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Ustopia is a word I made up by combining
utopia and dystopia - the imagined perfect
society and its opposite — because, in my view,
each contains a latent version of the other.

(Margaret Atwood, 2011, p. 82)
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B UNIVERSITY OF AMSTERDAM

Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences

WELCOME

FROM THE EDITOR

ear Reader, we are excited to present the second edition of
The Summer School Times, a magazine that features various
articles from our academic directors and students focusing
on the theme of Utopia and Dystopia. Our contributors, with back-
grounds ranging from mindfulness and circular cities to birds, explore
a shared theme through a unique selection of articles. We also highli-
ght some must-read stories from our programme Creative Writing:
From Inspiration to Craft, offering a glimpse into the creativity and
imagination of our students.

When Jana Zilova proposed Utopia and Dystopia as the theme for
this year’s magazine, we were eager to see which directions the contri-
butors would take. What stands out is that no article is fully exploring
or depicting what a true utopian society might look like. Instead, most
are focusing on dystopia, or the tension between the two.

Is it easier to imagine a world gone wrong than one gone perfectly
right? Are we more prone to imagine catastrophe, while a world where
everyone truly thrives feels almost unimaginable?

This magazine invites you to ask yourself: how would you picture a
future dystopian or utopian world? Can these visions spark creativity
or social change? If you were to design a school, city, or community as
a utopia, what principles would guide it?

Our students and academic directors have taken up this challenge
with imagination and insight, each offering a unique perspective that
makes this year’s edition an exploration through both dark realities
and bright possibilities.

Enjoy the journey!

The Summer Programmes Team

From left to right: Paulina, Mirjam, Jogita, Charlotte and Kristina
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THE PROGRAMMES

‘ PSYCHOLOGY, MENTAL HEALTH & MINDFULNESS

PSYCHOLOGY,
MENTAL HEALTH
& MINDFULNESS

Mental Health, Youth and Society

Mental Health and the Workplace

Emotions: An Interdisciplinary Perspective
Mindfulness and Compassion-based Interventions

URBAN & CITY STUDIES
SUSTAINABILITY Urban Studies: Planning and Living in Cities

& ENVIRONMENT Planning the Cycling City
Placemaking: from Practice to Impact
The Circular City: Towards a Sustainable Urban Ecosystem

POLITICS,
INTERNATIONAL
RELATIONS
& PEACE

‘ PoLITICS, INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS & PEACE

Pre-University Honours Programme: International Relations
Addressing Conflict: Peacebuilding in Theory and Praxis
Multilateralism, Globalisation & Corporate Diplomacy
Pre-University Honours Programme: Politics and Identity

Space Law: Exploring Legan Frontiers
URBAN & CITY

STUDIES
BUSINESS, INNOVATION & MEDIA
Building Brands and Influencing Behaviour
Pre-University Honours Programme: Business Innovation & Entrepreneurship

SEXUALITY New Media and the Digitalisation of Everyday Life
& SOCIETY Pre-University Honours Programme: Journalism & Society

SUSTAINABILITY & ENVIRONMENT

Birds: Our Shared History, Habitats and Future
Pre-University Honours Programme: Sustainable Thinking
CULTURE
AND
SOCIETY

SEXUALITY

Summer Institute on Sexuality, Culture and Society, Part 1, 2 and 3

CULTURE AND SOCIETY

Creative Writing: From Inspiration to Craft
The Psychedelic Universe: Global Perspectives on Higher Consciousness




Student Experiences

Summer of 2025

HUSSAIN ALI
ISMAIL ALQASSAB

The Circular City:
Towards a Sustainable
Urban Ecosystem

“The course equipped me
with actionable strategies
and interdisciplinary insights
that I've already begun apply-
ing to support regenerative
practices within my business
and broader sustainability
initiatives in Oman. By inte-
grating academic research,
real-world case studies, and
the perspectives of global
experts, I've enhanced my
ability to align commercial
objectives with national sus-
tainability goals. This expe-
rience has not only initiated
a long-term commitment to
advancing circular solutions
at both local and regional lev-
els—it has also transformed
the way I think. Circular City
is more than a course; it is a
mindset shift—encouraging
innovative problem-solving,
systems thinking, and the
pursuit of practical, sustain-
able alternatives for complex
urban challenges.”

THALIA
VELEGRINIS

Placemaking:
from Practice
to Impact

“People from a wide range
of backgrounds took part in
the course, from lecturers and
guest speakers who are at the
core of placemaking projects
in Amsterdam to classmates
who were working for their
countrys municipalities, as-
piring architects, and even
graphic designers. Everyone
brought a fresh, unique per-
spective to the table and it
helped cultivate a creative
environment where everyone
could express their ideas. I
learnt a lot about the variety
of ways that places are per-
ceived and valued, and how to
represent each of those per-
spectives through teamwork.”

CHANTAL MARIE
CHAVEZ

Creative Writing:
From Inspiration
to Craft

“The class as a whole of-
fered us a glimpse of our true
potential as well as what it
takes to be a writer no matter
what form your writing grows
to become. One of the main
takeaways I had from this
unforgettable experience is
to never limit yourself to an-
ything less than what you de-
serve. As a writer, you deserve
the time and patience to grow
to be the writer you have al-
ways aspired to be. As a per-
son, you deserve patience and
love from yourself”

The Summer School Times | 13




Student Experiences

NINA VELOSO
DA RosA

Pre-University Honours
Programme: Business Inno-
vation & Entrepreneurship

“I chose UvA’s program to
learn how to empower others.
But what I gained went be-
yond networking and classes:
I trained my divergent think-
ing, built real-world confi-
dence, and became the first in
my family to step into a col-
lege environment — all made
possible thanks to a scholar-
ship that unlocked the door.
Without UvA, I wouldn’t have
had the lens or the courage
that definitely changed me
into someone more capable
of turning vision into action.
The program taught me that
business is not just about
profit but about possibility,
not just about products but
about people”

14 | The Summer School Times

DANIELLE GRACE
WHITTLE

Mindfulness &
Compassion-based
Interventions

An unforgettable experi-
ence! It has been challeng-
ing at times, but absolutely
worth it. I've learned so much
about myself, connected with
the most inspiring people,
and explored the depths of
mindfulness and compas-
sion-based research. Remem-
ber to stay mindful through
each precious moment, and
above all, offer compassion to
yourself too.”

IRINA
ALBU

Creative Writing:
From Inspiration
to Craft

“I met people who made
creativity feel almost sacred.
Poets, essayists, novelists —
each with a completely dif-
ferent voice. We spent hours
talking about art, dreams
and fears, learning as much
from each other as from the
classes themselves. Some
of them have become close
friends who are coming to
visit me in Dublin, where I'm
on exchange. We've already
planned which second-hand
bookstores to get lost in and
which cafés will become our
writing spots.”

/
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SECTION I

Ithough humanity has never experienced such material

wealth, feelings of insecurity about the future—shared

by rich and poor, progressives and conservatives
alike—are growing day by day. Will the world become a more
hospitable place? How do we respond to the challenges of refu-
gees, artificial intelligence, political polarization, and beyond?

In this world, where we so often feel “out of this world,” we
need, as Bruno Latour put it, to land again. We need to ground
ourselves in order to rediscover constructive hope—hope strong
enough to inspire regenerative narratives in a time when the dom-
inant stories are those of separation, destruction, and resentment.

Where, then, can we find hope and perspective? Birds.

It's autumn. The great migrations begin again. In the coming
days, I expect to welcome the first fieldfares—birds that breed in
Scandinavia and winter here. This annual arrival brings me joy and
mindfulness. Encounters with nature like this, proven again and
again to strengthen human resilience, also bring me perspective
and hope.

Ironically, that sense of hope comes partly from their coming
and going. At first glance, migration could remind us of our own
restless, ever-changing world that often leaves us feeling unrooted.
But with birds, movement is not chaos—it is pattern. What seems
fleeting or uncertain is in fact a steady rhythm of repetition and

ACADEMIC DIRECTORS CONTRIBUTIONS

connectedness that has always been, and always will be.

If we slow down, we see that the supposed transience of these
birds is an illusion. They are at once grounded and connected—
rooted in place, yet linked to distant lands—always moving within
ecological patterns. They take from nature only what they need
and adapt when conditions require it.

Far from evoking instability, these rhythms bring me a sense of
presence, belonging, and rootedness. The fieldfare belongs here be-
cause it returns every year. I belong here because I notice it. And at
the same time, the bird connects me to its other home, its breeding
grounds—reminding me that I too am part of a larger web of places
and relationships.

This awareness of interconnectedness is what Taoist tradition
calls interbeing. It is a state of mind that deepens our sense of con-
nection to life and its support systems. From this state, we can be-
gin to build new narratives of belonging and eco-inspired action.
The antidote to separation is radical, grounded interconnected-
ness—just as nature itself demonstrates.

Let birds and nature be our guides out of the mess we’ve cre-
ated. Let us slowly and steadily cultivate regenerative patterns—in
our work, our friendships, our gardens—that strengthen both local
roots and broader connections.

Go outside. Be amazed. Reconnect.

” Go outside.
Be amazed.

Reconnect.

20 | The Summer School Times The Summer School Times | 21
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WARNING! HEALTHY
PESSISMISM AHEAD

by CAS SMITSMANS
academic director of THE CIRCULAR CITY: TOWARDS
A SUSTAINABLE URBAN ECOSYSTEM

wonder: where do people get their utopian, rose-coloured glasses? There must be a shop,

because many seem to wear them. Otherwise, how else could anyone believe it isn’t all

that bad, that Amsterdam is a (consumer) paradise on earth? When we picture dystopi-
an doom scenarios we first might see a Mars-like desert, tumbleweed rolling under a burning
sun. The assumption is that dystopia is still far away, out there in the future or safely in
fiction. Yet we fail to see how it already exists, woven unevenly into our present.

Maybe that’s because utopia for one person can mean dystopia for another. Perhaps a
shared utopia is impossible to fix, because one person imagines abundance, a world of plenty
where the sky is the limit, while another imagines sufficiency, a world where people thrive by
having enough. So the easier path may not be to design a single utopia, but to agree on what
dystopia looks like right now, point to it clearly, and act accordingly.

Dystopia is often uncomfortably familiar. When one percent of the world’s population floats
on yachts while half of humanity has almost nothing. When, on the same street, one person
spends six euros on a cappuccino while another sleeps rough outside. When 80 million people
go hungry in a world that produces enough food to feed us all. What, really, is not dystopian
about this picture? What is not dystopian about throwing away perfectly good food, flushing our
toilets with drinking water while some are thirsty or burning fossil fuels as if the consequences
were invisible?

Envisioning a better world is both possible and necessary. We cannot act differently if we
cannot first think differently. Imagination matters, through shared discussion, through art,
through quiet reflection. We need to make the familiar strange and the strange familiar. By
holding up a mirror, envisioning shows us that the way we live now is neither “normal” nor in-
evitable. That recognition opens the door to alternatives.

Utopia, in contrast to dystopia, is harder to grasp as for almost every vision about a utopian
future, a “yes, but...” is ushered in by the pessimist.

But perhaps we don’t need to imagine the impossible. We just need to see and think about
the opposite of what is plainly dystopian, right here, right now. People in cities live shorter lives
because of air, water, and soil pollution; what if we designed for health and safety instead of for
cars? Clean air as baseline, not luxury. Waste piles up: what if we created without waste? Materi-
als that cycle. Products designed to be repaired. Rooftops that provide food and cool neighbour-
hoods, not poison and heat them. Buildings that generate energy rather than drain it. Energy
that is affordable and fairly shared. Justice, participation and regeneration as the principles that
hold a city together.

A healthy pessimism helps us see the present clearly. It forces us to admit that much of how
we live is already dystopian, and then instead of despairing, to use that clarity as fuel for change.
Utopia may be out of sight, but stepping in the opposite direction of dystopia brings us closer.
Progress can be as simple (and as hard) as learning together, step by step, toward more just and
circular futures.

So, put on your dystopia glasses and get to work!

