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This magazine, this book, this story. It’s a culmination of short stories, but more 
specifically vignettes. These vignettes (it is pronounced //vinyet//) are from students 
who have experienced some form of change in their life, physically or 
mentally. It could be sad and discouraging, like the death of someone, or happy 
and bright like completing a major task, like this introduction. But 
most importantly, it has left a mark on 
this person's character. The vignettes are full of creativity, breaking the cage of our 
normal lives, expressing something beyond our typical actions and 
stereotypical teenage behavior.

Uniqueness is paramount, it is the defining feature of this bunch of pages filled 
with words and images. Vignettes depend on creativity. Imagine a steak, except 
it’s burned and salty, then switch to the thought of an empty hallway, with a dim 
flickering light and darkness beyond it. Now think of an elevator, except the floor 
is crumbling, stuck between levels, and you feel like fading away into the 
abyss. Each vignette is different for every individual.

This is a representation of us; the class of 2024. Just because we did this 
for a language and literature class doesn't mean that this is just more pointless 
rambling from a bunch of students. Read it and see our moments, engage 
with them, and connect with the story and our creative way of presenting it. See 
the exquisiteness of these words. See the truth beneath them.

So please, take some time and read it. Maybe this will give your perception of 
students or teenagers in general a new perspective. We are all humans, not 
machines, although sometimes it may seem like such.

The Class of 2024

*          *           *           *           *             *            *          *          *          *

When we think about change, it is easy to think about outcomes, products, 
distances traveled, but these vignettes are a map of process, a blueprint for 
adaptability and a record of our resilience. This writing, crafted by students 
through their lived experiences, embodies growth and acknowledges that the most 
powerful change is born of process. I am grateful to them for sharing their process 
with us.  

Ms. Lenk

‘The past, it is the past, it has already passed,’ reflects one author in the pages that 
follow. Yet if we are to be agents for good in the world, we must embrace 
reflectivity and look into our own histories for clues about how to grow better, 
grow stronger. Our writers have peered once more, and their work reminds us of 
the power of facing and owning the experiences that shape us. Their valiant 
introspection and eloquence is inspirational. 

Ms. Ryan 

Introduction



The grass overgrown as if it had been there for years, no one with a care 
in the world to cut it. The house’s roof tiles looking rugged, moss growing 
on trees spreading with no stop, like the progress of childhood something 
without stopping. But something that childhood has taught me is that 
family will always be by your side.

There was a place where I went when I was a child a place when I 
was alone, I would go to, a place where it was quiet. A moment where 
you can hear the birds sing, like music to my ears. A place where I could 
be by myself with no distractions just me with my thoughts a place where 
I could be alone.

The mango trees green and full of leaves with the occasional spots of 
orange. This place somewhere quieter than a forest. Somewhere I stayed 
my whole childhood, somewhere I see myself growing up, each year 
passing like the pages of a book one at a time, Slowly telling a story of 
my childhood.

Family. When things get crazy our family is there to help out. We were at 
my house under the mango tree where we could be by ourselves. My 
father always said don’t touch the mango tree, it will stain your clothes 
and you will hurt the tree by climbing it, but no one listened, especially 
me. I was with my friends and thought I would look cool if I climbed it. 
So, I did it, one step, one pull at a time and “crack,” a tree branch 
broken, like the sound of firecrackers, nothing but sky above a dark blue 
tone like the oceans and “thump.” I was brought back to reality.

My friends checking to see if I’m ok but all I could say is, is my dad on 
the way. He came stomping down the driveway like a giant giraffe 
running from a pack of hungry lions. But he says, are you ok, and I’m 
surprised wildly. I say, “but what about the tree”, and he says, “don’t 
worry about the tree.”

The Mango Tree
Gui



Sometimes in family things can get out of hand, but like a pack of wolves, they 
are always there for one another. You see family can never be divided through 
struggles and hardships, family always stay together. Family is a love and hate 
relationship, a relationship that never ends. Although oftentimes things are very 
tough in our family relationships you know you will work things out.

Family is like a tree it grows old but it always stays strong. Our family is 
something concrete something that will always stay the same. Yes, somethings 
may change here and there but they will always be there for you, This is 
something I had to learn that no matter what happens I know my family will be 
by my side and with me through everything I have and will face in the past 
present and future. Family will always be by your side no matter what especially 
during your childhood where it passes one page at a time telling the story of your 
life.



Sitting in the classroom, in the school, hours pass, then I go back home, away from 
the forest, away from stress and society. Sometimes, I enjoy wandering through the forest for 
its wonderous knowledge, and interacting with so many fantastical people. The needles of the 
trees show ideas, events, memories and emotions. Every person is unique, each growing like a 
tree, growing their own needles. But other times, the trees needles grow oddly. They become 
sharp, and harmful. These needles penetrate my skin, injuring and scarring it.

I go home, I work, I play, I eat. Then I go to sleep. My brother comes home, then my father and 
then my mother. My father’s face is happy yet tired, probably thinking about work. Just another 
common sight. I get up, and do chores, preparing for dinner. The aroma of food fills the house. 
Cooking is a wonderful skill, like painting with what you eat. I savor my skills, similar to how I 
savor the food I eat. The juicy, tenderness of a steak, the spicy, tanginess of chicken wings, and 
the steam of fluffy rice. All is well. If only I could keep it that way. But it seems Murphy was 
right.

The phone rings, I don't think of it much, like the neighbor’s dog barking. A frequent and 
insignificant disturbance. Yet what about Schrodinger’s cat? Father picks it up, I keep 
eating. Don't question it, there’s no need, who cares? Just do, keep focus on the present. I 
continue munching away on the deliciousness presented before my eyes. But, I hear a change in 
tone. The sound from the living room is quiet. I peer over my shoulder. Father’s face has 
changed, he isn’t speaking back to the person on the other end anymore. A dark 
aura surrounds him, painted by my mind. There is an emptiness to the expression on his face. 
His jaw sharp, and eyes stern like a statue, or a person in a portrait, except he isn’t smiling. He 
hangs up and goes upstairs. I feel the needles going deeper, burning my muscles.

Needles
Keenan

I finish eating. I look outside to see the pine trees, their needles violent, 
sharp and aggravating. Father returns, he silently eats his food. His 
expression the same, not changed. Seemingly lifeless. I’m going home, to 
Qingdao he says. Grandpa has left this world. I’m not sure how to 
react. He picks up his fork, but can’t seem to pick up any food, 
maintaining a stern and cold face. His appearance is solitary but is 
also like a bomb ready to explode. I don't say a word. Should I be 
surprised? Shocked? Sad? Everything I know, everything I have learnt 
points to logic. The needles sinking into my body, making my 
organs scream, the food in my stomach, sour and sickening. But death is a 
natural part of life, embrace it. Why should I mourn those who 
passed, why should I miss them? Humans are not always logical.



My father leaves. He will be gone a for a week. The days pass. People at school know what has 
happened, they give their condolences, I say thank you. But it’s not my father whose gone, so 
why should I care that much? My mind races, contradicting myself. Ignore, it. Never forget it, 
you should be ashamed of yourself, not being sad over death! What happened to your 
humanity? I just keep working, working for something more, something past this. But death 
sings in my ear, and digs itself into my mind.

Even when I’m safe, I wish I could escape my thoughts. The sky is smoggy. It makes my throat 
feel raspy and sick, like breathing in the ash of the dead. The thought of what happened, 
its repulsive, I want it out, I want to regurgitate this pain and suffering. Why couldn’t I be left out 
of this? The clock ticks as the days pass, each tick reminding me everyone’s days are 
numbered.

Father returns. He is still sad. He still has needles, going deeper than any I’ve ever seen 
before. But I know he can remove them, and so can I. Even if they leave 
scars. These traumatizing needles, I know they’re there, I see their scars. I know they will be 
buried beneath the new needles, fresh coat of pine, the rustic and amazing smell filling my 
nose, reminding me of a barbeque on a cool summer afternoon next to a forest. They may not 
be the needles I want to see and know, but I know everyone grows their own tree and no tree 
can grow fully without some of the bad needles. My tree will grow bigger and beyond, soaring 
into the sky finding my own space covering myself in the light.

But I will never forget them.



Escaping the Cocoon
Kevin

Hours and hours spent munching, spent chewing, sitting there on the floor, with a thin 
long piece of bamboo, eating, for hours on end. Pandas do not move, they are not 
active, they sit in one position, motionless besides the actions they must perform for 
eating. For most of my life, I have used one object more than anything else, my phone. 
Every day when I was younger, I would sit on the sofa, or lay on the bed 
watching YouTube. For hours and hours, not moving a meter. I got nothing done, I did 
not exercise, I did not do sports, I was as lazy as a cat and my life was slowly growing 
worse, day by day. My health, my posture, deteriorating slowly like cars in a 
junkyard, and I was not doing anything to fix it.

It is not their fault; it is not anyone’s fault; it is my fault. I put myself in this position, I 
chose my own fate, and I cannot blame it on others, but at the time I did not know I 
was doing something wrong, something harmful to myself. I was immature, like a baby 
bird, small, powerless, and ignorant.

We used to be healthy, with a varied diet with a range of different meats. We used to 
move and exercise, we would hunt for our own food. We used to be fit, and we moved 
constantly. This all changed, what happened to us? Why are we not carnivores 
anymore? Why did we start eating bamboo? A choice the pandas did not make, a 
choice that would almost make them go extinct, a choice that made a blood red rose, 
into a crumpled yellow flower. Just like them, I did not know the harm this choice 
would have on me. It was a slow and unnoticeable process.

Like a lily on a pond, I was motionless. My phone too close to my face, and my 
back and neck, bent like a pink shrimp. The short-term effects this had on me 
was me being lazy, walking up the stairs or running would be hard for me, I 
would also go on my phone instead of doing other things I had to do. The long-
term effects included bad posture and eyesight. To me at the time, the world was 
like my castle, and I sat at the throne, taking little responsibility for many things.



There are innumerable forests of 
bamboo ranging across South-
Eastern China; however, pandas only eat several 
types of bamboo. In the beginning everything 
seemed fine, they stopped hunting and started 
feeding on bamboo, they were less active and 
later became unfit. This caused many issues 
however, their stomachs were not designed for 
digesting bamboo, making them only take in 
very little of the nutrients, consequently, many 
pandas have died due to this. Shortage of 
overall bamboo has also caused many deaths 
since that is their only food source.

During this process, a more mature part of me started to develop, like a butterfly escaping 
its cocoon into something beautiful, something independent. It really hit me one day 
when I saw a picture of myself, I looked horrible because of my bent back and my neck 
leaning forward. It was then I realized I have problems that must be fixed, I had to take 
responsibility of many things and I learnt to take advice from other people. Gradually 
becoming more mature and realizing how this world isn’t as simple as it 
seems. Endangered, but saved by humans, humans that recognized their 
problem, humans they trusted and followed orders from, humans that helped them. Like if 
I was a baby bird, small, powerless, and ignorant, but through experience and growth, I 
learnt to fly and prey for food, growing into a majestic eagle.



