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Who was taken from us far too soon.
May her memory be a blessing.
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Letter from the Editor-in-Chief
Dear fellow reader,

Janus is the Roman god of beginnings, time, and gates, looking both
forwards and backwards in perpetuity. I invite us all to model Janus;
we ought to not dwell on the tumultuous times of 2020, but, instead,
keep them in the rearview mirror. Despite our acknowledgement of the
past, however, we must continue to strive forward into a brighter
future.
Janus also symbolized transitions. Whether from birth to death, fall to
winter, or youth to adulthood, transitions mark a shift in the way we
experience the human condition. The past year has offered our global
society a chance to transition from, to unlearn, oppressive dogma upon
which many institutions are founded. We are steadily unpacking and
unravelling the narratives that have defined the interactions between
citizens of different races and cultures. The pendulum has certainly
been swinging too far in one direction for decades and it is time to
correct its course. The distortion this correction causes can
seem extreme at times; however, that distortion means we are moving
in the correct direction.
While humanity continues to move forward, we are afforded the
opportunity to relearnsome of the norms lost amidst the pandemic.

Communication was impacted the most in a time of isolation. Not to
be didactic, but, as we return to what may very well be ‘normal life,’
remember that most of your peers have experienced strife and struggle;
acknowledge those difficulties and treat them as a human. Respect is a
characteristic so regularly marketed yet scarcely employed; let us
change that.
As we continue to reflect upon the past and move into the future, let us
remember Priscilla Lartey, to whom this issue of the Qualia Review is
dedicated and to whom we are eternally grateful. May her memory be
a blessing and may she look upon all of us with joy.

Best regards,
Ralph Lam
Editor-in-Chief of The Qualia Review

Our Partners

Vent
By: Jasmine Kapadia

keep in mind / i am still a teenage / girl / if you / try and peel
back my layers / scrub off the poetics / & dim the lights / the
world isn’t always pretty. i crave / for the apocalypse / downfall
/charli xcx loud as possible / gimme space / video chats &
crumpled paper / blue ink scribbles onboth of my hands / set
my face with hairspray / don’t you forget it / no sunscreen /
black bra & a little skirt / lip gloss on post-it notes / i think i will
always be / a girl. even when i am / 40 / or underground /
daisies / i will still be girl / sometimes i am okay / with that and
/ others i just want to / run away & grow up / you can’t stop me
/ he says i’m pretty / i don’t care but / my mom does/ so i’ll kiss
him / messy / messy / just to spite / her. pour me / another
bowl / HNO 3/ fuck i hate chem / this time i want more herbs /
more / more / more / more dirt / on my knees and / on my
elbows / bruises stuck / between my wisdom teeth / we might /
detonate / and that’s okay / late nights / with the crew /
convince me it’s all good / it will always be / in the back of your
mind / drunk stumbling through 99 ranch / i am hungering /
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for blood and chaos / so sick / and look / i hate myself really
bad / we all do / tbh / it’s fine / starving / is a teenage rite of
passage / hotel rooms & missed calls / . /

About the Author:
Jasmine Kapadia is a 17-year-old Asian American poet. She has
work featured or forthcoming inKissing Dynamite,All Guts No
Glory, and the Eunoia Review, among others. She has been
nominated for Best of the Net. Find her on Instagram
@jazzymoons
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Train of Fools
By: Sonia Mehta

I spotted the last empty space in the overhead compartment,
pulled my backpack to my chest, and prepared to heave. With a
thud, an arm from behind deposited a suitcase in the space that
no longer belonged to me. I opened my mouth to protest, but a
tall, broad-shouldered man in army fatigues was already
retreating to the back of the train.
I shoved my backpack under the window seat and settled down.
A middle-aged couple took the two seats across from me. I
considered placing my pack on the seat next to me to keep it
empty. The train, however, was rapidly filling. The last time I
had tried that technique, a late-arriving perspiring stranger
hadasked me tomove my bag and plopped down. This time, I
would simply hope for the best.
“Is this seat taken?” The soldier had returned from the rear.
Before I had the chance to reply, he took the place next
to me.
“Going home for the holidays?” asked the woman seated across
me. She was thin, with short greying hair and a pleasant smile.
I nodded. “My whole family will be there.”
“Does your family celebrate Thanksgiving?” she chattered.
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I sighed inwardly. Despite having grown up in Illinois and
lacking any trace of an Indian accent, I still received these
questions. The woman was being polite. She probably
envisioned me wearing a sari on Thanksgiving and drinking
green chutney eggnog.
“You bet. It’s my favorite holiday.”
“Mine too.”
I opened National Geographic Magazine to end the conversation
and dozed off.
A piercing pain on my forehead woke me. I lifted my head from
the icy window panel. Outside the snow dusted the empty
farmland. Union Station was far behind.
“We’re going to Carbondale. How about you?” Chatterbox
smiled.
“Centralin.”
“We’re almost neighbors. And you, soldier?” she asked.
“Carbondale.”
“Then we’re really neighbors.”
“Private, are you stationed at Rock Island?” asked the woman’s
companion, an overweight man with a rim of sparse white hair
and a thin mustache.
“No, sir. Fort Benning.”

THE QUALIA REVIEW |4

“That’s great! Gonna be a ranger?”
The soldier shook his head. “That’s for lifers. I’ve got two more
years. Then I’ll use my benefits to go to college and get a nursing
degree.”
“Nursing?”said Mustache.
“There’s nothing wrong with that,” chimed in Chatterbox.
“Didn’t

say

there

was.”Mustache

tried

to

redeem

himself.“Nursing is a great profession.”
“I might re-up after that,” the soldier added.
“That’s great.” Mustache looked relieved.
“Our nephew, Charles, is in the Navy. At Norfolk,” said
Chatterbox and looked at me. “How about you, dear?”
“I’m not going to be a ranger either.” “I meant, are you going to
college?”
“I graduated last year. I’m working for Chase Bank.”
“Where did you go to college?” she said.
“Northwestern.”
The soldier looked at me, “I applied to Northwestern. Had
excellent grades and scores. Didn’t get in.”
“These things can be a crapshoot,” I said.
“I didn’t fit their profile.”
“Profile?” said Mustache.
“I’m not a URM, Underrepresented Minority.”
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“Doesn’t seem fair,” Mustache scoffed. He glanced at me.
I stiffened, “I’m an Indian - an Overrepresented Minority.”
“I’m sure you deserved your admission,” said the soldier. “They
couldn’t see my merit. Even though I was a captain of my
football

team.

