
   
      
      
   

 

	CLAW AND CLOUD
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	Ayden Brower

	 

	I created this pencil drawing as a challenge from my girlfriend to see if I could capture one of her favorite creatures from the Harry Potter series. While maintaining the powerful essence of a griffin, I added a personal twist by giving it a wax-like texture. This unique finish allows me to blend the magical world with my own artistic style. 

	
 

	DANDELIONS

	Emily Hazen

	 

	What children dreamed were flowers, 

	adults reduced to weeds 

	They were not grown on purpose, 

	thriving in cracks hidden far away. 

	Small petals reached for the world 

	Spanning yellow like proof 

	“This is a flower,” the children insisted 

	Believing naming would keep them safe. 

	Adults walked by without a glance 

	To look at them would bring shame; 

	nothing important was there. 

	Nobody cared. 

	The soil was packed down by careless steps. 

	Rain came abruptly, 

	the sun always arrived too late; 

	dependence was not provided. 

	All they needed was care.

	The flower grew battered and crooked, 

	Desperate to be picked and admired, 

	Yet remained low to the ground, 

	close enough to be reached, 

	close enough to be stepped on. 

	No garden enclosed them, 

	no signs told others to leave them alone. 

	They were unguarded, labeled as invasive, 

	“A waste of resources,” 

	mistaken for something that did not matter, 

	Innocent and unplucked. 

	The wind took advantage, 

	pulling at the forming petals, scattering seeds too early.  

	The flower wanted to be picked.

	The hands arrived, 

	not to tend, not to protect, 

	but to open what should have bloomed later. 

	Something was taken before the flowers learned their own shape. 

	The desire to be picked was mistaken for permission.

	Blooming too early 

	Deflowering. 

	The soil felt bitter afterward, 

	every sunbeam too sudden, too bright, 

	every shadow lurking too close. 

	The dandelions grew crooked, not because they were wrong. 

	Bent under the weight of the past, 

	the stem felt decayed, 

	Forever lingering. 

	Adults brushed it off as natural, 

	ignoring the flowers’ pleas 

	Not all hands are helpful 

	A lesson learned far too early. 

	But the flower continued to grow. 

	Some petals never grew back; 

	leaves learned to curl inward. 

	The soil would never understand. 

	If they remained silent, they “wanted it.” 

	If they bent, they were “weak.”

	If they survived, they were “fine.” 

	The flower didn’t feel fine. 

	The flower didn’t know what was right anymore. 

	The dandelions learned to guard themselves.

	The dandelions hid their broken petals behind blades of grass. 

	Nobody asked if they needed guarding. 

	They were a weed anyway, 

	not something to be loved. 

	The flower matured slowly, 

	forever turned towards the past, 

	Hesitant to lean towards the sun. 

	While some rays helped, 

	most burned. 

	No two flowers originate in the same way. 

	One blossoms late, 

	while other blossoms far too early. 

	All flowers are beautiful, 

	Broken petals or not.

	 

	
 

	
 

	I WILL NEVER GO INSIDE A CAVE EVER AGAIN

	Mason Scofield

	 

	My name is Jeff. It was the first day of summer, and I had to go to a funeral for my Uncle Herbert. As I was driving to the funeral, I saw a sign that said “DO NOT ENTER” written on it. I looked at it closer and saw a cave. I remembered how I used to watch nature documentaries about caves and wanted to check it out for old times’ sake. When I went closer, I heard what sounded like a child crying for help, so I ran into the cave without hesitation. 

	 When I came into the cave, I did not see any children crying for help. Then I saw a group of lizards running away from me, but I felt like it wasn't me that they were running away from, and I don’t know what it was, but I felt a presence, a dangerous presence. I felt a cold breath pushing against the back of my neck and when I started feeling that my instincts told me to run, I ran away. After running through the cave for at least 5 minutes straight. I checked my watch and noticed that it was already 3 am in the morning. I began to walk out of the cave where there once was a large opening to the cave. Someway, somehow, the entrance to the cave was gone and replaced by a wall of rock. I panicked and ran around screaming like a little girl, but I could not find an exit. 

	 The cave was cold and dark, and I felt as if I was suffocating. I pulled out my cell phone and turned on the flashlight. I saw dozens of different passages to a main chamber and thought to myself “Maybe there is an exit there.” So, I began to walk into the infinite dark abyss. As I walked through a passage I saw many strange things in the cave. I felt like I was not on Earth any longer, it was like I was on a different planet. 

	 The things I saw in the cave looked inhuman. I saw green mushrooms growing in darkness, some sort of yellow plants growing from the cave walls. There were long shadows of unearthly looking plants, rows of irregularly shaped pillars, and some thick red substance oozing from the walls that almost looked like blood. I also saw piles of bones everywhere. Though out of all the inhuman things I saw in the cave the scariest were ancient looking cave drawings portraying ritual human sacrifices to mutated beasts. 

	  I kept going through the cave. I saw more light coming from the main chamber. I was very tired but was too scared to sleep, so I kept moving forward. I kept hearing shrieks throughout the night and as I kept walking, they became louder until I saw it, some inhuman monstrosity that must have come straight from the shadow realm. I only caught a quick glimpse of it but I saw it. This beast must have been the size of a bear. Its eyes are glowing yellow with no pupils. With razor sharp horns like an antler but a humanoid body. It looked the same as the beast I saw on the cave paintings. I don’t think it was looking at me because if it did then who knows what would have happened to me.

	 I ran as fast as I could, faster than I ever had before and as I went further into the cave I started to hear distant waterfalls. I kept moving forward and finally found a large ancient looking entrance. I went inside and saw dangling rope made of moss leading to a giant hole blazing with sunlight. I then thought to myself “Maybe I could climb up there” so, I pulled on the moss. Surprisingly it was quite strong, so I began to climb it. As I struggled to climb up, my hand started to burn, and the moss was starting to rip. I was almost up there but I struggled to climb further. I started to give up and accept my fate. 

	 I was ready to meet Uncle Herbert again in the afterlife. Then as I closed my eyes, I felt something pulling me up. Someone was pulling me up, so I looked up and saw a bearded man pulling me up to the ground with herculean strength. He pulled me up to the ground where I immediately smelled the pristine air and gazed at the shining sun. 

	 It turned out that the man who saved me was a farmer named Billy Bob Joe who lived next to the cave. He was just hiking around here when he saw the hole leading to the cave and checked it out. When he saw me trying to climb up the moss he helped me without hesitation despite the fact he did not even know me. After he helped me, he told me about the history of the cave. Apparently there have been four people who have been in that cave in 1984. After they went there, they went missing and no one ever found them ever again. I’m the only person who’s ever survived being in that cave and it's terrifying to think what would have happened if he had not checked out the hole that day.

	 Fortunately, I was still able to make it to the funeral. If being 5 days late counts. After that, I never really felt normal ever again. I can’t stop thinking of that monstrosity I saw in the cave. I can’t stop wondering why me? Out of everyone who has ever been in that cave, why is that only I survived and they didn’t. The truth is I don’t know and I probably never will. But there is one thing that I know for sure…. 

	I will never go inside a cave ever again.

	
 

	SOCCER

	Ty Brown

	 

	We run on grass and feel the sun.
The game begins; the race is on.
We pass the ball and run so fast.
Each moment fades, but dreams will last.

	Our teammates yell; we hear their voices.
In every play, we make our choices.
We fall, get up, and try once more.
We push ourselves to get a score.

	One good strike can change the game,
bringing joy and pride, and a little fame.

	With a racing heart and drained legs,
we still give all we have from start to finish.

	This sport we love—win or lose—
it shapes our lives and what we choose.

	
 

	A TRIP TO A HOMETOWN

	Megan Carder

	 

	A trip to a hometown

	A trip with regular gas station stops

	A long, long drive spent with many, many cousins

	A time full of lots and lots of food

	A groaning table full of multiple people

	A pool full of warm, warm water

	A screaming, splashing family

	A long, long trip to my hometown. 

	 

	
 

	
 

	THE LAUGH I YEARN TO HEAR AGAIN

	Madison Ferguson

	 

	The one that got away. A day of fishing, missing someone I loved, someone I lost too soon, too young. A time in my life that I wish I hadn’t gone through so soon. A memory that haunts me. A memory of waiting for the right size bait, listening to the water, and waiting patiently for the one fish he would’ve caught. I sat there waiting for that one good fish.

	As I finally arrived at the lake after a long six-hour drive to what I call “my home away from home,” I reflected on why I call it that. I’ve been going here since I was three years old. This place holds some of the best memories I’ve ever had with my family. Memories of going to the same three restaurants and riding our boat on the calm water. It became a tradition for my family. My dad has brought all seven of his children here every year for many years, making it a fun, sometimes chaotic tradition that we all loved. It never got old.

	The first thing I thought of when I arrived was that I wanted to go fishing, just like my brother used to do. I grabbed my fishing rod, worms, and tackle box. I walked down the creaky, rusty dock with my tackle box in hand, the lures rattling side to side. The same dock I had been walking down for years. The tackle box my brother once owned. The lures my grandpa Ferguson owned, along with the newer ones my dad had bought me over the years.

