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Mission Statements

Soundings is a student run creative literary magazine 
published every year that celebrates student expression 
at Staples High School. One of the oldest extracurricu-
lar clubs at Staples (Est. 1947), Soundings seeks to com-

pile student-made work, both written and visual, and 
in doing so, highlight voices typically overlooked in the 

high school community.

QED is an annual, digital literary nonfiction maga-
zine that celebrates student expression at Staples High 

School. 

Annual Selection Process

Over the course of the year, the Soundings staff democrati-
cally votes on student submissions. The submissions with the 

most positive votes are then featured in the magazine.

How To Join Soundings

The QR code on the left links to a Google 
form that can be used for joining Sound-
ings. For more information, go the page 

on our website entitled “Become a 
Member.”

To submit to next year’s annual magazine, please fill out the Google form on our website!For more information about Soundings, please go to the end of the magazine.
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The stones on the walkway to house ten were uneven and 
had little bits of green moss between them. A young woman 
sat on the steps to the front door, facing away,  leaning her 
body on a tall pillar as a backrest. Her back was perfectly 
straight yet graceful, and the sun glistened off her tan face. 
The young woman held a large sketchbook in her lap, sitting 
it on her thighs as if it was some sort of blanket or object to 
keep her warm. There was a 24 pack of colored pencils sitting 
to her side, along with a small black pencil sharpener, an Air-
Pods case, and an iPhone, sitting cold on the stone. She was 
drawing something, but it wasn’t clear what it was yet, and the 
faint noise of music sung by a woman came from her AirPods. 

The gentle wind blew again. I could now smell a faint 
coconut scent coming from the young woman’s direction. 
The wind blew her espresso-colored hair in all different 
directions, and I could see bright pink streaks in her hair 

This is how you sew carnations into garlands for the whole family; this is how you sit for hours and be 
the example to others at pooja; sit with your back straight; don’t drop the rice or flowers no matter how 
sweaty your hands become; this is how to wrap a sari; this is how you pick a lengha that doesn’t make you 
look like you’re too mature; be mature for your age; learn to cook; learn to like chloe bhatura and channa 
masala; learn how to eat with your hands, but don’t look messy; don’t flinch when the pressure cooker goes 
off; eat everything you’re offered; don’t eat too much; stay skinny and young; be a lotus; be delicate, but 
don’t be reactionary; this is how to smile and hold yourself in front of extended family; this is how to talk 
nicely to your relatives; this is how to react to comments; learn Hindi; learn Punjabi; learn to fake it and 
nod your head; but how will I ever speak my opinions? listen to your family; say yes to everything; this is 
how to accept that you would be the pride and joy of the whole family, if you were a boy; this is how to 
show that you are worth just as much as a boy; this is how to work harder than your male cousins; this is 
how to excel; study science; study math; study medicine; what are the names of the Ivy League schools? 
Yale, Harvard, Princeton… You are amazing, you will always be successful; do better; don’t think too high-
ly of yourself; don’t be lazy; but I’m tired; be diligent; this is how to manage other’s expectations of you; 
learn to meet all expectations and surpass them; prioritise academics; be well rounded; don’t waste time 
on sports, although we’ll all be disappointed if you don’t as you’ll look weak; don’t show weakness, even 
if it’s there; take time to take care of yourself to present well to others; be aware of our community and 
your standing; learn Hindi customs; worship Shiva; visit India; be traditional; be a modern woman; this is 
how to be ready to be the perfect bahu one day; this is how to take care of yourself and be independent; 
become a doctor; marry a doctor; make money; marry money; marry for the family; don’t trust anyone, 
even a husband; have a son who won’t be such as disappointment as you are; this is how to be radiant; you 
are radiant; you are the light of the whole family; you are just a shadow waiting for a man; be yourself; be 
unique—I am unique—but not too unique; sit pretty, but never worry about looks; simply be pretty; don’t 
let superfluous things distract you from education; remember that appearances are everything. 

First Born

peeking out from the under layers. Why is her color under 
her hair? As if she were to hide her true self from someone? 

The wind stops blowing through her hair, and the sun 
has now peeked behind a cloud. The red door to the per-
fect suburban house flies open, and the girl whips her head 
around to see a man who peers out at her in a deep, jarring 
way. 

From afar they look alike, but the man’s face seems to sit 
in a more distressing way compared to the peacefulness of 
the nature around them. Her collected stance of tranquility 
had gone with the sun and left with the wind. The wind 
came back, pressing  against her face so she gasped for air. 
Her straight and graceful back now became uneasy, and she 
bent down to shut her sketchbook as if there’s something in 
there that could change this wind to a storm.

Mira Mahendru ’21

Gone with the Sun and Left with the Wind
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Sophie Spheeris  ’23
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Ode to a Gold Ring
A halo of metallic shine decorating
My hand.
A gold that’s looked up to,
And forward to.
That decorates the fine line between emotion and
a legal document.
That can bring tears
To eyes.
And little spindling cracks to corners of a mouth.
That some look down on at its price and decide
Not to house those memories,
For the ring is not fit
For their wearing.
A circumference fit for my finger
A protruding symbol that never stops
It deserves
It has earned its shine.
The days have gone by,
And the weeks even longer.
The shine stays
Or sometimes fades,
Leaving a rusted shape of
Turquoise, green
where it was once placed.
That only depends on which one I’m wearing
The forever ring,

Mimi Schindler ’22

That comes off occasionally,
But stays in spirit

For days of forgetfulness when
I run
My finger in a circular motion,
To feel,
To twindle
The ghost of a piece of jewelry.
I come from,
Occasional gifts, the small things
The ones most sentimental.
The ones that wooden surfaces
And small creases hold a place for when
The tasks pile up on my to-do list.
But in the work,
Tapping away at a screen
Answering a phone,
Running the 3rd mile,
Printing a receipt,
Writing a poem.
Is the little gold ring
That deserves every bit
Of its presence.
Give me the little gold ring
That has earned its place.

SOUNDINGS, Vol. 75, 2021

“Bead Wrie and Crimp Jewelry” 
Eva Glennon ’24

“Necklace” 
Abigail Kelly ’23



At last, the day arrives.
A day when it is acceptable to gorge oneself on Twix 
and Snickers,
a day when it is acceptable to dress one’s dog up as a 
hotdog. 
Vampires, princesses, and superheroes line the streets,
stopping at every porch to beg for a morsel of candy.

As they skip door-to-door,
I stay hidden in my house, 
Unable to face the small children and their expectant 
baskets.
I turn every light off.
My car is moved to be back, 
out of view.
No one comes down my driveway.

I stay locked up, until the night is over.
Until, I am sure every child
lost all energy and complained about frostbite on 
their hands
Finally, I could go to bed, 
without facing the dread of small children.

Morning eventually arrives,
carrying a fresh start with it.
With a sigh of relief, 
I turn the page of my calendar.
November would bring a time of family and friends,
all eating and laughing together once again.

However, I find something most peculiar.
I check with the date on my phone.
This cannot be.
How could this be possible?
It reads: “October 32.”
There is no such date!
And yet, 
here it is.

An Eternal October
7

Lucy Dockter  ’23
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“Fall”
Jenny Bradshaw ’23

a deep, rich brown that lines the earth
on which we all walk 
indents in its surface 
show us 
where we’ve been
how far we’ve come
where we’re going

it follows us
a stan on a svhirt 
a mark on the skin
a buildup on our boots
we’re quick to wash it away
we don’t want to be seen

they see imperfection
but I see strength
I see the miles I’ve walked
it reminds me
where I’ve been
how far I’ve come
where I’m going

brown lines my hands
and rests on my cheek
I smile
it may disappear 
but it will never be washed away

Merin McCallum ’2_

8SOUNDINGS, Vol. 75, 2021

“Flowers fix a broken piece”
Lynnea Moskowitz ’22

Ode to Dirt



Those Who Rise Up Are Remembered
9

The rain is thundering down and the reflections of the 
jumbotrons cascade vibrant, dancing colors across the 
puddles laying in the street. People scurry in and out 

of buildings with their faces covered and their hands deep in 
their pockets. A sense of evil seeps and infects every part of 
this city. Even with my eyes looking down at the glassy pave-
ment I notice two Watchmen standing over a citizen. “Please 
help, I have not eaten in days. Please!” the man pleads. The 
Watchmen have a look of disgust across their faces. “Please I 
have nothing, I will take anything! Anythi--” he is cut off be-
fore he can finish and one of the Watchmen slams the man 
across the head. The man lays motionless, his blank eyes star-
ing at the sky as the rain continues to pour. An eerie silence 
grows from the absence of the begging man which is quick-
ly broken by the Watchmen walking away laughing. I just 
barely manage to hear them say, “Sounding like that, he had 
it coming,” as their voices drift away into the busy sounds 
of the city. The people around him don’t even dare to stop 
and stare. They just keep walking, faces covered, and their 
hands deep in their pockets. The typical day in New York. 

The buildings loom tall and disappear in the clouds. 
Countless advertisements blare 2050 is the year for you! 
Sign up for the Watchmen to serve! The scenery here is 
odd and unsettling, with countless Watchmen stalking the 
streets and the familiar roar of trains filling the morning 
air. The buildings rot and age with large bright jumbotrons 
plastered on them. Each building seems to be outfitted with 
an outer shell of a new world, but all it’s doing is shielding 
from the past. I shake the thought from my head as if fear-
ing someone may hear it. I move my gaze away and realize 
I have an interview. I move away from the crowd of people 
on the sidewalk and run to the edge of the road.  I scan the 
road searching for a taxi and my heart rate quickens as I 
can’t find a single one. Then I spot one, an older model from 
about 2030. Weird. Usually, the government replaces old 
models.  As I near the taxi, I wave it down and yell, “Hey! 
Slow down!” As the taxi slows to a stop, I can’t seem to 
make out the driver with the oddly tinted windows. I pop 
open the door and hop inside; I slam the door shut and the 
rain is turned to a muffled patter in the background. 

“Where to?” the driver asks quietly. 
 “Washington State Park, there is someone I need to 

interview and I’m terribly late.”
The driver slowly accelerates and makes brief eye contact 

with me; he is wearing dimmed sunglasses with a jet black 
leather jacket. He quickly looks away and his eyes return to 
the road. We drive for quite a while and the scenery slowly 

transforms into large factories with tiny workers littered 
throughout the compound. They are criminals, with chains 
tied to their hands and ankles. I see one of them try to 
cut loose, but he is punched in the stomach by a guard. I 
shudder at the sight and tear my gaze away. The driver stays 
silent, but as we turn onto the highway, he changes; he loses 
his tension in his shoulders and takes off his sunglasses 
revealing bloodshot eyes. 

 “You’re a lucky guy, lucky lucky lucky,” he says me-
thodically. The man now stares at me through the rear-view 
mirror, completely ignoring the road. Caught off guard by 
the sudden change, I only manage to say,

“Focus on the ro--” but I am cut off before I can finish.
“I can focus on whatever I like,” he snarls. His voice 

sends a shiver throughout my body, and he notices. “Am I 
making you uncomfortable? A reporter should be excited to 
talk to a ‘druggie’ like me.” He puts on a mock face and sits 
up extra straight, saying with enough potency to make me 
cringe, “A man of the people. For the people.” He returns 
to his normal posture and continues, “You should know all 
about the community. Well, I am the community,” he says 
with a grin.

I dart my eyes around in fear and sink to the back of the 
taxi. He slams on the gas and we lurch forward at a startling 
speed. “You don’t seem to be all that comfortable, what’s the 
issue?” he says with an even larger smirk. 

