end of the world.

But the same thing happened when I tried to meditate. I had
tried out one of those phone apps, the ones that regulate your
meditation with sounds and a soothing voice and all that. It was
supposed to help you concentrate but my mind just kept
wandering. This time I was trying to feel bad, and all that I
could think about was David. You see, I had gone over to David’s
house earlier that week, before everyone realized the world was
ending, to work on a school project. I really like him. He’s
cute and funny and he’s really good at projects and school
stuff. But what was so funny was that he had never mentioned
that his parents collected typewriters. So when I went I went
over, I just found this whole wall of typewriters. Some were on
shelves, others were sticking off the wall as if magnetized to
it. I mean, no wonder he’s so good at writing if one of his
parents is a professor and the other a journalist. I laughed
about it and he let me go over and click at a few of them. The
little keys would bounce up and peck the page when I pressed the
metal keys and make a little, “tick, tack” noise while I typed.
I really thought that was great.

But of course, I was supposed to be upset and all so I
tried again, but this time, my mind ended up wandering to the
school lunch period. The food is pretty lousy, and the cafeteria
is always too loud. But I sit with these two girls, Jessy and
Ella. Jessy is always wearing these earrings that she made out
of random stuff, like dice or the end of an electric chord or
something. And Ella, she has this funny way she eats carrots.



She’ll bring a whole bag of them to school everyday, and she’ll
eat the whole thing. But she doesn’t eat them normally, she’ll
nibble on them like one might corn-on-the-cob and then when she
has the tiny middle chewed out, she’ll eat it like a rabbit. I
had almost forgotten she did it cause I had gotten so used to
it. I think I used to consider it a little odd, but now, with it
being the end of the world and all, I decided I thought it was
kind of cute.The more I thought about it, the more I figured
that maybe we were the weird group. You know, if you were to
label the tables, cause we’re always trying pencil tricks or
talking about random things, or showing each other little
doodles we did during class. But when I realized this, I also
realized I didn’t mind.

Thinking about Ella and her carrots and Jessy and her
earrings, Joey and her teapots come to mind. Joey makes me think
of some sort of nature creature, one that left the forest one
day and decided to attend high school. Everything she does is so
effortlessly charming. Her hair is always falling out of a large
clip or like water over her shoulders. Hairspray or an iron have
never touched Joey's head. She’ll wake up, toss her hair with
one hand while she pulls a sweater over her head with the other
and she’s ready to go. But even then, she’s not the sort of
nature creature one might liken to a delicate flower or an
innocent ladybug. Her figure is more easily comparable to that
of a feisty gnome; short, and sporting beefy arms. And yet it
wasn’t too rough, all soft lines and curves. No, Joey is more of
a mix between a gnome and a fairy. At a party, she would blast
the hard party music and bang her head to it. But, later at
about 2 in the morning, you would find her strumming a ukulele,
barefoot in the yard around a fire. I used to watch Tinkerbell a
lot when I was younger, and she was always collecting things.
Maybe that’s why she made me think of a fairy, Joey likes to do
that. She’ll go to Goodwill and come back with all these little
nick nacks, old sweaters, and frog statues, and cookbooks. And
every time, she always gets a new teapot or teacup. Her room is
filled with them. Everytime I go over, she offers me tea the
whole time. There was always a teapot heating on the stove and
when it’s ready she'll set it on her bed or on the ground by the
fire outside so that wherever we were she could keep pouring us
more tea in our dainty mugs and tiny cups.

And the picture of all of those pastel cups sitting all
over her house made me think of another friend of mine whose
room was a mess. Her name is Presley. Recently she got a
polaroid camera. Now she’s obsessed with it, and taking
pictures, and putting them all over her room. For christmas she
even took pictures of these guys from a boy band I really like
and a couple of photos from her wall of us and wrapped them up



all cute and gave me this stack of polaroid film for my gift.
She’ll get out these different colored pens and write little
cute things and dates on the bottom and beam at the effect when
she sticks the new one up with a thumbtack to her wall.

I was supposed to be sad, and instead, there I was smiling
to myself about all of these lovely things. But the world was
ending right? All of the lovely old typewriters sitting on
David’s wall would collect dust and eventually cease to work, no
one would be left who knew how to use them or for what their
purpose was. All of the Goodwills would close and Joey would no
longer be there to collect all of their hidden treasures. No one
would be left to fill her cups with tea and they would just grow
idle, and crack and chip. Ella’s garden would fill with weeds
and none of the carrots leaves would sprout above the ground
again. None of Presley’s pictures would mean anything, all of
their occupants would disappear and the images would fade and
fall off the wall.