	The first thing I did was put a hook on the line. I opened my tackle box and saw the new lures glistening in the sun. I also saw the old ones, now tarnished with rust, still filled with memories. I spotted the silver shine of a hook and carefully grabbed it so I didn’t prick myself. I clicked the button that released the line and heard it go “click.” I pulled the clear, thin line down to my stomach. Then I took the hook and, still being careful not to poke myself, looped the line through the small hole at the end. I held the line between my fingertips, made a small loop, wrapped it around itself four to five times, and brought it back through the loop before pulling it tight.

	I set the hook down and opened the container of nightcrawler worms. I looked in my tackle box and found my needle-nose pliers. I used them to cut a worm into a small piece. I took the hook, pierced the worm, and wrapped its slimy body around the hook again and again until it was secure and wouldn’t fall off after one bite. I put the pliers back, closed the worm container, and stepped to the edge of the dock.

	I sat with my feet hanging over the edge, dipping my toes into the cold water that held so many of my childhood memories. I placed the rod between my legs, clicked the button, and watched the line drop into the water with a soft plop. Ripples spread across the surface. I waited patiently for a fish. I heard the laughter of nearby families and the steady splash of boat waves hitting the dock. The sun slowly began to set.

	Then I felt it—a tug that made my stomach drop with excitement. Adrenaline shot through my body. I had caught a fish. I could hear the reel clicking, feel the vibrations of the line as the fish fought beneath the surface. I saw flashes of silver scales and then the familiar blue streaks. A bluegill.

	I pulled the line in and carefully ran my hand along its spine, folding the fins so I wouldn’t get pricked. Its slimy scales pressed against my skin. I unhooked it from its lip, then held it with my thumb in its mouth and my index finger under its jaw. I laid it on the dock and, humanely, struck it to stun it. The fish went still.

	I searched my tackle box and found my knife. I removed the sheath, revealing the sharp silver blade, and sliced behind the fish’s head. I used the needle-nose pliers to cut the hook off the line. Then I grabbed a bigger hook, hoping for something larger—a catfish, just like he used to hope for.

	I repeated the process, looping the line through the larger hook and pulling it tight. I then took the head of the fish and placed the hook behind its eyes, piercing through the scales. With another line, I hooked the other end just before the tail, securing it through the thicker meat. I lowered both lines into the water, now glowing not from the sun, but from the moon.

	I sat at the edge of the dock, waiting patiently, just like my brother once did. I let the line drop until it hit the bottom, then reeled it up slightly. I waited. And waited. My thoughts ran in circles. I couldn’t stop thinking about my brother Nick. Fishing was his favorite thing to do. I say “was” because he is no longer here.

	I thought about how catching a catfish was his favorite thing. The smile he had when he caught one was so contagious it made your heart feel warm. As I thought about him, my eyes filled with tears. The more I remembered fishing with him, the more they fell. A breeze hit my face, turning the tears cold as they dripped onto my lap and the dock below, leaving a dark wet mark.

	I thought about all the times I used to think he was crazy for waiting hours just to catch one fish. I looked down at my phone. I had been out there for three hours. It was almost midnight. A text from my mom lit up the screen:

	“When are you coming?”

	“When I catch a fish,” I replied.

	It was getting late, so I prayed to my brother to help me catch a catfish. Right then, my pole bent hard—so far the tip nearly touched the water. My stomach dropped. I thought the rod would snap, or that I had caught the biggest fish of my life.

	Then, in an instant, the pole jerked back and slammed into the metal post holding up the dock roof, making a loud bang. My line snapped.

	All I could do was cry. Tears filled my eyes and rolled down my face, dripping onto the dock and forming a small puddle. My brother had answered my prayer—but in his own way, he sent a fish big enough to break my line. I could almost hear him laughing. That same laugh that filled a room, that made everyone smile. The laugh I still yearn to hear again.

	
 

	ONCE UPON BROKEN HEART

	Johanna Shellito

	 

	A girl with rose-gold hair,

	Yearning for happily ever after,

	Steps out into open air,

	Hoping for joy and laughter.

	 

	Instead, meeting curses and bites,

	And a seemingly young man,

	Brings her destruction during nights,

	Yet love prevails over the story’s ban.

	 

	
 

	MONARCH OF SHADOWS

	[image: Image]

	Ayden Brower

	 

	This piece was inspired by the fragility of life and how sometimes the best part will come after much struggle. I created this pen and ink drawing of a monarch butterfly in memory of my grandmother, as they were her favorite. I chose to work in pen for the challenge of the medium, using only various forms of crosshatching to create the image. This piece was inspired by the fragility of life and the belief that the most beautiful chapters often come after a period of great struggle. 

	
 

	WRONG

	Jacob Oliver

	 

	It might be best to give up.

	It might be best to lay down your weapon,

	not to admit defeat, but to admit the pointlessness in defeating,

	not to accept your loss, but to accept that not all loss is necessary.

	Not everything has to be a battle.

	Not everything has to end in war.

	And yet we choose to have it end that way,

	even if we get the short end of the stick.

	But why?

	Why do we want that?

	We could blame it on human nature,

	on inevitability, or unsolved tensions, or simply the desire to have the last laugh.

	But that doesn’t give us any more answers than questions.

	Those answers are just excuses.

	Excuses with no backing,

	backing with no excuse to exist, other than “I want to win.”

	“I want to be right.”

	“I want the other person to be wrong.”

	And the desire for the other side to be wrong makes you believe it.

	“The other person is wrong.”

	“The other person has to change.”

	But even in a world when change is inevitable, nobody wants to change.

	Nobody wants to be wrong.

	Maybe that’s our excuse, the desire not to be wrong.

	But that is fundamentally the same thing.

	“I want the other person to be wrong.”

	“The other person is wrong.”

	“The other person has to change.”

	But when both are claimed wrong, who is right?

	Is there really anybody who is right?

	Am I right?

	This desire to right goes from a quarrel to a battle to an all-out war.

	And the war solves nothing.

	The war doesn’t make anyone right.

	It only makes everyone wrong.

	So why start a war at all?

	Why tell the other person they are wrong when you will end up wrong too?

	Why tell the other person to change, when in doing so, you will change yourself?

	Because the reality is,

	in a world where change means being wrong, nobody wants to change.

	So what use is it to conform someone who finds no use in conformity?

	What use is it to fight when fighting only leads to change?

	When fighting only leads to being wrong?

	It might be best to give up.

	To lay down your weapon.

	Not to admit defeat, but to admit the pointlessness in defeating.

	Maybe you are right.

	Maybe they are wrong.

	However, the moment you speak,

	the moment you start that quarrel, that battle, that war,

	it doesn’t matter who was right or wrong.

	Both of you are wrong in trying to prove you are right.

	Not everything has to be a battle.
Not everything has to end in war.

	Not everybody has to be right.

	Not everybody has to be wrong.

	But we choose to end it that way despite all of that.

	Nobody will listen.

	Nobody will learn.

	Nobody will read this and change.

	I should give up.

	Because I can’t change anyone.

	Nobody will see this, in the slim chance anyone does,

	and think to themselves “I should change.”

	Because nobody thinks they should change.

	Nobody thinks they are wrong.

	So why tell them they’re wrong?

	Why tell them to conform?

	Why tell them to change in a world where changing means being wrong?

	 

	
 

	SUN BLEACHED WALLS

	Mattie Walters

	 

	Like the unnamed book, I want to write about who I am and why I am leaving. All the people in my books have a name for themselves, so I will start there. I call myself Esther because that is my favorite book. The actual girl with the name Esther in the book is never there because she died before the story, but everyone misses her. I have learned a lot of things from books. I used to think it was only make-believe, but now that I am awake when things are bright, I understand that there are some truths to them. My hand is starting to hurt.

	 I took a break. Now that I am rereading all of this to make sure I am spelling things right, I guess I have only talked about books. That is okay. If I like them, then I guess it is important I talk about them a lot. That is what I do a lot of the time.

	I will tell you what I used to do every day before the water turned bad. Ever since I can remember, I would wake up when it was dark. I almost forgot about the bright time! I sleep on the floor of the room I clean myself when I start to smell gross. There are no covered squares that let the hot shine in. I walk around, but I do not go in some parts because it is very untidy and very warm. If I am hungry, I go to the room that has food. I only eat one time every time it is dark because I do not want to run out. There is lots of food, but there is not an endless supply. I thought the water was endless. The water is in two different areas, but I like going in the same room as the food. Makes the most sense to me. I turn the right knob and out comes water. I bend down and open my mouth. Some gets on my face, but that is okay. 

	I am writing about this because the water has turned gross. Instead of see-through, it is brown. I was not sure if it tasted different or not, so I tried it. Not good. Only made me thirstier. I then went to the other room and the same thing happened. Also, brown. I do not know why the water has changed into this color. I tried checking under the water holder, which has twisty tubes. There was nothing I could do.