National

Merit

Finalist.

Didn’t

matter.”

Mustache nodded. “Too many people going through the
backdoor and getting into colleges like Northwestern or finding
great jobs because they’re the ‘right’ skin color.” “No one opened
a backdoor for me,” I said.
“Management made me train a minority kid who eventually took
over my job. So humiliating. If I’d looked...different, I would’ve
retired on an executive salary. I’d be on a corporate jet instead
of a train,” Mustache decried.
“The same train we’re all on?” I said. “The people on corporate
jets aren’t fools. They’re not fighting about back doors. Front
doors are held open for them.” I eyed the soldier. “Do you have
African-Americans in your platoon?”
“Of course. Some of the best soldiers.” “Until Truman, they
weren’t allowed on the same base.”
“In the foxhole, the only thing that matters is whether you can
rely on the guy next to you, not his race,” the soldier said.
I paused. The couple stopped listening. They stared at the
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soldier. I followed their gaze. The private was twitching his head
to the left. He closed his eyes.
“Are you okay?” asked Chatterbox.
“I’m sorry you had to see that.” “What?”
“I’ve got a mild form of Tourette’s. I’m on meds. That’s the first
episode I’ve had in a while.”
Mustache narrowed his eyes, ”Does the Army know?”
“He’s on meds, dear,” appeased Chatterbox.
“If he’s got a condition that could put other soldiers in danger…”
“I passed my physical.”
“Doesn’t mean they know,” said Mustache. ”What about that
soldier in the foxhole next to you? Doesn’t he have rights?”
The soldier stared at his hands.
“Did you always disclose everything to management? With them
being so understanding?” I asked Mustache.
“Lives didn’t count on me.”
“Everyone keeps things close. Especially when they’re rewarded
on merit. Punished for frailty.”
The soldier never looked up. The train pulled into Effingham
Station.
“That’s my stop,” he mumbled, retrieved his bag, and exited.
“I thought he was going to Carbondale,” Chatterbox said.
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The soldier retreated down the platform. The snow and wind
struck his coat. He descended the stairs and disappeared.

About the Author:
Sonia Mehta is an emerging writer and a senior in a Central
Ohio high school. Her stories havebeen published in Blue
Marble Review, the Apprentice Writer, The Telling Room, and
Ripples inSpace among other magazines. Ms. Mehta’s work has
been recognized at the Scholastic Art and Writing National
Awards, the William Faulkner - Wisdom Creative Writing
Competition, The Best Teen Writing of 2021, and the Writing
for Peace Young Writers’ Fiction Contest.
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The Halves of Me
By: Priyanka Achanta

previously published in “The Start Literary Journal”
I am an American.
Proud to be a part of a country,
that is one of a kind.
I love that the people here
aren’t the same.
They are a mix of many different cultures
each teaching me something new.
I love the sports,
from football to basketball.
The thrill of watching tense games,
the lead switching back and forth.
I love the music,
my favorite being pop.
The creativity of all those musicians,
giving me songs I cherish forever.
American culture is a huge part of my life
but there is another side of me as well.
My heritage is Indian.
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Aspects of my life that are distinctive from others.
I love the festivals
like Diwali, the festival of lights.
Decorating my house with family,
enjoying the sweet treats.
I love the unique fashion.
The silky flow of saris
or the beautiful patterns on lehengas,
all as vibrant as the sun.
I love the wide variety of foods.
The sweet gulab jamun, spicy biryani, and savory samosa.
Each dish, a new batch of flavors,
spreading through the mouth as fast as a cheetah.
I love both my cultures. They depict who I am.
And I could not imagine
who I would be without them.
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About the Author:
Priyanka Achanta is a sophomore in high school from Illinois.
She has enjoyed writing poetry since she was a child and
continues to write unique pieces. Other than writing, Priyanka is
passionate about participating in her school math team and
playing on the basketball team, as well as being a high academic
achiever. In her free time, she likes to spend time with family &
friends or watch movies.
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Interview with Sean Hewitt
Sean Hewitt is a renowned poet—having been shortlisted for the
Sunday Times Young Writer of the Year 2020; his poetry collection
Tongues of Fire was named The Spectator’s Book of the Year.

Is there a creative process behind your writing?
I wish there was a set process I followed, but there isn’t. I have a lot of
work with teaching and reviewing books, so writing fits around those
other jobs. Sometimes there are months when I don’t write anything I
like, and other months I might write two poems I’m happy with. I’m a
slow writer. When I’m not actually physically writing, though, I make
notes of ideas, images, forms, and hope that when something finally
clicks, I’ll be able to make another poem.

Where did you find inspiration for Tongues of Fire?
In reading, in conversation, in life, in music. In short, inspiration can
come from anywhere, and that’s the joy and the surprise of it, as well
as what’s frustrating about being dependent on it. You never know
where to look to find it
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Having written a poetry collection, do you believe that
all poems within a collection must have an obvious
unifying theme?
I don’t think so. In fact, I think themes are a bit of a marketing
ploy; a way of categorising and presenting poetry in ways that
reduces it to a sort of ‘aboutness’. Of course, many collections do
have themes, and circle around things that preoccupy the poet;
but I don’t think collections have to be reducible to themes in
order to work. In fact, the collections I enjoy most have a tonal
coherence, or a distinct approach to the world, which can
encompass many different ideas. I guess what I’m saying is that
I’m suspicious about the motives behind presenting a collection
as ‘themed’, because if I said my collection was about grief, for
example, it would occlude
all the other things that it is also about (sexuality, spirituality,
natural forms, history, the lyric) and also perhaps obscure all
the things the poems might mean to various readers beyond
what I think they mean at any given time.

