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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.
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            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.’
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