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The Oxford University Press Story Writing Competition 2024

The Oxford University Press Story Writing Competition is held
annually by the Emirates Literature Foundation (ELF) for school
and university students. We are proud and thrilled to note that an
ELF writing competition for students has now been running for over
10 years - inspiring young authors to showcase their talents and

develop their writing skills.

The theme for the stories this year is ‘Beginnings’. ‘Beginnings’ are
very important for books and stories. They set the scene for what
is to come and hook the readers in. They invite readers to stay and
read till the end - making ‘beginnings’ count is crucial for an author.
‘Beginnings’ are also very meaningful in life. We cannot start new
life adventures unless we take that first step and begin! ‘Beginnings’
are different for everyone, and you will discover this as you read

these winning stories.

We feel that it is a unique honour to have the privilege of reading
these stories by young authors as these writings grant us a window
into their (and their characters’) experiences and the wondrous
worlds they create. It helps us to gain some insight into what
these young minds are thinking about - what are their hopes and
dreams, what reassures or spurs them, what challenges and holds
them back, how they overcome trials and often learn to cope and
succeed. This comprehension leaves us a little more informed and a

whole lot more empathetic.

So, thank you, dear students, for sharing your stories with us - it has
been a joy to read them. Congratulations to all the winners - your
stories stirred a special something in the readers and managed to

make a lasting impression. Your stories have also made their distinct



mark in this anthology and made it unique. To all you incredible

writers, we say please do not stop writing!

Thank you also to the parents, the teachers, the friends, and family
who backed the students. Our competitions only work because of

your unwavering support and enthusiastic encouragement.

The Emirates Literature Foundation also hugely values the positive
and continued support from Oxford University Press for this much-
loved competition. Jennifer Duggan, Schools and Qualifications
Manager at Oxford University Press, says: “We are delighted to
continue our work with Emirates Airline Festival of Literature and
are committed to encouraging students in schools and universities

to engage in the joyful process of creative writing and storytelling.”

To make this competition work flawlessly, we rely on our reliable
group of hard-working volunteers who read and carefully assess
each entry before a shortlistis passed to the judges. We understand
it is a challenging task and much thought goes into your selection.
From the Emirates Literature Foundation, | would like to offer an
enormous thank you to Angela Souter, Ayesha Haseeb, Cristina
Lazar, Denise Moore, Elizabeth Jane Howard, Fiona Gray, Igor
Nascimento, Kusay Shaikhani, Malathy Garewal, Manpreet Grewal,
Mia Santiago, Milka Bago, Nadia Paliwalla, Naomi Clarke, Sharmin
Zargar, Sherin Mariam John, Shradha Joshi, Suzanne Cork, Tahira
Bharmal, Yvette Judge, Zarina Khan and Zikia Fazalan - please

know we could not have done this without you!

Lastly, it is amazing to have on board our wonderful panel of judges,
who read and judge each story with an open heart and thoughtful
consideration, always providing very useful comments for our

young authors to enhance their writings and motivate them to keep

writing. As always, we at the Emirates Literature Foundation are
extremely grateful for your lasting dedication and would like to take
this opportunity to deeply thank April Hardy, Kathy Hoopmann,
Kathy Butti, and Rehan Khan.

And now, it is with great delight that we share with you the winning
stories of the Oxford University Press Story Writing Competition
2024, and hope that you will enjoy reading them just as much as
we did!

Aliya Suleman Khan
Head of Education (English) at the Emirates Literature Foundation
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11 and under

Judge’s Overview

Oh, my goodness! It gets harder and harder each year to pick just
three from the wonderful stories sent into this competition. It has,
once again, been an utter pleasure reading these entries and seeing
where the writers’ imaginations have taken them on the subject
of Beginnings. There are new beginnings, both for and caused by
orphans, animals, books, games, trees, pieces of furniture, and even

a fancy pair of shoes!

The standard of the storytelling was so incredibly high that | had to
be really strict with myself in order to thin out the entries, otherwise
the writers of every short-listed story would be up on that prize-
giving stage! So, if you are not in the top three this year, please don't
be disheartened. And please, please, please enter the competition

again next year, whichever age category you will be in!

| had to choose two entries to share first place. | adored both of
these stories and read them over and over, trying to choose one
over the other but both spoke to me so clearly that | couldnt split
them apart. So, in joint first place are ...

April Hardy
December 2023

Book’s Tale

First place: Laranya Gupta, 10
GEMS Modern Academy, Dubai

My beautiful crimson cover has now faded. My once white pages
are now sick and pale. What can an old book like me do?