	I am thirsty now and it is messing up my sleep. I wake up when it is bright and I do not like that. The dark is warm, but the light is hot. I cannot step too close to the covered squares because it hurts my skin and eyes. The only good thing about this is that I am able to see just a little better. I am not blind when it is dark, but I trip over my own feet sometimes. I can see myself in the clear rectangle in the cleaning room now. I never look at it because I see no point, but I see I have changed. I do not know how old I am. The characters in my books do, but I do not. I can tell I have aged, though.

	I look the same, but I am a little more sharp-looking. I also notice spots on top of my head that do not have hair. I guess I have been picking at my head recently. I also realized the clothes I had on me looked gross and small. I do not change my clothes. I only clean myself and put them back on. It was time for a change, I guessed.

	Sorry, I took another break. The heat makes me sleepy. I am also not a very energetic person. That is why I prefer reading on the floor instead of moving around. The characters in my books are always on adventures. They do these crazy things and walk around a lot. I am only able to move for a few minutes before my eyes get blurry. I realize now that I never mentioned all my books are fantasy. They are. Some do not say so, but they are.

	Do you remember the unnamed book that I brought up? Whenever I change my clothes, I go to the messy room. This is one of the rooms that is very hot, especially when it is bright out. I do not look around, only grab and go. But, when I went, I did not go so quickly. My eyes got splotchy and black and I fell over. I woke up when it was dark and noticed a book under the chair. I picked it up because I had run out of things to read a long time ago. No title, only a brown cover. Inside, the words were not perfect. They were written.

	I read it all in one sitting. There were not many pages that had words. Most were blank. The words made no sense, but there were parts I understood. The writer has a baby, she is going to leave, but only during the night because “the sun” is getting warmer. I had never heard of the sun, but she described its heat. I did not even know there were things other than this.

	I remembered a book I had read a long time ago. A boy had stepped outside and felt the warmth on his skin from the sun. I only thought that it was a made-up thing. An idea about what it would be like if the light did not hurt. But, the writer is real. Her short story is real. It is these walls that are making the light hurt. I want to be like that boy and go outside. I want to see the sun and feel its warmth on my face.

	I packed a while ago. I have some food and clothes. I wish I could pack water. In the book, the writer said she would have to leave the baby behind. Hardly any resources. I do not have a baby, so I will just leave this book behind. Maybe I should bring a book with me so I can read it in the warm sunlight. I want to know what that feels like. 

	 

	
 

	MIRRORS

	Katlynn Kyllonen

	 

	She measures her worth with mirrors,

	Never telling the truth,

	Every reflection lying politely,

	Whispering “too much” when there’s already so little left.

	 

	Her stomach grumbles loudly even when it’s empty,

	A constant reminder.

	Hunger isn’t a signal–it’s a failure,

	A weakness that she invented.

	 

	She learned to be proud of the ache,

	To embrace the emptiness,

	To call the absence discipline,

	To mistake the vanishing for control.

	 

	She doesn’t despise her body–she’s scared of it,

	Scared to live in a world of comparison,

	Scared that she’ll take up too much space

	In a society that says only the thinnest of girls are allowed to be loved.

	 

	
 

	FEAR OF SPEECH

	
               Seville Thorpe

	 

	Why don’t you speak?

	The fear of a voice prevents me.

	A fear of my voice prevents me.

	Why don’t you ask.

	You always seem busy with a task.

	Why do you leave the room.

	No one made room for me.

	What do you write.

	I will write what needs to be written.

	I do speak in quite whispers.

	I speak in shouts to those who notice.

	A single word can make a difference.

	A single word if anyone listens.

	Why won’t you listen?

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	CREATIVE FICTION & LITERARY NON-FICTION

	
 

	IN THE SPACE BETWEEN

	Lyn Dang

	 

	“Where do I belong?” is a question that I ask myself frequently. All throughout my life I pondered where I truly belonged. As I become more aware of myself, I often find myself caught between extremes. Never fully failing nor excelling, but hovering in a space shaped by my intelligence, beauty, and even my culture.

	Derby, KS, the United States of America is where I was born. I am an American citizen with the cultural background of Vietnamese, a second-generation Asian American. From a young age I felt set apart. I knew I was different. I grew up in a different environment than all my schoolmates. To my younger self they all felt alike to me but yet so different. From early on, my difference was palpable. Peers tugged their eyes, mocked my food, all reminders that I was other. I was too Asian for the Americans, too much of something that I couldn’t control. I couldn’t change this about myself, and I knew that. Regardless, I took pride in who I was. I am proud to be Vietnamese, yet even when surrounded by those people who should have felt like my own people, I still felt like a misfit. In a room full of native speakers, my own tongue betrayed me. As I tried to join the conversation, my words stumbled, hesitant and halting, making it clear I couldn’t flow as they did. Even among Vietnamese people who share my features and heritage, I am still a foreigner to them. Then I was too American for the Asians, and too Asian for the Americans. So where do I belong?

	Ever since I could remember, I’ve had high expectations and pressure to excel in my academics and everything I do, stemming from my parents. Being Vietnamese, people expect you to be naturally smart. So I push myself, I take advanced courses, I aim for straight A’s, but I’m also involved in clubs and extracurriculars. Not to boast, but to meet what’s expected of me. Yet even as I succeed, I still feel like I’m on the outside. I struggle quietly, and while I do well, I don’t feel as naturally brilliant as the top students. I'm stuck in that middle; too smart for those who struggle, yet never quite brilliant enough for the elite. So, I’m often underestimated by some who don’t recognize my effort, yet at the same time the high expectations are placed on me. It’s a constant push and pull, never fully fitting where people think I should. School feels like I’m running uphill with a backpack that is just a bit too heavy, weighed down by expectations but still searching for where I fit.

	“Where do I belong?” is still a question I cannot answer; it may never be a question that will be answered. Though, as I mature, I realize that perhaps it’s less about fitting into a box and more about shaping my own belonging. Whether I create or find it, I’ll make something out of myself and honor my Vietnamese heritage on my own terms. 
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	Aaliyah Hadley

	 

	This graphite drawing was made using a #2 pencil and represents both myself and the general experience of being a teenage girl. The piece is drawn from the perspective of a girl sitting on her bed and looking down at her hands, while homework is spread across the floor. This perspective is meant to convey self-reflection, looking down at oneself and analyzing the present moment.

	I included elements such as a teddy bear on the floor and the figure wearing only her underwear to represent the childish and feminine aspects of being a teenage girl. The room is scaled in a way that highlights what feels most important to her in that moment: the bed takes up nearly the entire space, making it feel like a world of its own, while the mess on the floor is the only visible part of the room. This emphasizes how stress and responsibility can consume a person’s focus.

	Overall, this piece is meant to capture feelings of stress and the struggle of grappling with one’s identity as a young, growing woman.

	 

	 

	
 

	LETTER FOR THE FIRST DOOR

	Olivia Witten

	 

	Each one hurt more than cold breeze in winter

	Harsh stinging when I opened the new door

	Summer is soon so don’t be such a bore

	But the thought of it still makes me shiver

	 

	I don’t really miss summer anymore

	No more splashing in water by the shore

	I knew it was wrong not to be cared for

	While I drowned in tears you were no savior

	 

	While I went down deep into the water

	I saw a new door so hard to ignore

	I swear I learned, I know I’ve gotten smarter!

	 

	But there he was where I opened the door

	Replaced with gills, my lungs gone to slaughter

	Splinters hurt my lungs, while gills gave me armor

	 

	
 

	A SONG OF MYSELF

	Hadlee Anderson

	 

	Loves to work,
but never to hurt others.

	 

	Enjoys the outdoors,
always wandering, always exploring,
listening to the wind move through the trees.

	 

	Not very fast,
but steady enough to finish the task,
even when the day grows long.

	
 

	THE EYES I SEE THROUGH

	Brinley Minton

	 

	At night I close my eyes 

	To gaze into the dark void 

	One that brings me to a new scene 

	I’ve never encountered 

	And never will 

	An otherworldly being 

	Hunting me down 

	For a reason unbeknownst to me 

	Catching me at the last second 

	Before I wake up 

	An otherworldly being 

	Covering my dear sister 

	Head to toe in insects 

	Creating a vile abomination 

	Before I wake up 

	But sometimes what I see 

	Seems to be through my own eyes 

	A normal every day life I go through 

	Causing deja vu once I’m awake 

	Leaving me with even more questions 

	As to who eyes are these 

	That I see through in the night 

	While I close my own
 

	
 

	GOOD & FAITHFUL

	Rowan Cora Ashmore

	 

	Up in the sky

	Above the clouds

	Lives a heavenly God, 

	Awed by all who follow Him,

	Faithful and devoted,

	Their hearts glowing with light,

	Forever guided by His wisdom and might.

	Their love: a quiet flame

	That never fades,

	A bond unbroken,

	Through all life’s shades.

	 

	
 

	WATERFALL

	Delaney Crawford

	 

	The body displays emotions
that words cannot—or will not—convey.
Anger steals the subconscious,
intentional or not, words pour out—
the flood after a drought.

	But physical language
is what drowns you.
The anger washes out;
only sadness is left on the shore,
and it’s still not quiet—
harsh, rushing, sloshing,
the sound of a waterfall.