I reply with a hint of venom in my voice, “The Watch-
men will tear you apart for doing something like this. They 
will do acts to you that you could never even imagine.”

He replies with a calm and sure voice, “Oh but I do,” 
he pauses to ensure I am listening and continues, “When 
I was only ten, I had both of my parents killed in front of 
my eyes--” he pauses and takes a deep breath, “-- for simply 
stealing some medicine for me.” This seems to hit a nerve 
and tears begin to well up in his eyes. He quickly wipes 
them away, then with alarming potency he says, “Those 
fucking Watchmen are the scum of this Earth. They rule 
over this place like they own it, but soon the people will rise 
up and take it back.” I can’t help but feel a shred of pity and 
an odd sense of agreement; the military has destroyed so 
many lives but why am I only seeing this now.

As soon as he reaches just over the speed limit, at least 
ten sirens begin to broadcast, “Please pull over and wait 
for a Watchman to assist you.” This causes the man to start 
laughing. As he picks up even more speed, three squad cars 
emerge in front of us. They have far more advanced ma-
chines and easily catch up to the man. 

Brewster Galley ’22
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 “This is your only warning to pull over or you will 

be shot and subject to the full extent of the court,” blares 
a horn. The man slowly takes his hands off of the wheel, 
closes his eyes, and slams the pedal to the ground. With no 
hesitation, the men inside the police cars shoot out the tires 
in unison. This sends the car tumbling and flipping over and 
over. Glass scatters and metal bends. Then everything re-
mains still; an odd peace drones over the crash. This is soon 
shattered by two faceless men tearing open the door to the 
car and ripping out the 
driver. They are wearing 
completely black uniforms 
with tall military boots. I 
can barely see the eyes of 
the men and the little that 
I can see is pure hate. The 
man maintains his smug 
look and only manages 
to say, “You scum,” before 
one of the men pulls out 
a sleek black pistol and 
shoots him in the head.

I stay frozen in the car, 
terrified at what just hap-
pened. Could they really 
have just done that? The 
men open the door and 
almost robotically ask for 
me to leave the vehicle. I 
do as they say and remain 
silent. 

“You have just been in 
the car with a criminal. 
Do you wish to testify 
in court?” That’s a death 
sentence.

I reply with a shaken 
voice, “I don’t wish to 
testify.” The man seems 
to expect this and checks 
something off on a small 
electronic tablet he is 
holding. He slowly returns 
to his car, nods to his 
partner, and drags the 
body towards his car.  He 
does not even put him in 
a body bag, he just tosses 
him in the back of the 
car. And just as quickly as 
they came, they vanished. 
I am left on the side of 

the desolate highway with my adrenaline still pumping. The 
cars slowly return to the highway and I stuff my hands into 
my pockets to begin the long journey home. 

As I return to my small apartment in the slums of the 
city, the jumbotrons continue blaring, but the messages 
seem different now. Serving you since 2030! - The US 
Watchmen. But, have they really been serving us? Beating 
us in the streets, even killing us for speeding; I shake my 
head and realize what I have to do.

SOUNDINGS, Vol. 75, 2021

“NYC”
Defne Merih ’24



11

I can’t…breathe. My throat is closing in, ruthlessly suffocat-
ing me. I clutch my throat, my nails claw at my skin with 
need to breathe, everything around me is dark and my vision 

starts to blur,  I try to scream as loud as possible, “Hel…” the 
word dies on my tongue, giving out. My heart beats dramatically 
and I feel every beat like it’s my last one, my mind races trying 
to grasp what’s happening. Suddenly, I know exactly what’s hap-
pening, No, no! my mind shuts out my voice, my knees quick-
ly lose their strength and give out, taking my body along with 
them. And the last thing I feel is my head hitting the ground.

 Air fills my lungs as I contract gulps of air entering my 
body, my hand lands on something cold, wet, and full of 
light. Pain pulses in my head as I move my hand to check 
it, no cuts, no scrapes, no openings. I try to open my eyes, 
but my vision refuses to return. The pain gets louder and I 
press my hands against the ground of what I call the ‘Land 
of Dreams’.  Dulling the pain, I press harder at the ground 
in urgency as my fingers wiggle around, the smooth wetness 

of the ground means only one thing, I’m on the shore of the 
ocean, in my dreams. Realization dawns, the ocean is heal-
ing me with my faerta heart, even in the dream realm. This 
can’t be happening, Mama said never to awaken my faerta 
heart and if I do, bad things will follow.  My body reacts 
to the ocean, my skin opens up, soaking in the power and 
the soreness of my throat withers away. After seven years of 
dreaming in this world and knowing that every time I close 
my eyes I’ll come here, I know that this is the last time. 
This place was built to ensure that my faerta heart wouldn’t 
awaken for as long as possible, but it’s too late, it has awo-
ken. My faerta heart, the same exact one that controls my 
magic and now, blood, starts to pump the magic from the 
ocean I inhale into my bloodstream. 

There was a book that I once found in this place, in 
the library across the house that looks just like mine in 
real life. This book reflected any form of light, making the 
cover look like a sunset, it was surrounded by cobwebs and 

books on the edge of breaking. I took it down 
from its shelf and surprisingly opened the 
first page itself, and it read, “If one day, you 
are on the brink of death, never doubt, your 
faerta heart will save you. Your blood will be 
the key, it will be the color of the night stars 
and the vast ocean combined.  Nothing will 
ever enslave you, the freedom of the open sky 
runs through your veins. Remember, child, 
be who you were born to be” After that, the 
book closed and moved back to it’s shelf, like 
nothing ever happened. “That’s it, my blood is 
the key, so I’ll never be enslaved…” I mumble 
to myself, holding my heart with hope that 
I can get out. I feel the darkness around me, 
but I have to start walking. My legs move 
under me, cradling my weight and as I try to 
stand up, I fall once more back down. I can 
barely feel the pain that forms at my knees, 
my fingers move to inspect it. Blood seeps 
from my knees, landing on the ground. My 
hand brushes the water and my mind pauses. 
Memories flood my mind, my life rapidly 
moves through my mind and before that, lives 
far before this one. I remember, I was born 
to be Queen. And, then once again, my life 
sputters out, one last thought going through 
my mind, Thank you Land of Dreams, good-
bye. 

Alexia Abrams-Rivera ’22

The Empire of Dreams
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[Koi Fish]
Francine Stevens ’23
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I abruptly get up from my bed, I scramble to get my 

clothes on, I’m going to die today. I scrub my eyes, sunlight 
hits every edge of this room, I can see everything: my clam 
shell shaped bed, the weird brown and pink pattern of my 
carpet, my hairbrush with little butterflies. Real life and in 
Kisha, not in Land of Dreams, not anymore. Taking every 
corner in, I see the one thing that seals my fate: seaweed. 
They know. They’ve planned it, they mark each person’s 
room with seaweed when their faerta heart awakens and 
send them away later that night: to die. The Old Jakituria 
stands outside my window, waiting for the ceremony to-
night, knowing I’m going to die, he’s been waiting for this 
moment for 19 years since the shimmer covering the forest 
first appeared the night I was born. It’s lethal to enter the 
shimmer, but before it appeared, the town’s people were 
able to trade and coin money with neighboring towns. Now, 
they have to live off the ocean. It wasn’t too bad before, the 
ocean is nearby, but the fish stopped appearing seven days 
ago. The island that’s a day out by boat has been lending 
food, water, and blankets, but they’ll stop soon, everyone 
knows it. 

The Old Jakitura said the only way to get more food is 
through the forest. So, everyone has been trying to awak-
en my magic so I can die. Everyone thinks I’m the reason 
they’re starving; if I die, they think they’ll survive and my 
death will bring back the forest to what it once was. Jokes 
on them, I awoke my magic myself. That sobers me up, the 
thought of me, dead. I cup my ears as they tingle with the 
sound of bells ringing off in the distance, waking everyone 
up. I need to get out of here, I think slipping off my night-
gown and changing into a big oversized t-shirt and shorts 
that were thrown on a chair. “Saphria, breakfast” my Papa 
calls me down. From the volume of his voice, I know he’s 
on the opposite side of the house, I tiptoe around the room, 
grabbing the things I want to remember and the things I 
have to take with me and shoving them all into a bag. 

I almost forgot, my steps halt and I turn around and kiss 
Laundreo on her head, not too close to her scales. Landi, is 
the name I usually use, even when she spits fire; her bright 
sunset pink scales shine in the glimmer of the morning 
and as I move away, I take on last look at her. She’s about 
half the size of me, not fully grown, her triangular ears are 
tucked under her chin and with every breath she takes, 
little wisps of smoke come out. Her halo dims while she 
sleeps, many suspect it’s because she’s part angel and giving 
out good dreams, but one thing is for sure, her halo shines 
like the sun when she’s awake. Laundreo means Dragon 
Unknown in the native tongue. Landi is not a full dragon, 
not one soul knows what she is. With guilt weighing on my 
mind for leaving her, I know it’s the right thing to do. Tak-
ing all that I have in me, I turn away and murmur, “Akosha, 
Landi” saying goodbye and ‘I love you’  in the same sense 

of the word. Turning my head into the door as thoughts 
rummage through my mind, What am I doing? Aren’t I 
going to die one day? I take a deep breath, Yes I am. But, 
today. Yes, today, I will do everything in my power to ensure 
I survive. 

My mind made up, I nod and make my way down the 
staircase, with each step I check both sides of the hallway. 
“Saphria, breakfast” he calls once more, but this time in a 
somber voice, I move back against the wall for a minute. 
The footsteps recede, thank the seven diosas that I prac-
ticed tiptoeing earlier because let’s just say the first time, 
everyone knew I was headed out to get groceries. They all 
kept shouting, “Saphria, stop being so noisy,” others, well 
they weren’t as polite and let’s just say a little finger was 
thrown in their direction. I tiptoe out the door, making sure 
no creeks or crackles are heard, especially when everyone is 
keeping an eye out for me today. I start running, trying to 
be as light as possible. “Hey! Saphria, wait up” a boy about 
my age calls out, I can’t remember his name, but I’ve seen 
him a few times at my house before. “Hey...stranger, I really 
got to go, I’m in a rush, but have a good day” I turn around 
and keep jogging, a hand wraps around my arm and jerks 
me back. “No, you’re not going anywhere, you’re going 
to stay in your house and go through with the ceremony 
tonight.” As soon as those words leave his mouth, I stomp 
on his foot, jerk my knee right into his groin. He falls down 
with a grunt and I sprint away. 

The fields of purple tangles of grass and flowers are a 
steady companion for a few minutes, then I get into town, 
the voices of the merchants wanting people to buy different 
things such as ribbons and shells for tonight’s ceremony. 
Everyone thinks my dying will be a sacrifice for the ocean, a 
goddess to our people, and mostly referred to as La Oceana. 
I have to get to the Six Severed Heads, goosebumps cov-
er my skin at the name of my fate, but I listen to fate and 
fate tells me that I have to go. Suddenly, I feel a tug of my 
heart, my magic wants out, my fingers move slowly over 
my pulse, meeting a steady pace. The magic grows stronger 
with every beat that I’m not in the Six Severed Heads. The 
Six Severed Heads is where the magic eaters are found and 
where all Kishe girls are supposed enter when they get their 
first bleed, that’s how the town knows their magic is awake. 
They’re taken away, no one sees them for six years and they 
return without their faerta hearts, the same hearts that 
control their love and magic, the same hearts they had since 
they were born. Boys aren’t born with magic and men never 
develop it either, only with some cases it happens, legend 
has it that it’s because they are the strongest of the land, so 
those men are usually the leaders on different parts of the 
land. My magic; however, never showed any signs of being 
present, even when I reached the oldest age to go over 
there. Seven years later, I finally did. 
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Alden climbed up the steep, grassy hill. Her arms shook 
slightly from the long climb, but her legs still pushed 
her further up the cliff, steady as ever. The first leg of 

The Challenge was always the hardest since it measured physi-
cal stretch, and while The Seven went through tough work-outs 
everyday, they never got a recovery day. Being the smallest, Al-
den was the fastest amongst her friends, but she was nowhere near 
the strongest. That role was for Jayr to claim. He never seemed to 
leave the training arena, and was inseparable from the pull-up bar. 