It was always home. Never lived anywhere else. The old, often creaking 
house, yet polished with varnished wooden floors, a dim blue cover of paint 
on the exterior walls, with a faded red roof above all else. And bushes. And 
trees. So many trees, rising upwards for a decade, giving birth to young 
flowers that expand and expand into delectable fruits, yet always fighting 
with each other for space, a never-ending fight where I must 
intervene. Furniture of different styles and different ages, fitting together.

And I was growing into this place. I could walk laps around the house with 
my eyes closed, like a bat detecting the waves and signals of sound in its 
surroundings. As I stretched towards the skies, literally, I knew I would spend 
more and more afternoons here.

But before I knew it, everything changed. No longer was this home. Home 
was going to move. Home started deteriorating before my eyes. Just 
preparation for the inevitable change. Tables, chairs, the shelves filled with 
books started disappearing, as if it was magical, being removed faster than I 
could imagine. A war was starting by the fruits as lackadaisical care had led 
to them outgrowing each other. Objects were gone permanently, never to be 
seen again and time was flying by. That was it. It was time to change.

That war the fruits had – it expanded into my mind. Positivity wanted to 
defeat negativity, wanted a better outlook for the future. Attention to detail 
revealed that there were still rays of light –finding a belonging thought to be 
lost, a chance at a fresh start – a new tree rising out the ground. But 
positivity still lost. When the news broke to me, when conflict first spread in 
my mind, I thought I couldn’t adapt. I felt uncomfortable in my clothes and 
shoes that change was occurring. Not thinking about the present, I instead 
pondered about the future and the past.

Thoughts of Change
Edwin



First thought – forward in time, but only in my mind. Nothing is the same. No 
kidding. Why would they be the same? Change is like transitioning from mere 
fragments to wholeness, except with this, with a vibration too high for the scale, 
the roles have been reversed.

Next thought – back in time, spring break. A year earlier, dining table. My 
parents are always looking for somewhere new to explore. Their best attempt at 
persuasion, then disappointment, it never fails. They always receive the same 
answer. A direct no, and the same thoughts in my mind. I want to stay home. I 
prefer staying. Tell me why I should leave the comfort of the house. It costs 
money and I have no real interest, so there is not point for me.

Final thought – back in time again. Through every content moment, every 
satisfied moment. Was every second spent here spent happily? It felt that way, 
and the realization hit me. My mind manipulates the past. Those precious 
seconds were satisfying, new experiences in a developing mind. But when I was 
living that moment, there physically, it wasn’t as good. Hindsight had adjusted 
my vision to a perfect twenty-twenty. I could aver that I was just indifferent to 
change.

I live life as if I am a drone with a mind, 
hoping for no change, repeating my 
processes with a mind to disagree.



When I was still in Canada, there was a street right next to the school I went 
to. It’s called the Main Street, where students go hangout with their friends 
after school. I loved the street, the street had everything I will ever need, ice 
cream, candy and even an ice cream with literal candy in it. The flavor of it 
is just absolutely astonishing, I bet you would fall in love with it the first 
second when your pallet touched the creamy flavor of the sweet, honey 
tasted ice cream. But I didn’t know any of these until “She” showed up.

I was a stupid boy, I had no communication skills, I often needed to repeat 
words to get my meaning across. I was a person who was scared to get 
things wrong. And because of my poor grammar, most of the time I 
refuse to speak to people who attempts to talk to me. I had no friends, and I 
never got to go to the Main street.

‘Ni Hao,’ said an unfamiliar sound,

I quickly turned around and looked behind, an Asian girl about my age was 
standing right behind me. She had a long beautiful black hair, with 
her crystal-clear brown eyes staring at me. Despite the horrible accent, I 
thought that she was Chinese as well, so I turned around and said,

‘Ni Hao, are you Chinese as well?’

It seemed like all of my worries were gone the moment I heard she said 
something familiar to me. But surprisingly, she was not Chinese but 
Japanese. We were the two opposites, she was a very openminded person 
who was willing to make friends, on the other hand, I was a shy boy who 
wouldn’t communicate to people, but we both diluted each other’s 
flaws. And so, she became my first and my best friend when I was in 
5th grade. After school, I was nervous but enlivened, it was my first 
time trying so hard making a friend.

Main Street
Morgan



We went to Main Street, just like how we planned, light shining down 
on our skins, heat burning our faces. We had the mouth-watering ice cream 
together, the icy flavor in a hot summer day turned all of the heat into 
happiness. The sweet candy melted in my mouth as I chatted with her, playing 
games by the clear river until the sun went down. It was one of my best 
moments in Canada.

After I came back to China, I kept on playing video games, eating ice cream 
and drowning myself in the sugar world. But things were not the same 
anymore. It seemed like the games were not as fun anymore. The ice cream 
didn’t have the creamy texture anymore. The candy was not as 
sweet as before. I then realized, what was fun was not the game, it was the 
moment when we shared our feelings when we were playing the games. The 
ice cream was flavorful because we ate it on a hot summer day. The candy was 
sweet because we shared with each other and tried different flavors. Friend; 
friend is what is missing. Without friend, my life is just as boring as a game 
without players, ice cream with only ice, candy without sugar. And so 
is the Main Street, without the friends, it is just an ordinary street with no 
feelings, a street which will not be remembered.



My Adolescence

Yerin

I	grew	up	when	my	mother	watered	me.	

I	liked	Siberian	chrysanthemum	in	particular	before my	adolescence	came.	When	I	witnessed	
Siberian	chrysanthemum,	it	was	prettier	than	any	other	flowers	in	the	sunlight,	and	I	loved	the	
white	leaves	that	were	not	dyed	in	any	color.	The	longer	I	look	at	Siberian	chrysanthemum,	the	
prettier	it	looks,	the	more	I	look	at	it,	the	pure	and	beautiful	it	was	as	if	I	was	looking	at	the	
bright	and	unbiased	world	of	the	time.	That	was	the	world	in	my	vision.	

However,	someone	severely	blocked	my	vision.

When	I	was	in	Grade	7,	I	was	a	young,	ordinary	student,	more	innocent	than	anyone	else.	My	
English	was	so	bad	that	I	can’t	compare	it	these	days.	I	joined	the	Speech	and	Debate	club	to	
increase	my	social	English	skills.	The	only	reason	I	joined	that	club	was	merely	to	increase	my	
social	English	skills by	not	only	debating, but	also	speaking	with	native	English	speakers	and	
learning difficult	terms.	That	was	my	purpose.	There	was	my	best	friend	who	I	rely	on,	an	
unfamiliar	friend	of	the	same	grade,	and	one	friend	from	upper	grade.	I	thought	everyone’s	
purpose	was	the	same	as	mine,	but	I	was	thinking	wrong,	everyone’s	goal	was	to	be	the	first	
among	all	the	debate	teams.	I	was	so	young	that	I	couldn't	understand	people's	psychology.	On	
the	first	day	of	the	meeting,	the	teacher	said	to	us	to	make	a team	of	three.	We	were	four	people,
so	someone	had to	join another	team.	There	was	cautious	tension	around	us	that	I	could also	
feel.	I was not	here	to	be	with	them,	I	was just	a	distraction	for	them.	I	noticed	at	once	that	a	
friend	of	mine	who	is	not	close	to	me	in	the	same	grade	wanted	to	make	a	team	with	my	best	
friend	and	one	other	person	because	I	was	not	good	at	English.	I	thought	then,

Dear	God,	please	save	me	from	this	swarthy	universe.	I	need	sunlight.

When	everyone	was	conscious	of	me,	I	told	them,

You	three	can	be	the	team.	I	am	fine	and	don’t	care	about	going	with	other	people.	I	am	fine.

Suddenly,	the	tears	fell	out	from	my	wobbly	eyes,	I	felt miserable	to	myself,	that	I	am	not	
a	fundamental	person.	I	felt	I	was	a	pile	of	rubbish,	not	knowing the	purpose	for	having
to	be	there	cut	my	self-esteem.	At	that	instant,	the	white	pure	leaves	were	carried	away	
by	the	wind.	Not	even	a	single	leaf	left.	My best	friend	called	to	me then.	Her	first	words	
were, “We	decided	to	be	a	team	of	three	except	for	you.”

I	wasn’t	surprised	at	all.	That	was	a	situation	I	expected	and	the	only	situation	I	expected.	
I	didn’t	need	water	until	then.	She	continued	her	words. She	brought	up things	that	I	
didn't	expect.	The	words	she	said	made	me	thin,	cut	down	the	trees	and	grass	that



surrounded	me,	and dragged	me	to	
the	desert	where	there	is no	cool	
wind	to comfort me. I	was	standing	
in	the	middle	of	the	desert.	There	
was	no	water	anywhere	to	save me,	
with	only	the	hot	sun	looking	at	me.	
I	was	drying	up,	shedding	my	last	
tears	on	the	spot. She	desperately	
pulled	my	roots	out.	I	lost	my	friend.	

The	whole	world	looked	black.	Even	my	favorite	flower,	Siberian	chrysanthemum	looked	black.	
There	was	no	sunlight,	no	seed	to	grow	again,	no	water	to	make	me	grow	again.	I	lived	in	a	
shadow	like	that.	For	as	long	as	a	year,	the	roots	didn't	grow,	and	the	clock	never	moved.	Every	
night,	I	just	cried	watching	my	white	reflection	reflected	in	the	mirror.	And	when	the	stars	
twinkled,	I	prayed	earnestly,	saying,	"Please	kill	me,"	"I	am	not	a	necessary	person	in	the	world,	
and	I	have	no	reason	to	live."	Every	morning,	when	I	open	my	eyes	again,	I	was	frustrated	by	the	
fact	that	I	was	still	alive.	

I	lived	like	that	for	a	year.

After	a	year,	I	decided.	I	didn't	want	to	hear	that	again,	so	I	thought	I	should	get	up.	I	tried	to	raise	
myself	again	like	that.	I	tried	to	recover	my	flower	which	was	ripped out	by	planting	seeds,	
watering	them	every	day,	and	raising	them	carefully.	After	that	time,	the	flowers	grew.	The	
flower's	name	is	cattleya.	I	was	mournful	that	I	can’t	see	Siberian	chrysanthemum,	which	
resembles	my	innocence	again,	but	I	was	joyful	that	I	become	a	person	who	is	more	splendid,	
harder,	mature,	dazzling,	and	getting	more spotlight	than	anyone	else.	Also,	this	flower	has	pink	
leaves.	The	pink	leaves	reflected	me	who	changed	from	white	to	soft	pink.

The	cattleya	is	ready	for	the	new	change.	Please	keep	your	eyes	on	me.