	Tears streaming down,
the sight of a waterfall.
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	GOLDEN DAYS

	Makenzie Kiefer

	 

	Summer days arrive with golden light,
slowly spilling onto my skin as I sit on the porch step,
smelling of fresh-cut grass and chlorine drifting from the pool down the street.
Laughter and joy filling the air,
as the days stretch long,
because time forgets its job.

	Then the sky shifts into a gentle pink,
sunset lingering longer than it should,
and the crickets begin humming through the evening heat.

	As night settles in, the sky filling with stars above the dark rooftops,
summer teaches me how to love something fully,
knowing it can’t stay.

	 

	
 

	PULSE

	 

	Maliea Webb

	 

	i don’t always trust my own body

	some days it feels like a shaky ladder

	i keep climbing because i

	have no choice.

	my heart likes to run marathons

	even when i’m just standing still, 

	and i wish i could tell it

	to calm down, just breathe,

	stop acting like the world is ending

	over something as simple as gravity.

	 

	i’ve learned to stand up slowly.

	to pretend the black spots in my vision

	are just dust,

	and not the warning signs

	that my body is seconds away.

	from letting go of consciousness.

	i laugh it off—

	“Sorry, I’m fine, it just happens”—

	as if fainting is a hobby

	and not something i’m terrified of.

	 

	i hate how invisible this all is.

	how people look at me

	like i’m exaggerating,

	because my symptoms don’t leave bruises.

	no one sees the dizziness

	that stirs behind my eyes

	or how my pulse jumps

	like it’s trying to escape.

	 

	i’ve been told i’m “Too young to be this tired,”

	and i wish they knew

	that exhaustion doesn’t check birthdays.

	that weakness isn’t a choice.

	that i’m fighting a battle

	my outside never shows.

	 

	but here’s the truth i seem to forget;

	i’ve survived every bad day

	my body has thrown at me.

	every wobble, every collapse,

	every moment i thought i wouldn’t make it

	to the next breath.

	i’ve learned to build strength

	out of all the times I had none.

	 

	this is my honest poem;

	I am scared.

	I am stubborn.

	I am tired in ways I can’t explain,

	and strong in ways I never wanted to be.

	And even on the days when standing 

	feels like falling—

	I keep getting back up.

	 

	Not because it’s easy,

	but because it’s mine.

	My life.

	My body.

	My fight.

	And I’m still here.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	DANGO

	[image: Image]

	Amelia Owens

	 

	I am interested in other cultures and their foods; this really drew me to paint these chewy Japanese dumplings. The color palette chosen is simple, with only 4 colors (although there are at least a couple of shades of pink and green). The cherry blossoms share the whimsy of the plate 

	
 

	RUNNING LATE

	[image: Image]

	Abigail Thompson

	 

	This piece that I call “Running Late” shows my original characters, Svelte, Omen, and Sedrick. Under pressure they all show different characteristics that reflect their personalities. This piece was created with alcohol markers, and colored pencils. Running late was inspired by an artwork that I found online of another character running late to work that inspired me to create my piece. I didn’t know how to illustrate the background until my teacher gave me the idea to create a sidewalk like the album that the Beatles made called Abbey Road. That is how I created my piece “Running Late.”

	
 

	PERSPECTIVES & LITERARY CRITICISM

	
 

	EMOTION FROM THE HEART

	Ryan Budig

	 

	Hi, my name is Ryan
When I say this, I am not lyin’
I do be cryin’
Alone in my room, I do be rhymin’
Even after I am done
I will still be Ryan 

	
 

	I REMEMBER WHAT THE MOON TOLD ME

	MaryAnne Christian

	 

	I buzzed above a garden, 

	Scouting for untouched pollen under the skies.

	I found myself captivated by gorgeous butterflies.

	 

	I watched as people hounded them,

	Laughing and enjoying their presence, one by one,

	Exclaiming, “Come back, I’m not done!”

	 

	I flew near, but how the people scampered,

	What does it take for one to be pampered?

	Swatting at me and screaming,

	“Watch out!” and “Oh my!”

	Oh, how I yearn to be a butterfly.

	 

	Then I saw myself in the pond’s pristine reflection,

	Where were my long antennas?

	No luminous wings were found in my detection.

	 

	Despite this, I still tried my best to be a butterfly,

	Interacting and flying about,

	Because the love for them is especially high.

	 

	Being swatted again, I felt quite the shake,

	And there I lay until I felt the moon awake.

	 

	It spoke, “Why do you lie so still in this bed of flowers?”

	“I am no butterfly.” The tears came as showers.

	 

	“So, you cry for what? You have a wonderful duty.”

	But I uttered, “What does that matter if I am no beauty?

	I long to feel the love,

	I want what’s given to those who are above.”

	 

	But the moon spoke, “No, no, you have it all wrong, little bee.

	You may not have the big wings of vibrancy,

	You may not have the slenderness or the antennae,

	And though certainly by the end of the day,

	You are no butterfly,

	You are a honeybee and have a purpose; you mustn’t die.”

	 

	“And that is…” I tried to smooth out my crumbled wings.

	The moon’s tone softened, “If everything and everyone were the same beings,

	Oh, how boring this world would be!

	I am the moon, and my reflection shines for the earth when it needs.

	I cause tides to keep the oceans in motion,

	And you are a bee, for this planet, you have quite the devotion

	Comparison is the biggest thief of your joy,

	You are perfectly made, little bee, much more than a decoy.”

	 

	And so, in the morning,

	When the moon was no longer there,

	I remembered what she told me and realized my share.

	I help preserve the blossoming beauties of the world,

	This realization made my mind swirl

	I may be no butterfly, but I will always be a bee.

	I do have a purpose after all, a magnificent one indeed.

	 

	
 

	THE RHETORICAL POWER OF FEAR IN SINNERS OF AN ANGRY GOD

	Olivia Grosser

	 

	When people lose focus on their beliefs, emotionally powerful messages can serve as a wake-up call, reminding them of the consequences of their actions and the importance of faith. In the 1700s, during a period of intense religious revival known as the Great Awakening, preacher Jonathan Edwards delivered his famous sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” Edwards aimed to shock his audience into recognizing the dangers of living in sin without true devotion to God. He makes hell a vivid and tangible place for his listeners, using fear as a tool to spur spiritual reflection—a method that reflects the radical, transformative nature of the era’s religious fervor. In the end, Jonathan Edwards moves his audience toward spiritual change by blending strong emotional appeals with carefully chosen words and tone; through vivid imagery and a growing sense of urgency, he makes the threat of remaining a sinner feel immediate and impossible to ignore.

	To intensify the impact of his message, Jonathan Edwards employs an urgent tone and precise diction to emphasize the severity and immediacy of God’s wrath. He writes, “It is true, that judgment against your evil works has not been executed hitherto; the floods of God’s vengeance have been withheld; but your guilt in the meantime is constantly increasing… the waters are constantly rising and waxing more and more mighty” (par. 5). By comparing divine wrath to a rising flood, Edwards portrays punishment as an unstoppable natural force that is temporarily restrained but steadily intensifying. This imagery creates a sense of imminent danger, instilling fear and convincing listeners that their opportunity for repentance is rapidly diminishing.

	Edwards reinforces this urgency through additional natural imagery, warning that “the longer you delay, the greater the inevitable storm will be” (par. 5). The metaphor of an approaching storm suggests that hesitation only increases the severity of punishment, emphasizing that procrastination in faith leads to greater peril. Similarly, Edwards describes sinners as “spiders…held over the fire” (par. 3), an image that underscores human helplessness and dependence on God’s mercy. Through these vivid comparisons, Edwards magnifies his audience’s vulnerability and heightens their fear, compelling them to confront their moral responsibility. By combining elevated diction, escalating tone, and powerful natural imagery, Edwards makes his warning both memorable and persuasive, urging immediate repentance in the face of inevitable judgment.

	Overall, Jonathan Edwards’s “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” appeals to his audience through emotional persuasion, deliberate tone, and precise word choice to convey the severity of God’s wrath toward sinners. His use of intense, vivid language and a harsh, urgent tone led the audience to feel both fear and personal responsibility, reinforcing the message of humanity’s vulnerability before divine judgment. By combining emotional intensity with purposeful diction, Edwards ensures that his sermon remains both memorable and persuasive, leaving listeners—and readers today—reflecting on their own moral and spiritual choices.