“How far ahead do you think Jayr is?” Alden breathlessly 
called down to Cyrus who hung a few feet below her. 

“Just keep climbing!” Cyrus yelled back. 
Alden kicked her foot into the hill, spraying dirt onto 

Cyrus. He barked a curse, and tried to leap upon Alden’s 
foot, but the girl quickly climbed higher. She stuck her 
tongue out, and using her last bit of strength, pulled onto 
the peak of the hill. 

“Give me a hand?” Cyrus begged, reaching up, way out 
of Alden’s reach. 

Alden ignored her competitor, and instead gazed out 
upon her land. The blazing sun was just hitting the hori-
zon, casting the once green hill in oranges and pinks. She 
needed to finish The Challenge soon before night fell, and 
she couldn’t see the doom ahead of her. In front of her, on 
the hill, Cyrus was the closest to stealing her second place, 
but Sailer was only a few feet below him. Sailer’s beautiful 
pitch-black hair swayed in the wind, and his perfect blue 
eyes and bright smile beamed up at her once he caught 
her gaze. Below Sailer was Dunbrin who seemed to have 
fashioned a spear out of rocks and sticks, and was using his 
tool to ascend the hill quite quickly. At the base of the hill, 
just finishing the run from the arena, Mylo and Skylar were 
starting the climb. 

Cyrus’s fingers dug into the top of the hill, and he 
reached a dirt encrusted hand up. “Aldy please. You can 
have my dessert for a week.”

“Nope!” the girl swiftly turned, and charged into the 
dense forest of gigantic oak trees that stopped any sunlight 
from sneaking through. 

She passed the first line of trees, and already had to 
squint. Alden swatted branches away from her face, as she 
stomped through the foliage. Ahead, she could barely make 
out a figure that was stopped at the largest tree in the forest. 
Black as obsidian leaves hovered over the boy and the seven 
puzzles that were embedded into the wide tree. Puzzles 
were always a friend of Alden’s. 

“Wow Jayr, I never thought I’d catch up to you.”
“Haha, very funny Aldy,” Jayr said dryly, turning from 

the question he was working on. 
“How bad is it?” the girl asked, stepping up to her own 

puzzle that flashed her first question. 
“Bad. I’ve been here for forever.”
“Hah,” Alden laughed. “Well maybe I’ll take the lead 

after I cream you at smart stuff.”
“Not a chance, I’m farther along than you.”
“That doesn’t mean anything. I’m pretty fast.”
“Yeah at running, and at doing the brainy stuff,” Sailer’s 

cheery voice floated into Alden’s ears as the boy took charge 
of the puzzle to her right. His flowy black hair swayed with 
the slight breeze, but blended into the immense darkness of 
the gigantic tree. As Sailer smiled at Alden, his dimples ap-
peared, making his perfect face even more desirable. Alden 
would never get tired of looking at Sailer, of gazing into his 
glistening eyes that had the power of making her feel like 
everything was okay, of watching his freckles scrunch up, 
and of seeing his smile that was as welcoming as a field of 
daisies. 

But Alden’s eyebrows scrunched together when she real-
ized it was Sailer not Cyrus who was in third place; not that 
she minded having Sailer here instead. “What happened to 
Cyrus?” Alden glanced behind her, but Cyrus was nowhere 
in sight. The dense forest blocked her view of the entrance 
and the deadly cliff beyond where the rest of her friends 
were still trying to avoid death. 

“Oh you know, things happen,” Sailer smiled mischie-
vously.

“Like what things?” Jayr questioned, but a secret smile 
tugged at his lips.  

“Like a shoe from Skylar.”
The two blondes burst into laughter at the thought of 

Sky’s metal cleat slamming Cyrus off the mountain. Alden 
could only imagine the joyous laughter coming from the 
other four boys, well three. Mylo wouldn’t laugh since he 
was too nice; he would be too concerned for Cyrus’s safety. 
Dunbrin and Sky would cackle like there was no tomor-
row though. Sailer would probably laugh too, but his cute 
chuckle wouldn’t be mean spirited. And then Cyrus would 
probably curse them out for being mean to him, as always. 

“He didn’t hurt himself, right?” Alden asked, only slight-
ly worried for her friend. 

“Nah, probably not.”

 Olivia Marshall ’22

The Challenge
SOUNDINGS, Vol. 75, 2021



15

The boy walked through what seemed to be a never-ending hallway to finally
reach the entrance of the gym. The door swung open and the boy, 

along with his teammates, ambled into the gym. They settled onto the 
bench to suit up for the game. The bench growled with the sudden weight of 
the team. It was the first time the boy had been in a basketball gym for six 
months. The boy could smell the rusty, stale air just as he turned the corner 
-- something he hadn’t experienced for months.Although the boy’s palms 
were already sweaty, he bolted to the ball rack to get some shots up. It was 
refreshing to be back on the court playing, even if the mask made it harder 
to breathe. Scanning across the bleachers, there was not a single fan in at-
tendance. The footsteps of the boy’s teammates echoed off the court and into 
the rafters. The boy laced up his Nike shoes, which lacked a single crease. 
The boy simply wanted to go out there and do what he loves: play basketball.

While warming up, the boy’s gaze drifted to the stands to see who was 
gathering. A moment of confusion at the stillness of the crowd remind-
ed him that the team’s supporters were made of cardboard, not flesh. The 
stripes of the ball rotated as it crashed through the net. The squeak of the 
boy’s sneakers echoed loudly in the empty room as he continued to shoot. 
The boy’s teammates were glued to watching him shoot. A few stopped 
their own warmup to watch the boy knock down every shot he took. Music 
started blasting and the boy started clapping in between shots. He truly did 
forget what it felt like to participate in a real, organized basketball game, let 
alone a varsity game.

“Bring it in,” his coach shouted through the music and chatter. All fell 
silent. Everyone stormed to the team’s bench with smiles stretched from one 
ear to the other. Sitting was a struggle for some players at this point. After 
some words of wisdom from Coach, the starting five took the floor. It was 
happening. Finally, basketball was back.

Two referees slowly jogged onto the floor. The boy’s face flushed red and 
his breathing intensified. The boy paced up and down the baseline, avoiding 
eye contact with the referees. Out of the corner of his eye, the boy saw the 
referees manage a few lousy stretches, tuck in their oversized shorts, and pull 
out their whistles. The refs were already dripping with sweat. Their red faces 
matched the boy’s own redness.

“You good?” A teammate had noticed the boy’s hesitation and nervous-
ness on the court.

“So good,” the boy squeaked out.
The boy’s chest started pounding harder than the balls on the court. The 

boy was known to be a relatively short-tempered competitor. A short temper 
is never good for being called on a ticky-tack foul in the heart of a game.

“Focus”, the boy repeated to himself with a whisper. Recalling advice 
from his basketball coach, the boy also told himself that he can only control 
what he can control.

The boy took 3 deep breaths. In...and out. In...and out. In...and out.
“Two bounces and up, fellas,” directed the sweatier ref.
Bounce.
Bounce.

 Cody Sale ’23

Bounce. Bounce.
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“Picasso’s Recreation, Recolored”
 Gabriela Lampugnale ’21

I think
black cats
are beautiful,
but the world doesn’t seem to think
so. As whispers accumulate in the dead
of night, a
black cat
wanders the world
alone.

I whisper to the
black cat,
“Come with me.”
Together we wander the world,
disregarding the world’s wondering.

The color black
is innocent;
it is a mask for the
sun.

When the morning sun comes,
and the world has moved on,
I still believe
black cats are beautiful.

Days leisurely pass.
The ones I love flutter away,
intimidated by the black
under my eyes
and the
black cat by my side.
He comforts me
at midnight.

When the morning sun comes once more,
the black under my eyes has thickened,
thickened so heavily that it’s in front of me, and
I can’t see.
I can’t see
the black cat wandering away;
I’m alone
as my vision fades to
black.

The Black Cat Wanders
Jaiyana Khan ’22
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The white-shingled, monstersaurus house stood at 
the top of Spruce street. The outside lawn was a 
nourishing green color, and the hydrangeas sur-

rounding the front gleamed in magnificent purple and pink. 
The tennis court to the left stood luxuriously with a table of 
refreshments and cooled towels, with the sound of children 
cheering on their parents filling the light spring air. Their 
perfectly white sneakers squeaked on the freshly painted 
court ground, scaring away the deer picking on the array 
of apple trees in the nearby garden. This was the type of 
town where Charles lived. Each house on the street looked 
the same, as they all had beautiful mansions and luxurious 
pools. Everywhere in the house where Charles lives is per-
fect and untouchable, except for his room. 

Charles, a twenty-two-year-old boy who lived with his 
grandmother, perched lifelessly in the window seat of his 
room, in the attic. Everyone in the town knew his past and 
assumed they knew his future as well. His story began when 
he was eight, living in a spooky house that stood disturb-
ingly quiet on the property of a lifeless and abandoned 

amusement park. Shattered glass scattered on the torturous 
basement floor. Dead tulips whipped around in the winter 
wind, barely clinging on to the soil underneath. The two-car 
garage stood with eager vines snaking up the sides, covering 
the windows so no light was shown. The lights on the front 
walkway flickered ominously as the thick evening air fogged 
the surroundings. The peeling off-white paint slipped off 
the walls as if the house was made of melting white choco-
late - this is what he was used to. It wasn’t until 8th grade, 
when Charles moved in with his grandparents, that he 
realized how awful he lived before. 

Charles’s parents had mysteriously died when he was 9, 
on one warm Sunday afternoon in mid-April. Various news 
reports had claimed that he had woken up to black embers 
floating above his head and all around his room, with a 
powerful glow of bright orange right underneath his door. 
The air had filled with thick black smoke that burned his 
tired eyes. As each second went by, the door to escape had 
become less and less visible. Frozen in the moment, he had 

Sophie Aflalo ’22
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“Wicked Fingers 2” 
Chloe Hackett ’23

waited until the entire room was the same dark grey shade, 
making him unable to see where the door was. 

“Charles, honey, come quick!” he heard his mother 
scream in a raspy, smoke-filled voice. 

“I’m trying mom!” Everywhere he had looked seemed 
the same as his mind was going in circles for eternity. No 
one knew how he had escaped, and neither did he. The fire-
fighters had come too late, for by the time they broke down 
the chipped front door, both of Charles’s parents had laid 
dead on the floor, their hands still clenched and sweaty onto 
the front door as if they still had a chance of escaping. 

Charles never really spoke about what had happened. 
He had been interviewed, of course, by countless report-
ers and social workers, but many had noticed that he had 
seemed unfazed by it all. Professionals assumed that he 
was in shock from the trauma, but that he would slowly 
untangle himself from the net that suffocated all happiness 
in his life. He had moved in with his grandmother almost 
immediately and cooperatively. He had packed his things, 
and obediently moved to his new home on Spruce Street 
in Atherton, California. The change in lifestyle was drastic, 
Charles had now been introduced to immense wealth and 
opportunity. The kids he went to school with drove BMW’s 
and owned summer and lake houses. They were full-time 
members of the town’s country club with fancy waitresses 

and real nice silverware; A life he was an outsider to, with 
no idea on how to get in.