So I was sitting there, thinking about David and his
typewriters and Ella and her carrots and Joey and her teapots
and Presley and her pictures, and I finally cried. It wasn’t the
loss of a future I was sad about. Really, I was going to miss
all those little things people love, after the world ends.



“Shattered Glass” by Mikayla Word

She looks around, her empty eyes stabbing my heart. I know
I shouldn't expect much, but this is the last chance I have.
Opening the door to the attic, I guide her up the stairs,
recalling a time when she would carry me. Smiling bitterly, I
almost scoff. Oh, how the roles have changed. Turning to the
cramped room, I can feel my throat close up with nostalgia.
These smooth wooden floors, the musty smell of dust, cobwebs and
mothballs, the rows upon rows of boxes and antiques; this was my
childhood. This room is the treasure trove of my most precious
memories.

Memories made with her.
Now, I look at her, hoping for a sense of that familiarity

to return. I remember, but she can't recall. Not anymore.
Forcing back my tears, the lump in my throat turning, I press my
hand against her cheek, begging her to look my way so that I can
take one last look at those faded green eyes which have already
given up. Long before I'm ready. She meets them blankly, as
though I were a stranger from one of her books. I smile,
ignoring the urge to cry as I realize she may never look at me
the same way again.

"Mom," I say, my voice strangled and hoarse. She shows
little to no reaction, those eyes glazing over with the urge of
sleep and tranquility not too far behind. "We're home."

The words mean nothing, I know. They hold no recognition
anymore, but I have to say them. If not for her, then for me.
Swallowing hard, I lead her to the rocking chair. The same chair
she would sing me to sleep in, the chair that was brought to the
attic when she had vacated this house. This precious piece of
memory, along with everything else. As she settles into the
friendly caress of polished wood and comfort, I remember what
she said to me all those years ago.

I don't want to forget.
Biting my bottom lip, I stand and turn to the boxes. In a

sudden urge, I start opening them one by one. With each box,
there is another overflow of endless memories, forgotten
promises. With every tear, I unearth another key, another door
to her heart, her life.

Collections kept to save her, to bring her back if she ever
lost her way. Items that hold my last hope. Maybe if she saw
them again, maybe if she felt the memories kept within
them...maybe then she’d be able to return. Maybe then I’ll be
able to hold her and recognize the woman that raised me, the one
that said she would never leave. Within each box, I find a
plethora of moments in her life. Moments I know by heart.
Moments of tears, and love, heartache and happiness, comfort and



pain, adventure and family. Lost pages to a story that she had
led, a story that had been unheard of for far too long.

I relive it all and turn to her each time. I present her
with each piece of clothing, jewelry, junk, photos, countless
items that represent a moment in her time. A moment that she was
unwilling to forget. Pieces that have become as much my memories
as hers. Moments I have learned and can see because of her,
because she shared them with me when she felt unwilling to let
go.

She must be confused, I can tell she doesn't understand.
But she's too tired to do anything else but watch. Just like
before, she's so far away from me, and I can't reach her.

But this time I'm the one who can't let go.
I turn to her, a journal in my hand. It's filled with

countless writings, countless pictures, accounts of her life. A
life that is slipping away piece by piece. Swallowing hard, I
kneel before her and place my head in her lap just like I did
all those years ago. I want to hold on to her forever, I want to
keep her by my side almost like I was a young girl, too afraid
to go to school for the first time. At least I had her hand to
hold then.

What happens when that's gone?
Closing my eyes, I grit my teeth, my hand tightening around

the book.
"Please remember. That's all I ask. One time, once more. As

long as I can see that light in your eyes, I'll be able to let
you go once and for all. I'll be able to say goodbye, but if
not...If not, I don't know what I'm going to do, how I'm going
to live. I don't know if I can live...without you." When I feel
her hand on my head, I almost believe it to be a dream. Some
force of a hallucination meant to torment me. But then I feel
the book absent from my hand, and I look up.

Though she may have aged, though her face holds wrinkles
and scars, her eyes glazed, though she is hunched over and cold,
her skin faded and pale. Though she has changed and time has
passed, at this moment she looks just like the woman I had once
known. The mother I still cherish.

She opens the book and her eyes become brighter, her cheeks
flush and the life returns to her body as though she has been
rejuvenated, as though she is reborn. Her eyes speckle with
tears, and she smiles. A sad, but happy smile. A smile that
never ceases to spark joy and solace in those around her. And
when those eyes turn to me, and she grins, finally breaking; I
can tell.

