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For My Friends

In my formative years, I
moved around a lot. I count-
ed once—turns out I went to
six different elementary
schools. This must have led to
my inability to form last-ing
attachments. Because I was
always the new kid, I was
hardly invited to birth-day
parties, sleepovers, play-
dates… I have been to a
couple and considering I was
always the new kid, that in
itself is something to be
grateful for.

When I finally moved to

the city where I went to
middle school, where I went
to high school, the city where
my parents live now, where
my brother has lived almost
all his life, I often thought:
when are we mov-ing next?
Three years after settling in, I
got the itch. When are we
leaving? Isn’t it about time to
get out of this town and move
on to the next?

I could never form attach-
ments the way some people
could. I’d notice my friends in
middle school staying with
the same old friends they’d

had in elementary school for
years. And it was nice to
see—the permanence of it all.
Then again, it seemed so
boring. I was used to the
excitement of going from one
place to another, filled with
new people, new possibilities.
I was great at being exciting
and fun. I was no good at
being consistent and main-
taining sustainable friend-
ships. It wasn’t long before I
noticed my friendships going
stale. Every year, it seemed I
was hopping from one friend
to another. They were intense

friendships—best friends, we
were, for that time. Then it was
on to the next. I’d accrued many
friends this way; it was a great
way to get to know a lot of people
and make fond memories with
them. But none lasted for long,
and soon those memories started
fading, too.

One of the few friendships I’ve
been able to maintain is with
Cecilia. We both moved to this
new town in the fifth grade: her
at the beginning of the year and
me towards the end. We had
known each other as the new
kids, but it wasn’t until middle
school that we became very close.
I don’t know what happened to
make us become close friends—I
suppose all great friendships in
childhood start in mundanity,
but by the time we were in
seventh grade, we’d become best
friends. Our friends were
friends, even our moms were
friends. Life was great. All of
this happened in the span of the
few years during which I grew
comfortable starting a new life.
And a new life it was. Starting
eighth grade, my friendship with
CC became a bit more distant, as
I fell into a well-established
group of well-to-do and goody-
two-shoed, hard working girls,
and she—though she was also a
hard working, grade-making
student—started spending more
time with the funny girls, with
charismatic antics and a
sarcastic flair. We were a good
match for after-school hangouts,
and we would still go over to
each other’s houses, but we no
longer spent every moment of
the school hours together. Still,
we were happy, and we were
good friends.

In high school, our friendship
became increasingly more stale.
We still saw each other every
now and then, but we took
different classes and we were
growing into different people.
Still, differences aside, we were
the kind of close that develops
over years of getting to know
someone, throughout our child-
hoods. We were close despite the
lack of time we spent together. I
attribute it to a lot of factors, but
a pretty substantial one was my
inability to keep a friendship
going for longer than a few
years. I was just not equipped for
that kind of relationship, having
never done it before nor seen it
play out in real life. Only on TV
did I see friendships span longer
than two to three years.

It was in college that I felt our
friendship bloom once more. She
came to visit me the first time at
the end of freshman year—it had
been a time of incredible change
for me. That year I dated my
first boyfriend, went to big, crazy
parties for the first time, had
several alcohol-fueled rampages,
and did a great many other
things that I would have
previously frowned upon as an
uptight, Type-A high schooler
who cared for little more than
getting good grades and being
admitted into a good college. In
hindsight, I don’t think my high
school self was authentically me.
All through my life, though I had
been a good student, my highest
priority was to have a good time
with the people in my life. And
the lack of that social outlet in
high school is perhaps why I
developed such a dark
depression in my early years.

On Cecilia’s first visit, the sun
was out, the fountains on
campus were on, people were
laughing and out and about—it
was a fabulous California day.
When I look back on my time in
college, that day was one of the
best days, I think. We sat at the
main fountain in White Plaza,
and one of the boys from a
neighboring dorm, Paul, was
swimming around in the pool
with a shark fin on his head. He
was doing something outrageous
at the behest of the older boys in
his frat that he was pledging. As
Cecilia and I talked, he swam
over, slowly, and when I wasn’t
looking, bit me in the calf.
Cecilia and I were both hilar-
iously shocked, but he was a nice
guy and immediately explained
that he just had to do the thing
since he was a pledge and the
older boys were watching from
the other side of the fountain.
We didn’t feel any bad way about
it—in fact, it was kind of a
pleasant surprise since it made
for good conversation between
the two of us about life in college.
Besides, I was more embarrassed
about the fact that I hadn’t
shaved my legs and wondered if
he could feel the bristles of my
short hairs. Paul floated away in
a less than embarrassed, care-
free manner, and Cecilia and I
resumed our conversation all
aflutter.

