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TEEN VOLUNTEERS
BY LIAM KRESTOW, AGE 16
Most teen events at the library, while
supervised by library staff, are facilitated
by teen volunteers. Events like the annual murder mystery, or services like the
Teen Zine are primarily brought to life by
teen volunteers at the library. Attending
schools across Pasadena and belonging
to no single grade or group, those who
volunteer at the library help the city engage with the community. We asked our
volunteers about their experienced at the
library and the ways they participate
here.

What are your volunteers roles for the
Pasadena Public Library?
I used to be a volunteer in events or special projects before I joined the Teen
Advisory Board (TAB). After joining, I
input my opinions and effort to places
where I can.
-Carolyn Sam

Why did you start volunteering at the
Pasadena Public Library?
I started volunteering at the library because I needed a place to complete my
community service hours for school, and
the library seemed like a great place to
do so. After I completed my service
hours for school, I continued to volunteer
at the library because I genuinely enjoy
helping set up for events or leading
workshops. I also like volunteering at the
library because it allows me to engage
more with my community because I'm
able to discuss youth issues with Pasadena City workers.
-Jonathan Garcia

Marketing Committee Vice Chair, Teen
Writers Meetup Facilitator
-Genevieve Harvey

Teen Advisory Board member, Teen
Zine Organizer, Graphic Designer &
Contributor
-Jonathan Haile

I am on the STEAM committee for the
Teen Advisory Board (TAB) and I am the
Youth Network Liaison
-Jonathan Garcia
Teen Advisory Board member, Team
Leader for the Murder Mystery, represented TAB at the levelUP Youth Leadership Conference
-Liliana Edmonds
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What do you typically do at the
library?
I help out with small events and try to
help with the book sale clean ups when I
can because they are on Saturdays and I
usually have time on Saturdays. Most of
the time, it's special projects or children's
events, so they're small and don't require
too much effort.
-Carolyn Sam
I attend Youth Network meetings; I attend TAB meetings; I check out books
that help me with school; I check out
books to read; I study and do homework
with friends; and I participate in workshops.
-Jonathan Garcia
I attend/participate in TAB meetings and
events (such as the Murder Mystery) and
Teen Writers Meetups.
-Genevieve Harvey

How do you feel about working alongside the library staff?
Respected. They are willing to give their
time to help us because they appreciate
how we help them. It is a mutual workplace relationship.

Volunteers judging an Art Contest
Photo by Jane Gov

Of all the places to volunteer, why at
the library?
The library keeps me calm in all honesty.
Being around so many book cases and
walking through corridors with so much
information written within every page
keeps me at peace. The library is an
outlet for me to escape to whenever life
on the outside is really getting me down.
My parents would drive me to the library
after school throughout elementary
school to do my homework until the library closed, so I guess I've grown fond
of being there.
-Genevieve Harvey

Great! They are very helpful and will take
their time to help you with anything you
need (for the most part).
-Genevieve Harvey The library's environment is welcoming
and comfortable. I like to give back to
4

places that give back to
me, and the library is
definitely one of those
places.
-Jonathan Garcia
How would you describe your experience volunteering?
I do more work outside
the library than I do
inside the library. This
is usually through the
marketing committee or
work for TAB. I add my
input whenever present
at TAB meetings and I
try to stay consistent with being present A book display created by a teen volunteer.
Photo by Jane Gov
at the library at least twice a month.
-Genevieve Harvey
Helping to make library programs and
A learning experience where I have been services happen involves a lot of volunable to take part in many activities that I teering. One has to be willing to adjust
wouldn't have known of if I wasn't a vol- their schedule because they made a
unteer.
commitment to facilitate a library event
-Jonathan Garcia months ago. One has to be willing to
listen to what topics are discussed at
What have you learned volunteering each TAB meeting and actively particihere?
pate if they want their ideas to be heard
I have made quite a few connections
and/or implemented into the library prowith people that I need to know for my
gram. One has to be willing to do work
future career. I've also developed my
outside of the library and stay consistent
leadership skills and my graphic design with what they are doing because it ultiskills by continued application.
mately affects the entire library program
-Jonathan Haile as a whole.
-Genevieve Harvey
5

What happens in a typical volunteer
shift for you?
I have learned how to organize big
events and how to use library resources I work with other people or by myself and
(and teach others to learn library reI help at events. Sometimes if I have to
sources).
work with someone doing a special pro-Liliana Edmonds ject or something I strike up small conversation. During a public event I usually
Has volunteering at the library given have to talk to parents, but most of the
you any skills or perspectives appli- time it's a mix of work and small talk.
cable outside of the library?
-Carolyn Sam
As I mentioned before, my time here has
given me a lot of opportunities to develop I engage with my community whether it's
both my leadership skills and my graphic through helping set up for a community
design skills. I'm also quite good at tutor- event for children, attending monthly
ing, it seems, from my brief stint as a
Youth Network meetings, or planning
homework helper.
activities/events for teens through TAB.
-Jonathan Haile
-Jonathan Garcia
I have learned marketing skills and challenges of working at the library. Now I
am more aware on how to effectively
publicize events. Volunteering at the
library has also helped me become more
organized over the years. I am an avid
user of planners and constantly take it
out whenever I am planning something in
the near or far future.
-Genevieve Harvey
Yes, it has improved my confidence in
interacting with others and taking responsibilities into my own hands.
-Liliana Edmonds
Teen volunteers selected and painted book covers on floor
chairs. The chairs are used at library programs.
Photo by Jane Gov
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YOUTH LEADERSHIP CONFERENCE
levelUP is an annual summer youth conference presented by the Youth Leadership Network, a
coalition of youth serving agencies and advocates in the Pasadena area including nonprofits,
city departments, school district, and organizations with strong youth support—including Pasadena Public Library and Teen Advisory Board.
The event draws in about 150 people each day-with approximately half of the attendees between the ages of 12-18. Components of the
conference include guest speakers, workshops,
small-group experiences, a College Fair, and
Resource Fair. Goals of the program include:
 To educate students about the amazing
diversity of leadership opportunities in our
region and the skills they need to pursue
those opportunities; and
 To provide them with connections to organizations with volunteer and community
service activities that they might pursue to
gain valuable experience

Top: Teen Advisory Board member Liliana
representing the library. Below: Resource fair

In 2017 and 2018, the conference took place at
Pasadena Central Library. To learn about the
upcoming conference, visit
collaboratepasadena.org/levelup
Photos used with permission by
Collaborate PASadena

Pasadena Media teaching teens about filmmaking

Credit Union’s Bite of Reality finance program
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A review and opinion
by Liam Krestow, age 16
On February 6, 2019 in the John Muir High
School Library, youth activists gathered for
a meeting on annual accomplishments.
With a single exception, it was a typical
yearly progress meeting. There were few
adults directly participating in the discussion; the purpose of the gathering is for
adults to hear youth feedback. The 2019
State of the Youth was attended in majority
by teens, with most participating as part of
an organization (such as Teen Advisory
Board, Day One, Youth Council, Youth Ambassadors, and Youth MOVE). Split among
six priority areas, the attendees discussed
major issues facing youth in Pasadena,
such as Life Readiness and Transportation.
However, this event—while about youth,
was not merely for youth; there was also
attendance of police officers, program coordinators, and public officials such as the
mayor.
Throughout the two-hour program, the
discussion remained thoughtful, nuanced,
and organized. While clear leaders of the
gathering emerged, not one was an adult,
and for the most part fueled the discussion
admirably. Even those infrequently contributing had a veritable wealth of personal
stories, anecdotes, and statistics at hand.
Knowledge of the Pasadena’s municipal
functions was prevalent everywhere, from
the discussion of school health policies to
8

Muir High students opening State of the Youth
2019. Photo by Jane Gov

the debate over the
Metro tap card system, attendees had a working awareness of
Pasadena’s practices. Yet there were also
the inherent flaws present in all youth activism. The at-risk youth section of the homeless population was left unmentioned, harmful curriculums such as D.A.R.E. untouched
on, and overall, PUSD schools were the
overwhelming center of discussion.