Night Sky
Nele

I grasp my mother’s hand as we are walking. Her hand is warm, and her gentle touch 
makes me feel like I am wrapped up in a cozy blanket. I feel as calm as a smooth, glassy 
lake. Swarms of people saunter past, many of them chattering and enjoying 
themselves. The smell of stinky tofu and barbecued meat lingers in the air. A 
stubby woman is selling steamed buns, a middle-aged man is preparing Chinese-
style duck feet while an older lady is talking pedestrians into buying her 
handicrafts. People crowd around the food stalls like paperclips being pulled in 
by magnets. I hear cars honking in the distance and shoes clicking and clomping and 
tapping and pattering.

I come to a dead stop. The sun is setting, staining the sky a ravishing orange with patches 
of red, yellow, purple and blue. Buildings stretch into the clouds, molding a jagged 
skyline that seems achingly familiar. Shops blasting pop music and restaurants 
with blinding neon lights can be found all over the place. Tireless people walk down the 
streets with their friends, family or lovers. This. This is downtown.

My mother urges me to continue walking. We’re standing in the middle of the street like 
two boulders blocking the water from flowing in a stream. As we continue walking, the 
avalanche of people grows, and the shops and restaurants become blurry. My legs are 
hefty stones that are difficult to raise with every step. My eyelids droop over my eyes 
and a wave of nausea surges over me. I lose grip of my mother’s hand and a stranger 
bumps into me. I’m now a pebble being tumbled and pushed and rocked and swayed by 
the stream.

Mom, where are you? I spin around looking for her. But I don’t see her. The sun 
has set, and the sky has been dipped in thick black ink. Not a single star is 
in sight. It’s my first time seeing the night sky without stars. Where is my 
mother? Where am I? What time is it? I try to silence the roaring storm in my 
head. I cry out my mother’s name, but I can’t even hear myself yelling. The 
chattering. The cars honking. The footsteps. The music. The noises are an 
alarm clock without a snooze button. Deafening.



My blood feels like a raging river flowing 
through my veins and my heart is going to 
jump right out of my body. In my seven years 
of existence, I’ve never been alone. Is this how 
it feels like to be isolated? To have no familiar 
face around you? To be surrounded by others 
but still feel lonelier than if you were alone? I 
believe that this must be how the real world is. 
The world where you don’t have anyone to 
lean on and can only rely on yourself to 
survive. The world full of unexpected dangers 
waiting for you in the shadows.

Strangers tower over me like mountains as an earthquake shakes me 
around. I stumble forwards, maybe I will find my mother there. It feels like I 
am scurrying through an endless labyrinth. I want to ask for help but no one will 
understand me. Dragging my feet, I worm my way out of the crowd, turning right and 
left and left and right. The people fade away and the street becomes 
darker. I glance downwards, gazing at my feet dragging along the concrete as I 
walk. I zone out.

An old man in front of me. Rotten yellow teeth. Cracks in his skin. Grinning. The air 
is sucked out of my lungs. I fall deeper into my nightmare. I whirl around and hurry 
back into the swarms of people. The more crowded, the better. My feet sink deeper into 
the quicksand and right before I drown, I fall into a pair of warm protective arms. My 
mother’s arms. I stare into the night sky and see the stars. They have grown and shine 
brighter than ever. But this time, I notice how dark the darkness behind them really is.



My old house, with its red roof and arched doors, the 
furniture which belonged to my ancestors, that still had all the shadows of 
sawdust on the floor. Dozens and dozens of my photos attached to the 
walls. Home. With its smell of wood everywhere due to the furniture, the 
exposed wooden beams in all the ceilings, the spiral staircases, the shutters 
of the doors and windows.

And then, the grandparents' house, not far from mine, inside of which I feel 
safe and beloved. My grandparents are both planted like indomitable, 
eternal secular oaks in their vast garden. There are the dense trees that 
proudly rise straight up, cuddle close and almost fully cover the view of the 
clear sky; their robust trunks, mushy, hollow, rough, crumbly, and moist for 
most of the time. Looking down, I can hear the crunchy sound of green, 
yellow and orange leaves as they make contact with my shoes. Small white 
and yellow flowers populate the ground like mushrooms. The sharp, 
healthy, damp, misty smell of grass is always present, every step I take.

Now, my home is not the same anymore. The largest, most powerful oak, 
the one that could withstand all types of weather and storms, the one that 
was always there, is now gone. My grandfather.
It was and still is the most important and devastating loss I have suffered.
The light above me had come to a moment of total tranquility. I didn't 
understand. Probably I didn't hear well, what had happened. But then I 
understood. I understood what it all meant.
It meant that in my grandparents' large table, the seat at the head would 
now forever remain empty. It meant that there would be no longer anyone 
sticking worms onto the hook of my fishing rod for me. It meant that I 
would no longer have competitors in the challenge of who ate most 
chocolate cake.
It meant that there were no longer "the grandpa and the grandma" but only 
"the grandma".

The Oak is Gone
Sofia



I didn't think the rain could get so heavy it wet me down to the bone. It left me 
paralyzed for a long time. Then, I realized what it was, the lack. It is something 
that was there and that suddenly is gone, never to return. It is the disappearance 
of an impressive number of things that you could have done and that you will not 
do anymore, because the person with whom you would have done them has left 
this world forever.

I talk to my grandmother on the phone, and she is sitting in my grandfather's 
chair. I find myself grown up, just because I feel it's strange to see her there.
Then it all comes to mind: the sound of the television during Formula One Grand 
Prix, the Inter football matches that were always too loud, his cane, the glasses 
that he always lost, the corridors that he used to walk though. It was a real oak, a 
huge one. It shaded and relieved everyone. It cooled and protected.

There is too much sun now.



The old playground in my hometown had two green swings, round metal 
seesaw, and rainbow slide like an elephant nose. The playground didn’t 
have any anxiety while there was anxiety everywhere else. I played and 
chilled around with my friends in the playground when I was in an age of 
little sprout, without any of those weird feelings.

The sadness I could see in the playground was only from one or two 
goldfish kids which fought each other or got hurt from their fishbowl full of 
feedings and clean water. Even those little moment of sadness were soon 
forgotten and returned to some pieces of fish snack as goldfish forgets 
something in 3 seconds.

The sprouts in the playground seemed like they wouldn’t become trees 
forever. They love the wind tickling their skin. They love the raindrops 
patting their head. They love the snow giving them new white and soft 
costumes. What trees fear was just one of the thousands of tools to play 
with for those sprouts.

These days, the old playground still hasn’t changed. It has two green 
swings, a round metal seesaw and rainbow slide which looks like an 
elephant nose, and it is full of little sprouts which never think about any 
anxiety but dream about new seasons. However, I became a tree. I always 
worry about falling leaves during the winter. I always worry about whether 
I can stay big and green like this year in the next year, or not. I always 
worry about bugs gnawing off my body.

I went the playground to recall the time when I was a sprout and a 
goldfish. The kids were running around with the happiest face as I got full 
mark for my test, and they were playing tag as I play video games. At that 
moment, one kid went over to me and asked me, “Why are you so sad?”

The Old Playground
Donggeun



I wasn’t sad or lonely at all. However, the 
little sprout thought I was. I contemplated, 
and indeed, the wind wasn’t anything that 
tickled my skin anymore. It was a harmful 
factor which blows off my leaves. The 
raindrop wasn’t anything that pats my 
head, and the snow wasn’t anything that 
becomes my new costume anymore. I felt 
little bit depressed and lonesome. The 
future I dreamed when I was young is 
now too deep and dark, the clock tick-
tocking in a steady and slow speed started 
to speed up and now it tick-tocks as fast as 
kids running in their most exited sense.



Rainy Seasons in Lily Tree Villa
Tinna

Pitter-patter. Pitter-patter. This is the sound of rain striking the world with 
life. The noisy streets filled with complaints of arriving home 
late and car drivers’ agitated horning. The traffic shuttled to and fro in the 
city, without knowing where to go. Raining, what was washed 
away? The calm after the storm, what was brought back? No, 
nothing. Raining, the rain cried with me, it blurred my view. Luckily, I do 
not want to see. I looked down at my dark jeans clinging to the skinny legs 
with raindrops from my heart and the pure white shoes that were ruined 
with dirt from the wet soil. My hands were frozen in the blow like it 
needs fire to warm it up, the skin flushed. I reached them toward the air, 
the dark clouds, the rainy sky, feeling the cold-water molecules traveling 
through my fingers. Stretching, extending, reaching. I touched my heart of 
stone stiffly, I couldn’t arrive.

My eyes ached as the headlight of the yellow taxi travelled closer. I 
got in the car. The heat suddenly surrounded me in the narrow space. My 
heart pounded madly as I was out of breath. The racing pulse competed 
with the rising temperature. Until the moment the car came to a halt. My 
body leaned over and bumped backward to the seat, but my heart was 
smashed into fragile pieces. I awoke from the dream. The gravity of Earth 
pulled my mind and soul back into the taxi. I must pick up the scattering 
broken pieces to fill the emptiness of my heart. I rolled down the 
window while the cold air pricked in my pores little by little. I let the wind 
ruffle my hair, not a big deal. I looked through 
the fogged window, the heavens were so gloomy in the 
distance. Admitting the fact that Grandpa left me forever was truly 
difficult, but that’s how human beings need to face reality. That’s how we 
fight against the demons on our shoulder. I need to go back home, back to 
the Lily Tree villa.



I remember how Grandpa and I used to while away our afternoons in the garden playing hide 
and seek. We ran around the thick trunk that stretched to the sky, under the leafy green 
branch that reached out to create a tiny world of our own, just like its’ name “Chinse parasol”. I 
remember how I laid on his lap under the lily tree listening to him reading the book 
chapters, watching Grandpa’s finger pointing on each word and line that he 
had read. I remember how we rode the wooden horse together, that we painted red together, 
pretending living in that fairy tale fantasy; you were always on my back protecting me like a 
princess and her royal knight experiencing an adventure. Now the polished paints 
has lost its previous luster, standing in the overgrown and tangled weeds like a derelict 
antique. Identically, I don’t get you at my back anymore. Mom and I held hands as we 
strolled along the boulevard before saying good-bye to house 26 next to the lily tree, to the Lily 
Tree Villa, to the heaven of my childhood. And lastly, to you, my dear Grandpa. A petal of the 
magnolia flower fell in front of my shoe like a winging butterfly. The petals bore a drop of my 
tears. They welled up in my bloodshot eyes and steamed down as protesters breaking through 
the defending gate. I closed my eyes. Memories of the past joys flashed in my mind like broken 
shadows. I looked up and gazed at the tall lily tree. Begging my eye to hold back the tears. The 
flourish of the white flower was too still that nature hadn’t recognized its beauty. Even leaves 
were redundant with its pureness. On that bare branch, the white calyx, the holy spirit, 
blossoming elegantly. A graceful cup-shaped demeanor, a fragrant gentleness, and a 
unique femininity. Each petal is concentrated with a layer of light tranquility. This was probably 
the last time to ever enjoy such beautiful flowers.