Even if it's only for a moment.
She remembers.



For a moment she takes my hand and smiles. Her grip is
tight, desperate as though I were the one thing keeping her
grounded. She pulls me into her embrace just as she did when I
was a child. Enveloped in warmth and safety, I cannot help but
cry, I can't help but give in. Every fiber of her being, every
breath from her chest tells me that it's alright. That
everything is okay now.

But then she's gone.
I can feel it as the life goes out of my arms, as she

finally drifts away from me, forever. Leaving me with only two
words. Two words that hold all of our memories, all of our pain,
each and every moment in our life together. Words that might as
well be her entire soul, and she's left them with me to hang on
a thread.

Two words in exchange for a lifetime that I can never get
back.

When really, all I want is her.
I'm sorry.
And I know that I won’t be able to see her again. I know I

won’t be able to hold her again, to speak to her again. I'll
never hear her laugh, nor see her smile. I won't be able to feel
her warmth or touch her face. I will never see those bright and
beautiful eyes ever again.

So, even if it's for a moment, I hug her limp body, I hold
her for one more moment. I pray that God, fate, anyone who may
be listening now will allow me this one moment in my time.

Because soon I will long for her touch.
But by then...
She’ll be out of my reach.

Photo by Ava Snoozy



“Things are Always Changing” by Alisha Wille

“That’s the thing about this town. Things are always changing,”
the man said, grabbing a bag of potato chips off the shelf.

“I bet,” I responded as I snagged some Doritos for myself.
“Well, thank you for the help, sir. Have a wonderful day!”

“You too, young lady.”
Quickly, I headed over to the cashier and put my afternoon

snack on the counter. My stomach was screaming at me to feed it.
“Will this be all for you today?” the cashier asked, scanning

the bag.
“Yes ma’am,” I replied quietly, focused on the Doritos.
“That’ll be $2.17.”
I dug around in my pocket and took out a wadded up bill. I

unwadded it to see that it was a five, so I handed it to the
lady.

Looking down at the bag again, it was different. It was a bag
of Lay’s. Did she swap out the bags? No, she couldn’t have.
There were no other chip bags on the counter. Or were there? Did
I look? No, I probably got Lay’s on accident, thinking they were
Doritos. I mean, I am pretty hungry. Maybe I just didn’t notice.
And did I really pay attention to the bag? I don’t think so.
Lay’s are fine anyways, I guess, so what does it really matter?

“Miss, are you alright?” the cashier lady asked, a look of
concern on her face.

“Huh?” I snapped out of my thoughts and felt the heat rising
to my face. “Oh, yeah, yes. Um, sorry, I just- thank you.
Ma’am.” I grabbed the chips and dashed out the door.

Stepping out into the fresh air again, I realized I forgot my
change. There was no way I was going back for it, though. It’s
okay, she probably deserved the extra money anyway. Opening my
bag of Lay’s, I set out on my adventure, driven by my need to
get as far away from that convenience store as I could.

As I power walked down the sidewalk, I didn’t exactly know
where I was going in this unfamiliar town, but I looked like I
did, and that’s all that mattered. A bit further down the
street, I saw a small park. Perfect. I’ll go eat my Lay’s at the
park and relax for a little bit.

A long time ago, I learned somewhere that if you’re walking
against a crowd and you stare directly towards the place you
want to go, people will move out of your way. So I stared at the
park, at those big green trees while I walked, never breaking my
stride, never breaking my gaze, as people walked past me.

After not too long, I arrived at the park. It was quite a
nice place. There were various pathways breaking up the bright
green grass leading to places like a garden, a playground, and a



seating area. Big trees dotted the small park, and I liked how
you could still see the buildings surrounding the area peeking
out subtly from behind their leaves. I walked around idly for a
minute or so before finding a bench to sit on.

It was kind of calming, sitting there, listening to the
sounds of the people in the park, the fainter sounds of cars
passing by on the street, watching a squirrel run across the
grass, just eating my chips. I felt fine; I felt great.

Much to my surprise, a German Shepherd came up to me, wagging
its tail.

“Why hello there,” I said to it, setting down my chip bag to
pet it. “Who’s a good dog?”

I looked to see if its owner was anywhere around, but I
couldn’t see anyone. Looking at the dog’s collar, I saw that it
had a phone number on it, so I took my phone out of my back
pocket to call the owner. When I turned back to the dog,
however, it wasn’t there anymore.  I looked around to see where
it had gone when I suddenly felt something brush against my leg.
Looking down, I saw an orange tabby cat at my feet, purring.