Students and youth advocates
gathering at State of the Youth
2019. Photo by Jane Gov

That being said, the Life Readiness
group presented excellent opinions on graduation, college, and life skills. The Drugs,
Alcohol, and Tobacco group successfully
dodged the base, hardline anti-drug rhetoric
in favor of a more nuanced conversation.
United Youth Support group successfully
engaged the younger members into a complex discussion of social and mental health.

Access to Healthy Food Environments
a personal involvement or attachment in it,
group admirably discussed school nutriand decent ideas. The presenter refertion standards and cafeteria. The Feeling enced current programs which they’d like
Free to Be Me group addressed the press- to keep or alter, explored multifaceted
ing problems of inflating social media us- viewpoints, and tailored their ideas specifiage as well as skyrocketing teen depres- cally to those public officials in attendsion, anxiety, and stress rates. Most nota- ance. That being said, specific procedural
bly, the Transportation group integrated
ideas were uncommon, and precise figtheir ideas regarding schools within the
ures were absen.
larger context of Pasadena’s struggles
It was here that the public officials atwith municipal services such as the metro tending proved their mettle. Each one in
and buses. All the while, these issues
attendance payed undivided attention to
were being observed not only by the pro- each of the presenters, with some taking
gram’s adult coordinators, but also by
notes on their subject matter. Many were
public figures and police officers. As one present during and after the discussions to
police officer said, “We are very interested urge public input to municipal processes.
because we know you guys are where
we’re going, and so if we can get closer to
you and fill the gaps [in a youth’s support
structure]. Especially on the law enforcement side, if we can fill the gaps now, then
we don’t have to worry about doing it latState of the Youth is organized by the Pasadeer.”
Agreeing with the importance of youth na Youth Network and the Partnership for
Children Youth and Families. Youth Network
activism was Pasadena’s Mayor Terry
Tornek who eloquently stated, “I think it is meets on the first Wednesday of the month at
4pm at Pasadena Central Library during the
important for our youth to speak up and to
school year. To learn more about the Youth
get engaged. And the problem frankly,
Master Plan, visit pasadena-library.net/teens
from the city’s point of view, is that there’s
constant turnover and so its hard as kids
grow up and move through the sysPasadena Public Library Teen Advisory Board members
tem, sometimes there’s not much
Carolyn, Taleen, Faith, and Sophie. Photo by Jane Gov
continuity… But if you can take the
longer view and realize that [the]
people who come after you will benefit form that… I think these young
people are learning some important
lessons.”
To finish off the two-hour conference, youth members from each of
the six groups presented on the conclusions of their group’s discussions.
The presentations were excellent.
Each presenter had a clear working
knowledge of their topic, clearly had
9

Teen Zine Writing Contest
2018

We’re very pleased to announce the results of our special Teen Zine
Writing Contest! The theme was TEEN ADVOCACY. We received some
amazing submissions, and we have here our top three winners. Thank
you very much to everyone who participated!

1st Place
What do you Fight For?
by Madison Comick, age 15

Alina clutched the paper between her hands.
It had the typed question from her supervisor,
Iris, but no answer. She'd been staring at the
question for a week now- "What do you fight
for? What are we fighting for?"- and now it
was due today. But Alina didn't have an answer.

week, imagining her mom shaking her head
and saying, "Everything gone for her... Tragedy."

She looked back at the girl, who was bobbing
her head to some music. I fight for Kate
Spade.
Iris had asked last week what the point of the
group was. "What are we fighting for?" She'd
demanded earnestly. "What are we doing
here?"

She stepped onto the train, put in her fare,
and sat down. She opened the paper and
stared at the question as though it would
cause the answer to just pop up in her head,
as if all of a sudden she'd look up and say,
"I've got it!"

Alina didn't know what she fought for. She
wasn't necessarily a fighter. She liked other
people to make the plan, the protest, the war,
and she'd go along. But even then, she'd find
a way to get out of it.

A girl stepped onto the train and paid her
fare, then sat down across from Alina. She
pushed her hair away from her face, shrugging off her sweater, revealing a black t-shirt
that said in white lettering, "I FIGHT FOR
KATE SPADE."

It was pathetic, if you thought about it. Alina
didn't fight for anything. Not for herself. Not
for Elliot, when he decided to leave. Not for
Parker, when she fell in love with him- she let
him go, she let him go to Laurel, with her
pretty eyes and smiles. Not for her parents.
She didn't fight for herself.

Alina looked down and stared at the floor,
grabbing the ends of her sweater. She'd
heard what had happened to Kate Spade the
other day. She'd been thinking about it all

She let herself go and fall away. Parker didn't
let her go. Maya didn't let her go. They fought
for Alina, when it wasn't their fight. It was
Alina's.
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I FIGHT FOR KATE SPADE.
Kate Spade didn't fight for herself either.
Do you want to be like Kate Spade? You
build up your life, your family. You fight for
that, you don't give up on that. But you give
up on yourself. You let yourself go.

the right of others to be themselves, the right
to live, the right to be like everyone else,
when you can't even fight for your own right
to live and be yourself?

One of the reasons why Alina had joined the
group was because she wanted to fit in. She
wanted to be like other kids who fought, and
she wanted to be part of it. There was someHow can you fight alongside an activist group thing powerful about kids protesting, she
in regards to the community's when you can't thought. They were underrated people, and
even fight for yourself?
they were different from the adults who protested. Maybe it was the art that went into it
Iris told them to brainstorm and pick one
all. Maybe it was all the emotion that went
thing they fight for. "We can incorporate this into it, that showed how determined they
into our mission," she said. "We're activists. were to fight, how willing they were to get
We not only fight for other people, for
what they wanted. For them, the protest was
strangers, for our community, but we also
just the beginning. The beginning of everyfight for each other."
thing.
Alina joined the group three years ago, when But look at Alina now, afraid and ready to
she wanted to protest and spread awarebreak.
ness. The first thing Iris told her was,
"Activism is everywhere youth is. It's even in "What are you fighting for, Alina?"
your heart."
Alina looked up. "What?"
She held onto those words. It meant you
didn't have to join a group to fight. It meant
Iris swallowed a small laugh- Alina was alyou didn't have to always create strategic
ways distracted. "What do you fight for?"
plans and gather people around to fight. She It came out before she could even think, and
guessed in some cases it meant that, if you once she started she couldn't stop. "Myself. I
were protesting against racial discrimination, mean, I fight for my own right to live and be
for example. But if you protested against
myself. Be happy. I fight for everyone around
your own death, against your own giving up, us." Alina looked down, a little red because
all you needed was yourself.
the attention was on her now. "We should
use our age and status to our advantage.
What good is the knowledge if you don't even We're youth. When we want something, we
use it?
make sure we get it, because we're persistent." Iris was nodding, encouraging her. "So
Alina stepped up to get off the train. She met let's start a march. A protest against giving
the girl's eyes, and the girl smiled at Alina.
up on yourself, giving up on what you want
She stepped off the train and began walking and need-"
towards the headquarters, where the board
meeting was held. She walked in and took
"Because so many people are doing that
her seat next to Iris, who had already asked now," Iris finished quietly.
the question, "What do you fight for?"
Alina nodded. "It's good to fight for the socieWhat do you fight for? How can you fight for ty as a whole. But let's fight for society as
11

individuals. Fight for an individual's purpose.
Don't die, don't give up on yourself-" She
shook her head. "You get the point. We fight
for each other."

have had to borrow some of Mr. Kirby’s duct
tape. Have a fun summer, Al.” But it was
another boy, Liam, who wrote the note that
changed Ally forever.