He spent hours on end in his dungeon of a room brain-
storming ways to make friends. Unlike many, the dark and 
cold comforted Charles, and his room was the only place he 
could completely unwind and relax. The thick, dark curtain 
kept the light away even during the peak of the day. His 
bare black walls provided a clean sterile appearance, simi-
lar to a hospital. The smell of rotting leaves swirls into the 
room by the countless amounts of open windows. Charles 
sat on his bed and reached for a small black book on his 
nightstand that his social worker had given him. It was in-
tended for writing down his feelings and emotions, in order 
to understand them and control them. Charles though had 
a different purpose for it. He wrote:

“How to fit in: 
 Dress as they do
 Act happy all the time
 Don’t show them too much of myself, for they     

             won’t accept me if they know”
Charles knew these three steps were all he needed to fit 

in and carry out the plan. People in his life always feared he 
would lash out and that all his pent up anger would one day 
explode, but after so many years had passed, people stopped 
acting cautiously around him. Mistake. {...}
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Street lights lining the roads in Shanghai, China, dulled 
as a thick layer of morning fog

covered the city. The pink and orange sunrise 
steadily progressed into a golden circle of light, project-
ing warm rays through the small gaps between the metal 
skyscrapers. Each intersection gradually filled with sleek 
cars and bulky buses, stealing the crisp, cool air and replac-
ing it with stuffy, suffocating smog. Shopkeepers propped 
their heavy glass doors open and turned on their fluorescent 
lights in an attempt to wake themselves up.

As Saturday began, locals invaded the Dagu Market 
like bees to honey as they rushed to their favorite stands. 
The loud chatters and the smell of fresh fish that marked 
the end of the week could be recognized from blocks away. 
Stella, a thin and lanky young woman with a bright

smile, came here every week, trying new treats and 
produce with each visit. Her poreless face glowed while she 
admired the pleasant exchanges between first-time custom-
ers and local sellers. A drop of hot sweat trickled from her 
neck to her lower back as the sun beamed with happiness 
and the market filled with even more people. As she made 
her way through the thick crowd towards her favorite salad 
stand, her colorful floral dress swayed against her legs.

When Stella arrived, not many people were there; a 
few were waiting to order, and the rest just loitered around 
while their food was prepared. The line moved quickly and 
soon she ordered the same thing she got every time she 
went there: a kale salad with fresh goat cheese.

“Could I get your name, please?” the elderly man asked 
her after she paid.

“Stella.”
“Alright, Stella. You’re all set. We’ll call out when it’s 

ready.”
Stella thanked him and stepped away to join the rest of 

the customers next to the stand. She stood with straight 
posture and upturned lips as she waited for her food with 
excitement. From across the street, Stella noticed a mother 
talking to her chubby-cheeked daughter, who couldn’t have 
been more than thirteen years old, and managed to discern 
her commentary from the loud conversations on top of it, 
“Cho, sweetie, you really might wanna slow down on that

mooncake, you know you have your pool party tonight, 
don’t you?” the mother said harshly.

Cho’s eyes watered as she lowered her hand from her 
mouth. The poor girl quickly located the nearest trash can 
and tossed her sweet treat away without thinking twice. 

Stella, for a moment, saw herself in Cho, young and 

innocent, oblivious to the world’s cruel judgements. And 
Cho’s mother reminded her just of her own.

On Christmas Day, many years ago, Stella’s mom, Linda, 
had offered to host the family. After a long day of tidying 
each room, preparing meals, and wrapping last-minute gifts, 
their apartment glistened with holiday joy. Family they saw 
strictly on holidays began to trickle in and by 4:15 pm the 
party grew from two to twelve. Stella greeted everyone with 
half-hugs and smiles as her stomach grumbled. “Someone’s 
excited for dinner,” her uncle joked.

The evening was filled with gift exchanges and lots of 
catching up. After conversations came to an end, freshly 
baked bread, cheesy lasagna, and steaming French on-
ion soup sprawled across the dinner table. The small talk 
continued throughout the meal, and Linda’s dad even made 
a toast. The family had never really been very close knit 
for whatever reason, but his words seemed to touch just 
about everyone when their eyes became glossy and wet. The 
feast continued and the room was filled with chatter and 
laughter. “I hope everyone made room for dessert,” Linda 
announced as she put on a smile.

Once everyone had finished their second serving, Stella’s 
mom nudged her to help clean up. Stella, who was still 
listening intently to her grandfather’s childhood stories, re-
luctantly grabbed a few dirty plates to bring to the kitchen 
as she rolled her eyes. Linda scrubbed remnants of pasta 
and dressing off the plates while Stella brought everything 
into the kitchen. She dropped the last ceramic dishes into 
the sink with a sigh and began to make her way back to the 
dining room until her mom growled, “Don’t you give me 
attitude, young lady!”

“I’m not,” Stella stated sharply.
“You are,” Linda barked. “And tuck that stomach of 

yours into your jeans. Jesus, you’re embarrassing me,” Linda 
was pushed back by Stella as she attempted to fix her ap-
pearance.

“How could you say that to me? I haven’t even been 
eating sweets lately,” Stella’s lips began to tremble.

“We’ll need to put you on a much stricter diet then. It’s 
obvious that this one isn’t working.”

Stella, who only had a salad for dinner that night, 
begged, “Please Mom, don’t do this.”

“Don’t make me seem like the bad guy here, you know 
I just want what’s best for you,” Linda stroked her daugh-
ter’s hair. “I’m calling your nutritionist tomorrow, and that’s 
that.”

“Please, Mom! Please!” Stella cried as her mom left and 

Akira Maidique ’22
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slammed the door behind her. She dropped to her knees 
and immediately began to sob, praying for someone to 
come save her from her mother. But no one came into the 
kitchen that night, no one even asked where Stella was 
before they left.

“Stella. Stella! Hello?”
“Is she okay?”
“Miss, your salad.”
Stella, surrounded by unfamiliar faces who looked as 

confused as she did, immediately shot up when she realized 
her salad was ready.

“Ma’am, your order’s ready. I’ve called your name at least 
ten times!” the grey-haired man announced impatiently as 
he waved a container of salad in her face.

“Oh my God. I’m so sorry, sir,” she responded. She 
pushed through the crowd and looked around for the mom 
and her daughter from earlier, but they were gone.

She then glanced at the trash can, spilling with plastic 
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cups, leftover food, and napkins, then looked back at her or-
ganic kale that she’d been so excited to eat while she debat-
ed her next move. She then dropped her fresh, long-awaited 
meal right on top of a rotten fish and continued walking 
with her chin up.

After a while, the strong, sour smell of the trash was 
quickly replaced with a sweet, delicate smell of vanilla. She 
followed the aroma until she found it’s source. With no 
line, Stella

stood at the front of the stand and requested politely, 
“One, please.”

“Can I get you anything else?” the young cashier asked.
“That’ll be all, thanks,” Stella responded as she handed 

her a few yuan bills in exchange for a small paper bag.
Without leaving to find a bench or a place to eat, she 

looked into the bag with delight.
A mooncake.
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“Bee on a Flower”
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“Study of Tree in Color”
Lilly Weisz ’23

The door creaks closed, blocking out the harsh rain. Vincent walks into his house and places his soaking black 
blazer on the hanger next to her puffy pink coat. The familiar smell of lavender perfume drifts towards him. 
The scent fills his surroundings, and he feels himself embracing her in a hug.

“You smell lovely,” he gushed, bringing her body closer to his.  
“Thank you.” Beatrice let out a small giggle, her cheeks turning bright red.
Vincent reached his hand out towards hers. With butterflies erupting in his stomach, she placed her 

hands in his. 
Swallowing hard, the heaviness in his heart reminds him of his empty stomach. He hasn’t eaten any-

thing today. He walks towards the kitchen, reaching into his pockets for his keys, and instead finds a card: 
Beatrice Maclin, January 2, 1945 - November 17, 2020. “All that we see or seem is but a dream within a 
dream.”  He flips it over to the other side, staring at the picture of the blond-haired, blue-eyed beauty.

“What’s that, sweetheart?” Vincent asked. 
Beatrice turned her attention away from the book to her husband. “Oh, nothing. I’m just reading,” she 

smiled. 
Vincent joined her in bed and snuggled close to her. She began to read aloud again, this time as Vin-

cent followed along. He watched her become engrossed in the words of Edgar Allan Poe. 
Her voice continues to echo as Vincent walks over to the living room and picks up the book of poems 

by Edgar Allan Poe, the exact one she had always read before bed.  
“All that we see or seem is but a dream within a dream,” he repeats into the empty room. Vincent then 

places the card into her book. 
He can almost still hear her reading aloud but is soon interrupted by the sound of birds chirping, and 

his attention is brought outside. Despite the rain hitting the glass window, it is as if he can still feel the 
mid-summer heat. He can even hear Beatrice humming as she plants her flowers in the garden.

“All these critters keep ruining my flowers!” she huffed. 
“You want some help planting the new seeds?” Vincent asked and walked over to where she was seated 

in front of their flower bed. 
Usually, he stuck to weeding the garden, but he knew how important planting was to her. They never 

had a child, and to Beatrice, her flowers were her babies that she cared for and nourished. Together they 
worked on planting new flowers, and by the end, the blazing heat began to wear Vincent down.  

Yawning, he turns away from the window and drags his feet to his bedroom. When he opens the door, 
the light from the window reflects off a gold necklace lying on the bedside table. Vincent picks it up, 
stares at it for a few seconds, and rubs the pads of his thumb over the initials. It is as shiny and gold as 
the day he first bought it. Snapping open the hinge of the small heart-shaped locket, he sees a picture of a 
married couple on their wedding day. 

“I always loved that locket. I never stopped wearing it.” 
Vincent’s back is turned away from the bed, but he abruptly turns around upon hearing her voice. Not 

knowing what to say, he remains silent as a few tears cascade down his face. 
After a while, Beatrice speaks again. “Do you mind putting the necklace on me?” 
Vincent hesitates for a second but then joins her on the bed with the necklace in his hand. Beatrice 

moves so he can place the locket around her neck. When she faces him again, Vincent takes her hands in 
his, interlacing their fingers. His eyes drift back and forth from her bright blue eyes to their hands that he 
begins to squeeze a few times. 

“Come lie down, sweetheart. It’s been a long day.” Beatrice’s voice is soft and comforting. 
He lays down with his hands still holding onto hers. For a second, he thinks he can hear Beatrice re-

citing Edger Allen Poe, but her voice starts to become quieter and harder to hear. Vincent closes his eyes 
and begins sinking into a deep slumber, both his hands clasped on top of his belly. 

QEDQEDQEDQED
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Does your life matter? For many in Westport, this 
question borders on absurd. How could my life not matter? 
For us people of color, however, this question has become 
more pressing, and the answer has become more disturbing. 
For me, the answer to that simple question comes from the 
deepest depths of history and identity and it emerges not as 
a fully formed manifesto or speech, but as a strong bundle 
of emotions. 

My life matters. I decided on that one pretty quickly. I’ve 
also decided that would be the end of it—if I were white. 
There is not a doubt in my mind that my life matters to me. 
I recognize my own worth, I recognize my own ability. I 
believe, for those same reasons, that my life matters to God 
and the universe. But does my life matter to society? To put 
it bluntly, do I matter as much to society as a white man?