Well.... | can become anything you want. A little girl picking an
apple, a fish swimming through the endless sea, a lion resting
underneath a tree. It all comes from your imagination. But look at
me now, my pages lay unadorned. Nothing but emptiness fills me.

It has been around a decade or so, yet no one has showed love
for me. The adults go about doing their jobs. All I hear is the clickity,
clack of their keyboards. The kids now addicted to little boxes of
light and MAGIC!

| remember when Noah once found me, she had so many plans.
She had planned to write about the tales of the Miraculous Girl. The
following week she had picked up her headphone and changed her
decision completely, leaving me alone forevermore. Jhoana, oh why
did she leave me? Nathan, why you too? Did | do something bad?

Why are everything in this new world taking precedence over

me? | remained silent, trying not to cry.
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Suddenly, a cute sneeze coming from up ahead, filled me with joy.
This was it, a new opportunity, a new life, no, no... a new BEGINNING.

A small boy with curly, brown hair coughed and sniffled as the
dust flew by. His eyes, squinty yet focused, stared at me. He reached
his tiny arms and grabbed me. As comforting as this was, a pain in
my empty glossary curled over my pages. That pain, it wasn't pain, it
was love, friendship, connection. The boy's eyes were teary, but not
because of the dust. He was lonely just like me. | could sense, could
feel it. He wiped his tears and kept me on a bed. As he touched my
pages, | knew he was going to share his feelings with me. | promised
to keep it treasured and safe. He reached out to my first page and
wrote, ‘A Boy and his Wooden Boat'. | rustled my pages telling him
he could trust me. He seemed to be the first one to understand me.

A paragraph goes by, and he finds himself sitting in the very
boat he wrote about. He called it the boat of life, sailing upon the
sad seas. The next paragraph included a hero, a brave whale right
beneath him. The boy’s ears vibrated with the warm call of a whale.
The whale spouted out a rush of water, sending him up in the sky.
On and on the journey goes, until one day when the book was filled.
| have to say my goodbyes, when a book is filled that's the end for
it... or was it?

No, it was not, | am still his best friend. He shows me off to his
friends, the magic of a true book, hoping to pass the message.

I am Finally Happy.

1 and under

Judge’s Comments
A delightfully thought out story of a faded old book, left empty
and forgotten, covered with dust, sadly waiting for someone to
come along and write in it. Everyone seems to only be interested in
gadgets and technology, so imagine how happy the book is when,
finally, a lonely little boy finds it and entrusts it with his thoughts and
imaginings. Their shared new beginning and the book’s joy as the
boy filled its pages with his story about a boy and his wooden boat
made me smile so much - what an uplifting tale! And a fantastic idea

for a story writing competition. | loved it. Please keep writing!
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Legacy of
the Chessboard:
My Nevaeginning

First place: Hannah Rebecca Main Garcia, 9
Nord Anglia International School, Dubai

As the rain lashed against the living room window, | snuggled up
in my grandfather’s armchair, clutching his chess set tightly. The
chessboard was heavy, but | didn't want to let go. Grandfather was
my hero. His lessons in history were really fun and the countless
games of chess we played together are etched in my memory.
Grandfather’s absence has left a gaping hole in my heart. A
hole that | have been struggling to fill. Grandfather was a history
teacher, and his students loved his wonderful teaching. His passion
for the subject was infectious. He had a way of making even the
dullest facts come to life and sparking my imagination. | couldn't
help but be drawn into the world of the past, a world that seemed
so vivid when he spoke about it. History is like a treasure trove, he
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told me, with each fact, each person, each story, being a piece of
that treasure just waiting to be discovered.

One of the most special memories | have of grandfather was
when he taught me to play chess. Grandfather was so patient at
teaching me chess. He taught me to plan ahead, to strategize, and
even to sacrifice a piece to win a game. It became our special time
together, our shared language, a silent conversation filled with
unspoken emotions. | loved our games, even when he'd let me win.
Sometimes he would sneak me sweets, when he thought no-one
else was looking, his eyes twinkling mischievously.

That rainy afternoon marked a turning point. Six months had
slipped away since his passing, and the ache of his absence had
only deepened. Like the rain cascading down the windowpane,
tears rolled down my cheeks. The chessboard was unused, a silent
reminder of cherished memories. As the pieces lay motionless, a
deep loneliness weighed me down. It's time, | thought, for a new
beginning. It's time to honour grandfather’s memory.