How do you read your own poetry?
I read it aloud to myself, over and over again. In fact, that’s
usually how I redraft a poem: I listen to it, and try to get rid of
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all the dud notes. When I read the poem to an audience, I try to
pay attention to that musicality, but also to the narrative of the
poem too.

What are some challenges that you faced when you
began your writing career? How did you overcome
them?
The usual rejections, I suppose. Getting downhearted or losing a
sense of value in my poems when others didn’t like them. I think
that still challenges me, if I’m honest. But more and more I’ve
learnt to trust in the work. I found some good friends whose
opinions I admired, and who have taught me things, and
supported me along the way. That helps a great deal.

Do you have any advice for young writers who are
looking to get into poetry?
No particularly special advice, aside from read as much poetry
as you can, and think about what you like in a poet’s work, and
what you don’t. Find some peers to share your poems with –
people who will be honest, and who understand what you want
to do. Take opportunities for feedback. Listen when people you
respect don’t think a poem is working, but try not to take
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rejection to heart. There’s so much of it, and the only important
thing is to keep dedicating yourself to whatever it is you want
your poems to achieve. Avoid trends – they come and go with
time, and are impossible to predict.
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63 Candles
By: Anna Grace Phillips

I knew I was the grouch of the town. I was the legend and I was
the only one with five sleek black rifles. I was the bad guy in
your fairytale but I was real. At 62, I wasn’t as fit as I used to be,
but from the sounds you heard coming from my backyard,
everyone knew I was just as good with a gun as I was at 21.

The first thing mamas told their kids was, “don’t you ever go to
the house on Sharp Street”. If you were anything like me, then
that was the first thing on your bucket list. You can bet I scared
most kids away, but sometimes a group of them would come
over to torment me till I came at them like a raging bull! That
batch wouldn’t come back, but more always came.

I was shooting cans one morning when I heard a car. Plodding
over to the driveway, I saw her“Ann? Why the hell are you
here?”

“Happy birthday Artham! I thought I’d say hello.” Ann, my twin,
was at the door. She hadn’t forgotten me. I wanted to tell her all
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that was going through my head: Sarah, war, kids. I don’t hate
kids, they just bring back too many memories. Memories that
are buried in a box.

I can remember the day. It was the happiest day of my life but in
a way, I wish it never happened. I was married at 21 to a woman
named Sarah - a simple name, but the way I said it, it was the
most beautiful name in the world. She had light brown hair, hair
that flowed like a golden river in the sunset, and pink lips which
were always slightly chapped. But best of all, she was mine.

I could tell a thousand tales good and bad; I was a hero once,
but in the end all that the war left me with was a broken soul.
Sarah was pregnant when I went to fight in World War 2, I was
24 at the time. War is not as easy as it sounds, war isn’t good; it
doesn’t always make heroes.It sends our brothers and sisters
away. It kills closest friends, but worst of all, it ruins you.
Itsounds so easy - just one click of the trigger, one swift
movement. In reality it is so hard. Thatclick kills a life, a life
with a family, maybe kids, and you’ll never know. That click
sends a letter. It sends a man to heaven or hell.
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I was good with guns, so they put me on the ground in the
dugouts. It was scary, waiting in there for the sound of marching
feet, the sound of tanks and planes and bombs, all the time
thinking about my Sarah home, with the baby inside her. When
the letter arrived that she had a cold, I didn’t worry. But when
she wrote again from the hospital, I reckoned it was bad.

I sent her letters and she always wrote back, but each time her
writing was worse and worse and then there were no words at
all, just scribbles. I tried in vain to read those scribbles,but I
never could. I missed Sarah and home. We were all tired of
hunger and fear. I had a friend named Sam, he had four kids
waiting for him. One morning we were traveling through woods
when we were ambushed! Guns fired and Sam went down. Then
a bomb dropped between us. I shouted as I ran around where
the bomb had hit, firing through the trees. I had to save him, for
the kids.

When I made it to Sam, I could tell I was too late. He had a
bullet in the chest and he was struggling to breathe. Still, I stood
over him through it all, hardly noticing my own dire pain.Then
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it took control and I passed out. When I awoke, I was traveling
back to a hospital in my hometown. I had been shot 6 times and
fractured my left wrist. After all that, Sam had died from the
bullet to his chest.

I was lost in misery for Sarah, for Sam, for war. Then the doctor
said “The hospital you are going to just happens to be the one
your wife is in” I fainted.
Upon awakening, a new doctor loomed over me. “You fought
bravely.” His voice was strange, but gentle.
“Have you seen my wife?” I croaked. “Who?” the man said,
confused.
“My wife, Sarah. I was told she’s in this hospital.”
“Oh. Her.” He said it in a way that frightened me. “Your wife has
Pneumonia. She’s in the room right across from us.”
At that, I jumped up and shouted “Sarah! I’m here! I’m here!” I
ran to her door but I was pulled back by nurses and doctors.
“Sarah!!!” Words flowed around me but I yelled her name
and then I heard it and so did they.
“Artham?” It was quiet and soft, “Let him in. Please.” And they
did. Later I was told that that was the first she had spoken in
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weeks. Slowly I walked in and saw her. She was pale and
skinny but she smiled. “Artham,” she whispered again, “I love
you.”
“I love you too,” I went over and squeezed her hand. “You will
get better.” I was taken out far too soon.
I recovered quickly, but Sarah took longer. In the end the baby
died, during birth. But Sarah was with me for another 20 years.
Those years were bliss, but then the flu reappeared. Ever since
then, I have been a sad old man, but maybe I can change. I want
to thank you already for listening. No one’s ever done that. I
think it might be time to rethink my sadness. That is what Sarah
would want me to do.
“Happy Birthday to you too.”
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About the Author:
Anna Phillips is a 7th grade school attender who’s favorite
subject is writing. She plays volleyball and takes horseback
riding lessons. Anna lives at home with her parents, brother and
10 pets. She has been published before on blogger Carol
Baldwin's newsletter Talking Story.
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Walking Down A NeverEnding Road To Nowhere
By: Annie Woods

Walking down a never-ending road to nowhere
Or maybe it’s anywhere
Maybe going to nowhere is going to anywhere
Where is nowhere
Where is anywhere
Where is there to go?