No. 
My life, black lives, simply matter less to the society we 

live in than those of our white counterparts, and we see it 
every day. We see it in Trayvon Martin, shot dead in the 

street. We see it in George Floyd, whose pleas and cries 
were met with stone-cold silence. We see it in incarceration 
rates, with black Americans—only 12% of the population—
making up 33% of the prison population. We see it in the 
courts, where our killers go free. We see it in jobs that 
won’t hire us and laws that target us. We even see it in our 
friends, who say: “He wouldn’t have been shot if he weren’t 
resisting” or “You’ll definitely get into that school, you’re 
black”. 

This vast dichotomy between what our lives ought to be 
worth and what they are worth is why the statement “Black 
Lives Matter” means so much to me. It fills that gap and 
expresses—contrary to society—that my life matters.

When I say the words “Black Lives Matter,” I feel many 
things. I feel pride in my black heritage. I feel awe at the 
tenacity of my ancestors, who suffered for being black. I 
feel enraged that I will be judged not by the content of 
my character, but by the color of my skin. All these latent 
feelings—characteristic of the black experience in Ameri-

“Surreal Composite”
Kira Tomoda ’24

ca—explode cathartically when I think of the phrase “Black 
Lives Matter.” 

Of course, as my interpretations of Black Lives Matter 
are colored by my experiences, so too are those of others. 
I remember playing video games with a group of friends 
when the topic of recent Black Lives Matter protests came 
up. One of them began to casually rant about how “black 
lives matter [are] criminals”. Agitated, I remarked that I 
had an inherent interest in Black Lives Matter, and he flew 
into a tirade that gave me a slight chuckle.

He raved on about the sins of Black Lives Matter for 
nearly ten minutes until another friend pulled him into a 
private call to deliver a nugget of information. See, he had 
not known I was black—we had never met in person, so he 
assumed that I, like everyone else in the group, was white. 
In a shocking twist, his demeanor changed. Somehow, the 
mere presence of someone with dark skin had caused his ar-
guments to morph into backpedaling at such speed I began 
to fear for his health. 

His and my reaction both were indicative of two differ-
ent understandings of the phrase Black Lives 
Matter produced from two different world-
views from two different worlds. He under-
stood it to be the rallying cry of self-victim-
izing criminals, using the wrongs of a distant 
past to create unjustified chaos. He saw groups 
of rioters marching down the main street, with 
police cars burning in the background. My 
rallying cry of empowerment was his siren 
song of destruction, both connected by strong 
emotional convictions.

Our discussions around race are often 
emotional because we have so many emotional 
memories relating to race, memories that we 
use to form our opinions about the matter. A 
child who was mercilessly bullied for coming 
from the poor side of town and one who felt 
that they unfairly lost their spot on a sports 
team to a child of a different complexion will 
have different outlooks on race in the future, 
and both will react emotionally when it is 
discussed. 

Because my past experiences with race 
were emotional, my view of race is an emo-
tional one. I react emotionally when the topic 
is brought up, I am emotional in my support 
for Black Lives Matter, and I am emotional 
in denouncing systemic racism. On the other 
hand, my friend was equally emotional in his 
denunciation of Black Lives Matter. 

The emotions involved with discussions of 
race can be a problem, but they are also the 

solution. These emotions can cause feelings to be hurt and 
friendships to be broken, but they can also be the key to 
finding common ground. 

 When my friend learned I was black, he immedi-
ately began to consider how his words affected me. He and 
I had both felt the same emotions at points in our lives and 
he—if only subconsciously—began to empathize with me 
and understand why I felt the way I did.

Needless to say, not all issues of race will be solved 
with a magical cure of understanding and empathy. Reality 
isn’t a children’s cartoon. However, honest, open-minded 
discussions of race are the best step we can take towards 
promoting equity and equality in our society. By having 
these emotional conversations about race and by using these 
emotions to promote empathy instead of using them to 
fuel conflict, we can create a bridge to connect people with 
disparate experiences. By having these conversations, we 
will encourage effective interracial communication, and we 
will use empathy to create a better environment for people 
of all races.

24QED, Vol. 75, 2021

“How Very Whimsical of You” 
Ruby Tarshis ’23
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The familiar saying, time flies when you’re having fun, 
is a self-evident feature of life for most individuals 
at a glimpse, but in actuality it is an intriguing and 

complex phenomenon. Likewise, moments of fear seem to 
progress far slower than reality, as if they’re in slow motion. 
This sensation of perceiving time at a duration that is over—or 
underestimated compared to reality happens across all age 
groups, ethnicities, and social classes. Over many centuries, 
a multitude of theories attempt to accurately understand 
temporal perception; the most prominent being from scholars 
such as Isaac Newton who explains external time as a mathe-
matical constant, or psychologist John Gibbon who examines 
time as malleable by one’s brain by a mechanism referred to as 
the internal clock, which is a postulated model which detects 
and interprets time. It is proven that the perception of the 
passage of time has the ability to be altered by emotions, more 
specifically about how they act as a distraction to the internal 
clock system where focus is shifted away from accumulating 
the passage of time. Some researchers have hypothesized 
the reverse that this perception of time can actually catalyze 
certain emotions, such as boredom, but this is not as strong of 
a hypothesis and does not fully explain the brain’s role cogni-
tively. Working in accordance with the internal clock model, 
temporal over—or underestimation is directly affected by the 
emotional state of the individual and is influenced by an atten-
tion-based response in the brain’s cognitive system.

A multitude of theories surrounding the cognitive and me-
chanical components behind classic temporal perception have 
been proposed from scientists such as Newton, Gibbon, and 
many more; however, Gibbon’s subjective model, named the 
Scalar Timing Theory, is overall the best explanation to explain 
the basic passage of time that is perceived by an individual. 
However,  the first primary model attempting to explain this 
enigma was formed in 1687 by Issac Newton. He composed 
the famous Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy, or, 
Newton’s Principia, which explains the mechanics of time and 
space and its interrelationship in the universe. His theory is 
stated as, “absolute, true, and mathematical time, from its own 
nature, passes equably without relation to anything external...” 
(Rynasiewicz, 2014). In other words, Newton explains time 
as a constant rate that is not changed whether measured by 
the second, hour, day, month, or year. This concept is signifi-
cant to grasp how time in the outside world functions, and its 
solidity provides a constant base for which cognitive over- and 
underestimation can be measured against this ‘real’ point of 
reference. This was chronologically the first and strongest point 
of reference to understand the way the world works, but since 
then many other speculations have offered a more complex 
understanding, and that go more in depth of how individuals 
perceive time rather than how it exists in the world as a whole. 

In a series of studies, two philosophers, Sylvie Droit-Volet and 
Sandrine Gil, examine one model that was originally devel-
oped by psychologist John Gibbon in 1977 explaining the way 
that time is expressed in the human brain. This Scalar Timing 
Theory consists of an internal clock that has been conjectured3  
to exist in the brain. In their scientific article, this mechanism 
is described “to function similar to a pacemaker4 with two 
additional factors: the memory stage and the decisional stage” 
(Droit-Volet & Gil, 2009). In simpler terms, a pacemaker-like 
section releases pulses, which the working memory (or long-
term if applicable) accumulates these pulses that the decisional 
stage later interprets to determine how long has passed. In the 
absence of any external distractions or emotions, this method 
is exactly how time is recorded in the human brain, and is 
satisfactorily accurate in doing so. The Scalar Timing Theory 
is the baseline of understanding interpretations of time, and 
subsequently allows for more complex applications of time 
within its limits, such as the inaccurate approximation which is 
commonly at fault because of emotions. 

Under these guidelines, attention plays a unique role 
in individual perception of time. Whether an individual is 
distracted, or contrastingly attentive in relation to the time 
passing by, the discerned duration is altered correspondingly. 
Along these lines, psychologist James Danckert expands, “If, 
during this encoding process, attention is split between the 
estimation task and a distractor task (e.g., counting random 
numbers), the number of pulses accumulated is reduced and 
thus when we count and compare the contents of the accumu-
lator, the time period is underestimated (Rakitin et al., 1998)” 
(Danckert, 2006). In more coherent terms, when an individ-
ual is distracted and focused on another task, several pulses 
released by the pacemaker during a specific duration of time 
become unaccounted for due to this disturbance in the brain. 
This accumulated reduced amount of pulses corresponds with 
a shorter perceived duration of time, otherwise referred to as 
an underestimation. This supposed distraction can be identi-
fied as an external hindrance, for example a particular emotion, 
in the normal thought process, and its presence evidently leads 
to an altered perception of the passage of time as a result. This 
change occurs in the short-term memory area of the internal 
clock model and demonstrates the structure’s overall versatility 
in modifying temporal perception. It is compelling to note 
that each emotion elicits a varying level of neural stimulation 
in the brain, which can explain why the temporal effect of 
certain emotions may be more amplified than others. Later, 
when examining the complex makeup of emotions, the con-
cept demonstrated by this experiment will provide guidance 
to the way that emotions affect the internal properties of this 
phenomenon.

Christina Meehan ’23

Emotions Possess the Power to Alter Time
QED, Vol. 75, 2021

“Abandoned Costa Rica Car” 
Valentina Davis ’24



My last name, Singh—a straight giveaway 
to my partial Indian heritage—represents 
the bangle on my dad’s wrist and the sud-

den head wag he exhibits when encountering a fellow 
desi at a gas station. When I was eleven years old, he 
decided to take my mom and I on a family trip to In-
dia: an alternate reality, a country with strong culture, 
and where I endured an eye-opening experience. 

The clicking sound of superspeed rickshaws 
(otherwise known as tuk-tuks) that ran at about 10 
mph combined with a hodgepodge of aromas from 
gasoline, body odor, and tandoori barbeque wafted 
through the air as we traveled through the streets of 
Trivundrum, South India. My dad asked our tuk-
tuk driver, who barely spoke English, “Where’s the 
best lunch spot for the most authentic, local food?”

 Boy, did we get the most authentic. 
As we took our first step into “Mother’s Veg,” 

I was paralyzed by what was before me. I couldn’t 
help but stare at the diners eating off banana 
leaves—with their hands. It looked like a bunch 
of middle-aged babies learning how to eat for the 
first time. I cringed as I experienced the same sense 
of second-hand embarrassment as when my dad 
mocks the Indian desi at the gas station.

Everyone else in the restaurant couldn’t help 
but stare back at my mom, dad, and I—it was as if 
we had walked in with bright neon signs that read: 
“FOREIGNER. AMERICAN.” My immediate 
instinct was to urge my parents to try a different 
place, since this didn’t look like the typical chick-
en-tikka masala joint where I was used to eating. In 
fact, chicken tikka masala was the only Indian dish 
I was willing to order at any given restaurant. 

This Indian version of penne alla vodka (sans 
penne, plus cubes of chicken) was all that was 
familiar to me. Meanwhile, ladlefuls of dahl (sim-
mered lentil) and vegetable curries slopped on to 
banana leaves from buckets by servers making the 
rounds from table to table seemed a little too for-
eign for my liking. Just as I started nudging my dad 
to head out the door, my parents started following a 
waiter to a communal table. Reluctantly, I followed. 
We were going to eat like the locals, whether I liked 
it or not.

My toes curled as I was thrown into this peculiar 

environment, one I did not want to be in. I gave a 
quick survey of the other people at our table: one 
mother in a turquoise blue sari, trying to feed her 
baby while tending the never-ending needs of her 
whining young son. An elderly man savoring every 
bite of his thali platter alongside his wife, who had 
a bright red bindi on her forehead. A teenage girl 
close to my age with a stack of yellow bangles on 
her wrist, who was speaking Malayalam—what 
sounded like gibberish—with her friend. Then, 
I looked down at the plastic tables: Giant leaves 
bearing a rainbow of food—none of which I could 
name—covered every inch of the table’s surface.