So, gradually, | have started to play chess again. | remember
grandfather’s words about planning ahead, so that you will know if
the move that you are making is a mistake, about being patient and
making sacrifices. With each move, | can almost hear the whisper
of his guidance. | have started enjoying the game again and
growing in confidence. It has been my way of keeping him close
and preserving the memories.

| have realised that grandfather’s love and teachings are still very
much a part of my life. | am still sad, but | have found strength in his
absence. Grandfather’s memory is a guiding light. Just as grandfather
went through life with compassion and humility, | feel compelled to follow
his example, to celebrate his legacy and the profound love we shared.

Embarking on this new chapter, | know | can smile. My grandfather’s
spirit is forever with me, helping and inspiring me in life’s intricate
game of chess.



1 and under

Judge’s Comments
An absolutely beautiful and heartfelt story about loss and love, and
how a simple possession like a chessboard can help you keep close
to a departed loved one and all those wonderful memories you have
of them. Similarly, to the child in the story, my Grandmother taught
me to play chess, and also sometimes let me win, so this writing really
spoke to me. This will resonate with anyone who has lost someone
close to them. Obviously, | don’t know the age of the author of this
story, but | was so impressed by their huge emotional maturity.

Please keep writing!

A Chair to erish

e

Second place: Riddhi Sandeep, 10
Al Diyafah High School, Dubai

In the quiet corner of a dusty, old attic, where forgotten and old
items gathered, |, the broken chair, lay in disarray. Once, | was
a proud and functional piece of furniture, crafted with care and
precision to serve a humble purpose. It was during an especially
rambunctious playtime that my fate took an unexpected turn.
Young Ethan, in his exuberance, climbed onto my back, causing one
of my legs to snap. My owners, the Smiths, fearing for Ethan's safety,
decided it was best to remove me from the dining room to the attic.
As time slipped away, and other priorities took precedence, | was
forgotten, abandoned in the dusty attic.

The attic, where | had been relegated to the shadows, became a
lonely sanctuary of dust and cobwebs. | had almost resigned myself
to a lifetime of oblivion when, one fateful day, a glimmer of hope
appeared on the horizon.

Ethan, now a young man, had moved away for college and
embarked on his own life journey. He couldn't forget the chair that

had been a constant companion during his early years. He ventured
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into the attic, and as he dusted away the cobwebs and unveiled
me, | felt a surge of joy. He carefully examined my damaged leg,
realizing that the chair was in need of repair. It was a labour of
love, a testament to the bond we shared. With each stroke of the
sandpaper, he was restoring not only me, but also the memories
and experiences that were etched into my wood. After weeks of
dedicated work, | was transformed. My wooden frame gleamed
with a fresh coat of varnish, and my upholstery was replaced with
a new, vibrant fabric. | was no longer the broken chair relegated to
the attic; | was a symbol of resilience and renewal, a tangible link to
the past that had been lovingly reunited.

| was once again part of his daily routine, providing the same
comfort and support that | had during his childhood.

But there was more to my story. Ethan had a son of his own now,
a little boy named Noah. As Noah grew, Ethan shared the stories of
the chair with him. The chair that had been part of one generation’s
journey was now woven into the fabric of another.

Noah, with his wide eyes and boundless curiosity, would often
climb into my embrace, just as his father had done years ago. |
could feel the small hands that held crayons and markers, creating
artwork and stories while seated on my lap. The chair that had
supported one family was now providing the same comfort and
support to a new generation.

As | watched Ethan and Noah, | realized that my purpose had
evolved. | was no longer just a piece of furniture; | had become a
symbol of continuity and cherished memories. | was a silent witness
to the passing of time and the enduring bond between generations.
The chair that had been discarded and forgotten had found a new
purpose, a second chance at life, and a place in the hearts of those
who valued the memories it held.

So, | guess all you need is a second chance in life, patience and

luck to find your purpose again.

1 and under

Judge’s Comments
The heartwarming story of a broken chair, consigned for years to a
dusty attic, and then brought back down and repaired to fulfil its
purpose, by the now-grown-up boy who had broken it in the first
place. In what has become a throw-away world, | thoroughly enjoyed
this tale of a damaged piece of furniture being restored for the next

generation to make new memories with. Very well imagined!



Hope starts with
the letter ‘H’... So
does Home

Third place: Anashwara Rajesh Nair, 11
Leaders Private School, Sharjah

Brrr! It was a rainy and cold night. Rover slept in run-down
neighbourhood, which had been his home for several years. He used
to be a house-dog, but now he despises humans because they treated
him terribly. He would be starved and his fur would get pulled out by
mean 6-year-olds. Rover ran away from all that, and now he lived a
hard life as a street dog. He learnt many things being on the street,
like perfecting his ‘sad eyes’ for food, or to stay away from the unkind
entrepreneurs and he learnt to seem tough to the other street dogs,
so they don't steal his food. He had no comfort, yet he enjoyed this
life, which he thought was going to be his life forever.