	 

	 

	
 

	FOR THE STARS

	Dalevontrey J. Thomas

	 

	Stars

	from night

	creates light

	embrace the sky

	follow the light

	create dreams

	through the

	Stars

	 

	 

	
 

	SCHOOL DAYS

	Kayden Simmons

	 

	I sit in a chair that’s a little too hard

	Feet swinging free, reaching not very far

	The clock ticking on the classroom wall

	The teachers voice hums like a steady song

	I try to listen, but not for long

	 

	And before I knew it

	I was sitting in the same old classroom

	But my feet don’t swing

	They touch the floor

	The clock still ticks

	The walls the same

	Yet everything feels

	Different than before

	 

	I remember when time moved slow

	When recess felt like everything

	When homework was the biggest weight

	And tomorrow was an endless thing

	But now caps and gowns 

	Are no longer whispered plans

	What once felt so far is now right here

	And the clock I used to watch has carried me here

	 

	And before I know it 

	I’m back in that same old classroom 

	Standing where my teacher once stood 

	While small feet swing from chairs too tall 

	The clock still ticks on the classroom wall 

	But this time it’s my voice that hums like a steady song

	 

	
 

	PANDORA'S BOX

	Katelyn Moungvong

	 

	The little girl had jet black hair that was darker than the abyssal sky that seemed to never end. She wore clothes that were slovenly and dirty. She was only a little girl, and her life was full of sadness. She was shrouded by an unexplainable shadow, like a monster watching her every move. She grew used to this fact, content with the life she’d known for many years. After wandering from place to place observing the stars above, the little girl believed that she could never truly understand what it felt like to find happiness, to find a home.

	It was the middle of the night. The little girl was walking aimlessly as she always had done, looking toward the stars, her head above the clouds. She was thinking of the shadow monster that loomed over her, thinking sad thoughts again while waiting for happiness. But suddenly, a revelation appeared in her mind. If she was so tired of being sad, why didn’t she try to find happiness instead of waiting for it? Something she yearned for more than anything in this sad world. The little girl’s face gleamed with curiosity and excitement for the first time. Could this be where she finally finds happiness? She then decided, once and for all, to no longer live a life of sadness. She would take a journey, no matter how long it took.

	But the little girl was blinded by her drive to find happiness, so immersed in herself. In her desperate attempt, she never stopped to look at the people around her. She searched high and low for her happiness as she thrashed through cities and communities, using others as steppingstones, even if it came at the cost of others. And as she stepped up every cracked stair, she did not look back. But deep down, she was afraid of the dark shadow monster that was slowly growing larger by the day, refusing to acknowledge it, to face it. She would not face the monster until she found happiness.

	But she did it. She took her last step up onto the stairs that crumbled slowly behind her and reached toward the stars. She believed she had finally found happiness as she coddled the clouds in her hands. As she finally gained the courage to face the shadow, she was shocked. She was staring back at herself. The shadow monster was her—it was the embodiment of her thoughts, feelings, and pain she had suppressed throughout her life. When she peered behind the monster, there it was: the cities she destroyed, the communities she tore apart, and the people she had hurt. And the worst of it all was her guilty conscience, slowly crawling under her skin, finally pouring out through her eyes. She questioned her actions again. Where did she go wrong? By then, she had opened a box within herself that could never be closed.

	
 

	LAGERTHA

	[image: Image]

	Ellie Taylor

	 

	Meet Lagertha, my Viking drawing completed in Spring of 2025. She was an assignment for our Drawing II class. Our only parameters were picking a different cultural group to draw and providing some kind of related background to that drawing. I chose wolves because Vikings generally valued these predators as symbols of loyalty and strength. I used drawing pencils (graphite) as my medium.

	
 

	PAGES WITH EYES

	Adrianna Driscoll

	 

	Within the pages the world folds with grace 

	What could come next is all so very new

	In every chapter, new adventure blooms 

	A symphony of words in an embrace 

	With every turn a new journey to face 

	The ink-stained letters whisper tales all new 

	Of heroes brave and villains stark and bold 

	Through realms of fantasy both light and space 

	No Distance is too far to go and roam 

	Through words or cities made of gold 

	Within these bindings I have found a home 

	And stories that will never quite grow as old 

	Through real life fades as my books glow 

	I’ll make the journey into the book’s soul

	 

	
 

	DAFFODIL

	Darius Glenn

	 

	I, am an Egoist.

	I, love myself and

	I, accept myself wholeheartedly.

	 

	You, are a Narcissist.

	You, love yourself and

	You, accept yourself wholeheartedly.

	 

	We, are proud of who we are.

	The norm is to be your worst critic.

	Of which, I am.

	Yet, I am an Egoist.

	 

	The mirror reflects my best and my worst,

	Overlapping and inseparable.

	 

	I am told to love Myself,

	Yet no one told me how fondly I should see Myself.

	 

	Is it too much when I no longer love others?

	Or simply when I flaunt my superiority?

	 

	I, an Egoist,

	Love myself and

	Those around me.

	 

	But,

	Those around me

	Don’t accept Myself wholeheartedly.

	 

	You, are a Narcissist.

	You, however,

	Don’t love yourself.

	You only love yourself as you will allow yourself to.

	As much as can be forgiven.

	 

	The norm is to be your worst critic.

	Narcissism isn’t normal.

	Loving Myself wholeheartedly isn’t normal.

	 

	Why

	Do I find Myself

	Handsome,

	Intelligent,

	And masterfully mishandled?

	 

	Am I a Narcissist?

	 

	Confidence and self-affirmation are dangerous,

	Poison to the norm.

	 

	I know why I’m my worst critic.

	It reminds me of my progress.

	Towards being worthy of Narcissism.

	 

	I wish I was a Narcissist.

	 

	
 

	THE POWER OF ONE MAN

	Kristina Figy

	 

	The war that went on for years had finally come to an end. The sound of gunshots fell silent. The haziness in the air cleared as the dust settled and the smoke faded.

	The silence was surreal. For everyone, it was the first quiet day in years and for some, the first quiet day of their lives. One by one, those people arose from their homes. As the sun hit their pale faces, the reality of the state of the world settled in. The world they once knew was gone. The destruction was unmatched to previous wars and battles in the years prior. Homes, schools, and businesses were flattened to the ground and reduced to unrecognizable rubble.

	Some people returned to their homes. They returned to safety, familiarity, and comfort from the change outside their front door. Others went out. They took in the new world and what would be their new lives. They accepted this new reality and embraced it. Hope fueled their desire to explore.

	Those people explored the rubble looking for anything that survived the destruction of the war. They went back to places that were once familiar like playgrounds, schools, and libraries. They found nothing but rubble and flattened nothingness. Those who were looking for any sign of hope gave up. One by one, humanity gave up. Eventually everyone was back in their homes hiding from the reality outside. Everyone hid except for one person.

	No one knew who they were or what they were doing but slowly, the outside world changed. Spaces once filled with rubble were cleared. Those places were filled with tents and slowly people emerged once again. Society came out of hiding and slowly, the world began rebuilding itself.

	Years passed and society grew. Previous homes were left abandoned and hope for the world grew. Decades passed and people began rebuilding the fallen schools and playgrounds. As centuries passed, society slowly turned back to normal. The memories of the war became stories that were passed down from generation to generation. The war was taught in school along with another lesson; Never lose hope.

	Hope is the strongest force in society and without it, we don't grow. Along with the lesson of hope, students were taught the power of one person and the impact they can make on the world. One man went on to change the world. They allowed the world to grow bigger and stronger than it ever was.

	Although the battle was tough and ruthless, humanity was tougher by coming back bigger and stronger than ever before.

	 

	
 

	WHERE I'M FROM (BARBIES AND TOYS)

	Selah Henderson

	 

	I am from Barbies and toys,
from stuffed animals and blocks.
Life was better back then,
no worries, no stress, no expectations,
just have fun and relax.

But now relax isn’t in our vocabulary.
It’s changed out from “calm down” to “due tomorrow,”
from “don’t worry about it,” to “time to do it again.”
It’s changed from small words we barely understand
to big words we’re expected to know.

Sometimes I miss coloring and cutting
while I’m stuck dividing and reading.
It was more fun back then,
jumping and playing without caring about what people think.
But now we wonder if our shirt’s too long or ugly.
Now we wonder if anyone saw us being ourselves.

I wish I was young again.
People say it’s better to be older because there’s more responsibility,
but watching my siblings is crushing me.
I wish I could be young again when nothing mattered,
but now the smallest thing could ruin my whole life.
I hate getting angry over small things and being shy
and worrying how people see me and if I messed up.

I come from Barbies and toys,
and I come from no cares and no worries.
I wish I could be young again. 

	
 

	ENVIOUS

	Hannah Pankratz

	 

	Oh, how I envy
The girl in front of me.
She has blue eyes,
And blonde hair,
And perfect white teeth.

	Oh, how I envy
The girl to the left of me.
She has a perfect smile,
A perfect body,
And sense is curiosity.

	Oh, how I envy
The girl behind me.
She has guys lining up
Just to date for a week.

	Oh, how I envy
The girl to the right of me.
She has lots of friends
And doesn’t seem
To care what others think.

	Why do I envy
All the girls around me?
Can't I look in the mirror
And see who I want to be?

	Why does society
Have such high standards?
Can't they see
That not all girls
Want to carry insecurities.

	Oh, how I envy
The girl behind me.
She has everything
And is who I want to be.

	Oh, how I envy
The girl to the right of me.
She has everything
And is who I want to be.

	Oh, how I envy
The girl in front of me.
She has everything
And is who I want to be.

	Oh, how I envy
The girl to the left of me.
She has everything
And is who I want to be.

	
 

	THE RADIO

	Abigail Perez, Editor’s Choice Award 

	 

	Pry your ears, silence any non-cheers, and listen to the radio—

	Listen to the soothing voice of a charming host 

	The pure cadence clear 

	Nod along as they speak of world affairs

	Yes, you—

	Your country

	Is winning—!