We fight for each other.

“You were nice to me,” it said. That was all
he wrote. But it was enough to make nineAlina then closed her eyes, opening them
year-old Ally tear up and clutch the paper to
after a moment to look at the people around her chest. For Liam was the boy who had
her, smiling.
ADHD, and dyslexia, and probably a dozen
things besides. Liam was the boy who sat in
We fight for each other
the back of the class in fear that Mr. Kirby
would call on him and make him give an
answer of which he hadn’t the slightest idea.
And Liam was the boy who, when he tripped
2nd Place
over a backpack and landed sprawled over
Clara’s desk, she told him that she was going
to crush his puny head. Ally tried to visit him
when she saw him sitting alone at lunch, and
The Kind Cycle
he would smile shyly and tell her about his
by Ava Slocum, age 15
robots and his seventeen pets. And now, to
On the last day of fourth grade, Ally’s teacher him, the thing about her that had been special, the thing about her that had been unugave each of them a blank sheet of paper.
“Write your name at the top and pass it to the sual, was that she was nice to him, sweet
person to your right. For each paper you get, Liam. When she got home and her mom
write something nice about the person, how asked her what was wrong, she couldn’t
answer. She could only stare out the window
they’ve helped you this year, or write a
and watch the summer pinwheels spin in the
unique wish for their summer break.”
breeze.
The nine-year-olds grumbled at having to do
work on this day normally reserved for movies and pizza parties, but they gritted their
teeth and wrote their messages, trying not to
stare at the clock. After all, this would be the
last assignment they would ever have to do
in Mr. Kirby’s class. Finally, Ally got her paper back, and, after the bell rang and shouts
of joy from no-longer fourth-graders filled the
air, she read her classmates’ words on her
last walk home from school of the year. Her
best friend Lucie had written, “I hope you
have a magical summer and keep feeling as
awesome as you are. See you later, love
bug, XOXO!!!!!” Lucie’s twin brother Kyle
wrote, “Good thing I don’t have to listen to
you and Lucie squeal over One Direction
anymore, because another day and I would
12

The next year, the bullying got so bad that
Liam left the school and wasn’t heard from
again.
Eleventh-grade Lucie stepped out the high
school doors at the end of school before
winter break. Now, seven years later, her
hair was pink and she had gotten a perfect
1600 on the SAT. Soon after, sixteen-yearold Ally followed her out and ran to catch up.
“What are you doing for the next two
weeks?” Lucie inquired, starting to cross the
street. “Oh, probably still volunteering at the
elementary school...” Ally knitted her brow.
“What are those kids doing over there?”
What they were doing was standing around
one hunched-shouldered girl, blocking her
way. Their mouths moved to form words that

darted across the street like arrows and
stung Ally’s cheeks and eyes. They pushed
the girl over, and something in Ally broke.
“Hey,” she shouted, running down the crosswalk, waving her arms as if to shoo a crowd
of flies. “Hey, stop it!” The girl looked up
gratefully and scurried away, but the other
kids stayed where they were and folded their
arms, looking rather unimpressed. “Forget it,
lady,” one beanie-clad boy advised her. “We
were just having fun. Plus no one cares
about you and your special activism.”
That night, as she was going to sleep, Ally
stared up at the ceiling. Possibilities were
painting themselves before her in the dark.
Flyers littered the halls when the high school
came back from break. “Is this all you, Ally?”
Kyle asked her at lunch, gesturing to the
posters taped around the cafeteria. She nodded. “The elementary school principal said
that if I can get more than a thousand people, they’ll make it a yearly event. Now I
guess I have to work on advertising.”

They came from the elementary school, the
middle and the high schools, and from
around the town, where Ally had managed to
pin a few flyers. She watched it all unfold-the volunteers helping people draw hearts on
the sidewalk, her friends writing cards for the
children’s hospital--with a rush of pride at
what she had created. But as the day went
on, a sinking feeling arrived. How much was
it really doing?
A boy who seemed somehow familiar came
up to her. “You’re the girl, right? I just wanted
to thank you for organizing this whole thing.
My sister was getting bullied so much that
she wanted to leave the school, but today a
lot of kids apologized for how they’ve treated
her, and she thinks she might want to stay.
Thank you! I wish someone had done this
when I was in fourth grade.”

Just then, Principal Hernandez came running
up. “Ally, you’ve done it! So many people
came and donated that we can do this every
year from now on!”

KINDNESS FAIR! @ James & Johnnie Clark The boy said, “Congratulations!... Wait. Is
Elementary
your name Ally?”
Come write cards, make chalk drawings, and “Well,” Lucie teased, as she, Ally, Kyle, and
talk with us about the power of caring.
Liam went to get burgers when the fair was
9:00 to 5:00 on Saturday.
all over. “The kids are kind, and they have
you to thank.”
“I don’t know if anyone will come,” Ally admitted to her mom on Friday night. “But if they
“No, it was all Liam,” Ally said, and they
do, well, I hope it helps.” People did come.
laughed.

Check out honorable mentions

and more featured stories on our

Teens Blog pasadena-library.net/teens/
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3rd Place
.

The Promise

by Julia Fong, age 14
I remember the good times,
feeling safe in my father’s
strong hands,
as he lifts me
to the sky
and back
over
and over
and over
again
He is tired now,
a little sweaty,
as he sits in his favorite lawn chair
holding a cold beer
and making
a face at me
with one eye closed
and the corner
of his mouth
turned down
like Popeye’s

He doesn’t have
a tattoo of an anchor
on his arm
but he could
and it would fit
right in
He met my mother
on a bus
and they laughed
and laughed
for ten miles
past his stop
until he got out at hers
He smiled and it was all over for her
14