Walking down a never-ending road to nowhere
I walk by myself, all alone, deep in thought Wandering,
wondering
Why am I going?
Wondering
Is there anywhere to go?

Walking down a never-ending road to nowhere
The clouds turn grey, as the blue drains away
Down the drain goes the color of the world
The world is dreary now
Black, white, and grey are ever so dull
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Ever so dull

Walking down a never-ending road to nowhere
In the distance I hear a train
I can hear the people yell joyfully
They’re going so fast
Why can’t I
I am the reason, why

Walking down a never-ending road to nowhere
The air turns cold, snow falls from the sky
Gone are the days of sun, of brightness
Barren are plains surrounding the road
The winds pick up, burning my face and my eyes

When will my spring come?
Walking down a never-ending road to nowhere Night comes
I keep walking
Walking forward, faster, farther
Nothing will stop me
Nothing
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Walking down a never-ending road to nowhere
Eventually spring will come
The winds will calm
The clouds will dissolve back into blue
Day will come, bringing the brightness with it
All we can do is walk

About the Author:
Annie Woods, 15, is a sophomore in high school in suburban
Chicago, Illinois. In her spare time, she likes to read, play piano,
and crochets. She hopes to go into medicine in the future, but
also has a passion for history and literature. She hopes, overall,
that she will make a positive impact on the world.
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Sixty Slaying Seamonsters - The
Toxicity of Productivity Culture,
from a Leader of the 100 Days of
Productivity Studygram
Challenge
By: Athena Zhuang

Whoever said that studygrammers are flawless is a liar.
In the studygram and bullet journal community on Instagram,
students take photos of their bulky school notes, their capitalist
collection of stationery, their aesthetically-pleasing completed
to-do lists that seem a little too perfect...

I was involved in this group for several years. I amassed a
following of more than 2600 -- and in 2020, I reflected on this
“accomplishment”. The outside appearance of an achievement
fools viewers. In many cases, there are internal conflicts that
dim the sparkling lights.

For the most part, I loved the community. I made friends from
across the world; wecompared novels that we read in different
languages; I admired how determined everyone was to
accomplish their dreams.
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However, there was also the idea of productivity culture.
In the past, “productivity” was deemed as something to aspire to.
Everyone wanted to be efficient, and everyone wanted their
checklists to be completed before sunset. “Work harder and
procrastinate less” was a common goal that students put on
their New Year’s Resolutions lists. Throughout my studygram
experience, I have witnessed the rise and downfall of such
ambition. I have been its victim, and I have been its predator. I
am not proud of my actions -- and it is my goal to unlearn and
relearn.
accomplish their dreams.
However, there was also the idea of productivity culture.
In the past, “productivity” was deemed as something to aspire to.
Everyone wanted to be efficient, and everyone wanted their
checklists to be completed before sunset. “Work harder and
procrastinate less” was a common goal that students put on
their New Year’s Resolutions lists. Throughout my studygram
experience, I have witnessed the rise and downfall of such
ambition. I have been its victim, and I have been its predator. I
am not proud of my actions -- and it is my goal to unlearn and
relearn.
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Productivity culture is a continuous cycle that never slows down.
Friends from Britain posted about completing dozens of tasks
every day. They claimed to work for fourteen hours on their
weekends. I felt pressured to do the same. They took intense ALevels and received high grades. Thus, I associated the idea of
academic success with robotic studying.

I fell into the trap. Every morning, I tapped through endless
stories of Instagrammers posting their lengthy to-do lists. I got
up, put on my clothes, and marched to my desk and did the
same. I took a photo, edited it beyond recognition, and posted it
online. This was my daily routine.

The honest truth? I was tired. I felt the need to achieve
everything -- I had to finish all my tasks. I had to upload a
picture to show proof. I had to be validated by my followers.
There was never a moment to sit and breathe. I scarcely praised
myself for the work I completed. It was simply “insufficient” -- I
had to do more.
In 2020, I created a monster. I was oblivious to the harm it
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brought. All logic flew over my head when I proposed the
following idea to thousands of teenagers and young adults who
were stuck in a similar cycle.

“Who wants to join me on a 100 Days of Productivity challenge?!”

I received more than sixty responses from people who wanted to
participate. The aim was to “increase productivity” and “limit
procrastination”. Individuals were encouraged to publicly post
their completed to-do lists for 100 days in a row.

Reflecting on it now, in 2021, it seems more like an Instagram
algorithm booster, but that is a different subject.

The challenge began. All sixty-three of us were placed into group
chats, with the hope of “hyping each other up” on a regular basis.
We communicated almost hourly or whenever we finished one
of our individual tasks. The irony was that the conversation,
which was meant to keep us working, diverted a significant
amount of attention and focus to it.
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This challenge held a number of problems. First, it had
unrealistic expectations. In the beginning, everyone was
motivated to make it to 100 days. However, gradually over time,
this became incredibly difficult. In all honesty, we began posting
fake tasks to check off to appear flawless. There is no better way
to say this: we were validated by social media. Whenever we hit
a bump and missed a task, it felt like the end of the world. I
recall a message within a group chat, where my friend talked
about facing burn-out. We were quick to respond -- “Don’t worry
about it! Just get back on track!”, “We love you, keep going!”,
“You’ve got this!”... There was no comment that advised her to
rest. Instead, she was encouraged to continue. This toxic idea
was dangerous. There is a line between motivation and pressure,
and I fear that this challenge leans to the second. Furthermore,
100 Days of Productivity was bad for viewers. They felt the need
to be equally as busy. This was a cycle that no one could escape - unless they wanted to give up.Combined together, our sixty
participants had more than 50,000 followers. Our influence was
significant -- and now that I am reflecting on it, the power we
had was atrocious.

THE QUALIA REVIEW |29

The results of the challenge? Only one person succeeded. I
remember dropping by day thirty -- I was unable to handle the
pressure and the lying. I was restless as I went to sleep.

Though I completed my tasks, my head was filled with thoughts
about all the things I needed to do the next day. In the morning,
instead of smiling at the thought of talking to my friends, I
dreaded getting up. I knew that I would have to post a photo of
my to-do list and repeat the performance.