On Cecilia’s second visit—oh,
it must have been early soph-
omore year maybe—she was just
about to leave for her mission
trip to Chile. It was a short visit
—not lasting more than a few
hours. Her mother’s family lived
near the college, and Cecilia’s
grandparents were alumni. This
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friends, sure. But most of them
were of convenience and not of
the wholesome, kind variety that
Cecilia was and the kind of
friends I used to have by the
boatloads in grade school. I
longed for those times. Much of
my time out of class was spent in
my room or in the basement of
Green Library watching Tony
award performances to lighten
my spirits—perhaps a more
accurate way to say that is, in
order to manage another day
without feeling the compulsion to
end it all. It was only the pre-
vious year that a fellow student
had killed himself, in the very
row house where I then lived,
and how tacky would it be to do
the same thing myself? It would
have been completely unoriginal,
and the tragedy would be
masked by a stink of disdain and
pity. No, I couldn’t do that. I
yearned for the end of school the
way I just as much feared being
out of the clutches of student life,

out of the safety net, nominal or
otherwise, that my college pro-
vided. I wished for my life to be
different, at least out of school so
that I could finally go through
with the plan I had for myself
and be done with the agony of
living. Many a night were spent
walking back and forth between
the row houses and the Quad
under the blanket of the one of
the few bright things in my life,
the nighttime stars at 3AM.
Under cover of darkness, I could
hide my ever-growing plump
body from view, I didn’t have to
care about running into someone
from my freshman year dorm,
who would look at me and
undoubtedly judge me for the
way I let myself go, I wouldn’t
have to face anybody—I grew
completely avoidant of looking
people in the eyes when walking
down the street. I mean, serious-
ly, where was I supposed to look?
Was I supposed to look in their
eyes for a second and then

pretend they weren’t there and
keep walking? How did other
people manage to walk? What
was normal? The hordes of
students rushing past on bicycles
and the idea of walking out in
the sunlight were no longer a
cause for tension and anxiety
when walking around campus at
nighttime. I came alive at night,
hibernating through the day. My
life was dark. In my mind,
everything was literal. My life
was dark. That year was one of
the most painful periods of my
life.

After college ended, I was the
one visiting Cecilia. Around a
year and a half after graduation,
I went to Utah for a few days. It
was refreshing—I had come back
from college as a sloppy mess,
unable to function, not leaving
my room or my bed for 11 days
at a time, wasting my life away.
What a life. The visit to Utah
was a refreshing change of pace

visit I don’t quite remember
as well, as I must have been
preoccupied with fervent
obsession with becoming
friends with every possible
person in my hallway; I felt I
had missed the boat on the
freshman year connections,
having put all my friendship
eggs in one basket, one which
turned out to be a real
stinker. Besides, the people
in my sophomore dorm were
so wholesome and kind, and I
was in the midst of trying to
figure out a way to become
close with my three new
roommates while simulta-
neously being incredibly
annoyed by their lack of
social skills and grating
personas. They were nice
girls, but one didn’t know
when to stop talking, one was
socially awkward in a not-so-
endearing way, and the other
didn’t talk much, just kind of
there in the background and
would follow people around. I
wasn’t fond of the idea that I
would be seen hanging out
with them in the dorm dining
halls. I ended up rooming
with them because I was in a
housing group of three
people, and the two others
ended up in the same dorm
room, a decision of conven-
ience since they had been
roommates the previous year.
I didn’t mind actually; that
old need to start something
new, meet new people, that
need for something different
and exciting had kicked in
again.

Cecilia’s third visit came
during my senior year. By

that time, I had become a
faint shell of my previous
self, hardly ever going to
social events, not able to go
anywhere where there was a
gathering of more than two
or three people, which meant
that I couldn’t eat in my
house’s dining hall with the
rest of the 60 or so house-
mates or on any of the on-
campus dining halls, which
was a real waste since I was
paying for an on-campus
meal plan which is already
very overpriced. I ended up
not using any of the meals on
that plan and ordered lots of
deliveries to my row house
instead, which was also very
expensive. It was an all-
around terrible time of being
strenuously anxious with no
reprieve and so depressed
that it took everything in me
to leave my room, shower,
and get to class. I would
absolutely loathe going to
class; strangely once I got
there, I had a great time—
I’ve always been a fan of
learning for the sake of learn-
ing. But especially during
section meetings, when we
were expected to contribute
to a frankly meaningless con-
versation on a topic that even
the TA didn’t know much
about—I not only couldn’t
give a fuck, but I couldn’t
fathom the idea of speaking
in front of all those people.
Besides, feeling like there’s a
dump truck sitting on the
front of my brain wasn’t con-
ducive to any kind of reading
or writing, and I would hard-
ly do any of the assigned
readings we were supposed to

talk about during sections. I
much preferred the lectures,
especially in the political
science department where
professors were actually elo-
quent and passionate about
the subject, as opposed to the
biology professors, some of
whom couldn’t be bothered to
be teaching and would rather
be stuck inside their window-
less research labs, and most
of whom couldn’t string a
paragraph of thoughts toge-
ther without large dumps of
uhms and ahhs rounded out
with a general incoherency.
How were these people pro-
fessors? One could only
guess.