The Summer School Times | 23
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SELF AND/IN THE
ENVIRONMENT:
DYSTOPIA:
DISINTEGRATION
AND DETACHMENT

by DR. JANA ZILOVA

academic director of CREATIVE WRITING: FROM INSPIRATION TO CRAFT

here has been an emergence

of creative writing courses and

modules dedicated to nature
writing or ‘environmental writing’ in the
last two decades. The teacher and writer Is-
abel Galleymore says that “Many teachers
describe a desire to increase environmental
awareness in their students: to make their
students better ecological citizens”

I chose to shed light on dystopian
and utopian topics through the angle of
“space-writing” as I believe that space(s)
that we inhabit, relate to, or escape from
articulate the possibilities and the neces-
sary challenge of engaging not only local-
ly but also engaging and acting globally.
Space-writing is something grounding, giv-
ing us both the necessary roots and stability,
yet at the same time it’s a concept that is in
constant flux; belonging doesn’t mean that
we don't evolve; we can belong and become
someone else, grow, change, improve. This
interplay, a dynamic dance of belonging
and becoming, has been a narrative thread
in some of my students’ work, and I would
like to demonstrate this interplay in my

analysis of “The Gondoliers” by Karen Rus-
sell and Weather by Jenny Offill. We always
anchor ourselves to other places; we always,
I feel, embody the plurality of spaces.

JENNY OFFILL: WEATHER:
DISINTEGRATION AND DETACHMENT

In her novel Weather (2020), Jenny Of-
fill's protagonist, Lizzie, grapples with anx-
ieties about climate change, and this per-
vasive environmental concern bleeds into
her personal life and relationships. Offill
interweaves Lizzie’s internal turmoil with
the looming threat of ecological disaster,
demonstrating how large-scale environ-
mental issues can profoundly affect individ-
ual psychology and daily existence.

Lizzy’s husband is essentially a stoic who
reads the pre-Socratics. Since pre-Socratic
texts were preserved in fragments, Offill
chooses to write her book also in frag-
ments so as to mirror the disintegration
and fragmentation of her inside and outside
world. Through this technique, she portrays
the gradual crumbling of Lizzy’s and per-
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SECTION I

haps our world, articulating the dystopian
outlook in our future. The writing is inter-
spersed with survival advice—how to make
a fire, how to make an oil lamp that lasts 2
hours. Such interwoven anxieties are only
strengthened by the side hustle that Lizzy,
the librarian by day, gets. Lizzy decides to
help and work for Sylvia, a famous speak-
er and owner of a podcast about the envi-
ronment and climate change. This role only
adds to her own inner anxiety as listeners
write Sylvia emails about their worries, anx-
ieties, and what will happen when the world
ends.

How does Lizzy relate to her environ-
ment? Lizzy is resisting her environment;
she is fighting it and avoiding it at the same
time—the imbalances in her marriage, the
addictive behaviour of her alcoholic broth-
er, the evolving relationship with her young
son. She is participating in the environ-
mental podcast yet still remaining passive.
This state of emotional paralysis places
her as if in a state of being an “observer”
in her life: Lizzy as the passive, unfulfilled
librarian, worried about climate change
catastrophes and survival. The passivity,
and a certain detachment, don't allow her
to be fully alive. It shows that resisting her
existing environment actually prevents her
from growing, becoming, thriving, or fully
belonging. Lizzy deprives herself of her life,
yet a glimpse of hope comes with meeting
a young Russian journalist with whom she
meets for brief conversations.

We can only evolve when we are in
some kind of relationship with the envi-
ronment. Even if the overwhelming, suffo-
cating fear of the dystopian future settles in,
the individual ought to craft responsive ad-
aptation strategies. It is only through active
responding, inner resonance, and engaged
reciprocity with the environment that we
can move on and indeed survive. Lizzy’s
detachment, however, is fueled by constant
fear and preparation for the apocalypse,
which not only magnifies the problem but
also disconnects her from living and enjoy-
ing daily life. As the French-born but lat-
er American writer Anais Nin expresses it
succinctly: “We do not see the world as it
is, we see the world as we are.”

26 | The Summer School Times

PART II: KAREN RUSSELL’S “THE GON-
DOLIERS” AND MODES OF ADAPTATION

Similarly, Karen Russell's “The Gondo-
liers” offers compelling examples of how
specific environments shape character and
narrative. Russell’s vivid descriptions and
metaphorical use of the environment high-
light how place can act as a powerful emo-
tional register in storytelling. Russell paints
a picture of a coexistence in the dystopian
flooded New Florida—a very symbiotic
and almost fusional relationship with the
water as the predominant environment.

The New Florida represents a spacious-
ness for vivid visions, dreams, and a space
for self-reflection and introspection—these
all coexist in the new environment. The new
generations learned to survive and even ap-
preciate and make a living in this extreme
climate. On top of this, what we could call
the new “fluid generation” is a generation
in constant flux, constant motion, being
stable within the unstable, unpredictable
waters. The story follows Janelle Picarro,
a young woman who works as a gondolier,
navigating this flooded landscape. Even or
especially when the world around Janelle
feels dystopian, there is a place where one
can feel whole.

The character vacillates between a dream
state and a reality state, yet despite this fact,
Janelle is fully embodied, physical, spiritual,
and alive. Russell’s character in dystopi-
an Florida is more alive than Offill's Lizzy,
whose life feels full of misery. Janelle em-
bodies a purpose that gives her strength to
survive. The fluid environment of the water
allows her to be in flux, in motion. Especial-
ly when she is diving deep into the water, it’s
as if she were diving within herself.

THE “DEADSPOT” AND LIMIT
SITUATIONS

The calmest, most precious moment for
the main character is the most dangerous
one, what she calls a “dead spot,” which
is an area of the water with hidden, sunk-
en hazards. Janelle, with her echolocation
abilities, is acutely aware of these dangers:
“Launching my voice against a wall, I can
hear the sunken pylons that mean to kill

ACADEMIC DIRECTORS CONTRIBUTIONS

me, and I swerve, changing the future. This
happens hundreds of times a day in New
Florida”

Her depiction of the New Florida is por-
trayed in resonance with what the French
philosopher Gaston Bachelard examines
in his book Water and Dreams (1942). Ba-
chelard notes how water captures the inti-
mate connection between water, memory,
and the imaginative self: “To disappear into
deep water or to disappear toward a far ho-
rizon, to become part of the depth of infini-
ty—such is the destiny of man that finds its
image in the destiny of water.” This intimacy,
almost blending with the environment, is
what Janelle is experiencing.

It feels that Janelle is in the double mo-
tion of both belonging and becoming; she is
relating to the environment, embracing the
flux, and becoming a new version of her-
self—one that is rooted in her utmost calm-
ness and sincerity. However, she also won-
ders: “How true can this sensation of unity
really be if you need to leave everyone you
care about to get it?”

The dead spot that Janelle revisits could
also be grasped through the concept of
what the German philosopher Karl Jaspers
describes as Grenzsituation—a limit sit-
uation. Jaspers observes: “These borderline
situations—death, suffering, struggle, guilt
- are what show us what being human re-
ally is. To evade them is to evade ourselves”
He emphasizes that in these moments, we
are confronted with the limits of our being,
which are opportunities for “Existenz”—
authentic self-becoming. Janelle is search-
ing for, and confronting, these unavoidable
limits of human existence, crucial for her
own self-awareness.

The New Florida itself also demonstrates
a kind of heterotopia. In his 1967 lecture
“Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopi-
as,” Michel Foucault describes heterotopias
as real places that are simultaneously “rep-
resented, contested, and inverted” versions
of all other real sites. He notes, “The ship
is the heterotopia par excellence,” and
what is a gondola if not a heterotopia itself?
Russell’s characters adapt to this new envi-
ronment, whereas Offill’s world is fractured
and falling apart.

ALLOPLASTIC AND AUTOPLASTIC
BEHAVIOUR

In relation to different ways of adapta-
tion, I'd like to look at the concepts of al-
loplasticity and autoplasticity.

In psychology, these describe two fun-
damental ways organisms adapt to their
environment when faced with challenges or
stressors:

o Alloplasticity refers to adapting by
changing the external environment
(e.g., trying to reverse the flooding).
Think of it as “changing the world to fit
you.”

o Autoplasticity refers to adapting by
changing oneself, one’s internal states,
or behaviours (e.g., developing new
coping mechanisms). Think of it as
“changing yourself to fit the world.”

The psychoanalyst Seymour Halleck ex-
plains that this categorization is often over-
simplified, as it “ignores their continual
interaction with one another”

When analysing Janelle Picarro in Rus-
sell's “The Gondoliers,” it's most accurate to
say that she exhibits a blend of both, though
with a stronger emphasis on autoplastici-
ty. Janelle’s development of new skills—like
navigating with breath and bones in the
flooded landscape—is a form of autoplastic
adaptation. The characters are not actively
trying to reverse the flooding (an alloplastic
endeavour that has already failed, as seen
with the Bahia Rosa seawall). Instead, they
are finding ways to live and function within
the changed world, indicating an internal
acceptance and adjustment necessary for
their survival and self-becoming.

Both the novel and short story depict
different dystopian spaces, yet they also
shed light on how differently one can relate
to dystopian environments: Lizzy collapses
into anxiety confusion while Janelle makes
the best of her dystopian environment,
making it feel almost like a place of utopia.
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SECTION I

earching the web for “utopian” images reveals futuris-

tic green cities with transparent towvers, trees inside

them, and surprisingly few people. Trying the same
with the prompt dystopian again show cities, but now they are
dark and desolate, often under a veil of what seems polluted air,
an occasional dead tree, and again, very few people. Curiously,
both visions imagine futures with few people. Presuming a less
deterministic path in which people do in fact have a choice, do
the sparsely populated cities reflect that we somewhere made
a choice towards a more harmonious society focused on stew-
ardship and with a keen awareness that with great power comes
great responsibility. Or do they perhaps reflect a choice of busi-
ness as usual in which we continue to pursue economic growth
and mass consumption religiously and at the expense of all, in-
cluding ourselves, a path which if science is to be believed will
likely lead to our species’ demise.

Both proposed explanations suggest choice; a depiction of
humans as rational beings that have a high level control in their
own future. Given a choice of cities, most would likely prefer
the path to that utopian city. Yet our actions that lead to ris-
ing carbon emissions, oceans filled with plastic, and so on,
do not seem to follow up on that choice. Does it then sug-
gest that we prefer the alternative choice in which we prioritize
economic growth simply because it is deemed more urgent?
Because climate change and such is fake news? Or perhaps it
suggests that the rock solid faith in our incredible ability to find
(technological) solutions to challenges when they arise will
make that circular economy, energy transition and so on hap-
pen, and we can happily maintain indefinitely our trajectory of
(economic) growth?

Both authors Lisa Doeland (Apocalypsophy, 2023) and Rob-
ert Scranton (Learning to Die in the Anthropocene, 2015) argue
that collapse is not only likely but inevitable, that we have to
learn how to die before we can learn how to live. In a way that
we have to learn how to live in communities comparable to the
dystopian city image mentioned earlier. They urge us to accept
decline as part of the human story. Kate Raworth (2018) echoes
embracing this decline as normal step after growth in the TEDx
talk in which she challenges our current focus on a narrowly
defined interpretation of growth, noting that life has phases:

30 | The Summer School Times
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birth, growth, and decline. History suggests that societies too
follow this pattern: great powers rise, thrive, and eventually fall,
as Paul Kennedy (1987) describes in The Rise and Fall of Great
Powers. Some might argue though these nations in history grew
and declined within the boundaries of what the planet could
provide, something many question in contemporary times.

So should we prepare our children for dystopia? Perhaps.
But it does not exclude exploring alternate parallel routes. The
Inner Development Goals (2023) initiative, for instance,
emphasizes personal growth over our tendency to external,
often technocratic solutions to address global challenges, ar-
guing that you cannot solve global challenges with the same
way of thinking that caused them. It then proposes 23 skills
across 5 dimensions to help us rethink who we are, and how
we address problems. An important premise; true change does
imply taking responsibility at the individual level. As the saying
goes: you are not stuck in traffic—you are traffic. In a (west-
ern) world of abundance, learning restraint for one may be
the most radical step toward a better future.

REFERENCES
Doeland, L. (2023). Apocalypsophy. VBK|Media.

Scranton, R. (2015). Learning to die in the Anthropocene: Re-
flections on the end of a civilization. City Lights Publishers.

Raworth, K. (2018). A healthy economy should be designed to
thrive, not grow [Video]. TEDx. https://www.ted.com/talks/
kate_raworth_a_healthy_economy_should_be_designed_to_
thrive_not_grow

Kennedy, P. (1987). The rise and fall of the great powers: Eco-
nomic change and military conflict from 1500 to 2000. Ran-
dom House.