I quit the studygram community. 2020 was rough - virtual
school (due to COVID-19) was extremely difficult to adapt to for
a number of students. Motivation declined, and so did
productivity. Nevertheless, the “workaholic” Instagram accounts
continued to post their lengthy to-do lists - many which were
adapted to appear more finished than they actually were.

I spoke publicly about the consequences of this venomous
culture before I left. I wanted to unlearn the stigmatization of
resting. I encouraged the remaining members to promote
healthy learning with necessary breaks.
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Many accounts were disabled in 2020, simply because the
previous

academic

expectations

-

that

were

already

unachievable - became excruciatingly painful to reach.

Mental health is a crucial topic to discuss. It is important to
ensure that you refrain from overworking yourself. It results in
burnouts, meltdowns, and exhaustion. These things have
become normalized within society -- they should not be. I
should not be indifferent to the fact.that I cry every day out of
stress; I should care about the fastly-increasing number of panic
attacks I have on a weekly basis.

My account remained active for the first half of the year. I
thought it would motivate me to continue studying in the tough
time. I thought posting about my “productivity” could inspire
others to persist as well.

I experienced symptoms of anxiety that I had never considered
before. I hyperventilated whenever I realized others were doing
more than me; I was constantly on edge, waiting for my phone
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to ding at someone completing their tasks of the day. It was
impossible to stop comparing myself to others.

Today, I seek to find balance between work and relaxation.
Rather than giving myself a two-minute break after a two hour
study session, I extend it to thirty. This prevents me from
draining out -- the quality of my projects and assignments also
improve. Instead of being influenced by social media in my
mornings, I choose to be influenced by my own creative
writing. I spend time doing things that I love. I read, bake, and
spend time with my family. To the 2021 version of myself, these
happy hobbies of mine are things that need to be within my
schedule. When all I want is to throw on my pajamas and get ten
hours of sleep instead of six, I do it. I no longer beat myself up
over needing to relax and replenish my energy. I accept that
some days will be slower than others -- and that is fine. That is
necessary. That is human.

I am still learning. Some people still expect me to be an
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extremely productive person, given my history. I no longer
promote this message. I explain the truth -- the hard truth that I,
and no one else, is perfect -- and encourage them to find what
suits them best. I am not proud of my previous actions, and it is
my goal to address and fix the harms that I brought.

It is a difficult world out there. Take notes of what I did wrong -but don’t post them on social media.
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What is Perfection?
By: Alisia Gnutek
Who am I, you ask
Who am I without perfect grades?
Understanding every assignment.
Having the smartest classes
doing everyone's work.
No
not good enough
Who am I without perfect gymnastics?
Practice every day,
staying on the 4 - inch beam
no wobbles
Sticking every pass,
no
not good enough.
Who am I without perfect happiness?
Sitting in my bed.

Smiling. Laughing.
Never needing advice,
but somehow always offering it.
So what does that make,
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an ordinary girl.
Not Alisia Gnutek
Just an ordinary girl.
Life is a competition.
Who has perfect support?
Who has perfect grades?
Who has perfect skills?
Sorry to break it to you society. I´m not perfect.
Honestly
I don't want to be ¨your¨ perfect.
Perfection is the standard. But at
what cost?
Stress
Pressure
Therapy.
Teens sit in their bed
in a dark room.
With a dent mark in their pillow. Waiting for other´s approval
School, sports, sleep
Are your grades As?
Do you spend nights studying?
Stress.
Tears.
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¨I am not good enough
because I am not perfect.¨
Looking at social media,
wondering
comparing
judging
Why do they get so many likes?
They are perfect.
Our features are a checklist.
So,
Who am I, you ask
Who am I without perfect grades?
Who am I without perfect gymnastics?
Who am I without perfect happiness? I
am Alisia Gnutek
I don't need to be ¨your¨ perfect.
I am my own perfect self.
And society cannot define you.
Only you can define your perfection.
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About the Author:
Alisia Gnutek is a 15 year old girl who goes to Lake Park high
school. Alisia enjoys reading and writing which helped her write
the poem “Perfection” very easily. She does gymnastics in high
school and enjoys running track. Alisia enjoys school, is very
social, and is always willing to help out. She loves to hang
around friends and is always looking for a challenge in school to
show what she can achieve.
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HOW TO KEEP OUR COUNTRY
CLEAN THROUGH COMPOSTING
By: Jackline Mutheu Wambua

I was born in 2008 in Kitui town. When I was growing up until
when I was ten years old, I saw people throwing their dirt
everywhere. People threw rotten food and all their trash along
the road. When it rained, all the metal trash, plastic trash and
waste food were carried away to people’s home gates and most
of the trash was washed away down to the river. The homes
became filthy to live in and the rivers were polluted. This made
me feel sad to see the environment dirty and polluted.

In 2018, the county government brought in some big metal
dustbins in towns for people to dispose of their trash. When the
bins were full, a county council tractor would come and pour out
all the dirt and get it burnt. When they burnt it, the smoke
choked people and also animals. Again, this made me feel bad.

When the pandemic came in, I moved to live in Wamunyu
because schools were closed down. During my stay in Wamunyu,
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I have learnt a new method of disposing of domestic waste
through composting. I found this method to be a good solution
to the problem I saw in Kitui. I learnt that when you separate
plastic trash, metal trash and waste food you not only gain from
the profit of selling the waste metal for recycling but also
through composting of kitchen waste, we get rich compost to
grow crops and vegetables. I have learned a lot by composting
all the kitchen waste in our house. I have learned first and
foremost how to separate compost waste food in our house from
other non-compostable waste.

I learned how to make the digester. To build a digester, you only
need wire mesh and chicken wire. You need two plastic
containers; one to put sawdust and the other for waste food. You
add sawdust on the top of the waste food to prevent bad smell.
When the bucket is full or whenever you want to empty it, you
empty the buckets into the digester and then add some layer of

grass on the top of the digester pile. You can also throw your
waste water on the compost pile to help in the breakdown of the
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compost pile by bacteria and other microorganisms. I have also
learned that when we compost kitchen waste the temperatures
in the digester begin to rise up which helps in breaking down the
waste material into useful compost. I have been taking the
temperature readings and recording them so that we can know
how hot or cold the digester is.
There is also another way to do the composting. When people
get old and their legs are notstrong, they may find it quite
difficult to use a pit latrine. For such people it is advisable to use
a compost toilet. Compost toilet consists of a box toilet, a
container to collect the human waste and another container to
store sawdust. This toilet is easy and cheap to make.