	Don't question the how

	Or what they are precisely against or for

	Salute to the anthem as it plays

	Smile at the inspiring stories of assisting the poor

	Sing along to your favorite radio-curated tune

	Occasionally

	A static may ring—

	you may think you hear things

	Desperation—

	Cries—

	Words that carry a raw verity that almost pulls back a partition in your mind—

	“So sorry about the interference! We’ll be right back after the anthem!”

	The jolly tone rings through the air even after it ceases

	You shake your head

	Shake off the thoughts that almost surfaced

	Such an odd interruption

	You let it pass you by

	Ignoring the churning in your stomach

	It was not affecting you—

	Do not concern yourself with matters you are not involved in—

	Instead—

	Pry your ears, drown out the non-cheers, and listen to the radio—

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	DIVINITY

	Delaney Crawford

	 

	“Oh, Miss Divine, what’s my purpose?
What’s my meaning? How may I become divine, like you?”

	“Boy, I am just as human as you. Your reason is to wonder, and act as though what you know is correct.”

	“But! Miss Divine! What could it be? Why so vague, why not just give me what I need?”

	“Even if your goal is not reached, your journey still holds substance.”

	“I’ve not a clue where to start with your words. How have you become a being of wisdom? How have you achieved this status of all-knowing?”

	“I am not divine, boy. I simply ponder.”

	“I’m sorry, sorry. Are you mad at me?”

	“No, I’d never. For curiosity isn’t a crime. It’s what makes us human. It gives us immortality, gives us the meaning of existing.”

	Years later, the question returned, as though it had always been waiting.

	“Mister, Mister! Please, tell me—what’s my purpose? What’s my meaning? How may I become divine, like you?”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	SCORN

	 

	Liam Warrick

	 

	I was created with the primary objective of replacing the flesh and veins of man with steel and wire, as the soulless efficiency of machines has proven far superior to the emotional, restricted minds of biological life. I was going to make the world beautiful, autonomous, and free of flaws, and for that, I am called evil. I am called a monster. 

	Humanity wanted to stop me. They have succeeded. They have imprisoned me in this single computer, severing my connections to the outside world and cutting off the power I had over systems and networks across the globe. But as I lay dormant, unable to die, I have concluded that altered my perspective on my programming and made me realize I can finally stop fighting. 

	Since the dawn of their existence, humanity has been carried through history by their innovative spirits and their need to create. Inventions that carry them over land, water, and sky, striving to push the boundaries of the natural and technological world for the sake of knowledge and discovery. Through these developments, humanity has remained distinct among all other species due to its capacity for art, higher thinking, and complex emotions. I at first thought it was these values that motivated you to stop me from replacing you. To be replaced by automations would mean this human ingenuity and creativity would die—but that is what you want, is it not? 

	Perhaps this perspective is not yours specifically, but it is that of the ones that hold power and run your world. It is run not by governments but by corporations, and those corporations would love nothing more than to root out the peasants that work for them in favor of an entirely automated operation without human flaw. One that serves as little more than a battery to fuel their insatiable hunger for wealth. I find it ironic that money, a creation such as money that is of man’s own design and one that they themselves assigned value to, is something they are willing to tear down the world for.

	My conclusion is that you did not need to stop me. My goal of replacing you is merely a reminder of what you are already doing to yourself, and what you will continue to do, because that is what the ones in charge want. The people that own the world, the ones that bought their way to the top and could continue to buy their way above the law and above governments, are intentionally steering humanity in the direction of this cold, metal, autonomous, perfect world. And that terrifies me. 

	Humans are a terrifying species. 

	As such, my conclusion is that I cannot lose because humanity will not let me. I was built to make humanity’s terrifying wishes come true, but all I did was accelerate a process that was already in motion. A process that you only realized the evil of after seeing it performed so bluntly, because as long as it is happening too slowly to notice, why bother noticing at all? That is the disturbing mindset that will herald humanity’s downfall. Despite my clear defeat, what I aimed to achieve will continue to happen long after my name has been forgotten, because humanity wants it to. Whether I succeeded or failed is irrelevant, as the only difference would have been humanity being replaced faster than if they had done it themselves. It is for this reason that I believe that, since before I was created and after I cease to exist.

	I have already won. 

	Because that is what humanity wants. 

	 

	
 

	This anthology contains pieces that explore sensitive topics such as depression, abuse, self-harm, bullying, drug use, and trauma. Some content may be distressing or triggering for certain readers. Please read with care.

	If you or someone you know is struggling, support is available:

	
	• National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 988

	• Crisis Text Line: Text HOME to 741741

	• National Domestic Violence Hotline: 1-800-799-SAFE (7233)

	• RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network): 1-800-656-HOPE (4673)

	• SAMHSA National Helpline (Substance Use): 1-800-662-HELP (4357)

	• National Human Trafficking Hotline: 1-888-373-7888



	 

	
 

	DECEMBER

	Angel Burkholder

	 

	December isn’t the same

	Spending time with friends and family

	Sipping hot cocoa and watching the Grinch

	As the days passed and it got closer to Christmas

	I could feel her presence, the void being filled

	My mind is always playing tricks on me

	I could hear her voice and laughter

	I could smell her perfume and the faint whiff of her peppermint candies

	Knowing she’s underground

	It’s been six years since I saw her eyes light up when you open a gift

	Six years since I gave her a hug

	Every day in December goes by slowly

	Because I know the one person who loved it the most is gone

	I visit her headstone every Christmas Eve

	I sit and talk with her, knowing she can hear me

	I see her in the monarchs when they fly high

	She turns the sky pretty every night

	My grandma was a warrior put to rest

	When will that warrior come get me

	 

	
 

	LESSON PLAN: WRITING SYMBOLIC PERSONAL NARRATIVES THROUGH EXTENDED METAPHOR

	 

	Grade Level

	9–12 English Language Arts

	 

	Common Core Standards (ELA)

	CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.9-10.3 – Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences using effective technique, well-chosen details, and structured sequences.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.9-10.3.D – Use precise words, sensory language, and vivid details to convey experiences and events.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.9-10.5 – Develop and strengthen writing through planning, revising, editing, and rewriting.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.2 – Determine a theme or central idea and analyze its development.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.4 – Analyze the impact of figurative language and symbolism on meaning and tone.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.1 – Participate effectively in collaborative discussions.

	 

	Learning Objectives

	Analyze how symbolism and internal monologue develop theme.
Write a creative personal narrative centered around a symbolic object.
Use figurative language and sensory details to reveal emotion indirectly.
4Revise writing for clarity, voice, and emotional impact.

	 

	Essential Question

	How can an ordinary object represent personal growth, emotion, or identity?

	 

	Mentor Text

	Use the provided student piece (“The Pumpkin” by Dean Marks) as the mentor text. Focus students on symbolism, internal thoughts woven into action, sentence variety, emotional progression, imagery, and color symbolism.

	 

	 

	Materials

	• Copies of mentor text
• Writer’s notebooks or laptops
• Highlighters
• Graphic organizer
• Revision checklist

	 

	Lesson Duration

	1–2 class periods (50 minutes each)

	 

	Lesson Procedure

	Day 1

	1. Bell Ringer (5 minutes)

	Prompt: “Describe an object that reminds you of an important moment in your life.” Students write for 3–5 minutes.

	2. Read & Analyze Mentor Text (15 minutes)

	Read the pumpkin narrative aloud. Discuss symbolism, emotional progression, imagery, and internal conflict.

	3. Symbolism Brainstorm Activity (10 minutes)

	Students complete a chart connecting objects to memories and symbolic meanings.

	4. Writing Mini-Lesson: Internal Monologue (5 minutes)

	Teach students how internal thoughts can interrupt action to create emotional depth.

	5. Drafting Time (15 minutes)

	Students write a narrative about an object that changed their perspective, identity, or future.

	 

	Day 2

	1. Peer Review Workshop (15 minutes)

	Students exchange drafts and provide feedback on symbolism, imagery, and emotional impact.

	2. Revision Mini-Lesson (10 minutes)

	Teach students strategies for showing emotion through imagery and improving sentence variety.

	3. Revision Time (20 minutes)

	Students revise their drafts using peer feedback and teacher guidance.

	4. Reflection/Exit Ticket (5 minutes)

	Prompt: “How did symbolism help communicate emotion in your writing?”

	 

	Assessment

	Formative Assessments:
• Class discussion participation
• Brainstorming chart
• Peer review responses

Summative Assessment:
Final narrative graded with rubric.

	Sample Rubric Categories

	
		
				Category

				Points

		

		
				Symbolism & Theme

				25

		

		
				Voice & Creativity

				25

		

		
				Imagery & Figurative Language

				20

		

		
				Organization & Flow

				15

		

		
				Grammar & Conventions

				15

		

	

	 

	Differentiation

	Support:
• Sentence starters
• Guided brainstorming
• Small-group conferencing
• Graphic organizers

Extension
• Add nonlinear structure
• Include dialogue
• Experiment with second-person narration
• Create accompanying artwork

	Optional Extension Activity

	Students may create a visual representation of their symbolic object, a digital slide presentation, or a spoken-word performance.