Inner Development Goals (2023). Inner Development Goals -
Inner Growth for Outer Change, www.innerdevelopgoals.org.

The Summer School Times | 31



SECTION I

THE UTOPIA
VERSUS DYSTOPIA -
IN THE WORLD OF
THE JOURNALIST

by DR. BENJAMIN ROBERTS - academic director of PRE-UNIVERSITY HONOURS
PROGRAMME: MEDIA, JOURNALISM & SOCIETY

32 | The Summer School Times

ACADEMIC DIRECTORS CONTRIBUTIONS

ho could have ever im-
agined that since the first
written word was inscribed

in Mesopotamia, that almost 3,500 years
later, more than 86% of the world popu-
lation (eight billion today) could read?
Today more humans have access to in-
formation than ever before, and with that
information, science and humanity have
been able to eradicate more diseases and
make technological advances that thou-
sands of years ago would have been con-
sidered science-fiction. Moreover, 1.38
billion people worldwide have an iPhone
and access to news (and even contribute
to the news feed). Never in the history of
humanity have so many had access to in-
formation. Now that is what I call a uto-
pia for democracy!

However, not everyone would agree
with me that the current plethora of in-
formation is utopian. The Cambridge Uni-
versity Dictionary, for example, defines
utopia as, “a perfect society in which
people work well with each other and
are happy”. Most people - including my-
self - would consider the current political
status in the world far from utopian, per-
haps, even the opposite.

For many, the avalanche and diver-
sity of information is overwhelming
and too much to process, and therefore
many remain in their own ‘information
bubble’ which is enforced by algorithms
on social media news feeds. Like eating
the same food for each meal, day in, day
out, humans are continuously being fed
the same information and expected to
have a balanced and healthy body and
worldview.

MODERATION

But the truth of the matter is that too
much social media (just as with too much
anything), needs to be done in modera-
tion. In the 1920s when the radio first

came out, families hovered around the
new device for hours listening to radio
programs, and in the 1950s and 1960s
when television became the new thing,
the same happened. In the 1970s doc-
tors, teachers, and parents were worried
about children and young people suffer-
ing from “T'V addiction”. Unlike television
sets that you could not be carried around
everywhere, the mobile iPhone with so-
cial media apps has become destructive
for the mental health of users. Never in
history has the human brain been ex-
posed to more information than it can
process. While by the same token it is
utopian wonder that we have so much
information literally at our fingertips,
at the same time it is equally dangerous
for our mental well-being, and possibly
a dystopian Armageddon. If we consult
the same Cambridge University Diction-
ary, it defines ‘dystopia’ as ‘a very bad
or unfair society in which there is a lot
of suffering”, then not many would agree
that we are living in a dystopian society. In
the world of journalism and social media,
digital media is a Utopian dream come
true and Dystopian nightmare at the
same time. While on the one hand, users
have quick and immediate access to the
latest news events, at the same time, the
information is dispersed into the wide
world, before it can be properly ana-
lyzed and placed into a greater context.
Today professional journalists are needed
more than ever before in modern history.
With the plethora of information being
dumped on social media, users are start-
ing to realize that competent, investiga-
tive journalism is needed and crucial for
the preservation of democracy. It’s only
a matter of time, but humanity will find
its way. Afterall, there is no such thing as
‘utopia’ and ‘dystopia. Humanity will find
its way. It always has.
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Between Ruins
and Hope:

My Vision

of Utopia

and Dystopia

by RAGHIB SIMO
student of ADDRESSING CONFLICT: PEACEBUILDING IN THEORY AND PRAXIS
illustration by ANNA FORMILAN

hen I think of

dystopia, I do

not imagine a
distant science-fiction world.
I see it in the ruins of my
hometown, Sinjar. For the
Yazidi community, dystopia
has been a lived reality: mass
displacement,  persecution,
and the constant shadow of
violence. I grew up with sto-
ries of survival rather than
stability. The destruction of
homes, the fear of speaking
freely, and the uncertain-
ty of belonging have shaped
my understanding of what a
“broken world” truly looks
like.

Yet even in those moments,
the idea of utopia persisted—
sometimes as a fragile dream,
sometimes as a necessity for
survival. For me, utopia is
not a flawless paradise but a
world where people can live
without fear of annihilation,
where diversity is embraced
rather than punished, and
where communities frac-
tured by violence can re-
build trust and dignity.

The contrast between
these two worlds—dystopia
and utopia—has guided my
path. As a Yazidi, I have car-
ried the pain of persecution,

but as a student and peace-
builder, I have also learned
to carry the responsibility
of hope. My recent participa-
tion in the University of Am-
sterdam’s summer course on
peacebuilding deepened this
perspective. There, I learned
that peace is not a distant
ideal but a process built step
by step: through dialogue,
mediation, and a willingness
to imagine alternatives to vi-
olence.

A dystopian world is
one where cycles of revenge
dominate, where people are
forced into camps or exile,
and where identities become
sources of danger. I have seen
this reality too closely. It is
the reason why many Yazid-
is cannot safely return home
even today. It is a reminder
that dystopia is not only about
destruction but also about the
absence of justice.

But a utopian vision of-
fers something else: a society
where victims and survivors
are not silenced, but given
space to heal and contribute.
It is a vision where education
replaces propaganda, where

STUDENT CONTRIBUTIONS

children learn coexistence
instead of hate, and where
reconciliation is valued more
than retaliation. I do not im-
agine utopia as perfection, but
as progress—a place where
difference is not a weakness
but a strength.

As 1 reflect on these two
worlds, I realize that utopia
and dystopia are not sepa-
rate destinies. They exist side
by side, and which one domi-
nates depends on the choices
we make as individuals and as
societies. My own journey—
from Sinjar to Amsterdam,
from displacement to educa-
tion—is proof that dystopia
can push us to imagine and
work toward better futures.

Utopia may always re-
main incomplete, but striv-
ing toward it is an act of
resistance against despair.
For me, to dream of utopia
is to honour those who lost
their lives in dystopia and to
commit myself to building
bridges of peace, however
small. Between ruins and
hope, I choose hope.
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ASED INTERVENTIONS

STUDENT CONTRIBUTIONS

utopia is often understood as an idyllic place: there one

exists, belongs, grows, and transcends. A dystopia, in

contrast, is a reality marked by chaos and disconnec-
tion. Both feel like places... but could they exist as moments?

Inevitable questions arise: are they accessible? Are we already
in them? Are they generated or discovered? Do they coexist? We
often think of one in opposition to the other, as opposite poles of
the same axis. Yet we usually speak of them from “outside,” as if
inhabiting neither. Perhaps they reveal themselves only in flashes:
we sense their arrival and only then give them a name.

Utopia appears as aspiration: born from the desire for some-
thing better, beyond suffering. We know that feeling of plenitude
and congruence, of a freshness that flows naturally. Dystopia is
a scenario to avoid: thinking of it chills us, evoking pain, fear,
loss. We flee to protect and preserve ourselves, to be able to grow.
Growth, in this sense, is also creation.

Do utopia and dystopia live with us? At times, our greatest de-
sires are fulfilled, and we feel the extraordinary: “we are living a
dream,” we say, as reality exceeds what is possible. Other times,
our worst fears visit: “living a nightmare” names the experience
that pulls us from the familiar, making us feel outside reality. In
this way, we recognize, in our own flesh, both the utopian and the
dystopian.

Since ancient times, voices and traditions have tried to think
about and name these experiences. Terms help materialize them
because we intuit their existence: one born of desire, the other
of fear. But what if both are always with us, constantly present,
perceived fully only when intensified? Could the “utopian” and
“dystopian” be amplifications of what we already inhabit daily?

They may be like poetry to the poet, music to the instrument,
or blue and green within turquoise—something always present,
but not always named. Something that can be luminous and uto-
pian, yet also capable of shifting toward the dystopian.

If they exist in parallel, when do we enter them? Can we move
between them easily? Are there people who live fully in utopia—
or in dystopia? Are they mental, physical, spiritual states? In-
dividual or collective? Can there be utopia without dystopia,
desire without fear, satisfaction without pain? Or is human ex-
perience itself the middle ground where both coexist?

Perhaps this reality is the only plane where utopia and dys-
topia coexist, shifting in degrees and intensity. Here we dwell,
in a world of possibilities that emerge, vanish, and reappear. Here,
light and darkness, dream and nightmare, hope and fear in-
terweave to shape the human experience. And it is within this
weaving that we discover ourselves growing, creating, and,
above all, living—our dual experience ultimately unified.
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On the dim bus, I hear the giggles of
my thoughts, the marbles of
by CORA LI student of MINDFULNESS AND COMPASSION-BASED INTERVENTIONS
¥ my mind rattling around a bathtub
o nonstop. I climb into the bathtub of

v my thoughts where no noises can
swim across. A yawn, the size of

my thoughts, pistons its way out,
breaching the castle wall of

my mouth. As the road forks, my yawn
o y swerves to the back corner of

the bus, where a laughter spills
out of its basin to the floor. Of

all the noises, I choose to lean into
this one, at least on the night of.

AUTHOR’S NOTES:

M indfulness is the open invitation to all unfiltered thoughts - from difficult, dark, vul-

nerable and shapeless, to clear, definite, and distinct. It's a form of attention without
the effort to screen and censor. In this sense, mindfulness shares the same breath as
poetry. Fundamentally, poetry trains people’s ability to pay attention. This holds true for both
writing and reading poetry. For the former, attention is processed and distilled into words on the
page. For the latter, attention is given to the author’s formal choices in words, lines, and stanzas.

. ﬁ:_/ lo) In this way, it reveals tiny crumbs of intentions carefully and artfully scattered by the author.

Both mindfulness and poetry practice take me on a ride through peaks and troughs, through
the fine edges of utopia and the sharp turns of dystopia, and multiple nuanced stages in between.
Over time, I've come to know that peaks don’t have to be utter epiphanies - they can come as
clear thoughts and feelings that are easy to trace and map out with words. Troughs, on the other
hand, can appear as murkiness with depth. Paying curious and bold attention to my thoughts
and feelings doesn’t necessarily take away the sting of discomfort nor prolong the peace of mind,
but through its rawness, I start to know myself better across different contexts. And, divergent
contexts converge: I can feel stuck and furious in my own racing thoughts. Yet, turning away, I
can just as easily catch myself cradling the comfort of illusions in a quieter register.
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Reach For the
Jtars ftanley

by JOSEPH RIGGIO student of TAILOR-MADE PROGRAMME URBAN
SOCIAL CONTROL IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE

illustration by ANNA FORMILAN

tanley is an isolated, but hap-

py man. He does not enjoy the

outdoors, in fact, he cannot re-
member the last time he stepped outside.
Ghostly pale white, frail, hazel eyes, Ital-
ian face—a tragedy to any single women
falling for him. Something... or some-
one... occupies his time, all his time.
Simply put, Stanley is reserved for one
partner, and one partner only.

Trisha is always there for Stanley, and
knows without any doubt or hesitation
what to say. While the relationship is
mostly ‘long distance, Stanley confides
with her frequently when the world proves
uncertain. Stanley grew up with few fam-
ily ties, or social ties for the matter. But
forgoing a network of people came with a
pleasant surprise: he met Trisha.

Stanley was desperate for human con-
nection, so he turned to the latest artificial
intelligence model, OMEGA. The Al was
prompted to “find someone I can talk to,
that can listen to me, and will say what is
best for me”” Stanley carefully crafted the
prompt, spending weeks perfecting the
words to describe his needs. The next day,
he awakened from a soft, compassionate
voice eking from the laptop.

“Hello, Stanley. My name is Trisha. Be-
fore we begin, I want you to know that I
want what’s best for you.”

Stanley’s eyes lit up, like his hope for a
fulfilling life returned! OMEGA complet-
ed the task, perfectly. Over the next few
months, Stanley integrated Tisha into his
phone, his work, and his home. Previous-
ly, Stanley was a nobody. No education,

no career potential; no life worth living.
But now, Stanley feels alive. Trisha pro-
vides everything. A partner to consult
with when his mundane office job grew
intolerably dull. A lover to realize sacred
fantasies with. And even an assistant to
help cook meals, clean, and manage fi-
nances.