Cecilia’s third visit was
the one bright light of my
year. I remember feeling
happy for the first time in a
long time, spurred by the
idea that there was someone
who cared about me
genuinely, and though her
visit was accompanied by two
other friends that I met for
the first time, they were nice
and fun people, and we all
had a great time together.
When they left, I felt empty
once more. I walked back to
my dorm in the darkness of
the night, feeling like I was
sinking into the ground
where I wanted to stay for
the rest of my life; once I
entered my room, I broke
down. Uncontrollable sobs
washed over me, and I felt
that I had lost the one good
thing that made me feel like
life was survivable. I could
think of no one else on
campus who cared for me the
way Cecilia did. There were
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cloud hanging over them? In
truth, I didn’t have very
many friends I could trust
with any kind of reliability—
even the friends I considered
close were fair-weathered
and would only stick around
for the good times—and the
few friends I did have that
lasted through the darkness
were those I didn’t know for
sure to really like me for me.
It came from a place of self-
loathing, I suppose, that I
didn’t respect the kind of
people who would want to
associate with a kind of per-
son as myself. There’s a word
for it I think, but I’ve lost it
now. The way I felt about
those friends, the way I be-
haved toward them, the way
I acted in my own interest,
out of a desperate need to
protect myself from the thing
that was out there, the thing
that made me feel like the
whole world was watching
my every move, and that I
had to be perfectly normal for
the thing to pass me over and
not get me. I guess that’s
what it’s like to have anxiety
and not realize it. Oh god, I
was so anxious during those
years, I can hardly imagine
what it was like, but at the
same time, how could I for-
get? I couldn’t leave my room
during daylight hours, and
the few times it was neces-
sary that I did, I could barely
keep it together—each excur-
sion must have lasted only
10-15 minutes, but I remem-
ber it felt like an eternity. I
took every back road imagin-
able. No one on campus could
have been more familiar with

the school’s back alleyways
and dirt paths through the
bushes than I was.

Cecilia was my ticket to go
places. I could walk around
like it didn’t matter that I
was fat or that people were
looking at me or that my hair
stuck to my face in a way
that made me look bloated or
that the only clothes that fit
me were sweatpants and
sweatshirts which made me
look like a slob, though I
unjustly felt was only out of
necessity, and the rage I
would feel inside at the
people I thought were ma-
king fun of me or judging me
because I looked and acted a
certain way—but really it
boiled down to a deep, iden-
tity-defining self-hatred. It
also probably helped to feel
liberated with Cecilia in
Utah since I was in a new
town, a new place, full of peo-
ple I didn’t know, so what did
it matter if they looked at me
or thought of me a certain
way? Still though, I became
incredibly tense and nervous
the time we went to Soda Bar
and saw that it was com-
pletely packed with all kinds
of college kids, lots of whom
were dressed to the nines.
Why they were so dressed up
to hang out at an on-campus
soda cocktail joint I have no
idea—maybe it was the lack
of other things to do there. I
had no business being so ner-
vous inside, but Cecilia recog-
nized my anxiety and man-
aged it with kindness—she
led me out back away from
the madness of the hubbub,

and we walked upstairs to a
usually crowded but then-
empty social room on the
second floor, where we could
talk in peace by ourselves.
She was always very good at
that—telling when a person
was uncomfortable and doing
the exact thing that put them
at ease. I had always res-
pected that about her.

That was November. The
following April, we scheduled
a long road-trip together,
through southwest Utah,
hitting as many national
parks as we could. They say a
guest is like a fish—it starts
to stink after three days.
There was a marked shift in
the atmosphere after our
third day in. I guess it was
really my fault—I would
often run out of energy to
engage in any kind of up-
lifting or fun conversation
after a few hours a day,
which wasn’t helped by the
fact that the old familiar
dump truck sitting on the
front end of my brain pre-
vented me not only from
reading and writing, but also
thinking of what to say on
the spot, which is a necessary
skill for engaging in light-
hearted, fun conversation—
witty reparte. It’s something
that improved considerably
once I started getting better
later on, but that wasn’t to be
for much later.

Our road-trip lasted five
days. I can’t remember exact-
ly, but most of it was spent in
the car, about 11-13 hours a

from all of those concerns, and
for the few days I was with her, I
felt my life start anew. The crisp,
autumn Utah air made me feel
like I was being cleansed from
the inside out. The dull, mildly
hot California weather was no
good for my slovenly psyche.