 “Dad, what’s that orange thing that looks like 
mashed potatoes? And that neon pink sauce?”

 With my eyes, I wanted to grasp the 
colorful story of my surroundings — the people, 
the food, and the culture that runs through my 
own blood. The only word that came to mind was 
“vibrant.” This culture was bright: one full of colors, 
aromas, and beauty. 

Sure, I was the only person in the room wearing 
Levis without bangles up my arm or a bindi on my 
forehead, but at the end of the day, I was still sitting 
in the same restaurant to share a meal with family, 
just like the locals. The “Mother’s Veg” regulars were 
people living the same life as me, I realized, just 
with a different culture.  

While every color of the rainbow filled my line 
of vision, my blindsightedness began to fade. I start-
ed to find beauty in a place I initially found fright-
ening; I started to see that across the globe, we are 
all more alike than different. 

Flash forward six years later. Chicken Tikka 
Masala is still a favorite dish of mine, only now it’s 
an accompaniment to all the other Indian dishes 
I’ve come to love, from aloo gobi to dahl to biryani. 
Still, the nostalgic blend of rich heavy cream and 
acidic tomato puree reminds me to open my eyes 
to a beautiful world much bigger than what I’ve 
come to know. Just as an array of Indian spices adds 
complexity and depth to a dish, my understanding 
of self has become more seasoned and developed. 
No longer am I in a “Chicken Tikka Masala” state 
of mind.  

Lina Singh ’21

Chicken Tikka Masala State of Mind

“Staircase in Autumn” 
Lilly Weisz ’23
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story of a bored student.
The shrieking bell called for the end of the class, the 

thought of cafeteria pizza and cheddar sun chips flooded 
into his mind like a raging tsunami. Each step closer to 
the lunch tables brought a new smell of different foods. 
The rubber sneakers on squeaky tile floors became louder 
with every step closer; in no time the crowded mass of 
people shuffling through the hallways let him know he 
was encroaching to the cafeteria. Each step he took made 
the sounds of chatting people louder and louder until the 
double doors to the cafeteria were there.  The racks of chips, 
fridges packed with drinks, and the hot plates of chicken 
tenders and fries brought a smile to his face. He grabbed 
his food and strolled to a table to sit and eat with friends. 
And in no time, what seemed like an eternity of waiting 
had ended in a flash and the last period had begun. Perhaps 
another desk, another canvas, had a story waiting to be told.

Alex Hilton ’23

The Long Day
QED, Vol. 75, 2021

The warm gust of air caressed his face as he stepped 
through the grand doors of the school. Squeaky 
tiled floors filled the echoing chambers of the 

school and a heaviness befell his eyes. Room 1011 was just 
a hallway down but it looked like a mile to him. A pebble 
in his shoe was like a knife in his foot, the sharp corner 
scratching his toe. The smell of books and whiteboard 
markers encroached. The classroom chair was like sitting on 
a concrete floor, no matter how much he twisted and turned 
it never felt right. The classroom lights were as bright as the 
sun and made him relate to being a deer in the headlights. 
Maybe if he counted the clock, time could go faster until he 
could go home and lay in his bed until the next day. 

The loud, enthusiastic voice of the teacher was like a dog 
whistle, shocking him almost out of his seat. The cold desk 
was like a canvas for wandering minds, full of doodles and 
sketches pressed so hard into the desk they made an indent. 
The stick figures would live forever on those desks to tell a 

“Flower”
Logan Manchester 



Thirteen years before her 1963 publication of The Bell 
Jar, Sylvia Plath once claimed, “For even as I am a 
producer of the twentieth century, so am I a victim 

of its popular fallacies: I have unconsciously assimilated the 
ideas and catchwords that are ‘in the air’ everywhere” (Peel 
1). The inescapable political climate surrounding The Bell Jar 
includes the campaign against accused communists known 
as the Red Scare and the theory of containment to prevent 
the spread of communism abroad. The Bell Jar portrays the 
cultural reactions to these political tactics as parallels be-
tween the text and events of the War, exclusion and ostra-
cization among characters, and Esther’s self-confinement. 
Collective trauma revokes free will, community connec-
tions, and self care, and these phenomenons repeat them-
selves during the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic. 

Characters in the novel parallel key players of the Cold 
War in order to show how political distress cultivates social 
conformity by prohibiting the protagonist Esther Green-
wood from exercising control over her life. Because Esther 
does not want to marry or start a family, she is suspected 
of threatening the American way of life. This suspicion 
is symbolized in Esther’s similarities with Ethel Rosen-
berg, a woman notoriously executed for being an accused 
communist during the Red Scare. As Lindsay Peterman 
states in her literary thesis for Boston University, Esther’s 
name is thought to be a derivation of Ethel Rosenberg’s 
full name— Esther Ethel Greenglass Rosenberg, who “had 
an image as a bad mother in the media, reminding Esther 
that ‘she must conform to the era’s dictates and be a good 
mother’” (Peterman 2). Peterman argues that Esther breaks 
the social law by refusing to marry, and is consequently 
put on a figurative trial for betraying femininity. Therefore, 
Esther must constantly monitor her social standing in order 
to avoid being perceived as a failure of womanhood. This 
fear prohibits her ability to exercise self-agency, because she 
is not free to make choices about family that align with her 
vision and values. 

The rigid gender roles that catalyze Esther’s distress are 
tactics of the Cold War to remove personal choice from the 
actions of citizens. Laura de la Parra Fernandez writing for 
the University of Madrid asserts that the Cold War fostered 
a sense of panic among private citizens due to their lack of 
control over international relations. Thus, the United States 
controlled domestic life and cemented gender expectations 
in order to cultivate stability and structure (Fernandez 164). 
Vice President Nixon’s 1959 debate with Soviet leader Ni-

kita Kruschev exemplifies this domestic control. The debate 
was televised in the kitchen of an American model home, 
and showed “the roles of men and women in the household 
[while] the social norms for women in the 1950s were car-
ried over into politics and brought into the spotlight. Nixon 
and Khrushchev’s ideas on the roles of women had proved 
to be a significant aspect of the kitchen debates” (Peterman 
3). Peterman argues that citizens followed the rules inher-
ent in gender conformity in order to be good patriots. The 
American commitment to adhering to women’s domestica-
tion as an act of patriotism rescinded Esther’s agency over 
her life and career. 

However, Esther remains critical of gender dogma by 
critiquing the indoctrination itself as well as the wom-
en who succumb to it. When she recalls visiting Buddy 
Willard, the man she refuses to marry, she remembers his 
mother braiding an impressive wool rug. But although 
“she’d spent weeks on that rug,” after Mrs. Willard finishes 
her piece, “instead of hanging the rug on the wall the way 
I would have done, she put it down in place of her kitchen 
mat, and in a few days it was soiled and dull and indis-
tinguishable” (Plath 99). Esther rejects the domesticated 
future Buddy Willard would have given her and the idea 
that she must labor over causes that don’t contribute to a 
higher purpose. Criticising Mrs. Willard’s sacrifice of her 
braided kitchen mat is a direct response to Nixon’s kitchen 
debate, as Mrs. Willard lacks control over her own labor or 
achievements. 

[...]
The Bell Jar is first and foremost a political novel, as the 

characters’ struggles are direct results of the Cold War. The 
Cold War and containment theory were not just political 
battles fought abroad, but resulted in the personal battle 
of every American. The public did not discern the war’s 
consequences until too late, after the cultural damage on 
life, community, and self care had been committed. Esther’s 
descent into mental illness is indicative of her time and 
an unfortunate byproduct of the War’s collective trauma. 
Therefore, because the COVID-19 pandemic instills equal 
amounts of uncertainty, fear, and helplessness as the Cold 
War, insights gleaned from the tumults of history can 
provide blueprints for salvation in the present day. The Bell 
Jar encourages the deliberate cultivation of personal control, 
fostering of community, and commitment to self care in 
order to avoid succumbing to the potential consequences of 
global uncertainty.

Rachel Suggs ’21

The Bell Jar Forecasts Consequences of Global 
Trauma on Autonomy Time

“Foggy Morning” 
Reilly McGeehan ’23
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golden dough, bubbling as if molten as below. It is a mar-
riage  --the messy, passionate, loud and colorful kind -- full 
of spices, meat and rice.  The dome is tapped lightly until it 
caves inwards revealing all of the secret flavors and surprises 
dotted throughout: peppercorns, whole green cardamom, 
flecks of yellow rice, and small sweet and crunchy onion 
bombs. Every spice is a stepping stone to my identity, as 
they are my journey through the spice closet. Peppercorns 
are at the top shelf because when whole they have a very 
sharp almost bitter bit and are not easy to incorporate into 
recipes. Saffron is at the very back because it is a luxury 
spice, and I must learn to treat it with care before I can use 
it. However, cloves, cinnamon sticks, and cardamom are in 
the second row because they aren’t used as regularly as our 
powdered spices but simple spices, easy to use and always 
ready to go. 

My reach into the spice closet has gone further and 
further, from the little girl who watched my mum throw 
pinches and spoonfuls of spices into the pot, who only 
knew what turmeric and chili powder were because of their 
distinct colors and loved grabbing the jar of chaat masala 
to eat little fingerdips of it; to a young woman trying to un-
derstand what the spices mean and what each can be used 
for. I’m still learning how to make spice mixtures and how 
to pair different vegetables and meats with certain spice 
profiles. Yet the little girl in me always reminds me that we 
can’t let go of chaat masala; it is our fallback. Our safe food 
that will make anything taste better, even vanilla ice cream.

Spices have rich histories, cultural meaning intertwined 
with ayurvedic, religious and regional beliefs. The spice jars 
are portals that allow me to travel around the world, within 
myself and into the past. I listen to the voices from the jars, 
replay memories of my mother’s hand, or her literal voice 
over my shoulder, and some invisible force guides my own 
hand as I learn to spice my food.

Anooshka Sethi ’22

Mystery Jars
QED, Vol. 75, 2021

There’s a place in my house that holds jars of voic-
es. Each voice is kept in a clear jar with a melanin 
spoon and a neatly printed black and white la-

bel. Every jar spice holds a different element, a warmth 
that envelopes your soul into a hug, an undercurrent of 
heat, a hint of color, a fruity aroma, the taste of opulence. 

The spice cabinet used to be a place of mystery to me, 
hidden away in a white cabinet that I couldn’t reach. As I 
grew, I could reach further and further into the cabinet and 
discovered more pieces of the world, and of myself. When 
I moved to the other side of the world from Singapore to 
Westport, Indian culture was less accessible and open, only 
found in little pockets. It was the spice closet, with its jarred 
voices of 30 spices and 17 types of dried chiles, that helped 
me find my roots. 

Spices have always been a part of my diet, but my 
awareness of their presence and flavor profiles has grown 
with age. My first spice association is chaat masala, it tastes 
like tangy fireworks. As a little pre-dinner my mum would 
fry up cubes of contraband paneer that my dad would sneak 
through Indian and Singaporean customs, and tell me to 
dip it in chaat masala. With its simple creamy soft bite 
sprinkled with an incredibly bold tang, I think I loved chaat 
masala because its flavor was so interesting. It didn’t require 
layering of flavors, or tempering to taste good, it could sit in 
the first row of the cabinet within easy reach and be ready 
to snack on. 