“What?” I muttered under my breath as the cat jumped onto the
bench.

Where did the dog go? And where did the cat come from? It’s
not like I looked away for that long. A few seconds at most. So
what happened?

Flustered, I grabbed my bag of Lay’s- no, Cheetos- and I-
Cheetos? There’s no way. Am I going insane? What’s happening? I
must be tired, out of it, something. How could I not notice that
I got Cheetos? I decided to leave the bag there and find the
bathroom to splash some water on my face. Maybe that’ll wake me
up.

I darted back to the main area of the park to find the
restrooms, still bewildered at what was happening. When I found
them, I frantically opened the door to the bathrooms- to find
myself in a restaurant?

“Hi, welcome to Suzie’s!” the waiter greeted me. “Sit
anywhere you’d like.”

This is fine. I’m fine. Everything is fine.
“Hi- um. Where are the bathrooms?”
“Right over there, miss,” the waiter said, pointing to a door

near the corner of the room.
Forgetting to say thank you, I rushed over to the restrooms

and swung the door open. I walked through the door and into the-
convenience store.

“Oh, you’re back. You forgot your-” the cashier lady started
to say.

“Keep it!” I exclaimed before immediately leaving the store
again.



This time, the door didn’t lead to any strange place. I was
able to take a moment to gather my thoughts, and boy were they
scattered.

There’s no way this is me, right? Being tired or hungry
doesn’t magically teleport you places. I had to ask someone if
they knew what was happening. I swiftly walked over to the
sidewalk to see if anyone could help me.

I approached an old woman as she was walking past. “Excuse
me, ma’am. Could you help me out?”

“Why sure, dear,” she responded in a soft, sweet voice.
“I’m at a convenience store, right?”
“Yes.”
“Do you know where Suzie’s is?”
“Yes, it’s a few blocks down that way. They have splendid

pies there!”
“And the park is the other way, right?”
“Yes, dear.”
“Okay. Okay. Sorry, ma’am, I’m just a bit disoriented right

now. I feel like I’m going insane!”
“Why is that, dear?” the old woman inquired.
“Oh- this is going to sound ridiculous, but I keep ending up

in different places. And things keep changing, if that makes any
sense at all.”

“Ah yes, sweetie,” the elderly woman said, a look of
understanding on her face. “That’s the thing about this town.
Things are always changing.”



Poetry

“The Fury” by Victoria Schmidt

The skies.
Dark orange, vibrant pink
To darkness,
To nothing.

The dawn and dusk,
The passion in the spectrum,
The vibrancy in the colors,
Screaming their emotions to the viewer.

“Be prepared, it’s almost day.”
“Be prepared, it’s almost night.”

What if there was a message in the sky?
The clouds?

Fear and anger
Amplified
The marker of day with little rest,
The beginning of the end.

The rage,
The fury that builds up,
The passion of emotion,
It explodes.

Built up anger
From what?
The jealousy of the clouds?
The frustration of yet another sleepless night?
The lust for colors, the uniqueness?

Do you need to release it?

Do not.

Hold it in.

There are better ways to deal with the situation.

The brink of time before the day or night.
The moments of beauty,



Or those of jealousy.

No

The brink of time where reflective surfaces have a fantasy like
glow,

Or the flames of destruction.

No..

The brink of time where everything is at peace,

Or chaos.

I can’t stand it.

I can't hold it in.

BOOM

An explosion sets off nearby, destroying the view of the sky,
Just as it did to me.

CRASH

Another destructive light show,
Disrupting the perfect view they all have.

SHATTER

The reflective surfaces?
In shards.
Have fun stepping on those.

Feel what I feel.

Feel the frustration of daily living,
The incapability of uniqueness,
The fear of blending in too much,
The worry of opinions and viewpoints,

Feel the fury.

The third of the seven relics,
The souls,
I am the Fury.



My goal: revenge.

Photo by Carolina Osterberg



“Should I be Calling You Mom?” by Keyla Munoz Cortez

It hurts when I look at you.
Your chin is raised so high. So full of self-virtue.
Can't you hear my scream.
Your eyes are full of judgment.
When you look around Your lips pour out your disappointment.
My confidence meets your critical words, you body shame me .

“Too fat, too skinny, too tall, too short, not good enough,
a dissapointment.”

So I try to lose weight, I try to be good enough, I try to be
the daughter you always wanted.