A year had passed. Another year, then a year, then a year, then a year. A day when I stepped on 
the small strip of the pebble roads again, all the childhood memories zoomed in in my mind. I 
stood in place, staring at each branch of vines climbing over the old cement wall. The stem 
seemed shriveled up already, but the lush heart-shaped leaves kept sprouting out towards the 
sun. The wind blew up my hair, I had to walk in. The door is opened, no need to ring the 
doorbell. That small button sticking on the wall reminds me of how annoying I used to be. Even 
if the key was right in my hand, still I knocked on the door. So, when grandpa 
opened it, I could run into the house and bury my face in his body. Squeezing him as tight as I 
could as if we had been separated for years. Arms wound around another, invoking feelings of 
heat, safety, and care. And we smiled as we looked each other in the eyes. I’m here 
again. All the furniture and objects are just as they were here before with a thick pile of dust 
lying on the cover. Except for him.

The sky is drizzling again. This time, not for tears to sear, but for loves to care.



Moth
Jaeha

I meet my friends every day; in school, academies, and more. Friends are those 
who would support me. They are like flowers and bees that help each other. My 
friends do support me, and I support them back. I feel happy when we are 
together and my acts are almost always supported by others.

Recently, however, I do not enjoy being with my friends as much as before. 
When I am with my friends, when I should feel the happiest, I don’t feel that 
happy anymore. Instead, I feel like a moldy, old man struggling to catch up to 
others and is stuck in my own time. Or like a moth in a herd of butterflies. Yes. 
A moth in a butterfly herd.

Not all of us are fashionistas. I have my rights to wear, do, and watch whatever I 
want. Should I honestly feel bad and guilty for not following trends?

No.

I do not understand why trends are so important in my home country. I don’t 
feel any reason to adapt to them because they’re all going to change 
anyway. But I feel that I must embrace this new world that fate has handed me 
in in some way. But then, I do some internet searching, and I discover that the 
current trend is wearing yellow t-shirts that glow like a lights suddenly turning 
on when just when I am about to sleep, or swearing with a Japanese slang that 
sounds like a cry of a pig in a mud pool. I kept wondering and wondering why 
and how I should be following recent trends. I just could not understand why 
people follow trends.



On a less moldy day with my friends, I carefully observed them. I came to see, 
to my surprise, that they all looked different. Some were wearing tight jeans, 
and some were wearing sweat suits. They all looked different. Then I observed 
what they were doing. Some were talking about video games, some about 
YouTubers, and others about school. Their skillsets were different too. Some are 
skilled at physical activities, some in visual arts, and some in using musical 
instruments.

I realized that their looks, interests, and skills were all different. Just like how I 
was a bit different from them. I came to an understanding that I was not a moth 
in a butterfly herd; I was a moth in a herd of different insects. Or one of the 
different colors.

We are all different, and that difference is natural.



Older people told me that as I grow older, from the age of 14, I have to take a big and horrible 
test called the ‘semester exam.’ And it was the first day of exam preparation week. I was half 
interested and half worried about my future, but I had fire in myself that made me expect to 
get the same grades as I did in 6th grade, and the time before, when I got all A 's for every 
subject, and received awards with various signatures. My best friend who came to this school 
new, was worried about this huge test of having bad score and envied me awfully because I 
lived here since I was young and believed I would get a high score again.

“I think you don’t have to worry about the exams. It’s obvious that you will get a high score 
again,” Jenny laughed at me, with her stupid rabbit teeth.

I smirked toward her as I wasn’t worried about the exam at all, but I don’t know why, the gun 
went off. My heart began running the 2,000m mountain race that has a time limit of 5 hours.

After getting the exam notice from school, I arrived home. Nothing changed, everything 
looked the same. My dad at the company, my brother at academy and my mom in her room. 
But she looked slightly different from ordinary days, like a rattlesnake ready to strike. It was the 
face that I’ve never seen before. I felt like I did something illegal.

It was time for dinner, and we gathered to the white wooden wide table. My mom opened her 
mouth and spit the hidden words like a rapper. She asked me “Do you have an exam starting 
next week?” and with no worry I replied “yes.” It was a little funny to hear that simple word 
from my mom because I thought she was hiding something more serious with her new mask.

“Now you are a 7th Grader, you have to keep your grades up. I hope you can score like 6th 
grade. It’s for your future. Good luck!”

But that wasn't the end of it. As soon as my mom spoke, I don’t know why but her 
words hit me like stones. The rough and heavy ones that just burst out from an 
erupting volcano. I didn’t reply to her but just stared over the unconstrained grasses 
that were dancing around the field with butterflies outside the window.

Reaching the Top
Ahrum

I knew she didn’t mean to push me down to the ground but lift me up before 
the beautiful world, because she is my Mom, the one who always encouraged 
me and saved me like a God, the sole one who I believed and believed more 
than myself and over the universe. But that gave a tremendous pain in my 
area.



Suddenly my mind flashed back to school, the time 
when I heard similar words, a kind-of-courage from 
my friend, Jenny. The mood and the way she spoke to 
me were very alike. Now, I was in the middle of a 
mountain. But seemed like someone had already 
reached the top and started throwing stones at me. I 
burned, ripped everywhere and my blood was gushing 
out like a flower beginning to bloom. I flopped down 
on the grass; I didn’t have any hope of reaching the 
summit. I was a lonely earthworm that was going to 
be trampled on a rainy day.

Although I was 
late, ragged and 
smelly, I tried to be 
satisfied with what 
I look like on the 
top. From that day 
on, I crumpled up 
the abyss with the 
items they gave me 
and went up the 
mountain carefully 
believing in 
myself. So, the 
rock won’t fall on 
me. And with 
bloody efforts, I 
broke the world 
record with my 
new clothes.

Abruptly darkness covered my eyes and pushed me down to the bottomless pit. I was lost in 
thought; what if I get a low score? Would they perceive me as a dumb person who has been living 
in China for over 9 years and went to an International School with no benefits? My white head was 
full of these black thoughts. I tried pulling out the rough pieces of stone that are stuck all around my 
body to reach the end because…Just...I just wanted everything to end. It was painful but I kept 
going, my legs crumpled like pastry, but I never stopped.

How many hours have passed? Through trembling eyes, I began to see the blue sky partially 
covered with the white mustache and not the green gross hills anymore. Finally ...! I exceeded the 
time but succeed reaching the top of the mountain.

I got an F in English as well as other subjects. Everyone had a shiny coated paper with the teacher’s 
signature, but not me. I tried to keep my face calm, but it was harder than I thought. But the 
surprising thing was, they didn’t treat me like a fool. My mom was wiser than I thought. My friends 
also appreciated the way that I failed.

Unexpectedly, the mountain top scenery was awesome. I dragged my exhausted blood dripping 
body to the grass. The sound of birds talking to each other, the smell of fresh trees and the steady 
sky was all great. It was quiet and peaceful like my exam paper. But...no one was there, then who 
was throwing the rocks? Now I realized, it was me who threw the rocks that ripped me. They were 
the ones who gave me climbing equipment, and I was the one who threw it back at myself. I 
realized I didn’t have any self-confidence to trust myself and carefully watch the way I was going. I 
had a useless idea of falling into the bottomless pit with sights looking at me.





I am a marionette. Following up the thread that’s tied to my limbs, you will reach my 
master’s fingers. When my master tilts the cross stick to the left, my right arm and right leg 
rise. Tilted to the right, the left leg and arm face the sky. I break under too much pressure. 
There is a special Korean culture for kids. Like enrolling their children in elementary school, 
this is a law that every parent must follow. I was brought to a Yamaha store by mom and 
dad. When we arrived to the piano corner, a man pressed on one key to let me hear the 
sound. It was like surfers riding the crest of the wave. 

Back home, I opened up my math textbook. I had to make my quota for the day. As soon as I 
solved all 30 problems, I called mom to my room so that she could mark them. Every time a 
red oval was drawn over my answers, my heart flipped. I got 30/30. 

“You are a superb mathematician.” Mom was lavish in her praise for my results. Probably a 
little too effusive. I got hyper brimming with confidence that I might be a hidden genius with 
an of IQ 180. 

I heard a ding-dong. The piano was installed to the corner of what my sister and I called the 
playroom. A room that was full of colorful toys and books, and now, this plain black piano 
like a lost gym shoe. Mom asked if I would like to play around with the piano. I tinkled one 
of the white keys. Interesting. I pressed on a few more. Meeting my first piano tutor, I was so 
nervous and excited that I could even feel blood thumping through my veins.

Next came the academy. The rainy Monday teacher gave me a small booklet that had 5 
empty circles per row. She drew a big circle over 8 of those columns. Then, she wrote, 숙제, 
a Korean word for homework under it. Each time I played the song, I had to draw a tick over 
each circle. The 40 little circles looked like a group of armies marching in the field. The 
teacher was strict like a military instructor who I had seen on TV. That time, a reality 
program where celebrities jumped into the real military was very popular among the public. 
Instructors often shouted, “You’re weak-willed!” to the participants, some of whom had 
broken limbs! The lesson wasn't over until I could perfectly play the piece I learned on that 
day. Sometimes I felt like my fingers would break under the pressure. Was I weak willed? I 
practiced for hours.

The sky was losing light, and the black leather seat went sweaty. I felt tens of 
thousands of sludge worms slipping past my thighs. They were asleep. The tips of 
my fingers went flat. The teacher screamed at me,” Don’t compose the song, you 
stupid girl!” My head was full of notes and I was playing my own way ignoring the 
sheet music. She repeated “Again!” a million more times. It rattled in my dreams.

Smorzando (smorz.)
Rachel



I walked straight into the playroom since I still had to do homework. Each time I ticked a circle, 
the teacher's face overlapped on the circle. I felt like wearing someone else’s shoes, toes about to 
pop out, or a tight shirt that squeezed the life breath out of me. Just imagining her face set my teeth 
on edge. My mind was like a house shell gutted by flames, but dad said that he was so proud of 
me. The corners of his mouth turned up at the edges. I felt like a monkey in a zoo cage. That night 
at the dinner table, I asked why I should learn to play the piano.

“Everyone around here learns to play the piano. You'll definitely thank me later. To be successful, 
you have to be a competitive person. The more talent you have, the more competitive you will 
be.”

What rights do parents hold? To live off their successful child? Are they investing in their children? 
If so, they should be investing in stocks. Like any kind of love, love between parents and children 
should not be exchanges or trades. 

At home, I heard the sound of my neighbor’s son 
playing the piano on the other side of the 
hallway. He played the piano since he was 5 and 
we were both 7. I was embarrassed with how it 
took 3 hours for me to play a couple of notes. I 
stood still in front of the front door until he ended 
his song. I wasn't ready to go home. I grabbed the 
doorknob and let it go. I did this many times. 