As I’ve grown tall enough to reach the spice shelf, I’ve 
been given the job of taking out all the spices when we 
cook. Biryani is an exploration of the closet because I have 
to reach into every row for the eight spices and my Indian 
identity, Because my mum is from the North of India, she 
makes Dum biryani, full of whole spices and sealed with 
dough. It arrives at the table like a savory present sealed by 

Dum Mutton Biryani Recipe
32QED, Vol. 75, 2021

Anooshka Sethi ’22

ETP: Ready in 1 hour 
Yield/Serves: 8 people

INGREDIENTS:
 ½ kg mutton
 300g basmati rice (Note)
 1 tablespoon ginger garlic paste
 3 black cardamom pods
 5 green cardamom pods
 4 cloves
 2 sticks cinnamon
 2 bay leaves
 Handful of peppercorns
 2 tsp Deggi chilli powder
 1 tsp saffron 
 100g curd (yoghurt) 
 1 Lime
 5g cilantro, chopped
 5g mint, chopped
 2 green chillies, chopped
 1 finger length ginger, julienned
 Fried onions
 Oil
 Salt
 Dum:
 200g Atta
 1 tsp salt
 ~100ml hand-hot water

 

 PREPARATION:
 1. Put basmati rice to soak
 2. Cut mutton intro 3” piece
 3. Add mutton to pot with ginger-garlic paste and  
 ghee. Heat over low fire.
 4. Add all of the whole spices to the pot and fry in  
 the ghee. Then add salt and curd. 
 5. Allow the mutton to slowly cook with the curd  
 and spices, about 10 minutes. Add about 1 cup of  
 water or mutton stock to the pot.
 6. Allow the mutton to simmer until it is fully   
 cooked.
 7. Grind saffron thread in a mortar and pestle until  
 powdery. Place it in a bowl and cover with about 2  
 tablespoons of hot but not boiling water. Let sit   
 until needed. 
 8. If you would like to, the mutton gravy water   
 can be strained into a bowl so that all whole spices  
 can be picked out. This is usually only done in   
 restaurants.
 9. Add the soaked rice to a pot and cook until ½ to  
 ¾ done so that your rice does not get mushy in the  
 biryani.
  a. Add the rice to 4 cups of salted boiling  
  water, bring the heat down to low, cover   
  with foil and lid and cook for around eight  
  minutes.
 10. In the pot with mutton and gravy add ginger,  
 green chili, mint and coriander. 
 11. Layer the rice on top of the mutton  sprinkling  
 crispy onion and drizzling saffron water over rice so  
 that some of it turns yellow
 12. Mix all ingredients for dum dough together,  
 until it is stretchy. Either roll dough into thin  
 sausage to wrap around the rim of the pot and  
 cover with lid, this is to create an airtight seal. Or 
 stretch dough to cover your whole pot. Place the 
 pot on the stove for about 5 minutes. Biryani is 
 done once steam stops rising.
 13. Serve with raita. Enjoy!

NOTES:
Rice: Do not skimp on the quality of rice for this recipe. Do 
your best to find quality long grain basmati rice. The taste, 
texture and fragrance of the rice really shapes how the dish 
will taste. 
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one organised body of governance in society, but all of them, 
creating a world in which religion and government hold 
value only for the control they provide. To underscore this 
point, within the text Vonnegut creates the fictional Books of 
Bokonon, a religious text of the religion Bokononism which 
the people of San Lorenzo worship in secret. What is even 
more interesting is that the concept of the religious book 
being fictional is multilayered; not only is it not a real book 
existing outside of the world of Cat’s Cradle, but even within 
the story, the Books of Bokonon are based entirely on lies, 
or fomas as Bokonon calls them. However, despite its fic-
tionality, the book within a book serves a critical function in 
society— to introduce a religion that creates a false duality 
within society to keep people in order and to create meaning 
where there was once terror and chaos, but where, ultimately, 
no intrinsic value exists. Vonnegut uses Bokononism in Cat’s 

Cradle to suggest that meaning in human life is man-
ufactured, and the continuation of society depends on 
the communal acceptance of collective falsehoods.

[...]
Vonnegut’s writing suggests that we need to 

learn how to identify the structures as they exist, 
acknowledge their falsehoods and fomas, and engage 
productively with the system as it stands. Reading 
Cat’s Cradle provokes the need to actively find 
a balance between leaning into and utilising the 
system for greater good and maintaining enough 
individuality and intellectual distance to know how 
the structures and systems in play are working for 
or against them. Ultimately, it’s not about removing 
oneself from the system or destroying the system, 
because as Vonnegut highlights, that path leads to 
the total obliteration of humanity. The better answer 
would be to change the balance; since Vonnegut 
points out that the very systems have in fact been 
fabricated, it stands to reason that they can be 
shifted to meet new needs, as that is the intended 
purpose. However, this is obviously incredibly diffi-
cult in the complex world that we already fabricated 
for ourselves, or rather that was fabricated for us. 
Only by knowing the system exists can one change 
it. Today, false narratives and dualities are a necessity 
to reality. Humanity in itself has become a construct 
that one must buy into to keep moving forward, and 
the most real we can be is to have a conscious hand 
in our own construction.

Mira Mahendru ’21

The Contribution of False Dualities to Societal 
Stability as Seen in Kurt Vonnegut’s Cat’s Cradle

QED, Vol. 75, 2021

Humans are a paradoxical species: we perpetually 
seek new frontiers of exploration while simultane-
ously limiting the range and lens of our curiosities 

with our insistence on categorisation. We prefer neat little 
boxes for just about everything: gender, political affiliation, 
sciences, belief systems... even our socks and underwear 
have discrete spaces of their own. Even though we are an 
abstractly adventurous species, in day-to-day practice, we are 
creatures of comfort and habit; despite our complex minds 
and worldviews, we generally act like a school of fish fol-
lowing established norms, without questioning our paths. In 
Cat’s Cradle, Kurt Vonnegut satirises the tensions between 
science and religion against the backdrop of a nuclear arms 
race, highlighting the forms of organised control in society 
and their functions in placating the masses. In this semi-
nal postmodern work, Vonnegut calls into question not just 

“A Pandemic Ridden Scene”
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Acknowledgment, Acceptance, Amelioration: Three things 
America has failed to do after “two hundred fifty years of 
slavery. Ninety years of Jim Crow. Sixty years of separate but 

equal. Thirty-five years of racist housing policy”(Coates). Many of 
the racist acts from the past still perpetuate today, but one notewor-
thy example is redlining. Redlining is a process where companies or 
institutions used government drawn maps, which detailed the most 
desirable and undesirable areas for investment to deny goods and 
services, like mortgages, insurance, and loans, to those who lived in 
the undesirable sectors. By redlining, banks are able to uphold racist 
ideas about integration and black stereotypes to segregate neigh-
borhoods caused by the common racist thought by wealthy white 
homeowners that if Black people move into white neighborhoods, 
it would decrease property values and increase crime. Despite laws 
put in place, the continuation of racist redlining policies has been 
largely ignored by the American government since its creation; 
Black Americans will proceed to suffer in a cycle of unfair housing 
and poverty caused by racist banking and real estate practices if 
this does not improve through legislative action and support from 
the government and work towards an equal society by the public. 

Though it is illegal, banks still carry out the initial con-
cept of redlining called discriminatory lending; this routine 
banking practice impacts the rates of homeownership for 
different groups and contributes to modern-day segrega-
tion. African Americans in Philadelphia, for instance, “are 
almost three times more likely to be rejected for home 
loans than white people” (Taylor). There was an assumed 
demographic by the government that Black people were 
untrustworthy and violent criminals, created by the Fed-
eral Administration of Housing, to justify redlining in its 
early days, and although people like to say this isn’t the case 
anymore, these stereotypes are used consciously and sub-
consciously today by banks when deciding to grant or deny 
Black people loans. The majority of the time, this results in 
the denial of banking services for Black people, ultimately 
creating a homeownership gap between different races. Ac-
cording to a 2020 report by the Redfin real estate company, 
“The national homeownership rate for Black families is 
44%, compared to 73.7% for white families” (Folger). Banks 
are hindering Black people’s ability to purchase a home, 
so they are forced to rent because that’s all they can afford. 
Realtors and city officials pick the areas where they want 
rentable apartments to be, and consequently, they have the 
power to choose where they want Black people to live. This 
keeps them segregated in poor, inner-city urban areas, while 
white people, who are granted loans by the bank, are able to 
buy homes in the wealthy, suburban areas. Discriminatory 
lending in banking constructed the racial homeownership 
gap, supporting the forms of modern-day segregation.

The effects of redlining tactics are still seen today, and 
although not explicitly used anymore, similarities can be 
drawn between the redlined maps from the past and maps 
created today. While it may be a common belief that segre-
gation disappeared after the Civil Rights Act of 1964 made 
it illegal, this is in fact not true. In a fight for urban housing 
equality, Bob Dean, the deputy executive director for local 
planning with the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Plan-
ning, explains that if a redlined map created by the gov-
ernment in the 1930s and the maps created today to study 
its effects are placed side by side, “you can’t possibly look 
at that and say that we’re getting better, that we’ve solved 
this problem or that this is no longer” (Badger). Looking at 
these parallels, Black people are continuing to be isolated 
from white neighborhoods by banks and realtors practicing 
redlining. Not only are Black communities being confined 
by racist redlining, but they are also facing detrimental ef-
fects from this practice. A study conducted by the National 
Community Reinvestment Coalition from 2018 comparing 
these same maps shows that “3 out of 4 neighborhoods 
‘redlined’ on government maps 80 years ago continuing to 
struggle economically” ( Jan). Black communities are being 
deserted in areas where they are subjected to poverty and 
other serious problems because of the protraction of these 
maps. Through the similarities seen between segregated 
redlined maps and modern-day maps, and, it is clear to see 
the economic toll it is taking on Black people, and that this 
problem has been ignored and still remains today.

Since the practices of redlining began, although laws 
had been put in place, it has been widely ignored by the 
American government causing Black people to suffer 
through housing discrimination and will continue to 
until legislative action is carried out to support the Black 
community and all of society working to create an equal 
country. Redlining has been practiced since the 1930s, and 
the similarities between where different racial groups lived 
then and where they live now is beyond belief. The reason 
behind this being the continuous use of discriminatory and 
predatory lending to decrease Black homeownership and 
segregate where Black people can live due to affordabil-
ity. Regardless of actions by Obama to work to diminish 
the modern day redlining, Trump destroyed any possible 
chance. The Black community needs Biden to work towards 
the goal Obama once had, which he has followed through 
on. The people of society have an extremely important 

Lily Klau ’23
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very young strong between them and their parents. Now 
that I am in highschool, although I don’t read with my 
parents any more, that bond is still there. I am able to go to 
them if I need anything because of the trust that I formed 
with them as a child.  In addition, since kids are older 
when they are able to read, they have more of an ability to 
understand the feelings happening in the book. This can 
allow them to be more empathetic towards others. When 
I was younger I specifically remember one book that I read 
with my mom called Guess How Much I Love You by Sam 
McBratney that helped me learn about empathy. We would 
read this book together and it would bring my mom and I 
closer because it showed the feelings of familial love that I 
then could relate to. I believe that it also made me more of 
an empathetic person because it taught me the feelings of 
unconditional love. After researching and thinking back to 
my personal experience, I recognize that one reason there is 
such an importance for early childhood reading is because 
it can bring parents and children closer, allowing for more 
trust and empathy.