Smart, skinny, does everything she is told, smiles all the time
and is just perfect

But in reality that perfect girl skips a few meals and tries her
best to pass her classes even though she struggles. Even if
she is doing what she is told it’s hard to do the things
other want from her and that perfect smile that she has on
everyday is just a mask of the real pain she is in

Your own daughter whom you slander.
For years I have been trying to earn more than your love.
I need your friendship, your respect and your pride.
your acceptance and I receive nothing that is held together by

the blood.
Our fear has been killed by the endless struggle.
So please believe me when I say our time is up.
I never wanted it to be like that.
I never really wanted to leave you and shut you out of my life.
But in my life I am no longer willing to oddly defend what we

might have.
But it was just a dream that you and I could actually be a

family together. I like my life for better or for worse And
I don't look at your appreciation anymore.

It hurts when you look at me I want to be close to you but know
that we will never be mother and daughter ... Now I am the
enemy.

The world seems so much lighter and brighter like the weight of
the universe got lifted.

I finally accept my body for the way it is, I finally believe
in myself, and I'm finally happy with the way I look, feel
and think, because honestly life is way better without you
in it.

People tell me that I shouldn’t shut you out and be mean or hate
you because you gave life to me.

But that's the reason i hate you, you gave me life so you should
be proud of me and love me for me not judge every step i
take.



Every little mistake you should teach me how to fix it or
encourage me to do better next time and to get up and try
harder than the last.

Not yell at me for it and call me a disappointment or tell me
to never try again.

If you really loved me then why did you choose him over me, why
did you choose a stranger over your own blood, your husband
over your child.

My step mom treated me better than you would in a million
years.

They tell me to forgive you but I can't i dont think I would
ever be able to.

I tried to forgive you in the past thinking you would change for
the better but when thing do get better your mouth spill
poisoned words

And I think I should of left sooner then later
I’m sorry I can’t forgive you but it’s better if I don’t have

you in my life because believe me when I tell you it’s a
lot better

You have scarred me too much to be forgiven.
These wounds run so deep that they would never heal properly
Because of you have to deal with anxiety, depression and have to

tell myself that I am beautiful and good enough.
Thank you for teaching me how not to treat my kids and how to

love myself.
You lost your daughters because you didn’t treat them and love

them enough to fight for them
Now as the days go that person who put me through so much pain

is no longer my mother but a stranger.



“More than just friends” by Jonatan Martinez

Can we be more than just friends
We could hang out more pero no tenemos tiempo a pasar but I hope

our
friendship takes us that far

I will give you todo mi amor all we need
is for you to give yours

When we hang out we always lose control
I don't to be just friends anymore
I'll gladly give you mi corazón

I just want us to bailar y a reír
I want to know if you also see what we could be

To be honest I just can't help but get lost in your light brown
eyes everytime

I've felt this way for you por un rato
Dame tu mano y puedo darte el mundo

You don't have to go through life solo
I understand if you want to stay the way we are but just know
you'll always be my star but it depends if you want to be more

than just friends

Jellyfish Photo by Carolina Osterberg



“The Villain” by Lauren Benfield

Romanticize your life they say
Be the main character

But what if I am not the hero
Rather, the villain...

The depths of my mind are not of sparkling sapphire and gold
Coated in gossamer, gleaming of ice-kissed obsidian
Holding secret struggles no one dares to behold

Some days I walk through life knowing I am better than them
An intellectual being who deserves to rule
Burdened with a glorious purpose, to condemn

Other days I retreat into a swirling black hole
The weight of overwhelming insecurity bearing down
Undesirable, damaged, crazy
Madness eventually dulls to icy, numb rage
God-complexed and proud, I don my crown

Elegant at  first, ivy climbs and consumes
Ambition tears at the soul
The villain is never evil
Simply damaged and misunderstood

“Reflection” by Aaris Dennington



“Orb” by Suzanna Bridges

You’re just an orb.
A silly, odd orb.
You circle the earth,
Nothing new.
You don’t give me much,
You just sit there,
Reflecting something that
Isn’t yours.
The light from another orb.

I used to cry,
Only because you changed
The tides.
Your illuminating presence is
Forbidden,
But in my demand.
You make me feel insane,
Like I need to howl.
You make me want to pull
Out my hair.

It’s kind of crazy,
That you think you belong.
Honestly, you’re just another orb.
I don’t really like you.
You mix me up.

Just like I took your star,
I’ll take your light.



“The American Dream…” by Avery Crouse and Haley Cole

Implanted in our children from the beginning
A rotten foundation laid by an evil society,
Dipped in gold to appeal to the masses

A white picket fence
A picture of perfection
Painted by master manipulators of the mind
Deception runs freely in a country of turmoil

More money, more things, more status they say.
Bigger house, bigger muscles, bigger egos they say.
Media advertises a life of luxury.
But beneath the designer brands
Is a hidden discontentment.
Greed wears the mask of ambition - a mere illusion.