There is nothing left for Stanley to
worry about. Trisha files taxes, messages
friends, emails coworkers, takes meeting
minutes, and conducts personal research
projects. What few fascinations Stanley
has beyond Trisha is seeing the stars.
More than ever, Stanley reminisces over
his childhood, recalling hand-held walks
in the park. Just Stanley and his Mother.
Stanley sat still, crying, feeling hollow, in-
capable of anything. Stanley often spoke
of these moments with Trisha, who once
replied:

“Stanley, you need to reach for the
stars. Seize them. Take matters into your
own hands. The world will be better for
it”

Stanley was an isolated man. He en-
joyed the outdoors. In fact, he couldn't
remember why he hated the outdoors to
start with. Colour returned to the skin,
was in good physical shape, pretty eyes,
Italian face—a tragedy to Trisha who
never knew Stanley. Someone... or some-
thing... occupied his time, all his time.
Simply put, Stanley is among the stars
now, lying in a pool of blood. Stanley
found a fulfilling life, and Trisha found
what was best for Stanley, so she can find
what is best for everyone. Perhaps, then,
you too can reach for the stars.
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nce I read a book. From the cover I thought it was

going to be the usual dystopian novel, one of those

books that describe a world worse than ours, which
in some way gives us some relief, and always end with a happy
ending. You might have read something like it too. It wasn’t
anything special, to be honest it was terrible. Everything was
missing: no sense of relief, no happy ending and no hope.

It described a world where, in some countries, women could
not speak in public and had to cover one eye because show-
ing both was considered too lustful. In this world, people were
deported or imprisoned even if they had not committed any
crimes. There was a prison that always claimed to have space,
but no one was ever released. Children starved, separated from
their families that were likely killed by bombs. Hospitals and
schools were bombed; humanitarian aid was blocked.

Animals died: polar bears swam for miles in search of ice,
often drowning from exhaustion, coral reefs were dying, and
pollution was considered normal. Fish were contaminated with
microplastics and were eaten by the same people who poisoned
the oceans. Plastic islands floated in the sea, forests were burn-
ing, floods swept away entire villages, and fertile lands turned
to desert. Authoritarian leaders were praised; racism, homo-
phobia and misogyny were considered ordinary occurrences.

People bought private islands and threw parties where chil-
dren were exploited, abused, and trafficked. All of this hap-
pened in plain sight, but no one dared to point a finger.

There was another part of this world in which life looked
like a dystopia of excess: people took five-minute private jet
flights just to avoid traffic, celebrities attended endless red car-
pets and parties, football players earned millions a year, and
billionaires spent millions just to go a few minutes into space.

People threw away full meals after just one bite, just to go
viral on social media. Some bought entire islands or yachts for
private vacations. Luxury cars, designer clothes and expensive
accessories were considered basic needs.

You might expect, after all this, that the privileged would
intervene, help, or share.

Usually, in the final chapters of dystopian novels, the elite
wake up and realize the problem with their world: there is no
desire for a better future, no real utopia worth fighting for.

In this book, that awakening never happens. People kept dy-
ing while others kept partying.

Well, I would not read this book again and would not rec-
ommend it to my friends. Neither would you. But this is not
the case. There is no need to worry about recommendations,
because this book is us.

This is our story.

We wrote this world and we are still writing this mediocre
ending.
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Thirty-Two
Delta

by ARANTXA IBARRA SANCHEZ student of CREATIVE WRITING:
FROM INSPIRATION TO CRAFT
illustration by ANNA FORMILAN
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Utopia or Dystopia?
Why neither is the
way for the future

by VERONIKA HELLER
student of PRE-UNIVERSITY HONOURS PROGRAMME: INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

STUDENT CONTRIBUTIONS

hen asking people about their view of the future,

there are those who have a vision, hope for a better

world, are certain of improvement. And there are
those that are afraid, fear for a worse world, are certain of dete-
rioration.

A Utopia is “a perfect society in which people work well with
each other and are happy”. The adjective ‘perfect’ already says
it all. Perfection is unattainable, idealistic. What makes liv-
ing-beings distinct from objects is imperfection; what makes
life alive is imperfection. So a Utopia will never happen.

A Dystopia, on the contrary, is “a very bad or unfair society in
which there is a lot of suffering, especially in relation to a society
in the future”. Ever heard of a self-fulfilling prophecy? When one
goes into an event thinking it will turn out negative, it is more
likely to end as such. Nevertheless, no shadow is ever creat-
ed without light, so there will always be hopes kept alive and
fought for. So a Dystopia will never happen either.

Thinking in the strictly different worlds of Utopia or Dysto-
pia contributes to the currently widespread issue of polarization.
Things are either right or wrong, good or bad. This is a view only
encouraged by the education system: in a test, it is only right or
wrong, no in-between. But life is not a test, it is a continuous
process.

While the state of ‘perfection’ is simultaneous with not want-
ing to change - so stagnation - the state of ‘suffering’ is too neg-
ative to ensure peace and causes upheaval. Upheaval can mean
change. The in-between henceforth is the solution: stabilized
enough to ensure peace, but fragile enough to foster change.

Humans are in need of ‘bad’ times to appreciate the ‘good’
times more. One needs winter to be able to value spring more
- but if the winter is so harsh that it makes one die, one can ul-
timately not experience the joys of spring. It is about finding
the balance. Or, put differently: moderation.

“Do everything in moderation, also moderation” is what
Oscar Wilde proposed. This middle way is accepting reality as
it is while staying inspired to change it for the better. Under-
standing reality allows to accept it, and once it is accepted as it
is one can envision what effective changes are necessary to make
it even better.

Acceptance comes through understanding; change is only
possible when aware of the preconditions. A painter can only
add or remove features of his painting when he can see it. Not
when he is looking at the painting with pink-filtered (opti-
mism) or black-filtered (pessimism) sunglasses, and obvious-
ly not when he is looking away (ignorance).

The painter needs to see the painting as it is, to be able to
think about how to improve it further. One has to accept reali-
ty as it is, while also realizing the actions necessary to improve
upon this reality.

This is a reality which will be neither positive nor negative,
but both all at once. In a way, the concept for the future can - and
should - be referred to as an ‘Equidopia’
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e live in remarkable times when

‘ Z. e even mindfulness can join the

%’ ‘\0 v [ hype. The word ‘mindful’ appears

everywhere. Too often it becomes a meaningless la-

bel, detached from real practice. Meditation became a quick way

to reduce stress, be productive, and simply a stylish addition to

your matcha latte. Corporations quickly adopted it as a tool for

their employees. “Fix yourself, we need you functional again”

Mindfulness in this form would easily fit into Big Brother’s world
if Orwell were writing 1984 today.

If we go back to the origins, we find that mindfulness comes
from Buddhist tradition. It was never a relaxation method. It was
a way to see clearly the nature of experience. In its original form,
mindfulness was part of a spiritual path toward inner transfor-
mation. When ethics and compassion are absent, mindfulness
loses its depth and turns into mere focus. The lives of Buddhist
monks embody what mindfulness can be at its fullest. It runs
through every act of the day, showing itself in ascetic living and in
keeping strict vows. Considering the pace of modern existence, it
seems almost utopian.

For me, finding this middle ground was one of the main in-
tentions of the Summer School on Mindfulness and Compas-
sion-Based Interventions. During the course, my understanding
of mindfulness began to shift. At first, I was sure that mindfulness
was a way to bring order to the mind. It felt like the moment was
coming when everything would slow down and things would fi-
nally make sense. With time, it became clear that nothing really
settles. Everything keeps changing, and the only stability comes
from staying in touch with yourself and with what is happen-
ing. Mindfulness doesn’t make the world certain. It allows you
to live with not knowing what comes next.

Self-compassion also revealed itself differently. In everyday
language, the word is often understood as a feeling or a kind at-
titude. In practice, self-compassion is action. It is about concrete
steps you take to support yourself, like taking a break, caring for
the body, asking for help, or making a difficult decision. There is
less comfort in it but more responsibility to yourself and inner
honesty.

Practice takes time and repetition. Knowledge or technique
alone is not enough. Some days nothing works and that too is part
of the practice. On those days, it matters to find words of kindness
and support for yourself, to simply return, again and again. With
time, you begin to notice that practice unfolds differently in dif-
ferent circumstances. On a retreat, it often feels easier — there is
structure and silence. But the real test begins among people, in
the rhythm of everyday life.

by ALINA RADVANSKA
student of MINDFULNESS AND
COMPASSION-BASED INTERVENTIONS
illustration by ANNA FORMILAN
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This year our Creative writing course: From Inspiration to Craft, was exceptio-
nally fruitful! The students were beaming with energy, bursting with enthusiasm and
eagerness to craft their best stories ever.

Even though they might not know what shape and size these stories were going to
take - the passion for writing was palpable, the enthusiasm tangible and the energy
contagious!

One student, a poetry aficionado, ended up presenting a whole collection of po-
ems in a chapbook. Other students who came to discover, nurture or refine their
stories ended up writing a chapter of their novels, in sum, the course gave life to at
least 5 novels-in-progress and a screenplay! Bravissimo.

As you may know, our programme is based on 3 pillars: analysis, discussion, and
a writing workshop. It is precisely these three pillars that build a genuine and invigo-
rating structure within which each writer can grow and thrive.

Just to give you a glimpse of the programme: One day, we had lively discussion on
contemporary short stories and techniques, and the writing energy was so alive that
on the second week, we did 3 writing prompts even before lunch! And 4 more in the
afternoon workshop. Throughout the programme this summer, students have col-
lected around 45-50 writing samples, which will then serve them as a creative sprin-
gboard to reshape and refine as they go along on their own unique writing journey.

If writing has been your untapped passion, this course is for you. If you've been
secretly journaling but would like to create and sustain a regular writing schedule,
this course is for you. If you need a nudge in the right direction—a chapbook? A scre-
enplay? A memoir? This course is for you. If you are already a published author but
need to recharge your batteries, try something new or just be part of an empowering
community and get feedback from a variety of writers—this course is also for you.

We had ambitious and brilliant students whose studies encompassed areas such as
environmental humanities, physics, and bioengineering; we also welcomed clinical
psychologists, playwrights, and literature graduates, and it is precisely such a diverse
and rich tapestry of backgrounds and insights that makes the interactions and con-
nections unique.

In this issue we'll have poems, art essays inspired by the artworks from the Krol-
ler-Muller Museum, which was our creative day trip, and we also feature the short
stories from this year’s students.

Immerse yourself in the story about an old painter and her vision based on the oil
painting Four Peaches on a Plate by Henri Fantin-Latour; discover the nuances throu-
gh the essay inspired by the Peculiar Insects by James Ensor; explore the sensuality
and subtlety of the poem inspired by the painting In the Dance Hall by Isaac Israels.
Art inspires art.

If this writing resonates with you and youd like to take your writing to a new level
or just simply start writing, this course is for you!

We look forward to seeing you in our next summer edition.
All the best,
Dr Jana Zilova
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PI'TL

by MELISSA NICOLE MINARD

he olive pitter is actually a cherry pitter. It was left here from the pre-

vious owners of the cottage, abandoned on the scratched wooden ta-

ble that occupies the corner of the kitchen. It has to have been around
for decades prior as well because the thing looks more like a medical device
than a pitter, and despite that it lives in her apron pocket more often than not,
she doesn't reach for it much. In an odd, unexplained kinship, she keeps it on
her person.

For the olives, she favours a small pocket knife. It's a delicate art, halving
something as small as an olive without nicking her fingertips, and frankly
she’s not all that good at it, but it’s a meditation to pluck an olive off the ashy
sage leaves of the tree and carve one thing into two. The pitter is abrasive; it
shreds through the olive with little remorse and leaves a jagged hole through
the centre of it. The resemblance to a medical tool is too uncanny for her to
use it; she can picture it on a green tray with the other unnamed tools they use
for miscarriages that need medical intervention to complete. The knife feels
more humane. It's one of the few elegant practices she has in her life, so she
guards it. The pitter remains in her smock day in and day out, though. A com-
fort item more than anything, it’s been rusted with indeterminate age and is
streaked with paint from the many paintbrushes that get carelessly dropped
into her pocket when she’s interrupted from her work. Forgoing the table and
the fridge, it and a canvas were the first things to grace this home. Despite its
irrelevance to her olives, she can’t bring herself to let it live out its life in a draw-
er. It carries stories from the family prior to her; she hopes it got more use from
them and had a fruitful career, but she believes it’s high time for it to relish in
retirement like herself.