Before sleep, I tore my 30/30 math exercise into tear shaped pieces. I didn’t 
deserve any compliments. I have no value to be given good words. No one 
should praise a mess. I have no talent. But others do. Mom and dad were 
laughing their heads off, watching the military show. I lay in bed and forced 
myself to fall asleep. I could taste the saltiness of my tears that had already run 
down to my chin. Tears were welling up in my eyes and it clogged my throat. 
Every time I swallowed, I felt something heavy under my throat. I fell asleep 
with stiff discomfort from swollen eyes. I am a marionette with all my arms 
and legs torn apart.

Finally, I stepped out of the front door and sat down on the emergency stairs. Looking at the face 
reflected on the glass of the fire hydrant, it was a mess. I felt like dirt. I straightened my shirt and 
brushed out the wrinkles with my fingers. After a while, the back of my t-shirt soaked with sweat 
dried. Chin up, stand tall, like a soldier. I went home. 
“How was academy,” asked Mom?
“Nice, the teacher’s nice, and everything is just ok.”



A Vignette
Sam

It was roughly a month ago, back in January when we first received the task to 
write the vignette.

“Oh damn.” I thought to myself, as the realization struck me; I am most 
definitely going to fail this assignment. We were asked to write about a moment 
where something changed in ourselves, where we realized a new aspect of life. 
But to me, life is like a fleeting dream, something I can’t quite remember, which 
is in large part due to my terrible memory. Although, I did not know what to 
write about, I still wrote something, as in most cases, something is better than 
nothing. There is also the fact that I did not want to go to Mrs. Clarke’s office, 
explaining why the Dropbox is as empty as a village well after a drought.

So, I wrote… something. To put it crudely, it sucked. Using 
the shred of eloquence I do have, it was an empty husk of a vignette, a being 
with no soul, only half alive through raw, unrefined, mediocrity. The vignette 
had no substance, no change, just a mess of strung together words describing a 
half-forgotten visit to the circus. I tried to think of a moment of change, I 
genuinely did, but unfortunately for me, I am just unable to remember.

Honestly, I do not understand the point of a vignette. In a story sure, 
but in real life, it just seems so pointless. I mean, what is the point of 
thinking about what happened in the past, it is the past, it has 
already passed, and there is nothing anyone can do about it. It is like 
porcelain bowl dropped on the ground, sure you can try to fix it and 
glue everything together, but the bowl will always be 
cracked and although it might be basically fixed, it just isn’t the same 
as it was before. In a situation like that, buying new bowl just seems 
like the better option. It does not matter at what point in the past 
something changed, because the change already occurred, the bowl 
is already broken, as the task sheet stated, what was learned at



the moment in the vignette is 
something that cannot be 
unlearned, like a scar that just 
won’t fade away, as such there is 
no point in worrying about it, 
ignore the harmless scar and 
move on, there is nothing that 
can be changed after all.

Nothing matters. In English they say that nothing lasts forever, in German there 
is a similar saying “Alles hat ein Ende, nur die Wurst hat zwei.” A translation of 
this would be that everything has an end and only the sausage has two. 
Everything ends at some point, nothing lasts forever, and there is nothing that 
can be done about it, and once something ends it stops mattering, as it is in the 
past.

The past can’t be changed, what happened, happened and is set in stone. The 
only reason to worry about what could have been done, is as a way to learn 
from your mistakes. As Oscar Wilde once said, “Experience is simply the name 
we give our mistakes.”. Learn from what happened in the past and move on. 
After all, in German they do say “Hätte hätte Fahrradkette”.



Screeches Outside the Door
Saelyn

Muffled sounds resenting each other. There’s a storm outside the door. I feel the 
water filling my ears. I never want to be in it. But I’m drowning. Drowning 
down. 

“I don’t want to talk. I ---'t want to hear. Don’t talk about it”
“Why are you so ---? ----not listening to me.”
“No, you ------- never listen---”
“what the--- --- you mean?”
“I said you are the one that is just not listening to me!”

Each deep and high sound, echoed loudly in water. Thundering in big waves 
and shaking my body along the beat. My feet slashed away from the ground. I 
don’t know anything but not knowing what I should do.  

I am whirled violently in the waves. I don’t know what they’re fighting for. But 
they should not be fighting. This is not what I knew all along. This is not 
supposed to happen. My loving ones. The people that love me and each other. 
How? 
A surge of wave made me completely flipped me down and up. The same was 
happening to my eyes, surging in the storm.

Waves slash all around me. Waves.

Screaming. Screeching. Shouting. 

My heart is thundering.
I bundle up on my bed. I just lie here. I am a dead boat with all its filling 
slashed and smudged by the waves. How. Wasn’t love forever? 

Just, stop. Don’t make me know, I pray.
Another yell is heard from outside the door. 



Please god. Please let them be happy. 
God. Muffled sounds aiming sharply at 
each other. I cry under the covers, behind 
the door. I cry for that the voices are 
made just to harm each other. I cry 
because I know they love each other. My 
loved ones. 

God. Please.
Was the love you say such a weak thing?



She didn’t like how people graded her with numbers. She was
frustrated to be ranked as an alphabet. She didn’t like how it 

went on. That single number gave her diverse emotions. 

Little Monster
Seoyoung

When she was young, she dreamed of beautiful things. She has only imagined a 
world full of innocence. She thought it was simple. She thought it was fun. 
However, the reality was something she could never imagine. The pressure 
pressed her, perhaps because she was graded early. Earlier than her friends. She 
tasted harsh society too quick. And it was bitter.
People had expectations of her. She's not better than others and she never 
wanted to grow above average. Just because she was a little smarter than others, 
they sent her to a higher grade and kept wishing upon her because they 
believed she was good, which gave her responsibility and pressure. Such things 
tied her up tightly. If she wasn’t successful, they would all talk nonsense. She 
thought they would be disappointed saying, ‘What’s wrong with your grade? 
You did much better. Is this your best?’ It was a heavy burden on her.
The lovely world has gone! Deep into her heart and never came back. That 
lovely utopia where she could calm down disappeared. Burned down into 
ashes. To tiny little particles, even herself cannot see.

Sometimes joy, sometimes peaceful, and sometimes fury. That was the only one 
that made her feel something. Pizza made her happy, movie made her sad, but 
that number, that number made her complex. But she wasn’t complex until she 
noticed the world without these numbers and alphabets won’t work well. Won’t 
make a better world.

That wasn’t what she had expected. She imagined the world full of happiness 
and smiley faces. She thought she also would’ve faces giving everyone joy. But 
unfortunately, it wasn’t. The world was far away from lovely. It was more like 
surly. When she reached the universe, she saw dystopia. A huge dystopia. It 
wasn’t only she had that world; it was everybody. That world had something 
On the ground that won’t let them go. Something holding their body so tight 
That they can’t move even a single step.

She saw their shadow bigger than their body. Shaped as a monster seemed 
like it would eat themselves. And a few moments later, she realized 
Her own shadow was growing. Very slowly that she first couldn’t 
notice; but it was growing, for real. She now knew she has had to
follow the rules. Rules 

for every single action. 
It was her duty. Duty 
to satisfy others. It was 
mandatory, she thought, 
and she understands it. 



She truly understands it. But it has tightened 
her. So tight that it was almost bursting her heart. 
This oppression and pressure led her further 
into the world. At this time, she firmly believed 
that this was right. She then was afraid. Afraid 
she would be eaten by that huge monster. 
However, strangely, that monster wasn’t so 
awkward. It was a bit natural like it was a part 
of her. Then she realized the monster was herself. It was terrifying. The monster 
was a creature composed of complex emotions. The various things she received 
from the world were what made it. You might ask: what did she do to make the 
shadow a monster? What on earth did she do to drop her into the deepest hole? 
This was a mystery that she had to solve. Only she could do it. If it wasn't for her, 
she had no choice but to live in that hopeless world.
One key was required to solve this problem. The only key to open up the gate and 
allow her to escape the dystopia. She hated being given a number and alphabet 
within a set frame, but she thought it was absolutely necessary for her to survive. 
However, eventually, she found the key. The answer was to break down the stuffy 
place and stop keeping numbers and alphabets meaningful.
She says, "If no one else can get out of here, then I'll get out of here." She still sees 
people with bigger shadows than their bodies. But luckily, her shadow was 
smiling like it was saying Good job.
Fortunately, she now sees a shadow with tiny horns. But shaped like a human. She 
was a hero defeating that monster but couldn’t finally kill it. She allows that 
monster to join inside her heart but set a condition. A condition to control it. To 
live together. To be together.

And perhaps she is still well aware that without numbers and 
alphabets, this world would not work well. She is also well 
aware that this world cannot disappear. Therefore, the horns 
still remain in her shadow. But she changed. She really 
changed. She realized that the number doesn’t represent 
her. Number was only a number. She is now a little monster.



The Unknown
Sophie

School. Some may hate it. Some may love it. Friends are the joy,

Sometimes it may seem repetitive like running around the track 100 times. “ Left 
foot right foot left foot right foot.” Every single morning, wake up at 7 am, rolling 
out of bed with the struggle of every step. I leave home, yelling ‘bye’ to my 
mother. Taking the same route each day. “Turn left, straight, turn right.” Attending 
classes, Math, Science, English… Afterschool activities, swimming, becoming 
more and more tired. Taking the same path back home, like I did in the morning. 
Homework, Eat, sleep.

Repeat. Repeat. Repeat.

It’s like time passes by, unconsciously, and then you look back realizing you are 
growing up. Memories are like reading a book, page by page, something new, 
it’s never the same. You wish you could slow down, go back in time, but it’s too 
late. Like letting go of a balloon, into the sky, never coming back, it’s gone.

The moment, fast, sudden and short. Typing away at my computer, clack, clack, 
clack. A flashback, like a torch pointed in my eyes, you can’t avoid it, its bright, 
blinding you. Grade 1, 2012. In the plain, windowless room, lined up with 
computers and chairs. Creating a school account. Remembering, typing s o p h i
e 2 0 2 4, questioning, Why 2024? What’s so important? Raising my hand, proud 
as if the world was my stage. “Ms., why do we have 2024 at the end of my 
name?” Replying in a confident voice, echoing in the room, as if we were in a 
cave. “It’s the year you graduate school.” Gasping, gears turning, thinking to 
myself, that’s years away. Now in the year of 2021, only three years left. Time 
vanished out of thin air, within second, trying to grab on to every last minute 
of it.

Everything around me was changing, friend groups developing, 
mindsets transforming into an adult. It goes by too fast, university 
applications, the ‘high school experience ending’, exams in just a 
few years. 

the happiness, the laughter. Memories are made at school, personalities 
change, I continue to learn and develop each day. 



Growing up is scary, frightful, but without the 
direction, a clear path, you become lost. But 
the daunting truth is realizing the fact that you 
are getting older. I wish I could find a stop sign, 
to just pause for a moment, take it in, before I 
begin the journey of a lifetime.

I can’t keep up. Thinking back to 4 years 
ago, “when will school end”, like the 
ocean, you keep swimming, but you 
don’t know where the shore is. Not 
knowing what is after it all. Growing up 
in school, unsure for what is next, the 
blindness within. Wishing that a path 
could be made for us to learn, to grow, 
knowing what’s next.