Composting using either kitchen waste or toilet material is very
beneficial. A compost digester will give us free manure for our
crops. We should all build this because we can save much
money from buying fertilizer and also gain more money if we
sell the compost.

I have learned that composting is quite beneficial than simply
throwing our trash everywhere.
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Marionette

By: Nana Opare-Addo

previously published in Blue Things Zine

Porcelain-skinned and pose-grinned
awakened by the conjuring of one cruel master - she neglects
the underlying dread of her labor.
Imprisoned by worn-out strings,
her brittle frame only weakens as
the claws, of her captor, modulate
her rigged motion. Limbs moving feebly,
all for a pittance of cheap laughs,
the torturous process merely continues
until her crimson rod goes limp.
Ivories fading, angst gradually rising, realization finally dawns
on her
a chance at liberation will forever be
seen as a trinket to her wicked master.
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About the Author:
Nana Opare-Addo is an incoming high-school sophomore from
Bronx, NY. Her works have been published in Cathartic Youth
Literary Magazine, Ice Lolly Review, and The Hearth Magazine,
among many others. She is also a creative writer for The Front
Page Initiative and an article writer for Metamorphosis
Magazine. When she's not writing, you can find Nana dabbling
on

her

electronic

keyboard,

researching,

and

trying

unsuccessfully to socialize.
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The Dawn of a New Life at
School!
By: Janet Wambua

Since the reopening of schools on 12th October 2020 for the
candidate classes in Kenya,everything has been different. We
have had to get used to the new normal which has been a great
challenge. Habits like washing hands and keeping social
distance have proved to be very difficult. Handwashing stations
have been placed in different locations at our school and we
have to wash our hands more tenaciously than ever before!

Our school is located in a semi-arid area, meaning that water is
a scarce resource thus making the protocols difficult to adhere
to. Since water is being used in large amounts, it gets depleted
very fast, making our school spend a fortune on resources just to
buy water! Sometimes, we tend to forget to wash our hands
since it is something that we were not accustomed to.
Despite that, we have finally got used to and embraced the new
culture. This has promoted cleanliness and hygiene at school.
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Taking temperatures is another new norm we have embraced.
In school our temperatures are taken three times a day and
recorded.

Through

this,

we

are

able

to

monitor

our

temperatures closely and one is likely to detect when they are
unwell at the earliest opportunity possible.

Social distancing is also a new normal. We have to keep a one
and half meter distance apart during lessons, in dormitories and
also during assemblies. We used to be 45 in a class; now we are
22 per class or less. This called for splitting of each class. The
good side is the reduced population in the class has enabled the
teachers to familiarize with the students and made their work
easier since they are able to handle all the students in their
classes since there are fewer students than before.

Following the banning of co-curricular activities in school, we
have come up with new ways of exercising. Before we used to
practice for the game activities during games time but now, we
individually exercise and make our bodies fit. We have also
introduced new sports and taught each other games like
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scrabble. Every student has gotten a chance to engage in
activities which has helped in the refreshing of our minds.
Moreover, we have boosted our creativity by writing new poems
which will be recited post the pandemic.

Wearing of face masks has also been another new norm we had
to learn. Masks have become part of the school uniform. We
have learnt to always wear masks every time except
when taking meals. This has proved to be difficult since we are
not used to covering our noses and mouths.

There are posters around the school and others which we
displayed outside the school compound on covid -19 to remind
us of the protocols of covid -19. These posters have really helped
a lot as far as the prevention of covid -19 is concerned.

Although the new normal is hard, in the period of two and half
months we have been in school, we learned to embrace it and it
is no longer new to us. We have gotten used to it in order to be
able to continue with our education.

THE QUALIA REVIEW |45

Following the banning of co-curricular activities in school, we
have come up with new ways of exercising. Before we used to
practice for the game activities during games time but now, we
individually exercise and make our bodies fit. We have also
introduced new sports and taught each other games like
scrabble. Every student has gotten a chance to engage in
activities which has helped in the refreshing of our minds.

Moreover, we have boosted our creativity by writing new poems
which will be recited post the pandemic.

Wearing of face masks has also been another new norm we had
to learn. Masks have become part of the school uniform. We
have learnt to always wear masks every time except
when taking meals. This has proved to be difficult since we are
not used to covering our noses and mouths.

There are posters around the school and others which we
displayed outside the school compound on covid -19 to remind
us of the protocols of covid -19. These posters have really helped
a lot as far as the prevention of covid -19 is concerned.

THE QUALIA REVIEW |46

Although the new normal is hard, in the period of two and half
months we have been in school, we learned to embrace it and it
is no longer new to us. We have gotten used to it in order to be
able to continue with our education.
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A Panda’s Lullaby
By: Morgan Flodman

My dear child, your rite of passage
is rising up and rising nigh—
you must take your strength and salvage
the stars that lead you to the sky—
from this mountain, you will whelm strife
and climb up that bamboo called Life.
Do you know how a mother feels to let go of her baby cub,
her spirited sprite whom she heals
with a hug and lots of love?
Alas, I shan’t be held by grief,
for ev’ry tree must sprout its leaf.
I provided you with this stalk— likewise, this stalk will rear for
you the sun, your light—the moon, a rock from which I shall sit
in your view. Our ancestors arose with time,
leaving your turn to make the climb.
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About the Author:
Morgan Flodman is a writer from Cherry Valley, Massachusetts.
Her work has appeared in The Augment Review, Blue Marble
Review, Ice Lolly Review, and love letters magazine among
other publications, and she has been recognized by the
International Torrance Legacy Creativity
Awards and the Scholastic Art & Writing Awards. When she's
not overanalyzing her drafts,

Morgan enjoys helping fellow young writers explore their craft
and promoting the literary arts in her community. She tweets
@morganfwrites.
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How to Keep Up in Life
By: Shadrack Kyalo

As always, we know that unlearning is not about forgetting it’s
about the ability to choose an alternative mental or parading.
When we learn we add new skills or knowledge to what we
already have. When coronavirus reached Kenya, everyone was
suspended to stay home. I could never imagine that one can
learn through the internet but for now it has been like an
obvious thing to me.