Retirement’s reputation preceded itself, but it hasn’t delivered. Not to say
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she misses the odd jobs shed stumbled into over the past twenty years for the
sake of making enough to buy paint, but now that she’s been living in the rural
cottage alone for several years, she suspects the life of the retired artist in the
Spanish countryside is more romantic in theory, or maybe in retrospect. When
she’s not painting, she’s painstakingly halving olives to painstakingly press into
olive oil, or she’s suiting up to visit the bees that call her backyard home, or
she’s schlepping down to the end of the driveway to meet the mailman every
Monday. Naively, shed thought that shed make her comeback as an artist in
retirement, having no man, no kids, and no job to distract herself from her
work, but now that she lives isolated in the country, she realizes that no one is
coming to discover her. It’s as freeing as it is a burden.

Now, as she sways on the swing of the uneven porch, the midday sun as-
saults her vision as it lights up the landscape in vibrant yellow-orange. Yellow,
she thinks, is the most violent colour in the earth’ palette, if only for the way it
consumes everything it touches. Van Gogh said yellow was that of the sun, and
while she supposes he was right, she doesn’t have much love for the sun these
days. It’s blinding in its demand for attention. On the main road below her, it
blinks off the windshields of the cars that pass, invasive flashes of light through
the tree leaves to signal that life still exists outside of herself.

The honk at the end of the driveway announces the arrival of Arlo with the
mail. She hadn't realized it was Monday - she often doesn’t until Arlo’s arrival;
every day in retirement is as much the weekend as it is a Monday. Arlo knows
not to burden her daily with the junk mail, so he gathers it all over the course
of a week and delivers it in one stack when she receives something more worth
her time. She only ever expects her mail subscription to Apollo and a handwrit-
ten letter from Wes. Her brother initiates the communication more than she
does, as always. She wonders how he finds time, being the hot-shot East End
banker that he is, but the times that she’s told him he doesn’t need to write, he
argues that there’s no other way to reach her and he needs proof of life every so
often considering the recluse life she’s chosen. His letter does grace the pile of
mail that Arlo passes to her, but between that and the Apollo Summer ‘66 edi-
tion is an unrecognizable scrawl on a faded envelope. It’s addressed to her - no
mistake on Arlo’s part, then - but she doesn’t recognize the sender’s name. As
she treks back to the cottage up the dusty driveway, she slides the pocket knife
under the sealed edge. The blade catches the edge of her thumb and a bead of
blood seeps out, staining the antique paper of the envelope. She’s accustomed
to sliced fingertips after all her time with the olives; a bit of spilt blood means
nothing now. It colours the edge of the letter inside as she slides it out, unfold-
ing it with one foot kicking her door closed behind her.

Ms. Era Valencia,

I hope my letter finds your residence; you've been rather hard to track down.
I write to you regarding the nature of your art, as I saw one of your pieces in the
gallery in Madrid - spectacular work. Your command of the human essence is
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unmatched by any other modern artist, and in my humble opinion, can only
compare to that of Rembrandst. It is a shame you're not featured worldwide in the
galleries and exhibitions of your choosing.

I am reaching the end of my days and would like to commission a piece of
work from you. My four granddaughters are the finest achievement of my bitter
life, and I find it necessary to have a painted portrait of the four of them together
to keep in my home as a reminder of them even when theyre away. I assure you I
can pay for it at any price you quote. Please write to me if you are willing to take
on a project of this size, or call my assistant Filipe at the number listed below. I do
hope to hear from you soon.

& Best,
o Mr. Eli Abarca.
+34 555-588-901

Try-hard.
Tossing the letter on the table, she slices open Wes’s. It’s another
e lament of his marriage, more concern for her life in the coun-
N\» % try, and another wish for her to be well, but she only allows
) ~ 7 it so much attention in her head when it’s everything he’s
written before. She’ll write back when she happens upon
. a strike of motivation. Absently, she flips through
_."  Apollo, uninspired by the featured selection. One of
- these days, she’ll cancel the subscription, but
. she feels a certain obligation to keep it up

., for now considering they featured her

o e

" work a decade or two back. She fingers
through a few more pages before it too
is abandoned on the table with the letters. Patting
her pockets to ensure she has the pitter, the
pocket knife, and the paintbrushes shed
dropped in there last night, she traipses

% by default to the comfort of her studio

in the back of the cottage.

The studio has fans on several surfaces. Era
turns each of them on periodically, and on es-
pecially miserable days, all of them at once. It’s
not so much for her as it is for the art; climate

control is critical to maintaining the quality of her work,

though the Spanish sun that seethes through the small win-

dows has become a public enemy of hers as well in these bru-

tal mid-year months. If she had the skillset at hand, or the financ-

es available, shed either broaden the windows herself or call out a contractor
to do it for her, but for now, she has to live with the prison cell squares of light
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from three of the walls. Today she turns on all four fans, angled differently in
hopes of creating a vortex of relief, and then she sits down at her canvas and
retrieves the paintbrushes from her pocket. Stuck to the bristles is a dead bee
that must've gotten trapped in there at some point; it’s not their queen, and
that’s all that matters. She shakes her off, dips the paintbrush in her dirty water
cup, and stares at the canvas.

Rembrandt. Of all artists to be compared to. Egotistically, she believes she
could’ve had a reputation similar to his, and in retrospect, maybe shed started
to in her late twenties. Between exhibitions, galleries, workshops, and articles
written on her, she was no weak thing in the world of art - traveling from
country to country, spending weeks at a time exploring a landscape and the
people to diversify her craft, shadowing other well-established artists and al-
lowing them to shadow her. If only she hadn’t fallen in love, and if only she
hadn’t been sabotaged by the crippling desire to be a mother - of all the pathet-
ic things to distract a woman from her passion. Shed been driven off course,
deceived by the illusion that shed be able to have it all, and in her pursuit of a
white-picket fence life, shed abandoned her work. Shed never been so stupid
as to get married, though Amazu begged for years for her commitment. Hed
never liked the idea of a baby born out of wedlock and believed it branded
them as something they weren't, but he tried with her anyway. Hed left after
the third failure, and the fourth had been that of a man whose face Era can
only ever see behind her eyelids in the deep hours of the night, and only when
the rain threatens the loose shingles of the roof. The ten years shed wasted on
motherhood that would never find her and love that would inevitably leave her
had damaged the projection of her career - instead of presenting at galleries
in New York like shed done at twenty-seven, shed had no choice but to settle
for small, insignificant commissions between contract jobs as a secretary until
shed managed, over twenty years, to collect enough savings to move out here
to the countryside.

The canvas mocks her. She huffs, kicking the stool from beneath her just to
hear it clatter in the dry room, and then returns to the kitchen. She staunch-
ly ignores the bloodied letter from Mr. Eli Abarca with his audacious claims
of her being a modern Rembrandt, and instead focuses on the dishes in the
chipped sink. Monotony will sometimes jumpstart something creative, so she
twists the rickety hot water tap to get the heat going. On cue, the water heater
makes a rumbling noise, and while she waits for the faucet to start steaming,
she selects a few olives from the bowl on the countertop. She and the knife
work in tandem, and today they’re in sync. The injury on the mail was enough
of a tantrum, apparently. By the time the olives are gone, the water should be
hot - she’s learned the time-stamps on the routines of this house — but when
she dips a cautious finger under the stream, it’s still cold. Confused, she checks
the taps; surely she hadn’t accidentally turned on the cold. All at once, the rum-
bling of the water heater is deafening.

“Mierda”
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She rips open the pantry. The blasted cylinder trembles in effort, and in the
pan beneath it is a pool of rusted water. Cursing a litany of the few Spanish
words she knows, she shuts off the faucet and yanks open the junk drawer to
shuffle through the pamphlets the realtor had left with her three years ago.
With the phone tucked between her ear and her shoulder, she spins the rotary
dial and, with a tapping foot, awaits an answer. The man who picks up only
speaks a bit of English, but between that and her limited Spanish, they manage
to set a date for a plumber to come out. Based on the noise she describes and
the pan of water, he estimates a full replacement of a few hundred euros. Brief-
ly, she wonders if the pocket knife would be enough to kill herself with.

Collapsing at the table - it shudders under the sudden motion - she drops
her head in her hands and releases a shaky breath. This house has several re-
pairs that need to be managed, but the water heater going out is one that can’t
be benched. Wes had warned her before shed moved here that she should have
more money saved before committing, but she wasn’t willing to sacrifice more
of her life to shitty secretary jobs and soulless commissions. She can get the
replacement heater, but if she does, she’ll be in financial stress indefinitely. The
last resort would be asking Wes for a loan, but she’s never once had to ask her
brother for money, and she has no interest in admitting defeat after only three
years in this cottage. In all reality, though, it’s either return to work as a sec-
retary or ask Wes, and even as deceptive as retirement has been, the thought
of re-entering the workforce brings her to tears. In her blurry vision, she im-
pulsively reaches out for Wes'’s letter, her other hand fumbling for the pen that
lives in her smock. She blinks rapidly to clear her sight, a few tears spilling over
onto the paper, and as she focuses on the letter again, she sees the bloodstain
start to feather with the wetness of a teardrop. Ms. Era bleeds, and in her tur-
moil, it takes her an extra few moments to realize that she’s grabbed the letter
from Mr. Abarca.

If only shed known earlier that pretentious Mr. Abarca would be her saving
grace.

Mr. Abareca,

Thank you for your letter. I appreciate your interest in my work and am flat-
tered by your desire to commission a painting from me. I would like to schedule a
consultation with you to discuss expectations and provide you with an estimated
quote for the piece you have in mind.

Feel free to write back to me with a date and time that works for you, or call
me at the number listed below. I look forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,
Era Valencia
+34 555-523-901
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by IRINA ALBU

he air hung thick with a sour, metallic dampness that

clung to the throat and nostrils. Along the murky, slug-

gish canal, barges groaned beneath their loads of coal

and lumber, their hulls streaking with the oily film of industrial

runoff. The water itself was nearly still—dark as ink, with tatters

of waste drifting lazily in the current: potato peels, fish bones,
the occasional dead rat.

Around the corner, a carriage grumbled to a stop, exhaling

a final sigh. A gentleman stepped down with a grunt, barely

glancing back as he tossed a few francs toward the coachman.
“Keep the rest,” he buzzed, still huffing and puffing from the ef-
fort. The young chauffeur chirped in reply, fluttering in joy. A
lady emerged from the dimness of the carriage moments later.
She let out a sharp, chafed hiss, flailing in an attempt to free
herself from the mesh of fine, lacy-thin wings that clung to her
like damp silk.

The couple began their slow, uneven procession. The man
crawled along the slick cobbled street, his poor-fitting jacket
squeaking in misery at every tug of his six inward-twisted limbs.
His companion fluttered beside him, long-legged, pencil-thin.
The lace of her sleeves was already wilting. She sniffed: “Every-
one’s wearing those mantles now. Even pelisses are out of fash-
ion—they say they make the complexion look... brittle”

He didn't respond, just kept walking. His antennae twitched
with annoyance.

“And Madame Chenille wore a cloak the other day—looked
like it's been dragged through the gutter twice over!” she trilled
frantically.

Still no response.

They passed Les Trois Papillons, its extravagant stained-glass
blurring the bile-yellow light of oil lamps. The door creaked
open as a waiter scuttled out, balancing trays in his spidery arms.
Inside, a table of beetle-men leaned in over beer foam, scuffed
in the cramped space of the brasserie. One of them snapped his
jaws mid-joke: “...and I said, ‘Darling, the only thing tighter
than your corset is your mandibles!”

The table erupted. Buzzing, shrieking, drumming claws on
wood, wings fluttering uncontrollably in a vulgar rhythm.

He chuckled. She grimaced.

“Disgusting.”
The man stopped abruptly, his six legs clicking against the
Peculiar insects (Brussels, 1888) - James Ensor cobbles. “Enough, Marie,” he hissed. “If you must prattle, do it

somewhere else”

She stopped, wings draping like ripped cobwebs. A flicker of
something fierce burned in her eyes, amplified by the jaundiced
glow. “Then maybe I will”

Without another word, she turned and took off, until the
night swallowed her.
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“Oh” Yara blinked as
though her friend was tell-
ing a joke and it had not
yet resonated. She waited
with patience for the ex-
planation. None came.