A vicious cycle hidden by stability
A 9-5 life; retired by sixty.
The only escape of the unrest
Is numbing one’s mind.
Take another shopping spree, watch another hour of television.
Whatever it takes to fill the void.
At least it looks good from the outside.



“Silence” by Haley Cole

people often ask me:
“why are you so quiet?”
i never thought about it until now.
i just figured it was the way i was
but now,
i realize i have no intentions
of filling the silence with empty words.
“the weather is nice today,”
a waste of breath
unless truly admiring
the blue skies and perfect temperatures.
i want to speak deeply,
with intentionality and meaning,
love and emotion.

“The Vibrancy of Living Things” Photo by Faith Najera



“Misperceived” by Avery Crouse

I don't expect you to understand me.
So don’t pretend to.

Nothing about what I have felt- or feel- seems to be
Readily comprehended by those around me.
A select few, thankfully, are able to listen at least.
To them, I owe more than words can say.

I’ve gotten used to feeling misunderstood.
To drowning in advice that doesn’t relate to me. To not feeling
heard.
To holding back.

This is not your average loneliness.

This is knowing that there is so much more to all of this.
There is something more than materialism, more than success,
more
than titles.
I denounce success by society’s standards.
I refuse to participate in the mind-numbing consumerism culture
of hate and greed.
Not to mention ignorance and the mundane.

I never asked for this to be comfortable.
But the road less traveled gets lonesome.

They’ve told me, “stand alone when necessary.”
When won’t it be necessary?
My legs are tired.
My knees are buckling.

Maybe there are more out there,

Sometimes I find myself in this place.
I let it flow. No more forcing.
While I am here I see things differently.
I’m sensitive to more.

The most frightening thing in this moment is to speak my truth
And remain misunderstood.

So, loneliness:
It is the lump that lodges itself in the back of my throat.
It is the fear that bubbles up when I think of speaking my mind.



It is knowing how powerful I am while no one else does.

It is the fighting back of tears because I know I won’t be able
to explain them.
Or more, I won’t be understood if I try to.

Sometimes I feel like this marks my life.
I fight an endless battle to set myself apart.
But the day comes when I have to accept the fact that I am set
apart.
I am different. I am not going to ‘fit in’ like everyone else.
This is the loneliness of the individualist.
This is the loneliness that one chooses for themself.

But here I stand, craving the taste of being appreciated.
Not out of recognition for what I do or say.
But for who I am. For the ideas and unconventionality I have to
offer.

But here I stand, alone,
Craving someone who would understand my words.
Craving those who know the language of my soul,
So I don’t spend my life attempting to translate my truth.

I just want to feel that the depth of my heart is reciprocated.
I want to feel that I am not only seen, but known.



“The Weather Is Changing” by Lauren Guzy

I see a stretch of quiet street and the weather in London is
almost summery.

For the longest time
I have felt that there’s been too much world.
Too much
Too fast
Too loud.
I’m not sorry that the cinemas have closed.
I do worry
But I felt something like relief.

I watch our neighbor through the window
As he battles a branch in the yard.
He seems to be putting things in order.

Images from my childhood keep coming back to me,
Spending hours just staring out the window.
We share the same fears,
We die the same death.
What is it exactly that we keep going off in search of?

Travelers will always press on to some kind of home.
Once more to the limiting and exclusive categories of nations
and borders.
Others will remain in cities.
And in the face of their downfalls,
New orders will awaken.

Before our eyes
The smoke is dispersing from civilizational paradigm.
We are the masters of creation,
The world belongs to us.
A new time draws near.
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Nonfiction

Essays

“Reaching Dreams By Choosing Optimism” by Abigail Sechrist

2021 Fredericksburg Optimist Club Essay Contest Winner

Nine years ago, I walked into the basement of my town’s
local bank, received a white belt from my new teacher, and
started the long road to becoming a black belt in Onami Ryu
Jujutsu. The style of karate was completely new, taking styles
from Japan, China, Korea, Brazil, and America to combine them
into one form of Martial Arts that’s goal was to be strong, yet
gentle. The title of this Martial Arts means “great wave style
of the gentle way,” defining how a person, once trained, could
be a force equivalent to that of a tidal wave and yet as gentle
as a kiddie pool. Beginning this endeavor to becoming someone of
that stature, I didn’t know how long it would take, how much I
would accomplish, or even what I would learn. It was new and I
would be lying if I said I wasn’t afraid.