As we also unlearn it has been helpful to me because I’m
learning different from the first things I learned. As we move
forward in life, we start looking at the same things in new lights.
Through this learning one may become more receptive to
knowledge and more disciplined. During the time of our great
grandparents, people used to bow down as a sign of respect but
nowadays those ‘things’ are proverbs to say.

It has been so helpful to unlearn that problems are bad, it’s
important to stay happy, I’m irreparably damaged by my past.
Working hard leads to success, success is opposite to failure, it
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matters what others think of me and also we should think
rationally about our decisions.

In our minds we couldn’t think that once one can preach
through the internet but to our surprise, we could gospel
teachings through the internet. The handshake was just like a
‘taboo’ for everyone. Since the corona virus was announced in
Kenya the handshake has now eroded.

Long ago there used to be no technology but time has come
where everywhere in this globe is using technology. Learning
process is technology.

Human behavior is learned, thus all behavior can be unlearned
and new behavior learned in its place. Behaviorism is concerned
primarily with observable and measurable aspects of human
behavior.

These are times to know how to learn, unlearn and relearn
according to Alvin Toffler once he said that the illiterate of the
twenty first century will not be those who cannot read and write
but those who cannot learn unlearn and relearn.
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Interview with Maria
Kuznetsova
Maria Kuznetsova was born in Kiev, Ukraine, and moved to the
United States as a child. Her first novel, Oksana, Behave!, was
published in 2019. She lives in Auburn, Alabama, with her
husband and daughter, where she is an assistant professor of
creative writing at Auburn
University.

How does your cultural identity influence your writing?
Being an immigrant from Ukraine definitely was the reason I
got into writing – I wanted to write about this strange place
where I found myself, where I wasn’t quite Russian or American.
But as I’ve gotten older, I’ve become interested in how much of
my identity I can pass down to my daughter.

Did you have a favorite author growing up? Did they
shape the way you write today?
Kurt Vonnegut. My parents had all of his books in the house and
I read them all multiple times. I think that’s where I got some of
my weird/silly sensibilities.
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What were some influences you drew upon to write
The Passport?
Some of the less realist writers influenced me to write that story
– though of course there are a few paragraphs of Anna
Karenina from the perspective of a dog. Also Isaac Singer,
Petrushevskaya, Marquez, Bulgakov, Aimee Bender, and anyone
who dabbles in the weird.

The Passport seems to discuss family and upbringing.
Being a mother, how do you think storytelling affects
one’s childhood? Do you read stories to your children?
I think hearing stories and reading stories can certainly affect
your childhood – it can help you feel more curious and less
alone. I read books to my 2-year-old daughter every night.

Oksana, Behave! is a fascinating novel and an engaging
read. Can you briefly describe what you hoped to
communicate when writing it? What did you hope to
achieve by writing this novel?
Thanks for the kind words! I wasn’t really hoping to achieve or
communicate anything specific. I just wanted to tell the story of
the kind of upbringing I had – kind of a double search for home,
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first from immigrating, and then from moving around a lot.
Many immigrant stories are about transitioning from home to a
new home, but mine was a bit different.

Are you a writer who enjoys writing in bursts (i.e.
writing every couple of days when inspiration strikes),
or do you write a little bit every day?
I try to write a bit every morning. In grad school, I had a pretty
good routine of writing almost every day between breakfast and
lunch. Now I try to write at least an hour or two every morning
when I can.

Are there definite guidelines on what makes a ‘good’
story? In your opinion, what makes a story compelling?
No definite guidelines for sure. I look for a compelling voice,
and a sense of plot/forward momentum, right from the
beginning. But I also am intrigued by stories that I have never
heard before, whether that means ones that describe a
completely new situation, or ones that take a familiar topic and
shed new light on it.
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Do you have any advice for young writers looking to get
into prose-writing?
Read everything you can get your hands on, have patience, and
find a good routine.

What is one important piece of advice for teen writers
hoping to become authors?
Be patient. It will take a long time, and that’s okay. And find
some writer friends who are good readers of your work.

If you could only read one author for the rest of your
life, who would it be and why?
I guess it goes back to Vonnegut! He’s incredibly entertaining,
and many of his social critiques resonate more than ever today.
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My Life in The Village
By: Sheila Mutiso

After the outbreak of coronavirus, we had a holiday break due to
the pandemic. When the school closed, my two younger siblings
and I were sent to stay in the country with my grandmother,
something we hardly liked. Life at the village was so boring and
hectic to us. We used to stay in Nairobi with my father, where
everything was very easy.

We had been enjoying our father's presence so much despite the
fact that our mother had passed away a year earlier. Daddy
offered an all-round love and cared for us just as any other
father could. He worked as a clerk in a certain company in
Nairobi. He had an apartment that acted as his investment and
at the village kept a quite handsome number of cattle.

One month after going up to the country, father said that he was
gradually growing unwell. He had some frequent visits to the
hospital and was diagnosed with nothing. This went on until one
Sunday evening when a nearby neighbor visited him only to find
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him lying on the ground, having some breathing difficulties. He
was rushed to the hospital; some tests were carried out and said
that he had kidney failure. Everyone was shocked about his
sudden illness; we never expected our robust dad to be caught
up by such disease. The transplant was to happen outside our
country, which needed a lot of money.

The investment we had, that is, the apartment and livestock
were sold to get the money. This really hurt but it was the only
thing the family could do to gather the large sum of money
required for his treatment. Disappointingly enough, the money
raised was not enough at all, a harambee was planned to fill the
money left. The treatment required at least two million.