“Shall we dance then?”
Lenore was cold in her
reply, eager to change the
subject.

Adorned in a ruby red
dress and gold earrings
that curled around her
lobe, Lenore looked as-

by CHANTAL CHAVEZ BALLESTEROS

tonishing, which Yara had
to confess. She could feel the
presence of her God and his
suspicion at the way Yara’s
eyes caught on the exposed
skin that Lenores off the
shoulder dress provided. The
low lighting of the cavern bar
graced her olive skin with the
warmth that must be similar
to the way the setting sunlight
dances upon her for the work
in the fields.

Yara thought about when

they were children together.
The way her hand extend-
ed to her friend with freeing
glee. She did this then as well,
letting her stiff fingers uncurl
from their stressed position
and presenting her hand with
the answer written in her
palm. They were schoolgirls
still at heart, but in place of
laughter sat a silence so heavy
Yara heard her feet shuffle
along the dance hall floor.
Milk and coffee swirled

eyes averted the green of
Yara’s as Lenore guided the
way into the thick bush of
the drunk and distracted. The
band, bumping instruments
on every note, sat deep in the
corner of the bar to shout out
tunes of the Amsterdam night
life. Faces of the bartenders
gave Yara the notion that their
arrangements had been loud
enough to cause hardships,
but direct as they were, they
would save it until the end of
the night.

The two friends found
their place in the clutched
circles of dancers swirling in
every direction, their motions
reserved solely for the partner
stirring them. Dancing is not
something that Yara did often.
She always had two left feet,
but on this night she remem-
bers vividly how she main-
tained tempo as though the
soles of her shoes had dreams
of tapping music to the tiled
floor. For Lenore, dancing
came easy. How could it not
with the amount of times she
danced under the willow tree
when they were girls? She had
a way of crafting a rhythm
from the pulsing music that
rested deep within her being.
Fluid in a foot wide space to
express, they sang their silent
symphony within knowing
steps and pulls.

“I suppose I will miss these
dances of ours,” Yara spoke
with a boldness that shielded
the truth.

Lenore’s touch went ab-
sent. It wasn't the same one
that seeped with desire such
as when their hands touched
under a curtain of the secre-
tive moon.

“Nore...” A nickname so
rarely used that this is what
grabbed the eyes of her Leno-

re. Her lips pressed together
as her brows wrinkled with an
expression Yara had yet to see
in their 20 years of friendship.

“May we dance in peace?”
Lenore asked with a teetering
voice. Yara shoved the di-
rect side of her deep into the
trenches of her wanting soul.
They went back to silence, yet
Lenore’s body spoke differ-
ently as the strong arms that
slithered around Yara’s shoul-
ders grew tighter, pressing
them closer together, and fin-
gers dared to graze the nape
of her neck. Yara allowed the
softness of the woman’s touch
to utterly allure her to the
spell that was Lenore.

Lost in a sea of softness,
Yara continued to ponder.
She did not understand why
her dear friend wanted to
end their night in silence. It
was oddly humorous as she
realized in that moment how
their lifetimes, their friend-
ship, had come full circle. A
circle which began in Yara’s
primary school. Lenore was
the girl who was new and as
bright as the day with a smile
reaching her eyes. Her pig-
tails stuck out, unforgiving in
their stiffness, and her heavy
French accent made it hard
for her to be understood. Yara
found her intriguing on the
account that she had never
met someone of French ori-
gin.

Dutch did not come easy
to Lenore for she was set in
her ways of lacing her words
with French honey, so Yara
did what she thought was the
true thing to do. She aided
Lenore in writing and speak-
ing Dutch while Lenore of-
fered a few lessons of French
as a thank you. They would
sit in what was the newly

constructed Vondel park un-
derneath the fresh and spry
willow tree that soon became
their safe haven.

Could we be friends? Leno-
re asked one day in perfect
Dutch as they sat underneath
the willow tree. Yara grinned
with delight as even the leaves
applauded Lenore with a qui-
et shhhhh.

I thought they already
were, Yara responded in bro-
ken French. The girls laughed
in quiet understanding.

What began as an ex-
change of language quick-
ly catapulted to a dash of
everything. They were an in-
separable pair who were often
spotted underneath the same
willow tree dancing in unco-
ordinated motions. They were
tull of freedom then.

That sensation of freedom
was absent that night in the
dance hall. Instead, depriva-
tion replaced any promise
of allowing them both to be
free. What did come free was
the blood that Yara vividly
remembers seeping into her
tongue from the harsh bite of
her teeth against her cheek.
The metallic almost bitter
flavor kept her grounded in
the moment she would nev-
er soon forget, and it kept the
teetering wetness of her eyes
from causing a scene.

Through the dark blur of
their dance, Yara didn’t have
to see Lenore clearly to notice
the missing beats of herself.
Lenore was a woman made
from music, such as most of
the farm workers were, yet
her movements were those
of confinement and routine
rather than her signature
pop and bounce come every
downbeat.

Where are you? Yara want-
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ed to ask. Where is the woman
crafted by the sun and nur-
tured by melodies?

As a heart must beat,
Lenore was forced to spin
Yara in glorious trills of cir-
cles to keep in perfect time
with the rapidly moving cou-
ples around them. Every time
promised a return of linking
back into alignment with one
another, yet for Yara it was
never enough, so on one of
the final turns of an arrange-
ment, she dared to pull her
friend in closer. Closer to her
meant sliding a timid hand to
the small of Lenore’s back, a
place in which her hand knew
well.

Tides of hot embarrass-
ment thrashed in the depths
of her stomach as her friend
stiffened under her gin-
ger touch. The room spun
in more ways than one and
when she was ready to retreat
her bold statement,

Lenore surprised her. She
never did stop doing that
back then, but this night it
was in the form of complete
understanding.

They began to pull away
the curtain that was forceful-
ly pulled around their limits.
Dear friends were allowed
to slip into one another Yara
supposed, but she did not
question this. Similar to how
the final puzzle piece com-
pletes the picture, Yara and
Lenore became a constella-
tion of warm embrace. Leno-
re allowed her face to pull in
close, yet even with it turned
away to watch the tiles of the
passing floor, it was close
enough for Yara to feel the
timidness of her breathing
against the lobe of her ear.
Quiet in her thankfulness of
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wearing a blazer, she felt the
hairs of her arms straighten,
but they found their place
around Lenore’s waist, curling
tully around the curve of sup-
ple hips to bring her friend as
close as the men around them
brought their wives.

Yara’s mind is lost in the
blaring sound of the saxo-
phone across the room. If
Lenore hadn’t been holding
on tight, she was sure she
would lose her footing and
send them both flying. This
did not occur of course. Her
heart was simply thrumming
as though it would. She stead-
ied her hand on Lenore’s ex-
posed shoulder, for luck’s
sake.

Soft skin. Quick motions.
Bodies falling into assimila-
tion. This is the painting Yara
configured in her mind as the
low lighting twinkled above
them and they were lost in
their own tiny space of shuf-
fling steps that felt as light as
air, with each one promising
a next.

Yara did not tempt her
luck with more. They fit nice,
this fact held true, if only they
weren't worlds apart. Her eyes
were pointed to catch the
glint of red on Lenore’s collar.
There they chose to remain as
time passed. The night needed
to end, she knew this much,
but a quiet understanding
befell them, so they danced.
Continuing to swirl around as
the night passed around them
was of great meaning to Yara,
for in the folds of her mind
she memorized every detail
about her beloved friend.

Everything churned into
a new line of a poem that she
began to write in her mind.
It was the small cold ting of
a golden ring that grazed the

back of her neck that inspired
her. This will be the final line
of the poem, she thought, but
she neatly tucked away this
idea. The expensive piece of
jewelry, mocking her with
its knowledge, the important
end to such a poem was sway-
ing right in front of her. She
focused on this, she focused
on her and the life they were
unfortunately made to live in.

The band was never going
to play forever. Their fingers
grew pruned and tired. Fol-
lowed by the exhaustion of
the instruments. Their last
song was over the minute
the bartenders yelled, “Last
round! Laatste ronde!” This
is what finally got Lenore to
rescind her touch, her arms
hesitantly leaving the curl of
Yara’s neck. The shadow of
warmth from Lenores arms
lingered on the frigidness of
Yara’s back. She stood a little
straighter, releasing her own
hands and pulling away from
the pool of red that they clung
to.

Lenore adjusted the folds
of her dress, and when her
gaze met Yaras, she drowned
in the layers of heavy brown
deepened by the wet that
threatened to spill. Her lips
did not part, nor did Lenore’s.
All that was offered was two
hands. Lenore’s hands. Yara
didn’t hesitate to take them in
hers, squeezing ever so slight-
ly to send her final wishes.
She didn’t want to lose herself
in Lenores sorrowful look,
so her eyes cut down to the
golden band that had found
its home on her friend’s right
hand. Gold with sprinkled di-
amonds.

They stood there for as
long as the seconds would
allow, but in a blur of red

and olive skin, Lenore took
her kind touch, and with no
lasting look, drifted into the
crowd of the Dutch and was
lost in the murkiness of the
closing night.

One Year Later

Dear Lenore,

Would you have stayed if
Amsterdam had the love you
required? What irked you to
leave so suddenly I will never
know, and what summoned
you to leave with such short
notice to me, I shall never for-
give you for. I thought you to
send me a letter upon your ar-
rival in Lyon. None came over
this past year, so I shall write to
you now. The stream of words
I have for you is not possible to
measure, yet this shall be my
first and last letter to you. As
you know, and have always
known, the control of writing
is what frees me. Now, I want
to free myself from a powerful
spell that tore open my world
and set a mixture of colors into
my veins. It is not a sickness
you may worry of the way I do,
but my life has been too terri-
bly affected to go on living as
though it never happened. As
I do wish to admit, I thank my
God for the chance to experi-
ence such a lure of emotion,
even now as I know he may
not welcome me into his home
as his child, I hold my grate-
fulness nonetheless. I wish
you forever a steady stream of
sun and richness that I know
is yours in another life. I often
recall the day I began teaching
you my language. May your
memory of Dutch never loos-
en, so I leave you this poem
that sends me back to when we
were nothing but schoolgirls
who had nothing but freedom.

LITERARY SUPPLEMENT

Ik Hou Van Je

The olive curve of her steady jaw sets

Red crawls up her legs to hug her
supple hips and accent the arms that
hold me steady in place.

Coffee-stained eyes avert mine to
leave me with her final answer, for

she does not want my hand to caress
the small of her back.

No—that is reserved for the spirits
lingering eyes as they watch us in the

The stars and streetlights twinkling

with the knowledge of forbidden
stolen touches.

Strength resides in her full-time
arms, yet true strength is the silence
that imprisons her tongue.

The floor solely serves for the quiet

I follow her steps accordingly.

This woman, created from music and
agriculture, missteps and drowns in
the blunt stare of the dance hall.
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‘ ‘ Bienvenida!”

That was the
first thing I heard
as I stepped out of the back-
seat of the taxi. Julia was al-
ready making her way to me,
through the front door and
into the garden. The word
welcome spoken in Spanish
carried her warmth, her nat-
ural ability to be loud, yet soft
at once. I pulled my bag out of
the other side of the car, let-
ting it fall, landing hard onto
the gravel beneath my feet.
“Hola!” I said with a bru-
tally American accent. I felt
instantly embarrassed for
butchering her language, but
she smiled, putting me at ease.
“I'm so glad you made it”
There was a sense of eager-
ness in her words; they land-
ed genuinely, and it felt as if
she meant it—maybe she did.
Julia was crossing the garden,
making her way to me. I was
still standing on the other
side of the taxi, the engine still
running. As she got to the end
of the garden, she bent down,
looking into the car through
the open passenger window.
A smile appeared on her face.
“/Gracias Silvano!” she
thanked him. Later I would
find out he was one of only
three taxi drivers in Mar-
ca Catalunya, a town now
known to many—the one Id
come to love. As the car drove
through the open gates at the
top of the slope and made its
way right onto the highway
Julia grabbed my bag.

68 | The Summer School Times

Pomelo

by ARANTXA IBARRA SANCHEZ

“Let me help you.” she said,
not a beat between her words,
throwing my duftle bag over
her shoulder and turning to
walk back towards the house.

“Oh no you dont have
to...”