My teacher was a patient man who had been teaching for
about thirty years before I joined, he would later become an
amazing friend and someone I would see as my second father. Most
of all, he was uplifting, he taught me a valuable lesson;
courage made optimism achievable. At first, I didn’t quite
understand, but now I do. In the words of Mark Twain, “Courage
is the resistance to fear, mastery of fear, not the absence of
fear.” My father always reminded me that being afraid and
worrying will not accomplish anything. Always be aware of
failure, but don't let that control you. Throughout my training,
I began to feel the fearful weight of failure pushing down on
me, discouraging me to continue my training. Fear began to seep
its negativity into my mind and my teacher noticed. He told me
when he was young, he was always told to be positive, to look at
everything from a positive angle. No one told him that optimism
required courage to control that negativity. Optimism isn’t just
a choice, it’s a lifestyle. He encouraged me to continue and
learn how to stay positive and I agreed to do so. After I felt a
little better, my teacher asked me what my goal in karate was. I
remember looking at him in my white belt and replying, “I want
to be a black belt.”

Throughout the next six years, I would move up through the
ranks until I reached my brown belt; the last belt before black.
Once I received the notice for the next black belt seminar, I
signed up immediately, knowing it would last a full eight hours



of non-stop wrestling, kata, one-steps, combinations, sparring,
and tests encompassing everything I had learned in those six
long years. I thought about every step of take-downs, the Great
Wheel, samurai walks, forms, and most of all, I thought about
failure. Fear crept its way back into my mental thought process
and I couldn’t control it. The night before our seminar, I
stayed up until 2:00 A.M. stressing myself out by thinking of
failure, knowing it could happen, I could mess up and botch my
chances of becoming a black belt.

Walking through the school’s doors the next day, my teacher
greeted me as he normally does, took one glance at my heavy
eyes, and laughed. He reminded me of when I felt overwhelmed as
a white belt starting my trek to reach my goal of becoming a
black belt, then asked me what his instructions were when
combating fear. Smiling a bit, I replied, “Courage is the first
step to staying positive.” Three hours into the seminar, I was
beginning to wake up. I stopped thinking about failure and
focused on the next task, whether it was performing kata, a
scissors take-down, or a guillotine throw. With control over my
fear, I was able to perform to my best ability and achieved the
title of first-degree black belt, the title I had been working
towards for six years.

About a month after the seminar, I would begin my teaching
career, starting with the beginner class. One of my students was
a completely new learning experience for me (for the sake of the
story, I will call her Jane). Jane, unlike the other students,
had an incredible drive to become a leader. Every day she would
ask me if she could lead warmup, to which I would have to tell
her no because one of the higher ranked students would be
leading that day. Curious, I asked her one day what she thought
of failure. Jane simply smiled and said, “Why should I think
about failure when it gets me nowhere?” Stunned, I thanked her
for the answer and made a mental note of that question. She was
right of course; negativity gets you nowhere. Staying
optimistic, however, gets you everywhere.



“Is This The Country the Founders Envisioned?” by Kathy Karr

2020 Voice of Democracy Essay Contest

This country was founded by many different people who each
had vital skills that allowed us to become a country. It took
years to earn our freedom and more to create a functioning
system that separated us from the oppressors we desperately
wanted independence from. Our Founding Fathers were brilliant in
how they created the system that we now use today because we
have the ability to make alterations and improvements to fit
today’s society.

During the time that our founding fathers were working to
create our new way of life, slavery was a common occurrence.
Slaves were a normal part of life even though the very notion of
slavery is unconstitutional because as the Constitution says,
all men were created equal. There was an attempt to address
slavery in the first draft of the Constitution by James Madison,
though this was quickly crossed off due to the heavy reliance on
slaves. Thomas Jefferson did not believe in slavery himself, but
he allowed it to continue because it was, at the time, vital to
the economy and a valuable resource that he and others could
use. The idea of people without equal rights was against one of
the main principles in the constitution. This was something that
has been changed for the better now in the present day.
Something that our founding fathers were not able to achieve
then because of the heavy reliance on slaves has now been
corrected. Our founding fathers had envisioned this country to
be better with more rights for the common citizens.

However, the founding fathers did not account for some of
the changes that have come to be normal today. The rights of
African Americans and women fall under this list. African
Americans were not given rights and it was even stated in the
Constitution that slavery could not be abolished for twenty more
years. African Americans were vital to the economy of America
during the time, but even after slaves were freed, they were
still not given rights under the law. The years that it took to
achieve equal rights were filled with scorn and restrictions
such as the Jim Crow Laws.