He’s a good dad,
when he feels right,
but sometimes
the dark places
in his heart
ooze to the surface
and make his
eyes seem distant
and a little scared,
like a small child
left alone
in the dark
He keeps it together
for what I know now
is eternity
for someone like him
who meets the devil
every day
even though he’s
done nothing wrong
except be himself
I am away when it happens,
at the beach as it turns out,
enjoying time in the sun kissed water
and frolicking with my teenage friends
He takes the slim black revolver
he keeps hidden in his closet
and places it on the bed
I am running along a stretch of sand
leaping to catch a Frisbee that spins
inches
away from my outstretched fingers
and falls onto the highest spot
to which the tide has crept
He takes out a notepad
and in his perfect handwriting
tells us that he loves us
and that it’s not our fault
and that there is nothing
Any of us could have said or done
and that it’s just a hole
inside of him
that can never be filled

and that grows larger
every day
until today
when it is
bigger than him
I sit with my friends
around a beach camp fire
holding my hands out
to feel the warm air
flow through my whole body
as my friends toast
marshmallows and hotdogs
on improvised skewers
made from hangers
His note finished,
he picks up the gun
and almost daintily
holds it up to his temple
There is no one else
in the house
and the cool air
from the wall unit
moves the curtains ever so slightly
as his finger caresses
the trigger
And
Then
Nothing
For a long time afterwards
I am numb
and even now
years later
I meet people
who tell me what
a nice guy my father was
and I always focus on
the past tense, the “was”,
because it highlights
so much
the fact

that he really is gone
I try in my own way
to tell his story
to keep him alive
to stop some other kids
from having their own life torn away
I am no preacher
but if the story I tell
can help someone
I don’t know
get help in time
well then
maybe he didn’t die in vain
and maybe there is some odd kind of
purpose
to the universe
I meet experts
who tell me
that suicide
can happen
to any family
in any town
at any time
And that
early recognition
is the best way
To fight back
the scourge
and that
by simply
sharing
my family’s story
I am keeping
the promise
I made to my Dad
after he died
that I would
do everything
I could
to help
save a life
and a child’s heart
I speak one-on-one
15

and in auditoriums
filled to the rafters
and in every venue
I do my best
to plainly
explain that
there are always signs,
little things,
that let us know
that something
is off kilter
and that if we
don’t ignore them
we do
have a fighting chance
to stop
the darkness
from winning
The promise I made
can never be
completely kept
until, I too, am dust
and when that happens,
and I join my father,
I know that
he will finally
be at peace

16

So thank you
for listening
I learn as much
from you
as you can possibly
learn from me
So remember
to kiss and hug
your loved ones
like it will be
the last time you see them
because, well,
you never know
I’ll hang around
for a few minutes
to chat with any
of you
who wants
to come up
Goodnight
and be safe

a Stranger Things
Murder Mystery

Every year at the Pasadena Public Library, a show of sorts is put on display.
This year’s Murder Mystery theme is
based on the Netflix is Stranger Things.
As always, teen volunteers are both cast
and crew for the event. Teen Advisory
Board members were interviewed about
their experience planning the event.
Photos by Alfonso Huerta

Script Writers
How did you first come up with the
story? What gave you the idea? Did
you do any research?
In all honesty, I just did research on the
characters. By watching YouTube clips
of scenes for each character, along with
reading summaries on Stranger Things, I
was able to envisage how that character
would act and talk in a murder mystery
situation. The storyline of who accused
who was based off of how the characters
acted toward each other in the actual
show; of course there were some exaggerations in accusations and behaviors
to enhance the experience. – Genevieve
How did you write it?
I used my research to craft a draft of
what the characters would say. From
there, I made revisions so that there
would be more hints and indirect accusations. – Genevieve
What were you worried about?
I was worried that the accusations would
go around in circles to the point where
it’d be too difficult to decipher which of
the suspects was the actual murderer.
However, I was also worried that one
character would have hints that were too
obvious and would defeat the purpose of
the participants to have a challenge in
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decided who the murderer was. –
Genevieve
What kind of revelations were you
hoping for from the participants?
I was hoping that the participants
would realize that since Dr. Knoxwell
wasn’t in town, that he couldn’t kill
Eleven, even though he seemed like
the most suspicious and obvious suspect. I wanted the participants to realize this, and from there, deduce that
another suspect had to be guilty,
eventually leading to Maxine Mayfield.
– Genevieve
Were there any surprises? If so,
what were they?
Liam who played Doctor Knoxwell,
was such a great actor that people
immediately accused him of being the
murderer, so it was a huge surprise to
most of the participants that he was
innocent. –Genevieve

priate weapons for the ‘80s time era.
Then, we made sure to use the clues
(the police report, walkie talkie convo,
Morse code puzzle) to help implicitly
eliminate possible weapons such as a
syringe, a bat, a stereo, and a knife. Faith

Were there any surprises or challenges? If so, what were they?
Weapons Clues
A challenge we faced was a miscomWhat is the purpose of the weapon munication between the team memclues?
bers, which thus resulted in a hiccup in
the clues we had created. At that
Weapon clues are supposed to help
point, all of the weapon clues were
participants deduce which weapon
was used in the process of the murder counteracting each other, and none of
- a crucial portion of the murder mys- them pointed to the correct weapon. Faith
tery. - Faith
How did your team go about planning the clues?
We first analyzed weapons used in the
show, and then thought about appro18

If you were to do it again, would
your team have done anything differently? Why or why not?
We should have started planning earli-

er in order to have more time
to think the clues through,
and get them done ahead of
time. This would also give us
extra time to revise and refine
the clues. - Faith
Actors
How did you feel playing
the characters?
If I dress and act very similar
to my character, the participants would enjoy the event more. So,
when the first group of participants approached me, I was sort of nervous.
However, after that group I felt confident
about saying my lines. –Taleen

I was just worried no one would take me
seriously, but the kids didn’t affect the
process of the murder mystery, so I didn’t mind too much. -Faith

I was worried I would forget my lines.
I had a lot of fun! I think everyone has a Being the first time I had done something
mad side to them or an event/person that like this, it was quite nerve racking to try
drives them crazy, and it was interesting and make sure I gave everyone the information they needed to solve the mystery.
channeling that side of me. I certainly
didn’t think I would effectively portray a –Liam
mother because of how young I look, but
I think I pulled off the kookiness alright. - Were there any surprises? If so, what
Faith
were they?
It was quite fun to play Dr. Knoxwell,
simply because the personality our writers gave him was similar to my own. I
got to play an older, crankier version of
myself which I had a whole heap of fun
with. - Liam
What were you worried about?
I was worried that some of the participants would be disrespectful and laugh
at my acting but people actually said my
acting skills were good. –Taleen

The only thing I was surprised by was
the compliment about me being a good
actor. –Taleen
I didn’t expect kids to actually worry for
me or become uneasy once I started
acting- more on that later… -Faith
Kids just automatically assumed I was
the murderer just because they didn’t like
my character. It was particularly amusing
to see the faces of all the kids who called
me a murderer and ran off when the actual murderer was announced. –Liam
19

Anything interesting, funny, or fascinating about the participants’ reactions to you?
One funny thing that happened to me
was that a couple participants were walking by me not noticing I was there. When
they turned their heads to see me sort of
hidden behind the walls of the library,
they shook a little and said how they got
scared. –Taleen
Some kids actually thought I was insane!
They were worried that I was feeling ill,
so they brought me bottles of water and
asked if I needed to take a break. It was
really sweet. -Faith

All Participants
How did you feel watching participants experience your mystery?
It was rewarding to see that all of our
hard work came together smoothly. The
location clues connected with the weapons which then connected with the character scripts. It was just really nice to see
everything organized and operative. –
Genevieve