Watching It Happen
Inci

A step out of the plane and a deep breath of cold air. Six long hours of tumble 
turning in the night sky are bound to make anyone a little dizzy. The whirring of 
the turbines and the constant turbulence were a not-so-fun rollercoaster. 
Narrow, grey aisles, blue seats, the small oval opened windows. Noise, aisles, 
and windows. Finally, the longest part was over but, that was only the first step 
towards our destination.

There were signs in a language that looked like someone that you thought you 
recognize in the streets, but you don’t. Foreign yet so familiar as it was, well, my 
home language. Not my first though. Driving past tall buildings, highway exits, 
and long bridges connecting two separate pieces of land over a river like a 
zipline but less fun and for cars and buses. Inside was warm so that the windows 
fogged up allowing us to draw little smiley faces and stickmen with our small 
fingertips. My eyes were red and small, so the traffic lights outside seemed like 
an out-of-focus photograph. Five years of our life in a country that wasn’t even 
ours was gone. Possibly forever.

The main road split into two branches. The street that I had grown up in came in 
sight. Even though I had spent more of my life here than with my own parents, it 
still felt like a hollow in a tree with an empty bird nest. Turning right from the 
top of the hill, was her house. The navy-blue gate was as inviting as ever as it 
was one of the only things that haven’t changed. It was a chilly night but after 
seeing the door, it felt like standing alone in a forest at dawn taking a deep 
breath of the fresh, cold air and watching the sun slowly rise up through the 
trees.

When the door creaked open with the whistling sound of windchimes, 
the scent of dog shampoo filled our noses. He was with her ever since he 
was a seedling under the soil, growing to be a cactus surrounded by a 
whole lot of water. She was the only one that understood him through the 
barrier and thorns. The black dog walked towards us, the familiar 
newcomers, wagging his tail in recognition. Why hadn’t I noticed that 
he didn’t run towards us? Why hadn’t I noticed before that his tail was 
not as high as it was before? 
Why hadn’t anyone 
noticed? We were 
focused on greeting 
everyone and him that 
we let that pass by us.



bleachers. He lay down on his side 
with his head next to her. He slowly closed 
his eyes. They never opened again. Everyone 
was still, like glass cups on a cupboard –
fragile. I didn’t know what exactly had 
happened. My hand was on his short slick 
fur which seemed lighter just a second ago. Maybe that was why I was still not 
shattered. She had to say it out loud for me to
finally process it. She was the first one. He was 

her best friend and had been with her for 
thirteen years. I wanted to be a rock and not sand but how could I when 
everyone around me was also all sand? My sisters were also crying, but not 
because of what had happened, but because everyone else was.

For that whole week, I pressed replay on the situation. I had the controller, but I 
didn’t want it. Like a random number generator, a tear would just fall down my 
face. That plus one word, his name, equaled to a rainstorm in the whole house.

We were all sitting around him talking amongst 
ourselves. He was on the field and we were on the 



THE WAVE
Amber

The sound of the calm waves rushing towards the little girl then going back to think, 
then coming back with a larger wave. She just stood there. Someone yelling from the 
jetty “Get back”. Another “move back or you’ll get soaked.” She swayed backwards 
and forward with the rhythm of the waves. Her head tilt to the side with water rushing 
down her cheeks.

Backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards. The waves continue to increase 
its power trying to reach her. She keeps moving backwards and then forwards. Just 
enough for the wave to spray her.

I left my phone in the kitchen to charge. My mum was watching a new episode 
of Schitt’s Creek, the new TV series everyone had been gossiping about. My room isn’t 
far from the kitchen. I leaned on the bedframe when I heard my phone ring. I was 
waiting for this call. I ran to it like a driver waiting for the lights to turn green. Picked it 
up and ran straight back to my room, slamming the door behind me. Sorry, I shouted 
then unlocked my phone and pressed the green button.

Hey, said the voice from the other side.

We exchanged how our day was going. The first ten minutes were great, she was 
talking. She was talking about her day, how it went, how she felt, everything that was 
on her mind, she just let it all out. The scent of fresh baked cookies and vanilla candles 
filled the room, her voice lingered near my ear. She asked me a question. The 
room went silent. The tide started to lean back leaving the beach empty and 
vulnerable. I could feel my cheeks turning red and my hands started to sweat.

Did you tell her? she asked. I nodded to myself, and mumbled yes. Placing 
my phone down on the sheets and covering myself with the blanket.

What? Why?
I don’t know, but I’m sorry. My voice turning to a small fire as the candle is 
dying out. Looking up at the roof, asking for guidance.

Amber, you know I don’t like conflict. I trust you. You know that was meant 
to be a secret, you knew how much it upset me. She repeated, I trusted 
you with this.



I could have tucked it away, under my pillow 
and watched while I sleep. A classic slow-
motion horror movie, over and over again.

I saw the timer on the phone moved up to 
20 minutes. I kept my breath as I waited for 
her to say something. Anything. I tried to stop 
the silence reaching up towards my throat, 
suffocating me with the heavy breathing on 
the other side. I felt this squeezing pain in my 
head. The atmosphere had changed 
completely now. It was so cold, so sudden, so 
ominous. I asked if she wanted to end the 
call. But she said no. I was confused. And 
apologized again.

I felt the rush of green hitting my face. The frogs in my stomach began to get louder and 
louder. Croaking for help. Trying to get out. The frogs had chosen their way out. And 
started to leap out through my mouth. With everything else coming out with them.

The little girl still wouldn’t move. She would just follow the waves. Rocking backwards 
and forwards. She’d repeat the movements of her friend and had not noticed. She waited 
for the wave to calm down. But she couldn’t. What she felt, what the wave felt, couldn’t 
be changed. Both sides had opinions, feelings and judgments that were to be settled.

The little girl stopped. The harsh hurricane that was 
swirling in her mind finally became motionless and 
the sky started to become clear. She moved closer to 
the wave, inch by inch, her legs starting to feel 
colder. She saw the colour blue then closed her 
eyes. She felt the cold breeze in her nose with the 
smell of salt. The salty taste went through her thin 
lips, turning them blue. Her body unable to move, 
unable to stand, her arms and legs felt numb. Her 
body just drifting into the unknown.



Ocean Prison
Fabian

There was no way down. A rock, five meters high surrounded by a rapid flood in 
the wild ocean that I was standing on. Waves came and went. It was a warm but 
windy day on the beach of Hainan. The sun shined between the high clouds, 
which lit up the sea I was surrounded by. Salty ocean water waves that splashed 
up to the very top of my rock made my feet wet and for a moment I felt like I 
would be walking down the beach in safety from any high waves. However, I am 
still alone on my rock, just me, like a koala bear on his tree, only that he can 
climb up and down his home.

I am stuck.

The waves keep coming and the sun would go down quickly. A simple movement 
could save me, a slight bend forward and I would be on the ground, in safety, but 
whenever I looked down, getting ready to jump, the wild stream of water below 
me destroys all my hope with a single shot. I got dizzy, almost fell as yet another 
wave splashes against the steep rock I was standing on.

Eventually, I caught myself, took a step back on the rough and still dry surface of 
my very own ocean prison, calmed down, and took a couple of deep breaths.

On the beach about ten meters away from me I heard my mom telling me to 
jump, that it isn’t that high, and I would be fine, but she is not here where I am, 
she doesn’t have the same fears as I have. My sister shouted at me, not knowing 
that the pressure in me is too high that any extra noise would turn me into a 
bomb full of emotions, that could explode anytime. The voices so close, but 
so far away, drowned out by the waves splashing and smashing against 
my rock, my prison.

The sun would set soon, and I was still here captured by my own 
overestimation of ability and fears. How stupid from me to think that I can 
climb this rock and jump down as there has never been a fear, I said to 
myself. I might accept my fate, just maybe, but no solutions existed 
other than jumping.



Jumping, a movement so simple but vital that it 
became a part of nature and everyone overcomes 
its fears by doing it. Why couldn’t I do the same?

One more time, I said to myself and took a 
step forward to the edge of the rock where 
I could look down to the beach, where my 
mom and sister said words I couldn’t 
understand. Their  voices were blurred, I just heard the waves coming and 
leaving, seeing them in one single flowing motion. I sat down onto the hard and 
rough, surface of the rock and placed my hands behind my back, so that I was in 
a relaxed position, like lying on the beach but watching the waves in front of 
me. I tried to figure out the pattern of the waves when to jump, so I wouldn’t be 
caught off guard by them. After a second and third look down to the beach, I 
slowly leaned forward, coming ever so closer to escaping my own ocean prison 
of fear.

A wind picked up and breezed a nice cool air, which refreshed me from the hot 
and humid weather in Hainan. I got confident for once and leaned further 
forward than ever before. I couldn’t hold back on the rock that held me 
captured. I had no choice but to jump.

Finally, I was free.



Rising Sun
Darcy

The day it happened, a bee moved in. Constant buzzing in the back of my 
head seeming to circle around again every minute of the day. The day it 
happened the sun was beginning to set, memories beginning to stain, 
minds beginning to crumble and daggers digging into my stomach. Night 
wasn't just a time, it was a feeling, a place where cares dissipate into 
dreams, shoes off, lights off, brain off. Everything had become darker and 
dryer, yet moisture still remained from the sweating in my hands, so wet 
they could create a mark on any surface touched.

After a few days everything began to die down, creating a bridge like feel, 
violent in the wind, yet when still, peace for the mind. I would visit you in 
the hospital, Mum would stay with you. You began worrying, saying sorry, 
would tell you it's ok in the softest voice I could. Although the bridge was 
shaking harder than ever, I would continue looking forward, whereas you 
would look down, too tired, weak, and sleepy to look up. Sometime went 
past and you began to look up, the wind wasn't blowing from the side 
anymore, it was blowing from behind and below, lifting your head up and 
your body forward. Sometimes the blasts of wind would catch up to you, 
for short time it would leave you behind, but more wind followed, and you 
would get back on track.

When you left the hospital, the month-long song ended. A collection of 
beeping sounds, squeaking beds, moving trolleys and yelling patients had 
become the sounds you couldn't bear. To you, they were like howling cats, 
construction sights, and honking horns taking over rush hour, there's only 
so much of it someone can take. Although the honking horns were better 
than earlier, they still were right then and there.



As the sun began to rise again, we could 
now see our destiny. The winds of the night 
stopped and showed it. During the night it 
appeared negative, as if our lives would end 
up this way, that it would always be slowed 
in the face of wind and rain, like a small 
ship in a violent ocean, destined to sink. It 
was a force that appeared negative, but 
showed you how to realize your destiny, 
prepare your toughness, and search for your will. Each bump, wave and gust of 
wind took away the anxiety, took away the unrest, and took away the frustration. 
Even though times were dire, you looked forward to knowing that the wind 
would stop in a short time, having blown away all the leaves, empty dust, and 
dirty surfaces. This would create new world, where winds would be no match 
for the gusts you faced before, as if a perfect umbrella had been created, to 
cover you from all sides and push you forward though the trouble, past the 
wind.