There, I saw how she lived,
admiring her ability to go about
her day without coming down
with fatigue a few hours in, as I
would: living out her indepen-
dent life, driving her car about
town—a liberating feeling I had
forgotten about during my car-
less, flightless years in college. I
admired the way she would run
the dishwasher, make dinner at
the kitchen island in her apart-
ment that she rented with three
other girls, bounced between the

group of friends she had
amassed in the short time she
was back on campus after her
mission trip, the camaraderie
with which her friends had
pooled their money to get her a
high-quality travel rucksack
since they knew she liked to go
on hikes, the kind of care and
attention they bestowed upon
which was much-deserved for a
person like Cecilia, her happy-
go-lucky demeanor I recognized
as the kind of personality she
and I had both had at one point
in our lives, her living room with
a Christmas tree in the corner,
the shiny baubles and tinsel
hanging from the walls; it all
amounted to a very cozy, home-
like atmosphere I never had
during my own college years,
and which I honestly didn’t have

at home either. I was so envious,
not in a jealous way, but in the
way a fan looks up to a cele-
brity—what must it be like to
live her life, I often wondered. It
seemed hand-carved with happi-
ness and mirth, brimming with
good, kind people. I wondered
why I wasn’t able to have that—
to be surrounded by wholesome
people in college—was it that
there simply weren’t very many
wholesome people at an institu-
tion like my own? That’s certain-
ly plausible—the school attracts
a certain kind of neurotic, high-
achieving personalities. Or was
it that I was the one attracting
negative energy? That was also
plausible, since I was in the pits
of darkness during those years,
and who would want to associate
with someone with such a heavy
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day sometimes, with a few
hours of walking around the
national parks or stopping for
gas. Since it was us two girls
out there in the middle of no-
where, we didn’t stop for gas
much, and when we did, it
didn’t last longer than five
minutes. The motels we
booked weren’t the safest of
places, so most of our time
was spent inside with the
curtains drawn. It was de-
finitely an intimate five days.
Spending all that time with
someone in such close quar-
ters might have driven me
insane if it were anyone other
than Cecilia. I was amazed
that I didn’t have a break-
down in the middle of it.
Spending all that time in the
car is tricky, because one per-
son has to drive the whole
time and conversations have
to happen facing forward,
which makes communicating
using anything other than
straight words tough. It says a
lot that we lasted all that time
together, most of which we
spent talking. It’s nice to look
back, knowing we were able to
have that experience and talk
about all sorts of things—
where our lives were headed,
how we felt about life at that
time, my depression, her boy-
friend, school, career changes,
our aspirations in life, on and
on. We would relive old me-
mories with an endless stream
of, “Do you remember when
…?” conversations. I look back
with a lot of gratitude and
fondness for that trip.

The road makes you think of
a lot of things. And the
American southwest is a beau-

tiful place. It brought me back
to my childhood days when my
family moved from California
to New Mexico and a few
years later did the same thing
the other way around. So
many hours on the road star-
ing at red and purple rocks,
the sky stretching endlessly
before us the way the road
did, a very da Vinci-esque per-
spective painting framed by
our dashboard window. Wat-
ching rerun after rerun of the
Incredibles with my three-
year-old brother in the car-
seat next to me, seeing myself
as Violet, imagining my
brother as Dash, and wishing
that my family were the
Incredibles. All those happy
times… I found myself back
on that same stretch of road at
a much different point in my
life. That trip forced me to
reflect on a lot of things. I
found myself getting very
sentimental and dramatic and
self-pitying. I hate to be all
“woe is me,” and I hate it
when I see it in others, yet I
find myself doing it all the
time. Maybe that’s where the
self-loathing comes from: the
cognitive dissonance between
what I value in a person and
the deficiencies in that set of
values which I see in myself.

The road has a calming effect
on the soul. Seeing all that
land and the expanse of the
world, realizing that all the
troubles I have are in my
mind and manufactured by
society’s dictates for me… it’s
one thing to know that, and
another thing to feel dif-
ferently because I know it. I
can know all the right things

and still behave in all the
wrong ways. And the level of
anxiety and depression I had
at that time in my life felt so
insurmountable that “control-
ling” it by thinking my way
out was out of the question.

I came to find out later in my
life, close to the time that I
write this now, that much of
the problem for me was bio-
chemical. A little rewiring of
my brain with SSRIs and anti-
anxiety meds fixed me right
up; I felt almost back to
“normal”—the kind of normal
I define as my old self, way
back to the happy-go-lucky
girl I was in middle school. I
had—was—so much fun back
then: with others, but also
with myself. It took a few
months of titrating the right
dosage; the process is not yet
complete, but—dare I say it—I
feel almost cured. It’s a pro-
cess, and sometimes I exper-
ience bouts of slippery slopes,
but they come and go in waves
and generally I feel very
grateful for the life I’m living
now. I guess 11 years of being
depressed out of my mind will
do that to a person.

I didn’t see Cecilia for a while
after that—my memory hasn’t
been the same since the
darkest days of my depression
in late college and post-grad; I
don’t remember much of
anything in the 2016-2018
period, so I may be mistaken.
I think that road-trip was the
last time we did something
grand together.

Cecilia and her mother came
to visit my mother and me a
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few weeks after our road-trip,
sometime around June 2018.
It was such a treat for the
both of us, but especially for
my mother—she had always
spoken so highly of Michelle,
Cecilia’s mom, and she missed
her dearly. It was something
Mom mentioned every few
days. If only Michelle knew
what a great impact she had
on my mother’s life. Michelle,
like Cecilia, is a wonderfully
positive force in life—every-
thing she touches flourishes,
and the people around her are
ever grateful for her presence
in their life. That’s how it was
for my mom. I wish Michelle
could know that—that she is
loved by so many people, in-
cluding my mother and me,
and not just on a particular
day when she visits; it’s a
long-lasting ever-present kind
of familial love. One day I
suppose she will read this and
know it to be true.