I definitely felt hyped seeing everyone
show up, dressed up, and truly engaged
in the scheme of it all, in hopes of solving
the mystery. It was pleasing to see everyone on TAB gather together, and to
I was immediately surprised by how seri- see all the work everyone put their enerous the kids got. They followed my every gy and time into. -Faith
word really closely. I honestly didn’t expect them to have such a level of enI think that TAB did a good job of picking
gagement to the mystery. –Liam
a topic that was fresh and that everyone
could connect to and really like. From the
If you were to do it again, would you costumes to participating in the mystery
have done anything differently? Why itself, it seemed like everyone was really
into it and really engaged which made it
or why not?
especially fun to help out. - McKenna
I definitely learned that I should stay in
character even when I’m not reading my
script lines. During the murder mystery, If this is not your first murder mystery
some people were walking by asking me experience, how did it compare?
general questions which I had answered I really liked this year’s Murder Mystery,
in my own voice. It would have been
especially since I got to enjoy it as a parmore fun to have stayed in character. – ticipant, rather than an actor. Everyone
Taleen
(volunteers and participants alike)
seemed to be really excited about this
event and I think they all had a lot of fun.
I would practice my delivery, I had a
good number of participants try to leave This year was definitely less crowded
before I was done talking because they than last year, which I actually liked, because it meant that we didn’t have to
thought I had finished talking. –Liam
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worry about splitting people into groups more challenged. - McKenna
and that the participants were able to talk
to every cast member. - Sophie
If this is your first murder mystery
experience, what did you think? Was
I think things went a lot smoother this
it what you expected?
year than last, mostly because there was I was a lot more involved in this murder
no confusion about who was a suspect mystery than previous years so I considand who wasn’t (due to costume issues), er it my first experience. Being more
and this year, each committee and team involved made me realize how much
made sure everyone was in on what was planning, dedication, and collaboration
going on- there were no misunderstand- go into making this event run successfulings or hiccups in the process. However, ly. I think it was a great experience, defipeople always seem to fiddle with the
nitely not what I had expected. There
actual weapons on display, both this
were a lot more people, teamwork, and
year and last. Maybe we can try to be
excitement than I had anticipated. –
cautious of keeping the weapons and
Genevieve
weapon clues safe and untouchable? Faith
I worked on the scripts for the last murder mystery, Harry Potter, and I was an
actor and decorator for the one before,
Alice in Wonderland, and I can say that
the timeline this year seemed really well
organized. Nothing seemed like it was
done at the last minute. It also seemed
like participants were more engaged and

Teen Advisory
Board members
served as the cast
and suspects.
Photo by Alfonso
Huerta
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Young Readers League:
Art Contest
by Jane Gov
Artists were challenged to create a one frame drawing or
illustration on the theme “A New Journey.”
Special thanks to our judges: Tiffany Duenas, Robert Orozco,
Shauna Redmond, and Mike Shea.

1st Place
Camille Echeverri,
Age 14,
California School of the
Arts
Untitled.
Pen, Ink, Watercolor
9 x 12 inches
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Beautiful. Great composition and details, color and control, use of the various mediums. It’s clean, imaginative,
interesting, creative, and humorous.
The traveler is ready for a new journey
in the woods—or in their own back
yard—on a toy rocking horse.

2nd Place
Nathaly Hernandez,
Age 14, Homeschool
“Your Only Limit is Your
Mind”
Watercolor; 22 x 28
inches
Gorgeous technique,
layout, and attention to
detail. It’s reminiscent of
all the places surrounding our space traveler.
It’s a great way to see
the world and have your
imagination run wild.

3rd Place
Maxwell Ribaya, Age 14,
Pasadena High School
“Break of Dawn” (right)
Pencil, colored pencil, marker,
pen; 9 x 12 inches

This piece is striking and expressive—lovely work showing
reflection and shadow. The
scene of an abyss—as if
they’re leaping toward starting a new adventure.
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We are very excited to announce the 2018
Young Readers League Story Contest Winners!
We received an amazing 226 entries. This
year’s contest challenged writers to write
about a journey in 300 words or less. Special
thanks to our judges: Allison Hill (Vromans),
Shauna Redmond, Jean Penn, Leela Perea,
Robin Reidy and Rosa Cesaretti (Pasadena
Library).

1st Place

looked at “Mama” as if it was the
last time he would ever see her
Isaac Rishwain
again. In a sincere voice she said,
Age 12 (Grade 7),
“ya es tiempo mijo” (it is time). GaBlair Middle School
briel looked around; he was leaving
“A New Beginning”
the 50 cent mangos that he would
buy and eat by Señor Rodriguez’s
Summary: Gabriel reminiscences
shady tree. No more fútbol bareabout his hometown as he leaves
foot in the muddy terrain. It was as
for a new life in the U.S.
if Gabriel was leaving his life for a
better one, but was it really a better life than before? Gabriel overheard stories. Men said that they
In a land, promised to bring some- would put children in cages and
thing magnificent, beyond what an take them away from their families.
average normal immigrant family
This scared Gabriel and the others.
could imagine, there was a jourWith every step Gabriel put in front
ney. The United States of America
of him he did not know whether he
promised the pursuit of happiness. It was stepping toward prison, or paralso promised the American
adise.
Dream, an education, and the rest
of Gabriel’s life. Gabriel and his
Gabriel climbed on to the back of
family were going to move to the
a small blue pickup truck. As they
United States as illegal immigrants
drove, Gabriel inhaled the last
along with other families.
scents of his home country. The
fumes of cars that drove by, burnAs they packed their stuff, Gabriel
ing trash, the night jasmine that
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bloomed near the little man’s
house, and the pollo (chicken)
coming from Señora Guadalupe’s
kitchen. It wasn’t perfect, but it
was home.
As he got off the truck and joined
the other people, he noticed the
beauty of the people’s determination, and their love for each other.
People brought food for the hungry, carried the shoeless children,
and guided the elderly. They were
stronger together.

2nd Place
Anni Guo
Age 12 (Grade 7),
Blair Middle School
“Syria to Europe”
Summary: Two young refugees
seek a safe haven.

being trapped between bad and
worse. But they had to go.
“Okay, let’s move.” She stood up
and gestured for Nasir to do the
same.
“What about Mommy?”
“She, uh,” oh no, how do I say
this? “She found another place.
Come on, she’s waiting!” Fatima
didn’t say how long their mom
would be waiting.
Several days later, close to the border of Lebanon, Nasir collapsed
again. “Fati, I can’t.” He rolled over
on his stomach and closed his
eyes. Fatima sat down next to him,
her breath ragged and legs
burned. They were so close. A little
more, and it’d be over.
As she was about to close her
eyes, she heard a weird sound.
When Fatima opened her eyes,
she saw it.
A rescuer.

“I’m scared. Where’s Mommy?”
Nasir asked. “Shhh! She’ll be right
back.” Fatima, an eleven year old
was near Damascus in an abandoned building with her little brother Nasir. Their mother Asrin had left
them two days ago and she was
still not back, which meant that she
was most likely dead.
Fatima allowed herself a sigh. Now
she was the most responsible one,
though where could they go? Europe was said to be a safe haven
for refugees right now, but how
would they get there? Nasir wouldn’t be able to take it. It was like

The red helicopter flew low, and on
it was the symbol of a red cross.

This new land was Germany. A
family had volunteered to adopt
Fatima and Nasir, and they were
starting school. The only words Fatima knew were ‘guten tag’ which
means ‘good day’ and ‘danke’ for
‘thanks’. Even so, she’d definitely
choose this instead of going back.
She knew her mother would like it
this way, too.
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3rd Place
Olivia Barrios
Age 12 (Grade 7),
Blair Middle School
“No Looking Back”
Summary: The narrator and her
Mami escape to California.