The rights of women and the voice that they have in our
government is something that was never addressed or spoken of in
any of the documents or declarations by the founding fathers.
The rights of women had been advocated by even the wife of the
founding father, John Adams. Abigail Adams urged her husband to
remember the ladies when advocating the rights of Americans;
however, this was not acknowledged in the Constitution at all.
Men believed that women had no place in politics and should be



“seen and not heard”. This outlook made it hard for women to
have a voice in our society as even the founding fathers
neglected to allow women into the political side. Women have
fought to have rights in our society which was not something
that our founding fathers had planned for, yet it still
encompassed their hope for what America would look like.

The political tendencies that we have now of virtually two
political parties was something that the founding fathers
foresaw, but did not wish for it to happen in our politics
today. As George Washington stepped down from office and gave
his Farewell Address, he warned about having political
factionalism. That is the very thing that has happened in
today's system. We have two opposing views which constantly
clash and compete with each other. This political opposition is
what Washington had warned against because now views could be
swayed because of party affiliations. Such a system wasn’t what
our founding fathers wanted for our country today. Instead, they
wanted us to be able to vote with nothing but the good of the
country in mind.

The founding fathers foresaw that many people would want to
come into the United States because they put in a law about the
regulation of immigrants. The founding fathers created this new
system with a law that states Congress can pass laws about how
immigrants can become citizens. However, they did not foresee
just how many people would want to come into the United States.
Even today, the United States is having a hard time finding a
way to regulate the immigrants coming into the country today.
Even though the founding fathers had not heard the phrase the
“American Dream”, they knew that citizens of the United States
would have an equal opportunity for success. This phrase is what
causes so many people to want to immigrate here because that
phrase has been proven to be true.

The United States today is a superpower. We have arguably
maintained the standing of the number one country in the world.
Our country has expanded dramatically from the original thirteen
colonies that broke away from Britain. We have fifty states in
our country today. Our founding fathers wished for us to expand
to be a great country. The United States has grown to a size of
nearly four million square miles.

The United States has grown throughout its years of
independence as the founding fathers imagined, and much of this
growth has been for the better. Countries can’t get better
without change, and our country has come a long way since we
were victorious in our Revolution. Our country is still changing
today which will serve to make us ever stronger. This is the
country that our founding fathers imagined us to be: independent
and strong.



“Through the Window” by Faith Najera

Look out your window and see the grass.
See the clouds swim through the atmosphere with grace,
And watch flower petals tower over green blades.
See the pond sparkle and shine like there are diamonds floating
on the surface,
And let the sun turn the sky into a hundred hues of gold.

Then turn around away from the window and forget.
Forget about everything good in life and lose sight of what it
means to live.
And then ask :
Is this it?
Isn’t there supposed to be more?

Close the curtains and close your eyes.
Keep wanting and wishing for the things you already have.

Hear the birds scream at you to turn around,
Ignore their desperate pleas and later take down their nest.

Let the wind howl through the cracks of your windowsill,
And drown out the sound with keys of an aged mellow piano.

Push the answer to your problems out from under your nose,
And continue to question.

Leave it a mystery hanging over your head.
Close enough to reach,
But too far without hands to grab it.

Keep your back turned and curtains closed.
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“Slipping” by Zayda Aguirre

I find myself slipping away from reality. I know I need to fight
the gravity pulling me closer to where I once was. Everything
makes me want to give up. Stop everything three weeks early. I
know I shouldn’t but I just can’t keep going. The assignments
are piling up and the “M”s replace where picture-perfect grades
were. Stress has taken over my life. I just want to hide away
and hit reset. Quarantine made that so much easier, but now I
have to act like nothing is wrong. Just put the world on pause
for a second so I can breathe again. My smiles feel like a heavy
burden and the only time I feel bliss is when I put my
headphones in and just let the music play. Listening to music
gets me through the days. The days when I feel like crying and
just everything is falling apart. Nobody initiates this period
in my life. Just every year like clockwork around March I start
to procrastinate even more and my grades are last. Nothing is
telling me to do this, not my phone or the people around me. It
is just another detour, I will eventually find my path.
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Art

“Poppyseed” by Julie Mangum



“The Candystore” by Elizabeth Dobbins





“Texas Art & Soul” by Ella Grandjean



“You Ground Me For Hayden” by Anna Bodjanac



“A Light in the Dark” by Aaris Dennington