My mother was quite senti-
mental after that lunch. She

must have had the same kinds
of thoughts I had when I visit-
ed Cecilia the first time in
Utah—the memories of times
gone by, the old days when
she and Michelle could see
each other often, the times
before starting her all-con-
suming job, be it fulfilling or
not. In some of the intangible
ways, life was great then. But
life is better now. Life is better
now. In many ways. My mo-
ther seemed to snap out of it
faster than I could. No use
wishing for the past to return.
Got to get on with life.

After lunch, I walked Mom
back to her office then drove
myself home. It was a long
drive home that day. What a
wonderful day it was—clear
and sunny, the right amount
of California warmth. I drove
the scenic way home; actually,
I passed the house and drove
all the way down to the
beach.

As I drove overlooking the

ocean, I thought to myself how
grateful I was to have at least
one friend in my life like
Cecilia. I’ve never been one to
need a lot of people in my life,
so I’ve been happy with my
group of five or six friends
that I had throughout grade
school and the same small
circle that I had in college. As
I get older though, I realize
how valuable it is to make it
through life with even just
two or three good friends. My
grandma likes to say that a
sign of a life well-lived is to
have two or three people in
life’s older years who you can
call on at any time. I feel this
truth in my bones.

I give my thanks to all the
people who have weathered
the years of our lives with me.
For Cecilia, I am grateful
daily, for all the years of
standing by me both in person
and in spirit; for allowing our
friendship to be one where we
can press pause when we need
to, and one where we always
come back and press play. ◆
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Blackout Poetry
Poem | Clips from the New Yorker
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Demolished; get peace,
Threatened to set on fire,
Annoyed; for crying,
As she’d meant, 
Called sentimental;
Brought something quite
Aside. 

Amend the major victories,
Elect the regime of vision.
Reconstitute!
Reforms aim to smooth,
The regulation of excess, and
Gather—
No match for politics.

Demolished on the official
produce disapproval;
this, he'd disapprove
on and of the people
to gawk at the photos and 
cuttings,
knocked tributes,
killed
in the street. 

Scenarios, honest, are scarier
Soon bogged down, 
Cause enters the 
underground. 
Complex
Multiple levels of security
To pause the sliding glass of 
plot.
Extreme lies, first; 
Too late
The initial strife
Terrified,
Fleeting.



Jazz
Anthony Kim

My greatest fear in jazz was
playing my first riff. Without
knowing what notes to
expect, whether to play in
legato or staccato, allegro or
adagio—how was I supposed
to focus on anything other
than the very next note to
play? In all other parts of my
life—research, coding,
designing an app, scheduling
volunteer hours—I had
trained myself to be as
prepared, practiced, and
polished as possible. And
suddenly I was sup-posed to
be the solo in the piece—the
only instrument in the
band—and just wing it?

As much as I feared
improvising a solo, I loved
the thrill of being put on the
spot without knowing exactly
what lay ahead. It was so
unlike me, at least the me
that I had become
accustomed to. Was I just
chasing the adrenaline rush
of playing an improvised
solo? Or was there something
driving me toward the
unknown? It wasn’t just the
thrill of the chase; it was the
emotional release of
liberating myself from the
boxes of life into which I had
compartmentalized myself:
research, robotics, billiards…
Not only was improvisation

freedom from a defined
future, it was also freedom
from predictability! The way
each improvised solo was
different than a preceding
version; each with its own
emotional profile; there were
no wrong answers! And isn’t
open discourse where all
ideas are welcome—as is any
improv in a jazz piece—isn’t
that the hallmark of a
democratic society for which
we students were being
trained to become productive
members? Just as education
is the democracy of ideas and
opportunity, jazz is the
musical democracy of free
thought and expression.

Before jazz, I was a
perfectionist. I couldn’t move
ahead with my plans until I
had prepared for every
outcome, which meant I
would spend loads of time
preparing instead of doing.
What-ever I did, I did to the
best of my ability; but the
opportunity cost for each
activity was high—I
essentially couldn’t allow
myself the freedom to re-lax.
Through the experience and
practice of impromptu jazz, I
realized that I didn’t have to
overly worry myself once I
had prepared. I could let
myself sustain a rest before
jumping into my next activity

on a syncopated beat. Just let
go. That’s the mindset I
learned to develop. The more
jazz I played, the more at
peace with myself I became.