I take one last look inside the
house, take a deep breath, then
close the door behind me. I set off
and don’t look back. I’m not going
back in that house. Not now, Not
ever. I take my mother’s hand. It’s
trembling, and I know that she’s
scared. We both are. Mami says we
are running away from Mexico; we
are going to America. But I know
that neither of those are the truth.
We are running away from Papi.
Papi is a drunk. He gets home from
his job and grabs a beer and
watches TV. Papi isn’t a nice drunk.
He’s an angry drunk. We tiptoe
around Papi, like he is a hunter and
Mami and I are deer. And when he
spots us, he pulls the trigger. When
Papi is mad, he throws whatever he
has in his hands. Beer bottles, tv
remotes, forks, plates. Mami and I
always have cuts and bruises down

our arms and legs, which we cover
up by wearing long sleeves and
pants.
We are going to California, and
staying with my Tia Carmela, who
owns a shop where Mami can
work. She and her husband, my Tío
Gabriel, are already citizens. Mami
and I are going on a immigrant visa. Tío Gabriel had driven out to
Durango, where I live, and was going to drive us across the border,
since plane tickets were too expensive
We walk to where Tío Gabriel told
us to meet him and get into his car.
“Gracias Mami” I whisper to her.
She just nods her head, but I can
see that she knows how grateful I
am. As we drive away, I say goodbye to the only life I’ve ever known.
Goodbye house. Goodbye bedroom. Goodbye Abuela. Goodbye
Durango. Good riddance Papi.
From now on, the deer can run
free.

Young Readers League

is a reading program

designed to inspire kids 8-14 to talk, read and interact with
books and their community. Presented in partnership by
Pasadena Public Library and Vroman’s Bookstore. Sponsored

by The Friends of the Pasadena Public Library. To learn more,
visit pasadena-library.net/kids/young-readers-league/
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The 7th annual Minds in Motion is an art exhibit featuring original handmade sensory art,
photography, and personal stories by the teens from Professional Child Development Associates. The exhibit was presented on December 1, 2018 at Pasadena Central Library.
Here are some selected pieces from the exhibit. To view more, visit the Pasadena Public
Library Teens Blog at pasadena-library.net/teens/
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By Alaina Joby, age 16

T

he much awaited Pasadena
Loves YA book
festival attracted a crowd of people this
year; with fifteen up and
coming authors visiting
and people flocking in to
hear their panels, it was
undoubtedly a successful
event. The day was divided into panels, each
dedicated to similar themes between the
authors’ works. The first panel, called
“Roads to Healing,” featured Carrie Arcos (We Are All That’s Left), Samuel
Miller (A Life Too Bright), Farrah Penn
(Twelve Steps to Normal) and Aminah
Mae Safi (Not the Girls You’re Looking
For).

A crowd chooses books during the Book
Blitz. Photo by Alfonso Huerta

This panel dug deep into the process of
creating their characters: all four authors
agreed that their characters represented
parts of who they were or who they wanted to become. “You cannot avoid incorporating a part of yourself into your
Arcos discussed how all four of their
books valued friendships. Penn and Safi work,” Penn told Arcos, “It’s simply just
not possible! There will be parts of you or
pointed out that their books had friendparts of your life in your story, whether
ships that were broken and fixed back
together again — friendships that meant you know it or not.”
a lot to their characters’ overall development. Safi also brought up the fact that The second panel featured authors from
more characters in recently published
Young Adult Graphic Novels: Cory Docbooks are coming from a diverse back- torow (In Real Life) and Mairghread
ground; one of her characters is Muslim. Scott (The City on the Other Side). Scott
Lulu, Safi’s character, is a character of
has been an animator for both Marvel
great contradiction — she believes that and DC comics; she was the first woman
Lulu represents herself, or at least how to write a Transformers comic and get
she hoped she behaved.
paid for it. Despite her success, she con28

stantly receives criticism for
her work but she continues
pushing forward full speed
with her career. Scott regards herself as a feminist
and supports equality for
women in all walks of life,
something she herself has
struggled with.
Doctorow and Scott discussed about how different
the graphic novel world is
from the world of regular novels: the author has to make sure that the script and
the outlines for the panels have to go
together. Editing or changing scenes is
harder as there are multiple people involved with its storyline.

face adversity by themselves.
Maggi’s book was based on a girl who
had been sexually abused and Maggi
believed her novel reflects a lot of lives.
She said that there should be more
measures taken to prevent such acts
from happening and more resources
available for victims. Maggi stated that
The third panel featured writers whose
she had stressed on making her characcharacters rose up to adversity. Writers ter relatable and on also breaking the
in this panel included Atia Abawi (A Land barriers of “guys books” vs. “girls books.”
of Permanent Goodbyes), Jennifer Brody
(The United Continuums), Nicole Maggi
(What They Don’t Know) and Sara San- Abawi, a reporter and war correspondtana (The Sanctuary). These writers fo- ent, spoke about how her book reflected
the lives of several Syrian refugees
cused on characters that had certain
impediments preventing them from living whose lives were being stripped out of
their control by the recent turmoil. Abawi
a happy life, or characters that had to
herself has immigrated from the Middle
East due to warlike conditions
in her country and now, she
returned to these areas to
cover the news and listen to
people’s stories. She parallels
her book with The Book Thief,
Zusak’s book is narrated by
Death whereas Abawi’s is
narrated by Destiny.
In contrast to Atawi and Mag29

gi’s real life stories, Santana and Brody’s
novels have a slight dystopian twist.
Santana’s book is about a zombie apocalypse where the characters’ loved ones
turn into zombies who want to finish her.
Brody’s novel takes readers into a different era where humans live under the
ocean and in space. Three different
characters from three unique backgrounds need to come together to overcome an unjust authoritative figure.
The final panel had authors Bree Barton
(Heart of Thorns), Gwen C. Katz (Among
the Red Stars), Mary E. Pearson (Dance
of Thieves) and Amy Trueblood (Nothing
but Sky). All four of these authors discussed their characters who had a “die
trying” attitude that successfully took
them through various obstacles in life.
The event ended with a Book Blitz
(sponsored by Bridge to Books) where
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attendees could get a free copy of their
favorite reads to take home. The PLYA
Festival this year was definitely a success, exposing the attendees to various
aspects of an author’s life and the work
that went behind publishing a book.
Hearing from the authors themselves
was definitely a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and it connected the readers with
their favorite books and their plot lines
even more.
Photos by Alfonso Huerta