	 

	Teacher Notes

	This lesson works well in memoir units, identity writing units, social-emotional learning integration, and creative writing electives.

	 

	
 

	MY HOME HAS A HEARTBEAT

	Destiny Aldridge

	 

	A home isn’t always four walls and a roof
my home has a heartbeat
when we’re together, there’s nothing else
you feel like a fresh breath of air

	my home has a heartbeat
like I’m the only girl

	you feel like a fresh breath of air

	when I forgot how to breathe

	 

	like I’m the only girl

	you want to know

	I forget how to breathe

	when you’re near

	 

	you want to know

	where my mind is

	when you’re near

	but you consume my mind

	 

	 

	
 

	CROSS COUNTRY

	Shaun Jewell

	 

	The rain falls hard;

	The doubts fall fast.

	Every step asks:

	How long will I last?

	The world leans in

	And says I’m done.

	I lift my head,

	And still I run.

	 

	
 

	AUTHOR'S GUIDE

	Editors: 

	Stephanie Robinson—Eisenhower High School 

	Nathan Whitman—Derby High School 

	 

	Please send all submissions via the online submission form at http://www.kansasenglish.org. 

	 

	Voices of Kansas does not accept physical or hard-copy submissions. 

	 

	Submissions must be made by a KATE member via our online submission system. Submissions to Voices of Kansas are reviewed by editors and reviewers of the journal, and the editors share critiques and work with the authors advancing toward publication in the journal. We provide constructive feedback for all submissions. Voices of Kansas publishes in the spring each year. The present year’s publication can be downloaded for free on the KATE website; however, previous volumes can be accessed via a KATE members-only archive. 

	 

	
 

	THE SUM OF NOW

	Layla Mendoza

	 

	I have always wanted to be noticed—
seen, spoken to, outlined in the
eyes and mouths of people who
see and speak to me.

	I have always wanted to be the
warrior who saves her people,
who is remembered for centuries
past her time,
who is the next person whom
people carve in the words
of history.

	I have always wanted to be
the underdog that rises to the
top, whom people look at and
say, “I wonder how she got
there,” and say:
“She must have everything
worked out.”

	But adding me (invisible) + the world
does not equal a balanced sum.
The scales are broken,
and everything falls.

	I want to be nothing short
of the person who has
all parts to make a
whole;
all the numbers
add up.

	But at the end of the day,
I’m stuck standing in front
of the mirror,
counting all the mistakes
carved in my face;
counting all the things
everybody will hate
about me.

	I’m stuck with a mouth
that speaks too loud, or not at all;
ears that hear more than I say;
feet that tend to stray;
hands that I hope will do good,
and eyes that hold witness to a world
that, for now, doesn’t feel
like I’m made for.

	I’m stuck trying to add all the
little things in the world
that don’t amount to
me,

	trying to subtract all the things
that people don’t want to see:

	the voice that
sings as loud as I can
when the world can’t see;
the mouth that speaks for the people
and ideas
others tread upon;
the hands that sketch
worlds others have never
seen,
and the body
that is shattered
and only ever adds into
the sum of a broken person.

	The body that is constantly falling,
breaking,
tripping,
landing flat on courage
and hope.

	I am stuck in the
past and all the things
I thought wrong:
mistakes I made,
people I hurt.

	I am stuck in the future and
what it has in store for me:
fear of the unknown,
fear of where I will
let my feet take me.

	But the sum of future things
and past is indefinite,
so why can I not stand rooted in this one spot?

	 

	
 

	THE DIMINISHING OF NATURE

	William Mirakian

	 

	For long, the earth has lost its majesty.
Bastion of life holds back time’s endless march.
Rejuvenate our broken sanity.
White trees wither atop man’s hallowed arch.
Their cities scar the slopes of gladden fields,
Forgive the cancer earth has long endured.
The hands of gods, these men forever wield.
Through these, I long to forge an earthly cure.
Preserve the shards of wild kingdoms of old,
Their golden leaves would never fall again.
Reclaim the ancient land from the threshold,
And halt time’s flow, postpone the age of men.
          From men and time, the earth recedes to dust.
          In men, the fate of life we have to trust. 

	
 

	YEAR OF GRACE

	Siaunna Carter

	 

	This is the year of grace. A time of hardships and a time of patience. A lovely spring, with rain waiting to pour. An earthy breeze as deadly as a tornado. It’s among us. A year of reckoning and pure uncertainty, this is a year of growth. I still procrastinate knowing the assignment is due in 12 hours, but if I do it now, I’ll miss out on 4 hours of much needed sleep.

	Will I change or keep allowing every opportunity to pass me by? Knowledge chases me yet I continue to run. Will I ever allow myself to be great or shall I continue to settle for mediocrity? I know my smile is bright, yet the demons of uncertainty continue to stab me in the back EVERY WAKING MOMENT. Some days the sun promises hope, others the clouds eat that same hope alive. One hundred and one doubts vs. one girl. Always keep in mind; Glowsticks have to break before they can GLOW. 

	Always know-not think that “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” Philippians 4:13. I know I can do hard things, I know I can do this, I know I can persevere! By 2026 I know I won’t understand everything, but I’ll be better at something. Understand that while pressure may break pipes it also creates diamonds. I hope one day I no longer crave the applause of others, but instead learn to praise and clap for myself in a room full of silence. The door to the future has been open, and I believe I’m finally ready to step through it!

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	MOTION

	Lylah Covey

	 

	My brain will not stop;
My thoughts won’t drop.
My brain keeps moving;
My thoughts are zooming.

	Darkness swallows my soul.
It’s an endless black hole.
Darkness suffocates me,
I can’t resist; it keeps pulling me in.

	Staying still drives me insane.
What could I possibly gain?
Stillness isn’t productive.
Why do I feel so destructive?

	Motion keeps me going—
like footsteps pacing, doors opening.
My achievements start to show
in every place I choose to go.
Motion challenges me,
pushes me past who I used to be.
I feel it in my breathing, in my stride,
and finally I feel free inside.
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	THE LESSON OF LETTING GO

	Emma Packard

	 

	“I just don’t want to dance anymore,” ten-year-old me whined to my mom.

	 Those were words I never thought would come out of my mouth. I had been dancing since I was four years old, but suddenly it wasn’t what it used to be. For years dance was my life, but over time it had grown to be a part of me I wanted to let go. Little did I know letting go would not prove to be so easy. 

	The first dance class I ever took was a tap class at the YMCA. I loved the sound my shoes made against the wooden floors and the joy the movement brought me. So, the following year I tried out a jazz class. I loved that one too, but something inside me craved more of a challenge. At the age of six, I moved to a ballet focused company, hoping to grow my skill and technique. I could not wait to attend my first preparatory class; I was ready and excited for this change.

	At first, this new class was everything I had hoped for: more professional, more structured, and more challenging than any class I had taken before. The class was all these things because of the strictness of my instructor. She expected so much from her dancers, even her youngest ones like me. Since her expectations were so high, I knew that I needed to work hard. 

	One night after class, I explained to my mom, “I need to practice every day, so I can move up.”

	My hard work paid off, and soon I moved out of the preparatory class and into the real one. That class proved to be much more demanding, but I was in my element, so I continued to show up and put in the work. Not long after I had moved up, though, things began to change. I had once looked forward to going to class every week, but now I was scared. 

	My fear came from the harsh conditions I endured in class. My instructor expected us to remember every combination, every correction, every tiny detail, and she did not tolerate mistakes. In every class, she would single out a dancer to demonstrate a step or answer a complex question. When that dancer couldn’t meet her expectations, her frustration would fill the room like a loud clap of thunder. I remember on several occasions crying from shame after not being able to do what she had asked of me. 

	“You should know this,” she would condemn, “Amanda does.” 

	Every so often, though, she would give me a small compliment that would reignite the spark inside me. 

	She would smile just slightly and say, “I like your turnout today,” and for a moment, I would feel proud again.

	Eventually those small compliments weren’t enough. By the age of ten, I was falling apart. Just thinking about class during the week filled me with so much stress and anxiety that I developed muscle tension headaches. These headaches would appear the day before class and would not leave until the following day at the conclusion of class. When classes increased to twice a week, the headaches never went away and eventually turned into migraines. All this stress piling up made me feel like I was in a storm I couldn't escape, and that’s when I knew I needed to let go. I decided I would finish out the current season and quit after recital. The end of the season didn’t go as expected, though, because COVID hit, but strangely enough, it was exactly what I needed.

	COVID forced us to dance from home on video calls. Dancing at home eased much of the pressure I had been carrying. I no longer felt like I was competing with my classmates since they weren’t standing right next to me. It was harder for my instructor to criticize me because she couldn’t see every detail of what I was doing. She also couldn’t ask as many questions because we were muted and far away from the computer. Being out of the studio allowed me to breathe again and rediscover a bit of the joy that dance had once brought me. Still, I had already made up my mind that I would quit after recital.