The day the sun rises again the trees will begin to grow, the vast desert will 
become a rainforest, minds will rebuild, and the scars would turn from stains, to 
memories. One day the wind will finally come to a stop, cuts will heal, minds 
will rebuild, and a darkened cloudy, terrible night, will turn to rise and become 
a beautiful day.



There is nothing scarier than a blank piece of paper. This, I knew.

What’s scarier is the longer I stared at it, the more vast and blank it seemed to 
become, endless, infinite.

A blank canvas is a world of possibilities, but what if all the streams flowed 
into one, bubbling pass merrily; would they eventually get tired and sleep, or 
would they push through the limits and flow over? Would the stream flow to the 
edge of the world, where the water pooled, stopped, and died? Flow to where 
everything ceases to exist, where the very world itself gave in to the silent 
nothingness. Then would the page stay forever blank?

I stared at it. Stared at the white page that was too bright, too piercing, wrong in 
every way. It blurred with the walls around me, the hard corners smoothing into 
a sphere with no beginning and no end. I tried to turn away, so I could push it 
aside, leave it for another day, but the sheet stared back at me, a mirror 
reflecting all my good and bad, mocking me, making a fool of me. I could feel 
the pair of invisible eyes on the back of my neck. A thousand needles 
pinpointing what I wished to forget. The clock on the wall ticked, my funeral 
toll. The sound was quiet at first, then became the very heartbeat of earth itself, 
my ears buzzed with the steady tick-tock of the clock.

I knew I could leave the page alone, throw it into some far-end corner of my 
closet and never look at it again. It was not by any deadline, nor an important 
essay for school, but merely something I wanted to try. An idea of 
mine which had blossomed into a vision, and that vision was too great to ignore. 
I wanted to write it down, write everything down. It was my way of coping with 
reality. It was something I could do right, something I could rely on if everything 
else came crashing down.

It was already past 12 o’ clock, yet the sun had just started to set, its orange face 
dipping below the towering trees. It made a slash in the sky, the perfect blue 
gouged open wide with a blade, dragging a line of purples and pinks in its wake. 
Night would soon pool between the lines and blocks, settling down in the 
avenue underneath my window, dotted with streetlights.

Tomorrow
Shuran



It was a struggle standing up, and even more so 
convincing myself I needed a shower. Crashing into 
sleep seemed way easier. My arms felt numb, my 
head too much to keep up. I fought a losing battle 
with my drooping eyelids, they were heavy as 
anvils, threatening to fall at any moment. A 
guillotine.

Though I knew I could not just pass out right then 
and there, every inch of me craved the starry kissed 
night I would soon fall into.

But there was something frightening about giving in so easily. To think I would gladly 
throw myself into an endless abyss to escape made me shudder. I had given in on too 
many occasions, helpless as I chose to avoid rather than face it head on. Would I give 
into this temptation as well? Close my eyes and never be anything again?

A dull roaring filled my ears as static built up in front of my eyes. Everything spun, and 
for a moment I could not tell up from down, left from right.

I had to escape this, and I had to do it now. Burst free from this endless merry-go-
round that chained me, held me captive. Do something today, even if it was already the 
dawn of the next day. I’ll admit, I was terrified. Terrified of what I would do without 
hesitation if I let the clock tick. Terrified of what I will give in to if things don’t change.

I do not know how I managed to get myself to the sink, my body was a sack of wet sand, 
and my mind nothing more than mush. Mother was already asleep. She’d been in bed 
hours ago. I vaguely remembered her reminding me to not stay up too late.

Tomorrow. I’ll go to sleep earlier tomorrow, just like how I will get started on that piece 
of paper tomorrow. Today I’ll make a plan. A plan I will be sure to follow. Things need to 
change, but that can wait until tomorrow.



The Apple Tree Amusement Park
Serene

In the year I was nine, a heavenly place opened near my home – the Apple Tree Amusement 
Park. It had been under construction for ages, and it was every child’s dream in the 
neighborhood to go there once the work was done.

And finally, it was done.

The front gate was as majestic and exotic as any child could imagine. The entrance was under a 
long arch bridge connecting two towers. One tower had an old clock that chimed every 
hour, summoning people around to make a pilgrimage, while the other tower had a dome, 
covered by emerald ceramic tiles, emitting a divine sense of protection for its believers.

Whenever I passed there, I could see the line snake along for almost a mile, hear piercing 
shrieks mixed with clamor inside the park, and sneezed non-stop thanks to the pollen 
permeating the air. At night, the fluorescent lights brightened the whole park, especially the 
magnificent castle in the center. The splendor mobilized every cell in my body. From then on, 
my only life purpose was to go there for a day.

But my mom and dad were busy, like always. For them, work was their God.

Then, one week before my 10th birthday, mom revealed her big surprise for me, 
“Sweetie, our whole family will go to the Apple Tree Amusement Park to celebrate your 
birthday. How does that sound?”

“Really? You promise?”

“I promise!”

My heart jolted. My dream finally came true. Every ounce of pain I suffered at the piano 
bench, every frustration I experienced in Chinese class, and every sense of loneliness I felt in 
growing up was nothing.

My life was complete.

In school, I rhapsodized over the news of going to the amusement park, attracting envious 
sights. Suddenly, I became popular. Girls stopped being mean to me, and boys initiated
conversations, even in scandalous manners. Somehow, I enjoyed the attention, 
being the center of everything. I enjoyed it so much that my heart compelled myself 
to promise that I would bring everyone a souvenir.



Since the promise, school days dragged on like slogging 
through the muddy marshland. During the Chinese class, 
my mind wandered in all directions, until my Chinese 
teacher knocked my head and warned that I should focus; 
during the breaks, I no longer was interested in 
classmates’ childish play. To me, their game was so drab. 
I would go to the Apple Tree and worship to my belief 
and make a grand return.

The night before the birthday finally came. But mom and 
dad were still on a business trip and hadn’t come home 
yet. “It’s still early,” I comforted myself after the dinner. I 
could not focus at all on my homework, so I gave up and 
kept checking my watch.

At nine, I heard steps approaching the door. I prayed inside myself, wishing a miracle will occur. I 
rushed to the living room, but the sound was not theirs’. Mr. Zhu was fetching a parcel my parent 
received on his behalf the other day. He thanked me when I handed over the package.

I did not say anything.

Every minute passed without an increasing level of agony, and I was like a boiling frog.

At ten, I heard the faint bell sound from the amusement park clock. Can I still be one of the 
pilgrims of the Apple Tree Amusement Park? I just sat on my bed, staring at the blurring fog 
casting on the top of the park in the distance.

At eleven, the telephone rang. I prayed inside myself once again. I rushed to get the call, hoping a 
piece of good news.

It was mom.

I didn’t know how to answer and just nodded.

My heart was painful as if a knife was stabbing repeatedly, maybe because I 
could not go or maybe because the void in my heart could no longer be filled 
with vanity. But the next day, the pain stopped when suddenly the amusement 
park lost its appeal.

I never asked to go again.

She called. She apologized. They couldn’t make it. An urgent 
meeting. And she made it sure that I was alright.



The Garden
Hyemin

is the best. I heard my mother speaking into her phone. The school also had a beautiful garden 
in the middle of campus. Ancient Chinese stylized garden was full of greenery. Little bridges and 
pavilions, goldfish and lotus flowers, bushes and trees. They all remained crystal clear in my 
memory. The bridges connected everything. When we clapped our hands, the fish usually swam 
towards us, gasping for air. I can talk about the garden all night.

Once in Mandarin class, we wrote about our first impression we got on this campus. Most of us 
wrote about this garden. I opened the notebook and slowly wrote down: My school is the most 
beautiful place I have ever seen. I paused. Do I think so? I furrowed my brows and asked myself. 
Do I love my school? Is it so beautiful that my eyes go blind? The ink smudged on the paper.

It was a normal day. In the hallway, some friends and I were eating snacks. My mom bought me 
a zebra pen! Wow, isn't that expensive? She bought it for me when she was in Japan. We talked 
in front of the garden. The fish swam where they wanted. But they can only be in the pond, I 
muttered sadly. It does not matter all. Said my friend so sternly. We finished the snacks, sat 
down on the wooden chair, the one I used for 5 years. The chair was sticking to my leg. It was a 
hot day. The sweat sticked me on to the chair, to the desk.

I opened the textbook. It was about the Japanese army and the Chinese army. We all know that 
Japan invaded many countries during World War 2. That was what we learned. And the topic 
was still about it. My mother was a history teacher, she told me many things about the war. Both 
China and Korea, the relationship with Japan is really bad. Suddenly I remembered that I have 
not set up the desk yet.

Right after then, the bell rang. The students crowded into the classroom like a bunch of beggars. 
I felt sorry for them, but they were sweaty and dirty, their clothes were messy, it was almost a 
complete mess. How infantile they are! I thought. 

"Good morning, class!" The teacher came, no one was having a good morning because we 
had a math test. She managed to get that "Good morning, Ms.-" from the tired fifth graders. I 
don't know why, but I didn't feel so good today. Everything I heard was sarcastic, nothing 
seemed right. And why? I do not know. It does not matter how I feel, the class went on.

I was never an active student in class. I was never active, but the teacher was nice and 
kind, she knew I was just an introverted student, so she did not let me talk that much.

But today was different. There was an invisible anger floating in the atmosphere. It was 
sharp and malicious, just like the blue fire, calm but with a high temperature. It was 
not like the textbook. "Learning from the textbook" was not enough. They were in 
their own war. I do not know, but I was not there. I was not involved. I am a part of 

I graduated from there three years ago. The elementary school was 
unforgettable. All the teachers were friendly and knew how to take care of 
their students. That was my school. I was glad that there were no no 
bullies in my school. I was also safe from all kinds of prejudice. Her class

this story too; I was one of the 
ones who was under the 
most pressure. But they 
did not put me in it. It was 
that kind of unattainable 
feeling that I may never 
know.



You won't answer?

I... don't know.

I answered.

I realized I would not know this feeling forever when the 
teacher called my name. She turned her angry gaze on me. I 
stood up to answer her question. Even though I stood up, 
she was taller than me. I could look into her eyes that 
blazed like fire.

"How do you feel about that sentence, Hyemin?"

I don't know. I don't remember what sentence she 
asked, and I don't know what she wanted to hear. 

Don't know why, but my mouth was closed like a shall. The shall you try to cook, but eventually 
you do not succeed, so you throw it away. I was the shall that did not open my mouth because of 
the sweaty skin.

No one noticed anything strange. They were just listening to 
the lesson. Am I the only one? I guess, yes. As I sat down, I 
felt like I was about to throw up. The milk and bread I was 
shoving into my mouth, down my esophagus, and toward 
my stomach were tumbling inside me. I saw that zebra pen 
in my friend’s hand. And her face was calm as ever, 

What's the matter with you?