Jazz showed me how to
trust myself. I don’t have to
rely on hours of preparation
and effort to know that I am
worth presenting myself to
the world. I can just be. I
jazz, and therefore, I am.
Jazz continues to teach me
that what I’m looking for
doesn’t present itself the way
I expect. Knowing while not
knowing, I make smooth yet
unexpected key changes, but
in the momentum of life, you
ultimately don’t know where
your headed. Through my
experience of jazz, I learned
that the art of attainment
actually lies in letting go.
Sometimes, you just gotta
play jazz. ◆
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Titanic in the Void
Frederick Ronan
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Screaming into the void
Shining as bright as I can
That someone, anyone, can take
Notice
Of the distress calls I send
The fireworks cast off into the darkness
Off the decks of the sinking Titanic
Heart, burning bright and exploding
For no one, futile, loud, violent
Nothing but black for miles around
Those who see the blasts sit around,
Assuming the best
While I sink, lower, colder, losing myself
Into the deep, waiting for some absolution
That no one can provide, seek, share…
Can I take hold
When I’ve already let go?
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Project Christie: Scene 42

Christie wanted nothing more
than to be called Christie.

She thought it was simple
enough of a request. She abso-
lutely abhorred her given
name.

“Agatha!” her mother called
from the kitchen. “Time for
dinner!”

“Call me Christie!” she
yelled back. She wanted to be
called Christie. She was sure
she’d told her mother that
seventeen times already.

“Come on Christie.” She
heard the creak of her bedroom
door open, and her father

poked his head in.
“We’re having spaghetti and

garlic bread today.”
Mmm. Her favorite.
She leapt down from her

chair—she always kept it a bit
high, so she had to climb into it
and jump out of it each time
she sat at her desk. She liked it
that way. It made her feel…
important.

“Ooh, garlic bread!” she
exclaimed. She bounded into
her chair at the dining table.
She sat next to the big, glass
vase at the end of the table.

The vase helped hide her
face when she didn’t like what

was for dinner in case her mo-
ther makes a comment or when
she was thinking really hard.
She looked down at her plate of
spaghetti and meatballs with
two massive baguette slices of
garlic bread on the side. She
wouldn’t be needing the vase
today. She couldn’t wait to dig
in.

“What do you say, Agatha?”
she heard from across the
table. She had half-raised the
fork up to her face when she
set it back down. Did she have
to tell her again?

“It’s CHRISTIE!”
※

After dinner, she went back
to her room. When she closed
the door behind her, she
looked around. The bed looked
so comfortable, calling out to
her. But no—no time for a nap
now. If she fell asleep, she
knew she wouldn’t be able to
wake before her bedtime.
Then she would have to lie
awake at two or three in the
morning, in the dark. The
lights had to stay off—and she
didn’t like that at all.

She had fallen prey to her
bed before; she had found
herself a prisoner of her the
blackness with only her
imagination to keep her
company. A girl’s imagination
in the pitch dark at three in
the morning is no match
against the scariest of movies;
she had seen a bit of one, one
of those black and white film
that come on at night, when
her pa-rents had let her join
them: an infrequent and
pleasantly surprising reward.
Excited, she’d stayed up for it.

When she discovered that
the classic film they would be

watching was called “Psycho,”
she should have known this
wasn’t her kind of movie.
When she excused herself and
crawled up her to room and
into bed, she managed to lie
there for 20 minutes before
getting the heebie-jeebies.
Perhaps her imagination was
to blame—if she had watched
the whole movie, maybe she
would have found that it
wasn’t as scary as she
imagined it to be. But there
was no way of knowing now—
in the dark, her imagination
ran wild, filling in the blanks
of the story where she had cut
the movie short. She didn’t
want to be catch herself post-
nap, waking up in the dark
with nothing but her imagi-
nation again. No—she would
sleep at her designated
bedtime. For now, she would
sit at her desk and chase the
sleep away.

She climbed into her lofted
chair—harder to do than
earlier that day.

“Too many garlic breads,”
she thought. She had helped

herself to four slices that
night—two more than was
allotted. The bread settled into
her stomach. She could feel it
congealing in her intestines…
the more she thought about it
sitting there, the heavier her
eyelids be-came…
Brrrr. She shook her head

awake. She absolutely must
keep her mind active in order
to stay awake. She looked
around her desk—Ahh! She
had just the thing.

She opened her notebook. It
was a large, bulky thing. She
kept all kinds of thoughts in
it. On some pages, she wrote
down her thoughts. On others,
observations and clues. Some
had names of her favorite TV
show characters. She liked
writing down names. Names
were such a funny thing—
they defined people, and yet
they couldn’t choose it for
themselves! She had chosen
her name. It made her
different, and she was proud
of that.

On the page last filled, she
had written herself a clue. ◆

Sawyer K. Ellis
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Blackout Poetry
Poem | Clips from the New Yorker

Sawyer K. Ellis

To be reminded for a beginning,
not an end
urge to make visible;
Force
Contradictions
Refine confrontation,
A vehicle to develop her
and her art.
Flowers begin
In a bleak landscape.

Moving one
to another
planning agencies for disaster
stiffen the will; 
endure social monitoring, 
leadership cycles
Critically.

Apocalypse exposed
ruthlessness
set it loose.
This brutal scene enters
as a hermit walked into,
twenty years ago,
to a nightmare.
Realize; what has happened?