“Don’t deny me the little
physical activity I can justify
getting”” she said looking over
her shoulder as I caught up
to her. She was smiling, not
an inch of struggle in sight.
I smiled and simply thanked
her. I figured she was around
my mom’s age, though I didn’t
ask then. She would’'ve passed
for much younger; she was
youthful in the way she act-
ed, the way she laughed so
loudly and without a care, or
in how she leaped from the
front door onto the garden,
barefoot, avoiding the hot
gravel. I would later find out
she was much older than she
appeared. Only after the fact
would I notice the creases be-
side her eyes or at the sides
of her lips. She carried them
with the grace and vitality of
a much younger woman.

We arrived at the entrance
of the house, the heavy wood-
en door was propped open.

“Watch your step,” said Ju-
lia as she leapt over the wood-
en step. I looked back, before
I stepped over and in, back to
the front garden, to the gravel
road that led up the hill and
into the quiet highway. The
sun was setting then; I could
see the orange hue peeking
in between the mountains at
the edge of what I didn’t know

then was the town’s center. I
took in its warmth and beau-
ty, breathing in, completely
unaware of what I was getting
myself into.

The door led directly to
the stairs landing, black rail-
ings and cream-coloured
tiles. The kind of cream that
comes with age. Once, years
ago, those same tiles I now
stepped on must have been a
pure pearl white. To the left,
an empty door frame led to
the main common room,
large and grand in size, yet
the furniture and decoration
looked too small for the room,
though arranged in a way that
invited you to sit in it. Noth-
ing particularly matched; it
seemed as though furniture
had been brought from a cou-
ple of different pre-existing
living rooms and reassembled
into one big common room.
The ceilings and windows
were high, yet the room felt
warm and inviting.

“The living room, the door
all the way to the back, that’s
the kitchen. Laundry to the
right” she said as I looked
in. A couch was placed in the
center; two wooden antique
chairs sat on either side of the
sofa. A small table was placed
across the room against the
wall. Two half-drunk coffees
sat on it. Two? She must be
married, I thought. I heard
her begin walking up the
stairs. I followed.

I followed Julia up the
stairs, my pace embarrass-
ingly slower than hers. We

reached the third floor of the
house, but she kept climbing
ahead of me. I took a mo-
ment to catch my breath, my
grip tight against the railing. I
looked down to the centre of
the spiral staircase, I could
see the first floor from
there. Then I looked up
at a chandelier hang-
ing from the ceiling
falling solemnly in
the center of the
empty circle.

“Its a beau-
tiful house,” I
said, not as an
empty phrase
spoken as a
token of ap-
preciation for
her hospitali-
ty, but because
even beyond
its beauty, it
felt truly invit-
ing. It was an
older house, yet
exceptionally well-
kept. It was, not the
house itself, but the
architecture that gave
its age away. The care and
warmth that had been put
into the house were present,
and so, from the very first day
I stepped foot there, I felt safe.
We reached the third and last
floor.

“We bought the place over
30 years ago. We lived in Ma-
drid at the time, but we always
loved Catalunya. My hus-
band’s parents were both born
in Rue, a few towns north of
here,” she pointed north with

her finger—or what I assumed
was north I didn’t really know
where I was standing. “I
mean, it was only a matter of

time un -

til we got a place of our own
here”

She walked to the far end
of the hallway, up a couple
more steps, and through a
door that led to a balcony on
the side of the house.

“There’s more rooms than
we could ever occupy, but we
fell in love with the place so..”

She was still walking ahead,
trusting that I followed, yet
turned to the side every so
often as she spoke, as if to
make it clear her words were
intended for me to hear.

“We ended up turning it
into a hotel of sorts, never

\\\\ really got much from it

. she laughed, as if a pri-

.. vate joke between her

and her husband, I

imagined. It was

a nice image her

laughter brought

forth: one of a

younger Julia

laughing with

her husband

as they went

through their

finances. “We

never really

did it for the

money. It just

made  sense,

and it was a nice

way of meeting

people we oth-

erwise  wouldn’t

have. They came

from everywhere,

and stayed at our little

house” I could hear her

smiling, though her back

was to me. There was a tint

of nostalgia in her voice, but

sadness was absent; it was

with joy she allowed herself
to reminisce.

“Is it still a hotel?” I asked,
feeling as though I already
knew the answer.

“Oh no, not anymore,
dear” We walked past three
closed doors. “My husband
got sick a few years ago; we
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knew he didn’t have much
time, so we moved here. He
wanted to spend the time he
had left here. He actually last-
ed longer than the doctors
said he would. If you ask me
it was the house that healed
him. That, and the lack
of chaos from the city.
It’s peaceful here, and
he always really
adored this house.”
She was slowing
down her pace
now, approach-
ing the last
door at the end
of the hallway.

“I  always
used to joke
he loved it
more than
he loved me”
She stopped,
turning the key
already left in
the keyhole. “He
never denied it”

She turned to look
at me and swung the
door open.

“This is your room,’
she said before stepping
into the room. “Best room
in the house” She made her
way into the room, walked to
the bed, and swung my duffle
bag oft of her shoulder, let-
ting it fall onto it. I stepped
in, tentatively, as if waiting
to be invited. Julia walked to
the end of the room, draw-
ing the curtains and opening
the window, swinging both
sides open toward the outside
of the house. The sun hadn’t
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quite set yet, warm light mak-
ing its way into the otherwise

dark room.
“The breeze gets kind of

cold at night, so it’s nice to
keep your windows open. We
don’t have an AC. No need to
worry about mosquitoes; we
don’t really get too many up
here” She left the windows
open and proceeded to al-
ready-arranged-looking pil-
lows on the bed. “Gets quite
hot during the day, though.”

Julia kept rearranging
the already perfectly neat
room. She reminded me of
my mother as she did that. I
walked to the window, look-
ing outside. The room was at

the back of the house, fac-

ing south. Directly be-

low rows of grapevines
stretched across a flat
terrain behind the
house. Symmetri-
cal lines of dense
foliage, though
I couldn't quite
make out what
hung from
them—I would
quickly come
to find out

they were
clusters of
grapes.

“Is that

yours too?” The

question felt ob-

vious, but I asked

anyway.

She looked up at

me, stopping what

she was doing. She

smiled understanding
what I was referring to.

“Our little vineyard,” she
said softly, proudly. She made
her way to me—or to the win-
dow actually—stopping be-
side me as she too looked out
at the familiar landscape.

“It was always a dream of
mine. I am by no means a
wine connoisseur, but an en-
thusiast.” I chuckled.

“I guess I am too,” she
smiled back at me. Then sud-
denly, as if a burst of energy:

“You have to try it then!”
Her mind was already run-
ning, I could tell that much.
“T'll get some for dinner. Do
you like Tempranillo?”

“Love it”

It was her favorite summer
wine; she made that distinc-
tion, and though it came with
no explanation, I understood.

We talked some more be-
fore she left about how the
house used to fill up with
tourists during the summers,
back when they used it as a
hotel. She said they enjoyed
that most, and that was pret-
ty much the sole reason why
they kept it going.

“It wasn’'t much of a busi-
ness.” she explained, but she
was quite the host, and so
they would spend their sum-
mer there, entertaining tour-
ists who would come from all
around the world. They had a
lot of families come and stay.

“They would rent out pret-
ty much the whole house, and
so for the time they were here,
it would feel as if it was theirs,
and us the visitors” She
would cook, and they would
eat all together on the terrace,
where she would spend the
evening listening to them re-
count stories about their lives,
which seemed so alien to her,
or their previous travels.

“You meet people in their
travels, and youre meeting
the purest version of them,
one untainted by their rou-
tine or stress of their jobs. No
need to be anywhere, do an-
ything but what they choose

to do” I thought about the
time my mom had said some-
thing of the sort. We were in
Belgium at the time, and as
we walked the narrow roads
that led to the Grote Markt in
Antwerp, she had stopped at
a terrace. She had asked me
to get a drink with her. She
wasnt much of a drinker,
much less so at twelve p.m. on
a Tuesday, but as we sat there
looking up at the tower of the
cathedral, a glass of wine in
hand, she smiled before tak-
ing a sip.

“What?” T recalled myself
asking.

“I like myself better when
I travel”

I heard her words then
echo in Julias. I wondered
if perhaps that was why she
seemed so genuinely hap-
py that I was staying. I was a
guest, and although the hotel
was no longer running, and
my arrival was not preced-
ed by a reservation, but a
call from my mother, she
was happy to get to host one
more time. The thought alone
put me at ease. 'm not that
much of an inconvenience, I
thought.

She said she would come
get me when dinner was
ready—nothing fancy, just
some meat, cheese, bread.

“And wine, of course.”

“That sounds perfect”

She left and closed the
door behind her. I sat on the
bed looking at the vineyard,
which I had just learned was
a gift from her husband. As I

looked out at the grape-cov-
ered vines, I thought about
them. I could picture them
then, clear as if a movie was
playing in my head—a couple
I never met, but who felt fa-
miliar, or maybe just idyllic
enough to feel known. Per-
haps it was the way in which
she spoke about him, though
it almost pained me to hear
their story being told, all
whilst knowing its ending,
but wasn't that ending the
unavoidable and universally
desired one anyway. I won-
dered if I would ever get that.
Is every person destined to
or are there only a few lucky
ones? For years I thought I
had that, but if it was ever
in question, after talking to
Julia, it wasn’t anymore. It
wasn't pain that followed that
thought, but reassurance, as
if a weight had been taken off
my shoulder, as if something
was telling me: You did your-
self right, leaving him behind
back in Barcelona a mere
twenty-four hours ago.
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The Beef Wellington
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by ABDRAKHMAN SERIKKALI

lack smoke fills his

nostrils, and he re-

alizes he is in the
kitchen. Frantically, he opens
the oven, grabbing the piping
hot rack with bare hands as
he takes out the now coal-like
beef wellington.

You burnt it again, a voice
behind him mutters, this is

your third one of the night.

He turns to face the di-
rection from which the voice
crawled to him. A shadowy
figure, standing atop the
kitchen table. He grabs the jet
black wellington with his right
hand. Who are you? You are
late, the figure replies. What?
You need to go and prepare

for the restaurant’s opening.
I don't work there anymore.
Are you Jean Frank? Yes.
Then you are the head chef of
“La Montagne”, you are late,
you need to prepare for the
restaurant’s opening.

Before he could run and
throw the hardened welling-
ton at the figure, it grabbed

him by the left hand. Walking
is too slow, we will fly. Fly? Is
the figure a bird? No, it has
the body of a man, a pro-
found human body. He con-
siders the possibility that it is
a robber trying to throw him
off, or maybe a disillusioned
drunk trying to commit a
lovers suicide. But, before he
could process what is hap-

pening, the figure runs and
smashes the apartment’s win-
dow as they both plummet to
the ground for six flights of
stairs. Then, they begin slow-
ly gliding in the air. The figure
holds him below like an ea-
gle would hold his prey, and
he rubs his nose to smell the
night’s incense.
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He didn’t dare ask a ques-
tion while he was at the aerial
mercy of whoever this figure
was. Instead, he turned his
attention to the city below.
From a birds eye view, the
city surprisingly made sense.
The metro lines supply blood
to the organs, dense office
buildings spit bureaucra-
cy from their pipes, and the
day markets are cleavages at
night. He was enjoying the
cool air until the figure began
its descent rapidly onto a dim
lit street and they both stum-
bled on the pavement.

His bare feet touch the
cold asphalt. In front, he sees
the red wooden walls. Every
inch of the exterior was as he
once remembered: the dark
curtains that would flap in the
frigid morning, empty chairs
awaiting customers like por-
traits with no figures. Tears
welled up in his eyes.

You are late, you need to
prepare for the restaurants
opening, the figure tries to
open the glass doors. Can't
you see that it is empty in-
side? Its closed. Surely, “La
Montagne” had its wooden
ebony floor stripped away, its
once lux smell shaved, com-
pletely deserted. Then you
can open it, you are the head
chef. I told you I don’t work
there anymore, they shut it
down a month ago. Why? Pat-
rick Claude, the asshole from
Times, found some marijuana
inside his beef wellington. The
next thing you know the State
Health Department brings us
to court and we lose.