What's wrong with me?

completely normal.

I felt like I had seen the greatest secret in the world. The secret that the universe hides from us. She 
looked so innocent; the white face never changes. I don't know how the class ended. I ran out of the 
class and watched the garden. But those fish were still panting, panting, though there was nothing 
for them. Those white and clean, tidy faces, they smiled. Just normal smiles that scared me.

Even if we have the same enemy, we will not be exactly the 
same. I looked at my pencil case, this pink and childish, 
Mickey Mouse pencil case. And I looked at those happy faces, 
showing off their pencil cases. They will never know how I felt 
in that class. They will never know how sick I was of listening 
to the teacher's words, like a foreigner. The seat was too small 
for me. Fish were swimming in the water, gasping for air. And 
the school did not seem like the same place anymore either.

Best friend asked me in that tender voice. She was a nice friend. She was. 
I just do not feel good. Oh, okay. I suddenly realized we were talking about 
different things. We'd gotten off topic. She was off my subject, and so was I. 
Didn't you feel anything? I asked cautiously. But the answer was no. Am I the 
only one? 

Am I the only one who is so hypersensitive? The garden looked 
like red and yellow, the flag, in front of the building, made me 
sick.



AN ISOLATED ISLAND
Lydia

I felt the bewitching breeze carrying a briny smell across my face. I saw cheerful chestnut fruits 
hanging on the coconut trees. I heard the soft call of the sea. The beach and the sea are healing, 
people say. But the sea seemed to have lost its magic; the gentle waves failed to calm me, the 
white sand didn't relax me, the cloudless blue bored me. This was not what it should be.

I was eight. A day of travel at a beach in Thailand, should have been wonderful. But my heart 
was drumming, faster and quicker, fear climbed up my back like a cold 
hand and grasped my neck with sharp nails. It was an argument with my parents. We were on a 
busy street so I ran away in a fit of pique taking advantage of the crowd; so those indifferent 
parents couldn’t catch me. The turbulence of people pushed on me hard making it hard 
to squeeze through. Chins of people and their heads, when I look up at the sky.

Merely the third day of the trip. But mom, ignoring my inciting words, ordered 
the ticket for returning Nanjing. Grievance curled, unstoppable, and hot, in my heart like a 
blazing fire. Singers waving hands in silk Siwalai, elephants wearing shiny leather saddle, sloping-
hill roof and towering spire flashed beside me in vague blocks of color. I strode like 
a sailfish, until the smell of barbecue pulled me to stop. My stomach protested for 
its emptiness. The sun had hidden half its rim, the sky began to dim. A gust of wind stifled the 
fire on my heart. I had gone too far.

This place looked pallid, everything built in cement 
bricks. No dancer singing “Sawatiika” around; brick, soulless houses slept along the 
street with snore of the sea. Even the ocean looked 
pale, in distant sea stood an abrupt, unpleasant island. It cast a shadow on the 
sea. I ceased in the middle of the street. Strange, Thai 
words, entered from all directions into my ear. Every cell in 
my body sensed repel from surrounding environment. What is this place? How did I 
get here and… “Ouch!” A small boy bumped into me. Then two figures cast a shadow 
on me, grumbled to me in Thai and left. Fear raised in my mind like spring tide.

Sweat damped my little fists. Those passing by were tall adults, and 
I felt so tiny, like a blade of grass surrounded by giant trees. An invisible 
hand was adding pressure on me; I didn’t dare to move. Mom, dad, I don't like this 
place. I feel like I am on that island.

For a couple of times, I felt someone set their sights at me; I wished they’d notice 
a child standing alone but most of them just walked away. I waited and waited.



After hearing my stomach complained several times, 
I dragged my feet and plodded to a woman standing 
at the ice cream shop. Perhaps because 
she looked kind. “Hello… Where…Where am 
I?” I asked, legs trembling, using all English words I 
owned, gripping the bottom of my T-shirt tight. The 
woman turned around and looked down at me.

“ขอโทษขอยํ(าไดไ้หม?”

“Sorry…?” I stammered. Then woman leaned toward me, this time in a hastened voice, “ขอโทษขอยํ(า
ไดไ้หม?”Under her gaze, I opened my mouth, but couldn’t come up with
a word. Her eyes locked me and my legs trembled harder. I shook my 
head. Ran, using the fastest speed I had, back into the crowd. My back was all damped with 
sweat.

I ran to a bench. Tears ran down. I sat huddled up like 
a hedgehog, the street was bustling, but only deathly silent grew inside of me. No light, on my 
island, in the absolute isolation. Mom, dad, I couldn’t feel your existence. Your figures washed 
up my island like the tide, then faded, when I stretched out my hands. Only the wet sand was 
evidence that you’ve been on my island. Minutes, even seconds, passed like a snail dragging its 
body through the muddy ground.

Mom, dad, I couldn’t see you coming to my island in rescue boats.

People grew scarcer and scarcer, the cape of the night covered the ground. For a 
moment, I saw some people appearing at the corner of my eyes; a woman holding a little girl’s 
hand, and a man followed behind… A woman, a man, and a little girl… Are 
they…? “Mom?” I murmured in a sobbing voice, opening up my eyes wide. Like a match lit in 
the dark, I raised my head up and rubbed my eyes in hasten to see clearly --------
“Mom! Dad!” I waved my hands shouting in the loudest voice. The tears I held just now came 
down again. This time tear of ecstasy.

It was them. Boat to take me out from 
this island. My family.

The trip was extended; as I wished. And 
in those days, I stayed closely to 
my family as if they might disappear in 
an instant if I close my eyes.



I pushed another bite of banana into my mouth, wore my new sweater, 
checked the time, and left the house. It was my first day of school. My legs

Under the Biggest Tree Where the 
Biggest Shade is

Dasol Jung

I hardly and finally arrived at class and introduced myself with confidence. Then I was asked to sit 
next to Catherine in a clean new seat. As I walked down until I reached my seat, some glanced, 
and the others watched as they saw a lion in the circus. Eyes wide opened and eyebrows up high. I 
sat down and Catherine smiled at me. So did I.

When the bell told the class was over, people gathered and surrounded me. A bunch of questions 
were asked as curiosity filled the air. As if they were kept in their minds for the entire class. 

In break time, I went out to the hallway. My face was red like the burning sun from the first 
tremendous attention of others. But soon, from the two corners left and right, another bunch of 
people from different classes rushed towards me like a swarm of ants. Mountains of questions came 
out from their mouths, so I just spent the entire day busy answering all those questions. Until then, I 
never thought this would also somehow meet the end. But when I arrived home, the only contact I 
had was Catherine's. The moment passed my head when she smiled at me. Her smile was a peace, 
I smiled too not noticing that I was. I texted her, she texted me back, I learned more as she learned 
more about me. She’s a pomegranate, full of charm. Our talk went on as we get closer and closer.

The next day with Catherine, something I didn’t expect happened in school. People were acting 
like nothing happened. More directly, they didn’t need me since I was already in a cluster. But I 
didn’t care much, I was fine with Catherine. The only girl who still stayed on yesterday just for me. 

Days passed as our friendship went on. Catherine and I always went to a small market near school, 
small as 3 people can hardly fit, and brought two cotton candies to the playground inside our 
village. We sat down on the swings giving a light push with our legs and talked all day long but left 
just before the sunset. Every day, every after school. 

One day, on the way home I saw Heley and Keren with makeup and dyed hair chilling with 
people who looked much older than them. As I walked home, the picture of that moment 
captured my brain. The long eyelash, neatly trimmed eyebrows, colorful eye makeup with 
red lipstick were gorgeously harmonized. I immediately convinced my mother for an 
approvement in trimming my eyebrows, and practiced makeup during the holiday.

The long-term holiday ended. I left my house a little later than usual but not too late for
school. People looked as I walked through the hallway, whispering one to another. I gain 
people’s attention back, but I enjoyed this time. Until I felt enough, until the over 
limit. Then, I saw Catherine coming in. She seemed overwhelmed. I stood up from
The chair and walked towards her, but something blocked my view. It was Heley. 
She asked if I could hang out with her after school. I stood 
blank and she took that as a yes. 
She took me to the 
downtown where all the 
enormous buildings, 
colorful shops, and traffic 
noise are all together. It was 
perfect. We just played crazy 
all day ignoring the sunset. 

shook like standing in front of hundreds of people, but I believed it was the cold weather.



ㅋ
But when I turned my phone to see the time, I saw a text from 
Catherine. I typed my password to read, but soon the 
phone died. 

The next day, I came to my normal life. And as usual, 
we went to the swings with our cotton candies after 
school. Everything was just the same, the swings, the 
cotton candies, and even Catherine. But the time was 
a turtle. Just setting down on a swing talking about our 
days was not enjoyable anymore. So I kept going out of 
topic thinking of yesterday, rather I was busy telling what happened with Heley. Suddenly, 
Catherine stopped me. She said I was the silliest girl that she has ever seen. She left, just like that. 
The sunset. But I couldn’t leave until I had the answer to why she might be mad at me. But I 
couldn’t find it.

I started to hang out with Heley and Keren in school. I experienced the power that they had and 
the new world they showed me on their palm. The popularity was addictive and had endless 
temptations. I trade the popularity with people around and a sense of guilt followed.

A new girl in our school joined our cluster right away. And soon, the arrow showed its back as it 
pointed at her. As if the lights were shining towards her and everything else was extra. But the 
point I felt a huge loneliness than anything else was the fact that Heley and Keren were the same 
as others. They were even standing next to her fulfilling the curiosity of others. The same picture 
with and without me. Alienation and despair captivated me. Shrinking schedules, and series of 
mistakes and shames. The size of my efforts grew as the 40-floor buildings. It was the only thing I 
could do to keep my place.

But when I knew the weight of my effort and the result were out of balance, everything tangled 
and twisted inside. The day of vomit and tear. The tear of fear, sadness, and loneliness. I ran to
get rid of these feelings to stop from crying.

The place I ended up was the playground inside our village. I took a seat under the biggest tree 
where the biggest shade is. Its shade was a field, large enough to fully hide my body. Silence
captured the place. Its shade was a field, large enough to fully hide my body. Silence captured 
the place. I found myself losing the most like me. I lifted my head; Catherine was coming 
towards.

I grabbed her hand.

She reached her left hand. Then I noticed that I don't have to try hard to fit 
in a structured puzzle, that I don’t need to cry anymore. That there are those 
who will eventually stay and those who will eventually leave.



Thanks for

Looking back at the moments we've changed…

To. Ms. Lenk and Ms. Ryan,

The process of our change was not easy. We are 
animals of evolution and animals of change. We are still 
at the first stage of changes; we are the cocoons 
struggling hard to become butterflies. In all future 
changes, we will be reminded of the advice and 
guidance you gave.

We appreciate everything you’ve done.

As Ever,

Class of 2024