Struggle, 
Synthesize; 
Attraction native to humanism, 
Beauty moves from frustration
to contemplation.
Magnificence in one stroke.
Center the marginal
and outsiders;
Write.



To My 15-year-old Self
Sawyer K. Ellis
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Dear Me at 15 years old,

Something has changed
within me.

I’m sure this is how you’re
feeling as well. I remember it
well.

I remember one stark morn-
ing when all was not right. I
walked out my bedroom for
breakfast at 6am, before leav-
ing for school that started at
7am for that dreaded 0 period
Latin class. Nothing inci-
dental happened that morn-
ing, nor the night before. Yet
I remember you felt the bur-
den of something… something
you—I—couldn’t quite articu-
late. It was a weight I hadn’t
felt before in my life, and the
pressure was all over: my
chest, my shoulders, leaden
arms and legs, and most of all
in my head.

I had been happy before
then.

I don’t use that word light-
ly. I was happy before then. It
seemed that was my default
setting. I remember clearly a
moment after school in 8th
grade and another time fresh-
man year of high school when
I got into my mom’s car and
thought, out of the blue, that
I was just… content. It was
such a moment of clarity that
I remember it distinctly. I re-
member feeling grateful for
nothing at all—I had had a
very non-eventful day at

school.
Even as a baby—my par-

ents would regale me with
stories of yore—I would laugh
myself to sleep. It was a
dream, they said. Guess hav-
ing babies isn’t as much work
as we thought it’d be, they
said. What a happy kid, they
said. So what happened?

Something has changed
within me.

I don’t know if I’ll ever
really be able to answer that
question. Maybe I'm genetic-
ally predisposed. Maybe I’m
more sensitive to difficult en-
vironmental circumstances.
Maybe I’ve repressed some-
thing deep down… was I ever
traumatized? Not to my
knowledge anyhow.

Whatever the reason is,
something surely is different.

This time for the better.

It wasn’t easy. It took a lot of
patience, multiple attempts,
several near-misses, and
plenty of unsavory moments
talking to customer support,
insurance claims, but mostly
inner dialogues with myself.
But I sit here now, on the
other side of the bureaucratic
red tape, one of those terms
that get thrown around, but it
really felt more like a war for
the sake of my sanity.

And though I may be co-
vered with scars and my past
littered with battle wounds,
I’m in my third month of

clarity—on the other side of
that dark hole I felt I could
never escape.

It’s not perfect. There are
days that are lower than
others, and I sometimes ask
myself if I’m slipping. But
what remains true is that
those days come and go and
are still lightyears better than
the pits of stanky mental rot
that held me captive for the
last 11 years. I feel the light. I
smell the crisp air. And the
fight was worth it.

The road ahead is tough, but
all I ask is to take action
sooner than later. Words
easier to say than to enact,
but if there’s anything that I
regret in life—and as some-
one who doesn’t believe in
dwelling in regrets anymore,
there’s very few regrets I
have—it’s that I wish I’d
made my mistakes sooner and
faster. 11 years is a long time.
Almost half my life, sunk in
depression and frozen by
anxiety. You can do it; you
have the tenacity and will-
power—I’ve seen it before.
Treat yourself the way you
treat your brother, your edu-
cation, your parents, your
future. Because once you’re
honest with your vulner-
abilities, your future will be
all the better for it.

With love, 
Sawyer ◆



Dear Cami…

Dear Cami,

It’s been so long since our last
conversation.

Remember when we used to
spend every morning before
1st period in 7th grade listen-
ing to the Jonas Brothers on
my little 512MB Sandisk MP3
player? And how we would de-
bate whether Joe was the best
looking or Nick was (clearly
the answer is Joe, to this day,
btw), and we would carry that
debate through the rest of the
year?

When you last messaged me

our senior year of college, you
couldn’t have contacted me at
a more welcome time. I was
juggling my new job, senior
year events, and a soul-wren-
ching depression that last se-
mester of school. Your mess-
age brought me back to the
good old days—when I felt
supported, trusted, leaned on
by friends who I could in turn
lean on myself. For me, those
senior year days were long
and dreary, and I was yearn-
ing, waiting, hoping that
something would come my
way to take me out of the
reality I was living, even for a
brief moment.

It’s hilarious that we recon-
nected via LinkedIn. I didn’t
realize we were “linked”—do
we even still have each other’s
phone numbers? To think that
a friendship so pure and tena-
cious to have lasted through-
out all of grade school has
boiled down to reaching out
via a second-tier social net-
working site—makes me feel
like I really should have done
a better job reaching out as a
friend.

Before that message, it must
have been three or four years
since we last spoke to—or
even saw—each other. We had

Sawyer K. Ellis
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that one final brunch with
Marisa at Yellow Vase cafe,
not realizing that would be
the end of our little group. It
was foreshadowing: Laura,
Niki, Cecilia, so many of us
weren’t there. As it turns out,
flying into town after going
separate ways in college is
much harder than I could
have expected. A group of
around seven of us was bound
to be fractured in the end, I
suppose.