This time everything was moving too fast for my two brothers
and me. Father was our only bread-winner, we were used to
three healthy meals a day but with time things changed too fast.
At most times we would have one meal a day, just trying to
minimize our expenditure as much as possible so that it would
be used in his treatment. I could see how our grandmother
sacrificed alot and how committed she was to see him heal.
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Many are the days that we would wake up very early in the
morning and go searching for work from our neighbors.
Working in their shambas, for long hours under the scorching
sun only to at least set something at the table, was something we
were never used to. Life back at Nairobi was so different,
everything was always present in the house. I don’t even
remember a day passed without having at least three meals a
day. I love how our father was so devoted to satisfying all our
needs.

I vividly remember one day when we went to work at the
shamba of our chief. We did our best from morning till six in the
evening, at lunch time we ate no meal apart from raw mangoes
and water from his shamba. On remembering how swift life was
earlier, I was reduced to tears. That is when I agreed to the fact
that life is an interchangeable occasion, on remembering the
time I smiled and enjoyed everything, I really felt hurt by the
current situation. My two brothers were too silent, and everyone
was deep in thoughts. I could see tears well up in their eyes but
gave that little attention so as to discourage them from bursting
into sobs.
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Adapting the sudden change of issues was so hard especially for
us. Earlier I used to wonder how one could do with one meal a
day but here I was! A week after our father and grandma had
travelled to India for treatment, a call was received by my uncle
from grandma to inform him that it wasn’t successful and father
passed away in the process.

I could feel the bad news hit my heart as a bolt and tear it into
pieces. I hated that I was still hoping, now I had to admit that
this is how life could be henceforth. It was not a surprise but
accepting it as a young girl who totally depended on his father
was very difficult. So much sadness, physical and mental pain
engulfed us after being subjected into a feeling situation almost
unbearable. How would life be without daddy? we wondered.
The holiday outings, we would see them disappear never to
come back again. Oh! What a cruel world!

Life went on still under this difficult situation. The government
reopened the school and since I was in class eight, I had to go
back to school, for it was reopened for the candidates only. I had
to transfer from the boarding school to a day one so local. Sure,
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life has grown so different. Forgetting my friends and having to
create other friends was not easy. We were reduced to a poor
family and anyway, I still have hopes of returning things to their
place through working smart in school.
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Breaking Away from The
Screen
By: Kwadwo Opoku

In life there are so many things that we do that do not merge
well; in all the same some of these things become experiences
for us. They either teach us to go continue what we are doing or
discontinue what we do. In this article I am going to look at two
things that I unlearn and two things that I learn that I would
like to continue in life. The first two things that I unlearn are
playing a lot and sleeping too much. Two things that I learned
are to study hard and make a schedule that will help me in my
daily life.

To begin with I was playing video games far too much. At first I
used to waste my time playing video games all the time, all of
my attention went to the games so I couldn't concentrate on my
studies. When I was supposed to be studying or doing my
homework I would be playing video games.
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Moreover I was sleeping too much. I used to think that I didn't
get enough rest that's why I slept most of the time but I realized
later that it was a habit of mine. During class I would be sleeping,
I used to get punished all the time but I couldn't stop because of
this behavior I couldn't study when I needed to so I failed most
of my tests.

However I decided to focus on my studies instead of wasting my
time on video games. When I did that my academic performance
improved significantly and today I’m known as one of the best
students in my school

Also I made a schedule that helps me in daily life. The schedule I
made helped me to manage my time. I got time to study and rest.
This helped me to focus on important things and not waste my
time on things that are not important.

This article has looked at two areas of learning and unlearning
which is wasting time in playing and sleeping till daybreak. It

THE QUALIA REVIEW |62

has also looked at two areas of learning which is to focus on my
studies as well as to draw a schedule to guide me in studying,
since it is said experience is the best teacher I have learned a lot
from the past. Therefore I will try hard to stick to the learning
aspect but distinct from the unlearning aspect of the experience.
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Unlearning and
Relearning
By: Priscilla Lartey

Unlearn means to discard something bad from your memory
which was meant to be a bad habit while relearn means
adopting new ways and skills in learning which will upgrade
your learning skills and doing it again. As children, there is
always a stage we go through before we become adults. There
are certain things we should unlearn from our memory. They
are certain bad behaviors which we shouldn't put up with while
growing. We can avoid certain acts such as teasing to irritate
others. We can relearn in school by paying critical attention to
our teachers in school and stop the unnecessary chats and
playing. As children, we have many bad habits we ought to
remove from our memory while we relearn to do things that are
pleasing in the community and in school. Some of the bad habits
may include; fighting each other, insulting, quarreling, and
making noise while teaching is in progress. By relearning, we
must delete those bad and unacceptable behaviors in order to
live at peace with others.Some habits we can relearn is to be
truthful, show respect to each
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other’s views in order to live peacefully and be tolerant and
appreciative.

It is good for every individual to unlearn what he has learnt and
then relearn new and relevant information. One importance of
unlearning and relearning is to gain relevant information about
the future.

As an adolescent teenager, they are peers who influence them in
doing the wrong thing. Some may indulge in stealing, scamming,
selling illegal drugs such as cocaine, marijuana, and other bad
substances. Some girls will also put up with bad behaviors that
may end up in teenage pregnancies, and after the pregnancy
they try to abort it with certain drugs which are harmful to the
human body.

We should unlearn these bad behaviors and relearn good
behaviors to put us on track. By relearning, one can seek advice
and guidance from the elderly such as parents,teachers and any
older person in the community. It is good to unlearn and at the
same time relearn.
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“Priscilla Lartey was very beautiful, respectful, brilliant, smart,
intelligent and very clever. She is the best student I’ve ever come
across in my entire teaching career in Betenase M/A JHS. She
wouldn’t wait for a teacher to tell her to learn, she was always by
her books and contributed a lot in class as compared to the rest
of the students. She makes teaching so interesting and she
listens to instructions and comes out with the best as expected.
She was every teacher’s favorite because of her ability to
contribute during teaching and after teaching. She was the
leading writer in the Nightzookeeper, an online lesson
sponsored by YOUWEME. She was also among the two best
writers selected by the Qualia Review to publish her article. She
will always be missed. Fare thee well Priscilla Lartey.”
—Richard Akoto, YOUWEME

THE QUALIA REVIEW |66