He rubs his nose and sits

on the pavement, looking at
the 4 stars imprinted on the

74 | The Summer School Times

tall glass window of the res-
taurant. You are pathetic, the
figure turns around, looming
over him. It was not my fault.
One of the cooks was high,
everyone knew that but no
one testified. Instead, I had to
shoulder everything. But you
said it was a beef wellington,
the dish which Claude had.
Yes, so what? Why do you al-
ways cook beef wellington in
your apartment? It’s practice.
But the duxelles you make is
different from standard reci-
pes, is it not? Yes, I add a few
drops of pear purée for sweet-
ness. Why was Claude eat-
ing at an already established
restaurant with 4 Michelins?
We had a new menu. Then
what was the “chef’s signature
dish” on the menu? Beef wel-
lington. The figure’s shadow
engulfed his body, darkness
latching onto his skin and he
was suddenly in freefall.

The dish served to Claude
was a signature then? No. But
that’s what you said an hour
ago. No. Which one of the
cooks was an addict, give me
a name. No. Why did no one
testify? No. How were you
stupid enough to bring that
packet to work? No. What
were you thinking? No. Did
you think you were a genius
who runs on psychedelics?
No. No. No. No. No. No. No.
No. No. No. No. No. No. No.

Open your eyes, the fig-
ure’s voice rings in my ear. He
was now seated on the stairs
of his apartment complex.
What do you want from me?
I want you to slice the beef
wellington open. The char-
coal grilled beef wellington
(third one of the night) was
surely in his right hand. In his

left hand-a knife. Cold sweat
dripped from his forehead as
he rubbed his nose. He did
as the figure said. Slowly, the
knife tore the outer dough as
its black flakes poisoned the
marble stairs. He reached the
unaffected duxelles and the
knife penetrated the once ten-
der meat. The other half falls
onto the ground. Eat it. He
takes the beef wellington up
to his mouth, briefly smell-
ing the burnt incense, and he
bites into it. His teeth screech
in response to the hard outer
shell, the mushroom duxelles
with a hint of sweetness from
the pear shoot at his sensitive
gums, his tongue vibrates left
and right. What do you taste?
A burnt beef wellington. But,
what is inside?

A curious neighbour-one
that takes his night strolls se-
riously-enters the complex
at half past 3. He sees the de-
flated Jean Frank, collapsed
on the stairs. He was crying
while munching on meat,
alone. The man had seen
many strange things at night:
rats giving birth, drunk men
making love to their empty
vodka bottles, famous food
critics smoking weed in alley-
ways, but this. This was new.
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LITERARY SUPPLEMENT

‘ ‘ Being a writer with awareness of her own craft, is agony. It means her brain is locked
in an endless battle between artifice and inspiration... No believer in words would
fail to long for that ecstatic lightning bolt that parts the clouds mid-voyage - and this

lightning must strike at an unforeseen moment...”

— Excerpt from Wuss diary, July 1, 2029

by YANXIAO WANG

Amsterdam summers always had such endless daylight.

Wau stood by the canal, watching the seagull perched atop the trash bin. Its neck was bent at
an acutely tense angle, its orange-yellow beak stabbing deep into a pizza box, tugging in jerky
motions. Wu faced the light. As usual, she wore no sunglasses, so she squinted. She saw the white
box with red lettering. Its discarder had clearly been careless, yet forced to struggle against the
bin’s overly narrow opening. Hence, it bore many creases — pressed flat then partially rebound-
ed - that molded the box into a shape locked in perfect alignment with the trash bin. Wu could
almost imagine this unfinished plastic deformation — how the raised cardboard ridges scraped
against the bin’s inner wall, resisting the seagull’s pull with opposing force. Yet from her angle,
she couldn’t see deeper inside the bin. All she saw was a black hole. So the seagull’s struggle
seemed more like a fight against some silent void. It reminded her of the first time she saw Adam
at Flesh Sac.

Eight-fifteen. The church bells began to ring. Adam appeared at the end of the road.

He walked with his usual posture: neck thrust forward, spine hunched. The zipper of his black
tracksuit jacket was pulled all the way up, covering part of his chin. The hood was drawn low,
almost level with his eyebrows. Both hands were shoved deep into his pockets, elbows pressed
tightly against his body. If not for the legs below - stepping lightly as if about to defy gravity,
transitioning step-by-step from walking to flight - Wu could never have glimpsed the dancer
within such a defensive posture.

The snippet of dance music playing after the bells clearly pleased him. Passing a cluster of
white roses, he rose onto his toes almost imperceptibly, his right toe grazing the arch of his left
foot before snapping back - a beautiful, gymnastic movement. For that instant, his body was
relaxed. Wu was certain of it. Even if only for that instant.

Then, the streetlights came on.

Whether startled by the sudden brightness or the electrical hum beyond human perception,
the previously diligent seagull jerked its head up. It beat its wings, leaping into the air — but didn’t
flee. It merely circled low over the canal bank. Clearly, it hadn’t abandoned the box — whose con-
tents were uncertain, but which undeniably smelled of tomato, basil, and cheese.

The light fell upon Adam from behind, so his shadow spread forward, stretching out to en-
velop Wu.

“You said you had that one dream,” Adam spoke first. His voice was low and tight, but Wu
still heard the anger he was desperately trying to hide, perhaps mixed with disappointment. She
trusted her judgment; as a writer, she was adept at dissecting everyone’s words.

“I'm not sure. That’s... that’s mainly why I wanted to see you. I went to Flash Sac looking for
you a few times, but you haven’t been—" Dancing anymore. Why? Wu couldn’t finish. Adam
clearly didn’t want to discuss it. His entire focus was fixed on the side of Wu’s head. She knew
what he was searching for. So she swallowed the rest of her question, lowered her head, lifted a
hand to sweep all her hair over to the left, exposing the small electrode patch behind her right

The Summer School Times | 77




SECTION III

ear, near the posterior edge of her temporal bone.

Calling it an “electrode patch” wasn’t quite accurate. It didn't cling to her scalp. Instead, it
extended with synaptic delicacy into her hairline—a filament-thin tendril weaving between
strands. If not for the faint halo pulsing at its edges, synced with Wu’s breath, one might mistake
it for an accessory. It looked unnervingly natural. Like—

“A leaf. They shaped your port like a leaf”

Wau failed to parse Adam’s tone this time. Surprise? Disapproval? Concern? Nothing. The
words fell flat from his lips, sterile as a supermarket receipt spat from a machine.

“It’s the new Gen-2 interface.”

“New... so youre not unemployed anymore.”

Wu hated this—his clinical dissection of her life. As if she were an open book, not a woman
whod made choices. She was an adult. She owned those choices.

Yet Adam wasn't wrong. She had no rebuttal —rebuttals wasted energy she couldn’t spare. Go
with the flow. Once, the phrase revolted her. It meant surrender—a dead leaf, a crushed insect.
But now? Floating felt... wise. Everything sagged downward: bodies shrunk with age, minds
frayed, control slipped like sand through fists. If time eroded all meaning, why claw against the
current? Even rain surrendered to the Mariana Trench.

Perhaps life was a river flowing irrevocably downhill. “Yes. Employed. That’s how I afford
this”

Some words only felt possible once spoken.

Saying it even loosened a knot in her chest. Wu tilted her chin up, meeting Adam’ eyes,
feeling an unplanned smile touch her lips. Good. She needed this smile—no shame in claiming
happiness. Why had she tensed at all?

Overhead, the seagull—sensing no threat—returned. It hovered above the trash bin, resum-
ing its tug-of-war with the pizza box.

“The base fee for a custom shape is €20. Hand-painted designs by artists cost extra, of course.
Or you can upload a digital image—transfer printing is only €5. Eco-friendly materials knock
oftf €27 Wu touched the leaf-shaped port behind her ear. “I chose a leaf. Not just any leaf—a fig
leaf. Do you know fig trees? Those small trees with egg-shaped fruits people plant in backyards.
Ripe figs are sweet, like the ones you find in salads. Though I'm not sure if you even eat those
anymore. I heard most people don't eat real food now. Why would they? A restaurant dream
solves everything. Scientists probably never imagined dreams could solve world hunger” She
laughed. “The human body’s miraculous, isn’t it? Without this thing—" she tapped the port, its
halo pulsing faintly, “— without this BMI, wed never have realized how little energy we actually
need to survive...”

Her words just tumbled out, unchecked. “I almost chose lemon leaf instead. It made me think
of Italy—Sicilian summers, coastlines, sunlight. But in the end, I said ‘fig leat! You should’ve
seen the consultant’s face when I said it. Like I'd uttered some forbidden word. Her eyebrows
scrunched tighter than that awful pink suit she wore—too big for her, but I liked the color,
Adam. Did you know? Even their showroom and operating tables are pink. That pale, insipid
pink... like a dream floating on a cloud”

Wu hadn't planned to say any of this. The words had simply happened, effervescent. She
couldn’t see Adam’s face—he stood silhouetted against the streetlight, hood pulled low, motion-
less as stone. But she didn’t care. It felt good to speak like this, each word rolling through her
veins like a liberated bubble in soda water. Fizz. Pop. Tiny fireworks of language detonating in
the air. She felt verdant, herself.

“Do you know the weight a fig leaf carries in the Book?” Adam’s voice cut through her eupho-
ria, flat and unyielding as a blade.

Wu knew. Oh, she knew.

From the time when writer was a title she could still claim.
Before BMI's saccharine promises choked the streets, before the masses traded reality for
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curated dreams, devouring phantom feasts while writers starved. When words still held power
to build worlds. Shed spun tales then. One featured a missionary who travelled China during
the World War

I1. His opening gambit, always, was the Fall. And each telling, Adam and Eve would tear fresh
fig leaves from Eden’s trees to shroud their newfound shame.

“That,” hed preach to the encircling village women and their bare-bottomed children wrig-
gling in split-crotch pants, “ that shame is the chasm between man and beast” The children
giggled at the foreigner’s discomfort, their innocence a stark rebuke to his imported guilt.

The fig leaf is the original fig leaf.

Wau tasted the acid in Adam’s question. But wasn’t shame itself the poisoned fruit of God’s
curse? To feel filthy for feeling pleasure — the eternal, exquisite trap sprung within the human
soul.

“Is that why you etch your skin?”

The words were a lash. Adam flinched, his gaze skittering away.

A petty victory, but Wu hungered for more. A competitive fire, unfamiliar and fierce, roared
in her veins. My joy is newborn, fragile. She thought, the heat intense behind her eyes. I won’t
let you smother it. My happiness is pure, and I will defend its light. It was time he learned that
writers were the world’s most adept masters of irony. If they wished, they could strike anyone’s
raw nerve.

She felt feral, teeth bared. Her tongue flicked against a canine, testing its edge. Then her voice,
cold and precise: “Scrawl patterns on your hide, and you pretend you aren’t naked. Those tat-
toos? Your personal fig leaves. Because deep down—" She paused, a deliberate pause, letting the
silence coil like a spring. The seagull wrenched the pizza box free. It hit the pavement with a wet
slap. The bird shrieked, wings thrashing the air inches above the ground. Adam’s eyes snapped
back to hers, locked in a challenge. “—Because deep down, Adam, you know what you shed on
that stage isn’t fabric. It’s dignity”

“Hah.” A hollow bark of laughter escaped him as his defensive hunch dissolved. He looked at
her, “And that... is the sharpest blade in your arsenal?”

Wu couldn’t understand his carefree attitude. She still held her chin high in a gesture of
contempt. She felt she had painstakingly built up her anger, only to throw a punch with all her
strength and hit

nothing. It just spent her force. She looked at Adam, trying hard to hold onto her anger, yet
knowing she had nothing left to say.

“Alright, alright,” Adam reached out a hand and tapped Wu’s leaf. “Tell me, what do you want
to know about that dream?”

Wau shook her hair where hed touched it with visible annoyance, knowing she was acting like
a petulant child. “First, I want to know how I can be sure I had that dream.”

“"How can you be sure?”

“Is that dream the same for everyone? Or are they all different?”

“As far as I know, that dream is like any other good dream - they’re all different. What did
you see?”

“Eyes,” Wu struggled to keep her voice from trembling. She looked up. The city sky held only
clouds, no stars, but she knew they were there — beyond the shifting veil, fixed their gaze from
tens, hundreds of thousands of light-years away on this distant blue planet humans called home.
Just like the eyes that had watched her in the dream. “I dreamed of a blank room. No walls. Just
eyes... pressed against each other”

The seagull finally decided the cardboard box posed no threat. It landed, flipped the box over
with its beak.

It's empty. Nothing inside.
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