That last brunch has stay-
ed with me over the years. It
was the last time the three of
us, a little branch of our
grade school group, had got-
ten together, and it was busi-
ness as usual. Talking about
so many nothin’ nothin’s and
somethin’ somethin’s: our
first year of college, a little
shop talk about our plans for
the future, a lot of gawking
over the menu full of scrump-
tious, trendy yoga-mom kind
of options, while gazing over
the ocean across the street—
the clear blue California sky
kissing the clear blue Pacific
waters. It was like we were in
high school all over again.

The pastel yellow parasols
that we sat under has been
forever intertwined with that
moment; and frankly, when I
think of you, I associate you
immediately with that color. I
think you are, and were, the
yellow of my life, long before
that last brunch: always rais-
ing me up when I aspired for
goals that were perhaps much
loftier than realistically pos-
sible, being by my side for the

good and the bad jokes at
3am, the poolside chats when
I mistook for a moment that
your younger sister had
reached for a bottle of beer
(which turned out to be harm-
less root beer), your mom
showering me with love in a
way that became something I
am grateful for with my en-
tire being, and the time I
“kidnapped” you on your
birthday, our posse tightly
packed in the back of my
mom’s SUV at 5:30 in the
morning to stop by Starbucks
before school, and all the
notes we passed back and
forth in our lockers, our back-
packs, in envelopes that made
us feel like real adults, we’d
say (all of which I’ve saved
over the years and reread
whenever I need a little Cami
love in my life).

My love of writing was un-
deniably fostered by your vor-
acious appetite for notes and
the incredible speed with
which you were somehow able
to churn them out, all of them
so genuine and heartfelt that
I’d often have to read them in
the bathroom because I’d feel
the waterworks coming on.
You pushed me to be my best,
even when my best was em-
barrassing and grating like
writing cringe poetry about
“Butter,” that one boy you
weathered seven years of my
doting on him, and my first
fictional short story series I
wrote about what it would be
like if he and I were together.
You read them all and like a
mother hen, you kept me

writing, nurturing so much
more than a broken heart and
a clingy romantic obsession. I
realize now that thanks to
you, I found my voice in the
written word.

Through the dark days my
senior year of college, I sur-
vived many of them by jour-
naling: getting my emotions
and triggers and hurtful inci-
dents at work and what I
perceived to be undeserved
injustices—writing it all down
as if I were talking to a
friend. As if I were talking to
you: as a scared little insecure
high school girl looking for
validation from a friend I
could always trust to be there
for me.

Those notes we wrote in
grade school seemed like a
fun quirk of ours at the time,
a lighthearted hallmark of
our childhood; but the more I
think about it, they’ve created
a writer out of this girl
become woman—the woman
who writes this now.

Thank you for being the
friend who allowed me to find
my voice; for being the friend
who helped me survive the
dark times; and for being the
friend who created a woman
out of the girl you used to
know.

With love,
Sawyer ◆
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Smack
Frederick Ronan

Smack. 
Across the face
Just after talking to Mom
About how beautiful life is
how kind he is
How well he treats me
Then boom
He gets me with a 
—Do you still want to move in?
As if the conversation is unresolved
As if he hadn’t fully invested in the notion
Only a few weeks ago
As if we hadn’t already agreed
To move forward
With the plan
And now—
A week from the end of my lease
He says he wants to slow things down
And needs a break after
Hurtling
Forward
In a relationship
Fueled
By endless
Hours
Spent together in quarantine.
Boom.
Smack.
Crackle.
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Overview

Ocean Patina is a structure
made of copper and treated
aluminum that is stationed
near the Point Fermin
Tidepools. It provides
information about the tide
schedule, safety, climate
change and how it will affect
the environment, and
interesting facts for visitors
to read.

Ocean Patina’s “fin” or
“wave” shape mimics the
squared caudal fin of many
fish. Caudal fins are very
maneuverable and flexible to
the environment, which is
the goal of Ocean Patina.

Back View (with position of
information mockup shown
through fin)

Side View (shows fish tail
chair detail and curvature)

Patina symbolism and
biomimetic architecture

The copper parts of the
structure will oxidize,
creating a blue-green layer of
corrosion on its surface,
known as copper patina. This
is the chemical reaction that
gives the Statue of Liberty its
iconic hue. Patina actually
protects the copper
underneath from further
corrosion. This mimics the
cryptic coloration of animals
who blend into their
environment by color or
pattern. Over time, Ocean
Patina will come to blend in
with the sea.

The curved metal spines
making up the bones of
Ocean Patina are modeled
after the fin rays of fish, and
the copper holding the spines
together are the mesh of
collagen that contracts with
the movement of the fish.

Top View of Ocean Patina

Near Cabrillo Marine Aquarium
Tidepools in front of Ocean 

Patina, visited and used as an 
area for field studies by 

researchers at the Cabrillo 
Marine Aquarium

This structure on the side of the 
patina is a large magnifying glass 

tempered to be hard to break, 
mounted firmly in concrete to 
allow visitors to look at local 

organisms under a microscope.
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