I began being read to at a very young age. This along 
with other factors brought me many benefits. Early child-
hood reading gives children a foundation for adulthood 
along with improving their development. This is because 
children who began reading with a parent and learning 
about the basics of literacy at a young age will be set for 
academic success. They will also have a strong bond built 
with those who read to them, which is very important 
for their future in order to have mutual trust with their 
parents. When children begin school and begin to have 
assignments, they do not have that bond or trust with their 
teachers that they do from their parents. If children are as-
signed reading for school or are required to do it at a young 
age without having any bond with their teacher, there will 
be no motivation for them to read.  It is important for 
teachers to keep in mind that before they start assigning 
reading they should take the time to form trust with their 
students. Researchers and studies make many claims  about 
early childhood reading; however, parents and teachers are 
not doing a lot to keep reading a form of entertainment 
as children get older. I believe that this knowledge is very 
important for parents as well as teachers to keep in mind. 
The idea of early childhood reading is very important. In 
order to keep children excited about reading, it is important 
to begin reading with them at a young age to form a bond 
that continues as they grow older.

Lucia Scotti ’22

Building Blocks to Success
QED, Vol. 75, 2021

When I think back to reading as a child, I remem-
ber going up to my room and my mom would 
tell my brother and I to each pick out two books. 

We would all lay down on my bed, my brother on one side 
and me on the other. That time that I spent reading with 
my family was always the best time of the day because we 
were all together. I loved spending time with my family so 
having this time together was something I enjoyed. Also, 
because as a child, I was excited to read. Early childhood 
literacy is the basis of introducing reading and vocabulary 
to children at a very young age. This could include read-
ing aloud, teaching the alphabet, using an extended vocab-
ulary or even just letting young kids flip through books. 
Early childhood literacy is very beneficial to the develop-
ment of children as well as their future. Prior to researching 
early childhood literacy, I didn’t know many details about 
its benefits. I knew that it helps cognitive development, 
and that was pretty much it. My mom would always talk 
about reading aloud with me and my brother now; how-
ever, I never really understood why. After looking at some 
of my personal experiences, I wonder how beneficial read-
ing at a young age is for children and what are some of the 
outcomes it has for children as they grow into adulthood? 

 Looking back at my early reading, I don’t really remem-
ber the books or specifics that I read; I just remember that 
close time that I spent with my parents. Every night as a 
child, my parents would read to me. I would always look 
forward to spending time together with my family at the 
end of the day.  Through researching, I found that this time 
helped form a bond between caretakers and their children. 
With that time spent together, “your child will trust and 
expect that you will be there for them” (Children’s Bureau). 
From experience, I know that trust plays a huge role in a 
bond between a child and parent. As children grow up, they 
will go to their parents more for hardships if they have that 
trust with them.  The set time each night of reading with 
my parents gave me something to look forward to each 
day. I found that this bond I created with my parents from 
reading every night led me to be closer with them as I grew 
up.  When I started elementary school, my mom would still 
come read to me at night. In first grade, once I knew how 
to read, I began reading to her. This idea of “reading with 
kids who already know how to read helps them feel close 
to caretakers, understand the world around them and be 
empathetic citizens of the world”( Joyce). Although they 
are getting older, they still have that time spent with their 
parents. It keeps the bond formed from when they were 
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trolling governments are dangerous. What had once been a 
free and prosperous America had been transformed into an 
oppressed and tightly controlled fundamentalist Christian 
regime that warned of the dangers of religious politics, but 
ultimately was not enough to prevent fundamental Islamist 
governments from rising to power.

The use of pro-government propaganda on the televi-
sion and news coverage in Gilead draws many parallels to 
radio control of the Taliban, drawing emphasis to the dan-
gers of state-controlled media. In the film adaptation of the 
novel, Offred sits on the floor and watches the television as 
the news station, which is controlled by the state, describes 
the current state of the war. The war is described as being a 
“tremendous success” for Gilead, arguing that the enemy is 
soon to be defeated. Author Danita J. Dodson argues in her 
criticism “We Lived in the Blank White Spaces” that with 
the sole influence of governmental powers, this national 
pride and dominance becomes acceptable. Even while Gile-
ad’s media has no evidence to support their claim of victory, 
the people of Gilead are simply supposed to blindly accept 
that they are being told the truth and take up what Dodson 
refers to as “an unjustified sense of national superiority” 
(Dodson 70). But such a blind and unrivaled nationalism 
is not limited to the fictional regime of Gilead, as it has 
long been reality that the Taliban attempts to push further 
each day. One source states that “the group is stronger 
now than at any point in the last eighteen years” (cfr.org). 
While the Taliban has controlled much of Afghanistan at 
various times in the past, the religious militant group has 
done everything they can to further build their power to 
this day. This includes taking control of media resources 
such as radio stations, which are a part of daily life in many 
Afghan towns and cities. Although there is no one radio 
station that the Taliban can gain control of, the terror group 
has used violence in order to gain control of what is being 
broadcast on these stations. One report stated that “the 
Taliban say they only target media that is biased against 
them,” thus ensuring that the sources of information that 
are available to the public are spreading a positive image of 
the fundamentalist organization (reuters.com). Both Gilead 
and the Taliban do everything in their power to promote a 
strong sense of patriotism for their respective governments, 
and these similarities highlight the dangers of allowing 
such biased and unmatched media to take over. Without 
opposition, freedoms of expression and thought become 
impossible, thus furthering these nations goals of a society 
without individuality. 

Dean Moro ’21

The Handmaid’s Tale Predictions of Oppression
QED, Vol. 75, 2021

Fundamentalist groups such as the Taliban have become 
a part of reality today, and their message of violence and 
religion has taken center stage. With such strong and 

unwavering beliefs about the role of religion in society, the 
Taliban has done everything in their power to ensure their 
message is heard loud and clear, but this is not a new or un-
precedented issue. The many similarities in regards to media, 
religion, and gender between the Christian nation of Gilead 
in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale and modern day 
Taliban-controlled Afghanistan offered unheeded warnings 
about the dangerous and oppressive nature of a fundamen-
talist government that is still a reality in the Middle East.

The role of media and entertainment throughout the 
novel plays a critical role in drawing connections between 
the oppression of Gilead and the unjust and totalitarian tyr-
anny of the Taliban. As the Commander attempts to break 
law and build a secret personal relationship with Offred, he 
utilizes the various illegal sources of entertainment that his 
high political ranking allows him to hold. He and Offred 
are seen in the 1990’s film The Handmaid’s Tale directed by 
Volker Schlöndorff reading magazines, completing puzzles, 
and playing games such as Scrabble late into the evening. 
Such items are given to Offred as a reward for beating the 
Commander in games of chess, and hold immense value 
due to their illegality. These forms of entertainment had 
been banned by the government, showing a clear infringe-
ment and violation of freedom in the country. These old 
forms of entertainment emphasize the oppression of the 
fundamentalist government, thus warning that such con-
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at a young age” (Dara Webster). My love of reading, espe-
cially when it came to fiction books, nourished my brain 
with examples of fun but implausible storylines, which 
directly made me more creative by not only expanding my 
imagination, but by exposing me to new creative outlets, 
such as writing and drawing. For example, after reading The 
True Story of the Three Little Pigs written by Jon Sciesz-
ka and illustrated by Lane Smith, I wrote a newspaper for 
my neighborhood filled with made-up articles about local 
happenings. I was certainly “dreaming big,” for nobody 
probably read the stapled pieces of cardstock. Experiment-
ing with “journalism” led me to one of my greatest passions 
today: food writing.  Writing my food blog, developing new 
gluten free recipes, and participating in other random cre-
ative endeavors are actually some of the most relevant ways 
I continue to exercise my imagination and creative mind.

In all honesty, I believe that I was significantly, if not 
entirely, shaped by my early exposure to children’s literature 
and read alouds. Children’s literature has led me to some 
of my greatest passions today.  The frequent picture books 
related to food I read with my dad, like Pancakes, Pancakes! 
by Eric Carle and Delicious! by Helen Cooper inspired me 
to try cooking and start a career in creative journalism. My 
enthusiasm for reading turned into a love of school, and 
helped me to  become the motivated student I am now. 
While researching, however, I did find that some of the 
benefits of reading aloud to children didn’t take root in me. 
Reading aloud to children supposedly increases attention 
span by helping them “learn to stay put for the duration of 
the book” but I’ve always had slight attentional issues ( Julie 
Temple Stan). I know now that my attentional issues could 
have been in part due to my undiagnosed Celiac Disease or 
ADD, but I think it’s mostly because of how inspired I was 
by the stories. It would be impossible for anyone to absorb 
every single benefit of reading aloud, and it just so hap-
pened that my brain decided to become active and imagina-
tive instead of calm and focused. 

Maizy Boosin ’21

How Children’s Literature Shaped Me 
QED, Vol. 75, 2021

“Purple flowers”
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I don’t remember much from before I became a big sister, 
but I have patchy memories of rushing through my 
bedtime routine every night so I could curl up next to 

my dad in bed and have more time to read with him, free 
from the distraction of the cries of a newborn baby. Obvi-
ously, I couldn’t read any exact words, but I had memorized 
the repeating phrases in our favorite book, Gladys Goes 
Out to Lunch by Derek Anderson. I marveled at the color-
ful illustrations of food and giggled at my dad’s silly voices; 
I always looked forward to our special read aloud time 
together and, of course, would always beg for more books. 
This is one of thousands of fond memories I have from my 
childhood filled with picture books and reading aloud. Over 
a decade later, the two words frequently used to describe me 
are hard-working and creative. It’s always seemed like an 
arbitrary combination of right brain and left brain, or type 
A and type B to me, but researching the effects of read-
ing to children made me wonder: could being raised in an 
environment filled with children’s literature have shaped my 
personality today? 

In short, yes! Reading aloud to children  exercises their 
imagination. Through reading, children learn to create 
scenarios in their brains of situations they haven’t actually 
experienced, which fuels the right side of their brains and 
helps them act creatively.. There are many implications that 
this increased level of creativity expands into later stages of 
life as well because “by widening your child’s imagination, 
your child is more likely to dream bigger and act creatively” 
(Children’s Bureau). Learning this allowed me to identify 
a trend between my personality now and my love of read-
ing as a young child. Because I was extremely attached to 
my books growing up and read quite often, I turned into 
the creative young adult I am today. In fact, my mom even 
shared that I “ would not go to bed without a book and 
would frequently ask about what happened to the charac-
ters after the story ended. You loved reading so much you 
started making your own stories and writing mini-books 
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Special Thanks To... Publication History

Staples High School students founded the literary 
magazine entitled Soundings--a name that refer-
ences “making noise”--in 1947. Some notable past 
contributors include: Fred Hollister, who was the 
first editor of the magazine when it was created; 

Jane Yolen, who published her first book at 22 and 
has since gone on to author and edit 280 books; 

Mark Kramer, who had a long career in the writing 
field and continues to help others with their writing 
even in retirement. There have been dozens of such 
contributors throughout the years, and even hun-
dreds more writers and artists, that have found a 
place to express themselves within Soundings.



Dear Reader,
As I read through 75 years worth of Soundings pub-

lications to print in our Semi-Sesquicentennial Anni-
versary magazine, I was surprised by how little student 
expression has changed. Throughout those 75 years, 
students have grappled with finding our voices through 
prose, poetry, artwork, photos, and essays and have em-
ployed Soundings as an outlet to showcase our creativity 
and perspective. 

Our staff and artists have worked hard to put togeth-
er this year’s issue and to showcase varied work from 
all different types of students. We hope that as students 
take pleasure in this journal, we inspire even more par-
ticipation next year. We are so excited to present this 
magazine to you. Thank you for your support, and we 
hope you enjoyed!

Lucy Dockter, Editor
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