Thunderhead
by Neil Shusterman

A Young Adult Book Cub Recap
by William Krestow, Age 16

In Thunderhead, Neil Shusterman portrays not a dystopian future, but a utopia,
where humanity has conquered even death
and is governed by a philanthropic AI called
the Thunderhead. However, it is a utopia on
the edge, for in the Scythedom-the last human governing body, charged with controlling death - corruption is festering. In this
surprising and expansive sequel to Scythe,
Shusterman more fully explores the world
governed by the all-knowing Thunderhead.
Never failing to disappoint, Thunderhead
takes off where Scythe left off and takes it in
places readers will have never dreamed of.
Nuanced in his portrayal of the future, Shusterman raises questions about religion, duty,
death, and freedom without ever mentioning
them directly. All of us agreed that Shusterman’s characteristic duality of excellent writing and thoughtful questions was in full display. As a skillful dystopian writer, Thunderhead’s world will make familiar questions
thought of in a new, foreign light. As the second book in the Arc of a Scythe series, it
follows familiar characters Rowan and Citra
as they travel through the novel on opposite
sides of society. Different enough from
Scythe, Shusterman thankfully avoids the
trap of an inadequate sequel through ex-

panding the scope of the plot and upping the
game for the characters. It was with immense relief that we realized he had avoided
the all too common second book pitfall that
one comes to expect in YA. Throughout the
book, the plot stays fresh and nuanced, without sacrificing and of the characteristic Shusterman nuance. This, in conjunction with its
raising of existential questions left our club
pleasantly thrilled throughout reading it. We
highly recommend you to read Book 1 in the
series, Scythe. If you enjoyed it, you may like
the Crown’s Game series, and the Six of
Crows series. In general, we were pleased to
find an ending that epitomized the book’s
fantastic mix of thrilling plot and nuanced
situations. Overall, we all agreed it was an
excellent read and a worthy sequel to
Scythe. We were unanimous is our rating of
the novel. 5/5 Stars.
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Skyward
by Brandon Sanderson

A Young Adult Book
Cub Recap
by William Krestow, Age 16

Spensa’s world has been
under alien attack for decades. Pilots are
the heroes of what’s left of humanity, and
becoming a pilot is Spensa’s dream.
Ever since she was a little girl, Spensa
has dreamed of soaring skyward and
proving her bravery. But her father’s legacy stands in the way—he was a pilot
who was killed for desertion years ago,
branding Spensa the daughter of a coward, and making her chances of attending flight school slim to none. Spensa is
still determined to fly—even if it means
she must be as resilient in the face of
long odds as humanity itself has had to
be against the alien threat. And her accidental discovery in a long forgotten cavern might just grant her a way to claim
the stars.
Brandon Sanderson returns to the world
of science fiction with a strong entry in
Skyward. Although traditionally a writer
for the High Fantasy genre, Sanderson’s
previous science-fiction series The Reckoners met with resounding approval for
not only his writing style, but also the
books nuanced setting. Skyward at times
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feels less than flushed out, owing to the fact that a majority of
the book takes place in a single
location, with any and all developments being only temporary
removals from the central location. Thankfully, any locational
banality is offset by Spensa’s
unique character. Possessing
her own, unusual outlook on the
world, Spensa can at times feel a bit
archetypal and predictable. However,
Sanderson’s novels are nothing without
his characters, which makes Skyward
unusual in that it lavishes its attention on
Spensa. Her character is indelibly rooted
in her view of her father. The belief in her
father’s innocence is one of the driving
forces of her character, and as this belief
is developed, so is Spensa’s character.
Along for the ride are a plethora of stereotype-breaking companions. From the
stuck-up rich kids who actually turn out
to be really nice, to the lifelong friend
who isn’t just a supporting force ever
doomed to the shadows, Sanderson’s
main character development of sideactors is through their inherent nuance,
rather than any defining transformation.
Overall, the book was a riveting blend of
plot and character work, with a sequel
implied yet not stated. Sanderson’s personal style can be felt all over the book,
from seemingly frivolous quirks, to worldshattering plot twists. Skyward deserves
4.5/5.

BOOK REVIEWS
The Poet X

by Elizabeth
Acevedo
The Poet X is a marvelous novel told in poetry
form where Elizabeth
Acevedo narrates the story
of a silenced young woman, Xiomara Batista. This
novel addresses the issues of racism, sexism, and the importance of self-defense and
having a voice. Xiomara battles the expectations of society and family. She uses poetry
as a secret way to tell her narrative, and to
share and express her most inner struggles.
In the novel, Xiomara is expected to be the
“perfect” daughter, but she finds that hard to
accomplish and unrealistic. She believes that
no matter how much she tries, it will never be
enough to her mother. She is expected to be
religious, but finds that her thoughts do not
coincide with the prevailing beliefs of the
church. Although forbidden to date, she falls
in love and finds someone that supports her
rebellious beliefs, passion for music, and
most importantly, someone who is willing to
listen to her poetry. She feels that she has
been heard. Throughout the story, Xiomara
struggles to find and keep her voice. She
often comes into conflict with her mother, but
through all of the ups and downs, she finally
comes to an understanding, realization, and
compromise with all that is expected of her.
Even if you are not a huge fan of poetry,
this is still a book you should check out.
Acevedo’s writing is truly inspiring and emotionally compelling. As a reader, I responded
and empathized with Xiomara’s emotions.
The free-verse poetry delicately conveys the
story and the messages behind it. This novel
is indeed about the fight for a voice and
rights in society. Xiomara’s struggles are
present in real life, and that is what makes

this book so relatable. Acevedo’s writing
expertly highlights a need for this fight and
what we can do for those who are struggling
to find a voice. I really loved this book, and it
rightfully deserves a 4.5 out of 5 stars.
—Review by Aminda Zou, age 14

Orphan Monster
Spy
by Matt Killeen

All Sarah has ever
wanted was a simple
life. However, destiny
did not decide it to be
that way. Thrust into one
of the worst governments in human history, and born with a
Jewish bloodline that marks her for death,
Sarah must infiltrate a top boarding school
for Nazi generals’ children. With her life in
danger, and having already survived The
Night of Broken Glass, Sarah has been fortunate so far. But will her luck really hold up
this time? Or, is she destined to become
another statistic?
Orphan Monster Spy is truly a work of
art. It is a story of passion and courage told
from the voice of a young girl who has no
choice but to fight to survive. Her gutwrenching story of dedication and sacrifice is
only possible from an underprivileged minority such as herself, and it is through this perspective that a beautiful story is told. That
story here cannot be restated enough, and it
is absolutely commendable that Matt Killeen
is bringing to life a horror that the world
should never forget. I cannot recommend this
book enough. The story that lives on is unapologetically honest about the horrors of the
Second World War. 4 stars.
—Review by Jacob Chon, age 16
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Moonrise

by Sarah Crossan
Moonrise is a very gripping and depressing novel
about a boy who grows up
under the shadow of his
older brother. Seventeen year old Joe Moon
arrives to the small Texan town of Wakeling,
whose brother is convicted of murder is set
to be executed. He finds that it is hard to
cope with the impending loss of his brother in
about a month’s time. With Ed continuously
defending his innocence, but the rest of the
world saying otherwise, Joe is forced to
make a decision.
This book is extremely riveting. It drags
out the storyline just enough to build anticipation, but not enough to slow the book down. I
really enjoyed how it coerces the reader to
make a decision for themselves as well. I
caught myself constantly questioning the
innocence of Ed and making my own judgement. This book definitely takes a different
approach in writing style as well, with blocks
of text replaced by short sentences in staggered columns. The artistic choice helps to
keep the book moving and the pages turning.
Additionally, the first person perspective
helps the reader identify with Joe. All in all,
this book easily receives 4/5 stars.
—Review by John Chon, age 16