Today was his lucky day. Rover stood under the leaves of a tree
with his tongue out and hit the branches with his paws. Water

11 and under

droplets fell onto his tongue. And then, even better! the butcher
threw a small bone outside. Just as he was about to enjoy his meal,
the animal shelter workers came suddenly with nets and tried to
catch him. But Rover slipped away too fast for them. Oops! looks
like they lost their chance.

But every day, is not a lucky day.

A few days later, the animal shelter people came back prepared
with tranquilizer guns, and shot him. They finally got Rover! They
took him to the animal shelter facility; cleaned, fed and vaccinated
him. Then, they put him up for adoption. He looked entirely like a
new dog, so clean and presentable.

Oh look! Some humans entered and looked at the cages with
different dogs for adoption. A little girl named Anne, stood in front
of Rover and chose him. He was reluctant, but had no choice and
they took him in their car.

Rover had a hard time adjusting, since he was afraid of Humans.
But who could blame him? It was a hard thing to love humans when
they hurt or abandoned you. Rover saw that there are other dogs
in the new house. Maybe he could make some friends and settle in.
The other dogs look really petit and elegant, but Rover looked. . .
different!

First the humans put some food in front of Rover, then some
water. He was starving and drooling but did not dare to touch it.
While he sat there miserable, all the petit dogs looked like royals,
well-fed and happy. Rover finally gave in to his hunger and gobbled
everything up. He was a little sleepy but did not dare close his eyes.
Then Anne came, and guided him to her room where there was a
big fluffy dog-bed waiting for him. He hesitantly got in the soft and
comfortable bed thinking, “Well, | guess this is going to be my new
beginning!”
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Judge’s Comments

As someone who is owned by a rescue animal, | adored this tale of a
dog who has escaped an unhappy home and thinks his best chance
in life is on the streets. He is smart and streetwise and, for a while,
he evades the animal shelter workers. After finally being caught
however, and ending up in a shelter, he has found a loving home, and
learns that he can start to love and trust again. | wished | could read
on and find out about all the adventures Rover would have had with
his new family! A delightful tale, well told.




12-14

Judge’s Overview

The theme of ‘Beginnings’ opened a world of possibilities, from
the origins of the universe to new life directions and | very much
enjoyed the various journeys that the talented 12-14-year-olds took
me on this year. It was hard to pick the top three entries, but | looked
for stories that were original, that made me want to read to the
end, and made me think about them long after | packed away my
computer for the night. So, congratulations to the winning authors

and | hope this is the beginning of a wonderful writing career!

Of course, it's not only the quality of the story that takes top prize,
but it's also what is NOT in the story. Here are some common
mistakes made in many of the entries and some hints on how to
improve your stories in the future.

1. Many of the stories were written in first person, meaning that
the author wrote things like ‘I did this,” or | woke up’ but the
readers were never told who ‘I’ was. It's hard to understand
the plot when you don't know if the character is male or
female or old or young or where they live or anything about
them at all.

2. Often a young character decides to ‘run away’ or ‘venture
out into the world on their own’ but realistically there is no
way that could be allowed to happen in real life.

3. A long fancy word might sound impressive but often it is
used incorrectly or simply does not make sense. Simplicity is
often best.

4. Occasionally characters suddenly appear out of nowhere

with no explanation as to where they come from or why they

are there. As an author, explain things to your readers to
make sure that the story that you imagine in your mind, is the
same one on the page.

5. Don't copy the plots of movies or stories you may have seen
or read. Be original.

6. Check for spelling mistakes and grammar mistakes. Make
sure the story is the same tense all the way through.

7. Read your story aloud as this can help you hear if things

aren't flowing properly.

And finally, have fun. Creating your own world, where you are in
control of everything that happens, is a superpower that you can

spill on the page and share throughout the world.

Kathy Hoopmann
December 2023
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Fqllen Bird

i

First place: Alula Grace Marsh, 14
South View School, Dubai

Birds are meant to fly.

They carve the sky; they are not victims of gravity.

| caught only the end of the fall.

The flash of brown turned my head, the soft thud knocked breath
from my lungs... and the crack of bone shattered my heart.

Birds are meant to fly... but this one fell.

Wind, racing up.

Not right, wrong, all wrong!

PAIN!
A phone call, a car, a woman by my side - kind face, worried eyes,
“What happened? Why'd he fall?”

| don't know. | don’t know!
I awake to pain.

