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            Dedication

            To the gentle souls who recognize the quiet song of dignity in every heart, and tirelessly strive to ensure no voice is ever diminished. May we all be guided by the profound truth that honoring another's inherent worth is the most compassionate act of all.

        
    

  
      
        
            Mona's Secret Songs

            By Tony Eetak

        
        The new app was called ShareNJam. Barb held her phone in the middle of the lunch table like it was a secret treasure map. “See? You can make a playlist, and anyone can add songs. But here’s the best part,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper, “it doesn’t show who added what. It’s a total secret.”


Jess leaned in closer, her ponytail swinging over her shoulder. “No way. For real?”


Mona watched them, chewing on a carrot stick. The cafeteria buzzed around them. The air smelled like pizza and floor cleaner. Trays clattered. A hundred different conversations blended into a dull roar. But at their table, it was quiet and focused.


“For real,” Barb said, a sly smile spreading across her face. “We could make a playlist for our group. ‘The Besties’ Mix’ or something.”


“Yeah!” Jess said, grabbing her own phone. “Let’s do it.”


But Barb wasn’t looking at Jess. Her eyes had drifted across the noisy room. They landed on Billy, who was sitting by himself near the windows. As always, he had a sketchbook open, his pencil flying across the page. He was in his own world, a quiet island in the middle of a loud sea. He had a smudge of charcoal on his cheek and his hair fell into his eyes when he bent over his drawing.


Mona had always thought Billy seemed nice. She didn't know him well, but last week she saw him stop to help a little sixth grader who had dropped a huge stack of books. He hadn't just picked them up; he had helped carry them to the kid’s locker, even though it made him late for his own class.


Barb’s sly smile sharpened. “I have a better idea,” she said. She tapped her screen a few times. Her fingers moved fast and sure. She turned the phone around for them to see.


A new playlist was there. The title was in big, bold letters: BILLY’S LAME TUNES.


Jess let out a little gasp, then clapped a hand over her mouth to stop a giggle.


Mona’s carrot stick stopped halfway to her mouth. A cold, heavy knot formed in her stomach. It felt like she had swallowed a rock. “Barb, why?” she asked. Her voice was small.


“Oh, come on, Mona. It’s just a joke,” Barb said, waving her hand as if swatting away a fly. “He’ll never even know it’s us. It’s funny.” She quickly searched for a song. The title popped up on the screen: ‘Nobody Likes You.’ With a flick of her thumb, she added it to the playlist.


Jess was already on her own phone, her face lit by the screen’s glow. “Ooh, I found a good one!” she squealed. She added a song called ‘Go Home, Loser.’


They both started laughing. It wasn’t a happy, bubbly laugh. It was a sharp, pointy sound that made the knot in Mona’s stomach twist tighter. She looked over at Billy again. He was still drawing, lost in his work. He had no idea what was happening. He had no idea that just a few tables away, two girls were using a secret app to throw digital rocks at him.


Mona felt sick. It was wrong. It was mean in a sneaky, cowardly way. She wanted to tell them to stop. She wanted to grab the phone and delete the whole thing. But the words were stuck in her throat, trapped behind a wall of fear. Barb was the leader of their group. She was fun and popular, but she could be mean, too. If Mona said something, what would happen? Would they make a playlist for her next?


The bell shrieked, signaling the end of lunch. Barb and Jess jumped up, still giggling. “Come on, Mona,” Barb called.


Mona slowly stood up. She dumped her tray, the uneaten carrot rolling into the trash. As she walked out of the cafeteria, she took one last look at Billy. He was carefully putting his sketchbook into his backpack, gentle with the pages as if they were precious. The knot in her stomach felt heavier than ever. She knew she had to do something. But she was so, so scared.


That afternoon, Mona couldn't focus in class. The math problems looked like squiggles. The history teacher’s voice was a distant drone. All she could see was the title of that playlist. All she could hear was that sharp, pointy laughter.


Walking home, the sun felt too bright. The air felt too warm. Everything seemed normal, but Mona felt like she was in a gray cloud. Barb and Jess walked with her, talking about a movie they wanted to see. They didn't mention the playlist again. It was like it never happened. But it did. Mona could still feel it, a cold spot in the middle of her chest.


She kept thinking about Billy. What if he found it? How would he feel, seeing those song titles aimed right at him? It would be like a punch he couldn’t see coming. And the worst part was, he would never know who did it. He would just know that someone out there wanted to hurt him.


When she got home, she dropped her backpack by the door and went straight to her room. She lay on her bed, staring at the ceiling. The fear was still there. The fear of what Barb would do, of what Jess would say. The fear of being left out, of being the next target.


But underneath the fear, something else was growing. It was a hot, angry feeling. It wasn't fair. It wasn't right. Billy hadn't done anything to them. He just sat by himself and drew in his notebook. He deserved to be left alone. He deserved to be treated with respect, just like everyone else.


The knot in her stomach was still there, but now it felt different. It wasn’t just a rock of dread anymore. It felt like a tightly wound spring, full of energy that had nowhere to go. She sat up. She couldn't just do nothing. Doing nothing felt like she was agreeing with them. It felt like she was adding a mean song, too.


She pulled out her phone. Her hands were trembling a little. She knew what she had to do.


That night, Mona waited until the house was dark and quiet. The only light in her room was the soft glow of her phone screen. Her heart pounded against her ribs. It felt like she was a secret agent on a dangerous mission. She opened the ShareNJam app. Her fingers felt clumsy and cold.


She found the playlist. ‘BILLY’S LAME TUNES.’ There were five songs on it now. ‘Nobody Likes You.’ ‘Go Home, Loser.’ ‘You’re So Boring.’ ‘What a Mess.’ ‘Just Plain Weird.’ Each title was a tiny, poison dart.


Mona took a deep breath. Her fingers shook as she tapped the search bar. She didn't know what to look for at first. She just typed in the word ‘good.’ A long list of songs appeared. She scrolled down until she found one that felt right. The title was simple: ‘You Are a Star.’


She hesitated for a second. What if they found out it was her? But then she thought of Billy’s face, bent over his sketchbook. She thought of how kind he had been to that sixth grader. She took another breath and pressed the ‘add’ button.


The song appeared at the bottom of the list. It looked small and lonely among all the mean titles, like a single flower growing in a field of weeds. Mona quickly closed the app, turned off her phone, and hid it under her pillow. Her heart was beating so fast it felt like a hummingbird was trapped in her chest. She had done it. She had fought back, in her own quiet way.


The next day, she was nervous. She walked to her locker with her head down, half-expecting Barb and Jess to be waiting for her, their faces angry. But they were just talking by Barb’s locker like normal.


Then Barb pulled out her phone. “Okay, this is officially weird,” she said, her brow wrinkled in confusion. She showed the screen to Jess. “Look. Someone added another song.”


Mona held her breath, pretending to search for a book in her own locker.


“‘You Are a Star’?” Jess read, her voice full of disbelief. “Who would add that? Is it a joke?”


“I don’t know,” Barb said. She sounded more annoyed than anything. “It’s messing up the whole vibe.” To prove her point, she quickly found and added a new song: ‘King of Nothing.’ Jess giggled and added one called ‘Try Harder.’


Mona’s stomach sank. Her one kind song was now buried under two more mean ones. It felt
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