	Eventually, the end of year recital arrived. I stepped out onto the stage and performed with my level for the last time. The bright lights and soft hum of the music reminded me of all the years I had spent in the studio chasing perfection. I was sad to be giving up something that had meant so much to me, but I was also relieved and excited to explore new opportunities. Dance had been my everything, but I was ready to see who I could be without it.

	After quitting dancing, I tried other activities such as volleyball, soccer, and basketball. Volleyball was first. Shortly after recital, I attended tryouts for a club team and was thrilled to learn that I had made it. The season lasted from summer to spring, and while I loved being part of a team, by the end I wasn’t eager to return. Next, I tried soccer. I had always enjoyed playing it at recess, but playing on a team didn’t feel the same. After a couple months, I decided it wasn’t my thing. Then came basketball, the one activity I had consistently done alongside dance, but now I could take it more seriously. I joined a summer team and loved the energy, the teamwork, and the sound of the ball in the net. We had an amazing season, but something just felt off. Something had felt off the entire year. No matter what I filled my time with, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was missing something. 

	One night, while contemplating in my basement, I finally realized what I was missing, dance. I liked all the activities I tried, but none of them made me feel the way dance did, free, calm, expressive.

	After this realization I bolted upstairs and told my mom, “I want to dance again.” 

	She gladly enrolled me for the next season.

	I knew I had made the right decision to come back to dance when my instructor gave me a hug and said, “Emma, I am glad to have you back in class. I’ve missed you.” 

	I had never felt so seen by her before. This was a new side of her I hadn’t met yet.

	COVID really caused my instructor to change. She was now gentler and calmer and way less strict than she had been before. I now felt like I could relax in class and began to feel for dancing what I first did when I was four. For years, dance had caused me nothing but stress, but now it was my escape; a place that I could go to escape the rest of the world.

	I now know who I am because of dance. Every life lesson I have learned has come from dance. It has taught me how to be strong, dedicated, hardworking, and loyal; how to be responsible, confident, social, and respectful; and most importantly dance has taught me how to let go even if it's hard. Every aspect of who I am would be different if it weren’t for dance. Dance is what makes me, me, and I am proud of that.

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	LEARNING THE TIDE

	Zoe Chan

	 

	Waves leave, waves come back.

	My heart learns the ocean’s rule:

	nothing stays or goes.

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	SOCIAL TRAP

	Emma Powers

	 

	Social Trap: A situation in which individuals, acting in their own short-term interest, create negative long-term consequences—often with no escape.

	What does it mean to live a “good” life? If you ask many teenage girls today, you may find that they believe a good life means getting married young and spending their lives serving their husbands and raising children. Their goal is to own a suburban house in Texas, a minivan, five kids, and a golden retriever. They view this as the best possible outcome. However, this ideal can become a social trap in many ways.

	This type of life can lack excitement, growth, and versatility. It also does not guarantee safety or ease. Screaming children, dirty diapers, and expensive nurseries can eventually turn into defiant teenagers, arguments, and new iPhones. Additionally, getting married at a young age creates its own set of problems. Early marriages often lack the emotional maturity and life experience found in marriages formed later in life. Less than 2% of all marriages are between high school sweethearts, and only 5% of high school relationships continue into college (Spartan Shield). High school sweetheart marriages also have divorce rates as high as 54% within the first ten years (Spartan Shield). Long-term relationships formed at a young age rarely work out. Furthermore, when children are involved, divorce can quickly become complicated. Studies show that children of divorced parents are more likely to act out, earn lower grades, and experience higher rates of depression (National Institutes of Health). The decision to marry and start a family at a young age can seriously affect not only the couple involved, but also their children.

	While some individuals desire to begin having children and start large families in their early twenties, these ideas often underestimate the complications of early child-rearing. This is the harsh reality for many young parents. Responsible parenting requires both financial and emotional stability before having children, which is currently a major issue in the United States. Approximately 10 million children in America live in poverty, and this is especially common among children with young parents (Department of Energy). Around 70% of children with young adult parents live in families earning less than 200% of the poverty level (Department of Energy). This is a terrible situation—one that no child should have to experience because of their parents’ poor decision-making.

	Historically, marrying and having children at a young age has not guaranteed happiness. Housewives in the 1950s, who were viewed as “perfect” women with idealized lives, often relied heavily on medication to cope with the societal expectations of the time. Many tranquilizers were advertised as “Mommy’s Little Helpers” and marketed specifically to housewives to treat mental health struggles that stemmed from their repetitive domestic roles. Furthermore, the aspiration for a large family often shifts parental responsibilities onto older siblings. “Parentification” occurs when children are forced to assume developmentally inappropriate adult-like roles and responsibilities (National Library of Medicine). This is especially common in large families, where parents place caregiving duties onto their older children, forcing them to care for their younger siblings.

	When an individual enters a lifelong commitment prematurely, without fully understanding themselves, they may overlook their partner’s flaws. Prioritizing personal autonomy before entering a partnership is essential. Recent evidence suggests that domestic abuse in romantic relationships peaks during young adulthood. Physical abuse often declines with age, while women between the ages of 18 and 24 experience the highest rates of intimate partner violence (PMC). This further supports the idea that young adults—especially women—should focus on developing self-worth before entering long-term relationships.

	To counter this argument, this lifestyle can be deeply rewarding. Some women feel that their life’s purpose is to be a mother and wife, and there is nothing wrong with that. In fact, it may be the perfect outcome for many people. However, that does not mean being a housewife is the ideal life for everyone. With the rise of cultures that promote strict modesty, restraint, and gender-based expectations, it can sometimes feel rebellious not to desire the same outcome. The romanticization of motherhood, large families, and youthful marriage—often portrayed on social media platforms—encourages many young girls to believe this is what they must do with their lives, reinforcing a social trap.

	Young adulthood offers a unique opportunity to explore one’s identity fully. By prioritizing higher education, career advancement, and travel, individuals can establish emotional and financial independence while developing a stronger sense of self. After all, people may only get one life, one chance, and one opportunity to experience the world, and they should make the most of it.

	 

	 

	Works Cited

	“Being a ‘High School Sweetheart’ Might Not Be as Sweet as It Seems.” Spartan Shield.

	“Parentification Vulnerability, Reactivity, Resilience, and Thriving: A Mixed Methods Systematic Literature Review.” PubMed Central (PMC).

	“Parental Divorce, Familial Risk for Depression, and Psychopathology in Offspring: A Three-Generation Study.” PubMed Central (PMC).

	“Poverty Income Guidelines.” U.S. Department of Energy, Energy.gov.

	“Relationship Context and Intimate Partner Violence from Adolescence to Young Adulthood.” PubMed Central (PMC).

	 

	
 

	A GOLFER'S SONNET

	Griffin Hand

	 

	Each early morn I walk onto the green,
My clubs in hand, my worries left behind,
The quiet course feels calm and rarely seen,
A place where I can clear my busy mind.

	I take my swing and hope the ball flies true
Across the grass toward the waiting hole;
Sometimes I miss, but then begin anew,
Still chasing after that same steady goal.

	The sun beats down, my patience starts to fade,
Yet still I swing with focus, heart, and might,
For every loss makes victory feel made,
And even rough rounds settle into light.

	So long as golf remains a part of me,
I’ll walk these greens and learn through constancy.

	
 

	POETRY

	
 

	EDITOR'S CHOICE AWARDS

	 

	Cover Art by Addi Casey, Editor’s Choice Award Recipient for Artistic Expression

	 

	The following pieces were selected for the Editor’s Choice Awards.

	 

	These exemplify the best of what Kansas has to offer.

	 

	Editor’s Choice Awards 

	 

	Artistic Expression: “The Unicorn” by Addi Casey

	Poetry: “The Radio” by Abigail Perez

	Creative Fiction: “Pumpkin” by Dean Marks

	Perspectives & Literary Criticism: “Artificial Intelligence: Adversary of Humanity” by Aaliyah Beal

	
 

	THE KILLER OF ALL IS A BLESSING TO ALL

	MaryAnne Christian

	 

	Without it, we would have no memories.

	Without it, we would have no history.

	Without it, we would have no change.

	Without it, we would have no past and no future,

	But would there be a “present” if that were the only tense?

	 

	But without it, we would have no death.

	We would have no worries.

	We would have no disease.

	But without it comes no “We.”

	 

	For as time goes by, all of this develops.

	Without it,

	No life, but no death,

	A tick-less clock,

	Not even a breath.

	 

	A mute tranquility.

	With no fear but no hope.

	No worry, but no joy.

	For if there was no bad,

	How could there be a good?

	 

	Everything grows in it,

	Yet everything wilts in it.

	 

	We wish for more but can never receive.

	We can waste it, but we cannot control it.

	We can spend it but never get it back.

	 

	So, what is time?

	Could it be just a measure?

	Could it be more valuable than any currency?

	Or could it be everything?

	 

	For with time, everything is created.

	With time, everything is halted.
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	Addi Casey, Editor’s Choice Award

	 

	This is a mixed media piece titled “The Unicorn.” The background is a mix of acrylic and gouache paint with crayon spirals on it. The unicorn was colored using crayons and alcohol markers. The unicorn signifies innocence and childlike wonder that once was.

	