Ramona Blue

by Julie Murphy
Ramona Blue is a girl-vsthe-world contemporary
romance novel. Its protagonist, a 6’3, blue-haired teenager named Ramona, lives
in a trailer park in Eulogy,
Mississippi with her father and pregnant older sister. The book follows her struggles to
navigate various obstacles in her life, includ34

ing her negligent parents, her sexuality crisis,
and her yearning for an escape from a claustrophobic town. Ramona, is a likable protagonist. While I honestly believe that Julie Murphy has created one of the most interesting
female characters in contemporary YA fiction, the narrative in which she’s situated is a
bit lacking in conflict or tension. The book
feels like a character study, and it maintains
a sense of authenticity and realness throughout, but there are times when that authenticity translates into predictability, and there are
some points where the chapters drag on.
Ramona’s commentary and character development, however, liven up dull scenes, and I
saw a lot of my own concerns and questions
about the future reflected in Ramona’s ruminations. I also enjoyed it’s beautifully explored escapism. I never felt particularly
moved by Ramona’s problems with love, but
I was intrigued by her struggles with identity
and growing up, and how her discovering her
own sense of self shapes her relationships.
The story that emerges from Murphy’s careful exploration of these themes is very heartfelt and stayed with me even after I finished
the novel. Ramona is presented as a person
who initially believes herself to be a lesbian,
and then realizes that she is also attracted to
men, but it almost feels as though Ramona
actually turns straight after falling in love with
her male childhood friend, Freddie. Of
course, there’s nothing wrong with someone
realizing that their sexual identity isn’t what
they first thought it was, but I found the way
Murphy handled this element of Ramona’s
character to be a little strange—not distasteful and not jarring enough to detract from my
overall enjoyment of the story, but just a little
strange. Ramona Blue is an excellent story
with a strong protagonist and an emotional
exploration of identity and age. The book has
some slow moments and I didn’t find the
romance aspect of this novel very interesting;
but, overall, I would recommend it to fans of
YA fiction. 4/5 stars.
—Review by Kira Toal, age 17

I Have the Right To:
A High School Survivor’s Story of Sexual Assault, Justice,
and Hope

by Chessy Prout with
Jenn Abelson
I Have the Right To: A High School Survivor’s Story of Sexual Assault, Justice, and
Hope is the memoir of Chessy Prout, a student activist who was sexually assaulted at a
prestigious New Hampshire boarding school.
In this book, she chronicles her harrowing
experience and the miserable aftermath,
which included her being ostracized at
school, trolled online, and subjected to nightmares and panic attacks. Against all odds,
she persevered and turned her story into one
of redemption and courage that will inspire
girls everywhere. Prout testified courageously at the trial of her attacker, came into contact with other survivors, and launched the
advocacy campaign #IHaveTheRightTo. In
this memoir, she tells her story while simultaneously exposing the sordid culture of the
venerable New England boarding school, St.
Paul’s School, where her assault was the
result of an annual contest of sexual conquest.
This book was written with bravery, honesty, and a steadfast commitment to truth. She
writes, “I was a survivor. My heart was held
in God’s hands. He had given me strength in
so many ways. No matter how weary I was, I
would never lose the will to tell the TRUTH.”
The book quotes numerous text messages
and letters that were sent both before and
after the attack. Written by the author, her
accused rapist, friends, and the administration of St. Paul’s School, the varied exchanges enhance the narrative and shed light on
many details of the story, including, and especially, the hypocrisy of the school.
I recommend this book. 3.5 stars.
—Review by Nina Dinan, age 15

Light Years

by Kass Morgan
The book Light
Years is told from the
perspectives of Vesper,
Cormak, Arran, and
Orelia, all from different
planets in the solar
system. They are all
accepted in to the Quatra Fleet Academy,
the most prestigious school in the entire solar
system, and are placed in the same squadron, each having different jobs in the group.
Vesper is the pilot of the squadron after
Cormak, a boy from Deva, becomes captain.
Dreams crushed, she has to prove that she
fits in at the academy, and that she did not
get in just because her mother is the superintendent. Cormak is the captain of the squadron and takes his brother’s spot at the academy, after he was killed in a mining incident.
Arran is the technology officer and comes
from Chetire, living as an outsider with only
his mother. Orelia is a spy for the Specters,
the academy’s enemies, and secretly sends
information to them, waiting for the right time
to invade and conquer. One wrong word, one
wrong move, and she is dead.
I really enjoyed the plot of this book, but I
wish that the perspectives of Arran and Orelia were longer. This book mainly focuses on
Vesper and Cormak, but I would love to hear
more from Arran and Orelia. The characters
are very diverse, and their personalities are
very different, but they all work together to
reach the same goal. If you like sci-fi, Light
Years is for you. This book ends on a cliffhanger, and I will definitely read the sequel.
I recommend this book 4 stars.
—Review by Ashely Zhang, age 13
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Now Is Everything by Amy Giles
Now Is Everything is an
emotional and compelling
novel. The story of Hadley
McCauley’s senior year is
told in alternating then and
now chapters. Hadley
comes from a wealthy and seemingly-perfect
family, and yet her friends, Meaghan Maki
and Noah Berger, know that her family struggles to maintain a healthy relationship. She
lives with her little sister Lila, her alcoholic
mother, and her extraordinarily overbearing
and abusive father, who forces her to play
lacrosse, take piloting lessons, and forbids
her from getting a boyfriend. During this year,
she falls in love with Charlie Simmons and
goes against her father’s wishes.
Giles’ words are impactful and haunting.
She addresses the issues of physical abuse,
self-protection, and depression. Although the
language is simple and the plot is not exactly
unique, this book is inspiring and so hard to
put down. The then and now format allows
the reader to form a bond with both the Hadley before and after the incident. The book
also includes inserts of the investigation of
the event. It includes interviews with characters in the novel and conclusions made by
the officer. This helps the reader piece together the truth of what happened.
A lot of this book is up to interpretation, as
the majority is comprised of sections of dialogue between the characters. As I was reading this book, I was dying to know how the
then connects with the now. Giles did not
disappoint. There is a significant plot point at
the end of the novel in regards to what
caused the incident that I am confident many
readers will enjoy.
Overall, I loved the book Now Is Everything. I strongly recommend this novel. 4.5
out of 5 stars.
—Review by Aminda Zou, age 14
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Before I Had the
Words: On Being
a Transgender
Young Adult
by Skylar Kergil

Before I Had the
Words is the memoir of
Skylar Kergil, an artist,
activist, and YouTuber who is a transgender
man. This book details the struggles he
faced, both with his identity and later with his
transition, as a young adult in a turbulent and
at times intolerant world. Skylar Kergil was
born “Katherine,” a rough-and-tumble tomboy, who, from a young age, was often mistaken for a boy by strangers. Aside from a
childhood summer when he requested that
his family call him “Mike,” his first foray into
gender exploration came when, at age 11, he
created an online profile in which he claimed
to be male. As Kergil matured and began to
find terminology for his identity, he did so
against a backdrop of struggles, particularly
his mother’s cancer and his older brother’s
battle with substance abuse. Even with the
support of his family and friends, Kergil endured worldly bias and intolerance as he
underwent his transition. However, through
resilience, art, and candid vlogging, he overcame hardship and retained a steadfast commitment to his true self.
Having never read a memoir by a
transgender person before, I found this book
enlightening. It contains many details about
the daily life of a transgender person that I
had never considered. For example, there
are explicit descriptions of the bodily processes and complications of transitioning. I
enjoyed the forthright tone of the writing, and
the poetic excerpts from Kergil’s journals.
I recommend this book. 3.5 stars.
—Review by Nina Dinan, age 15
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