Every feather, every claw thrums. Lumbering creatures loom
beyond eyelids | have not the strength to open.

Danger! Pain!

The woman with the kind face is named Veronica. She waits

12-14

patiently as | try to choke out the fear congealed on my tongue,
“W-will it be - is it...?"

“He's not out of the woods yet, but the bone's setting well.”

The fractured pieces of my heart glow with hope.

Strange liquid forced into my beak. The lumbering creatures so close.

Danger!

I have not the strength to protest: still, there’s pain.

“Do you know what bird he is?”

| swivel on the office chair, take in the pictures on the wall, the
hospital’s name, “A falcon?”

Veronica smiles, “Yes, but what kind?”

Here, I'm stumped.

“A Saker, one of the fastest birds in the skies.”

Saker. | swirl the word round my mouth; it seems strong, powerful...
not like the fallen bird.

They watch me endlessly, these ungainly creatures; | yearn for the
endless blue, yet it takes every ounce of energy to anchor my claws
and not slip quietly away.

Worry creases Veronica's face, | see it seeped in every pore.

She sighs and it carries a million sorrows, a thousand
regrets, “He's not preening. Falcons are conservative birds;
if they believe they're in danger, in need of energy reserves,
they won't preen -

He thinks he might die.”

Another stab to my splintered heart.

| cannot sleep. Cannot eat. Cannot think about anything but the
falcon. The fallen bird.

My parents say to cross my fingers and hope, that’s all | can do.
But | know them to be wrong. Hope is not enough. The falcon, my
falcon, needs help... surely there's something | can do.

Always this strange liquid in my beak; to refuse, | know, will mean death.

| eat.

25
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Slowly, energy seeps into me. Slowly, the bottomless brink falls
away.

“He’s preening!” euphoria bubbles inside me like liquid light, pure,
golden and filling. It bursts out in sparks and dazzles Veronica's
sunny face.

He's going to be alright.

Pain - all gone.

The blue calls like never before.

Horror grips me, “What's that?”

Veronica dangles a chick - still so young feathers cling as if wet,
its eyes covered by gentle lids.

She flashes me a wicked grin, “Falcons are predators. This one
can't eat vitamin supplements forever.”

It feels cruel for the chick, not even a day old... gone. Such a brief
beginning. But when | look at my falcon, | cannot let him starve. He
must eat... and for him that chick is a tiny fluff-ball of delicacy.

| don't think I'll ever eat chicken again.

The food lies in the corner, where they left it. | will not go near, will
not touch. ‘Big’ means danger and those creatures are everywhere.

He doesn't feel safe.

Our falcon will not eat. Already his feathers are dull; dirt cloaks
his yellow talons.

I'm afraid still he will die.

| read it on Veronica's face, as | hurtle into the room. | stand there,
blood pounding in my ears, fists clenched at my sides. Slowly, she
leads me to him. Tears threaten to spill, to cascade down my face
as | look to his perch...

but there he sits, more beautiful and magnificent than ever.
Feathers preened to perfection and the only remnant of the chick
a red speck on the floor.

“Oh, you did it!" | whisper, voice wobbling as he trains his deep

black eye on me, “You wonderful, wonderful bird!”

12-14

| am strong. | feel power in every impatient swish of my wings,
every flex of my talons. | am ready to soar.

“He needs a name, you know.”

A pause in the regular rhythm of my heart.

A name.

Hope burns again, a rekindled lantern in the dark.

Veronica smiles like she knows all my dreams, “What do you think?”

The gentle whoosh of my breath fills the room, then, barely above
a whisper, | utter the name | had held close to my heart for so long,
“Bidiyah 4yl -.

Beginning.”

| had known the day would come, had felt its presence even as
we celebrated each step to Bidiyah's recovery. The practice flights
were over, checkups all passed.

It was time to fly free.

Bidiyah blinks in the light, turns his head this way and that,
stretches a wing to feel the sun’s brilliant rays. The day is perfect,
so, so perfect.

My heart threatens to crack.

“You know we must do this? It's better to be free.”

| try, but cannot bring myself to nod, “Why can’t we keep him?
You keep others-"

“They are hurt. They cannot again fly free.”

| race on regardless, “-and people keep falcons for sport. You said:
‘Falconry is the act of training a falcon to hunt'. We can do that, keep
him to hunt.” Even | cringe at the desperate pitch of my voice.

“Do you want that?” She murmurs, “Do you want Bidiyah to stay?”

| gulp, desperate to swallow back the tears.

“Here, you do it.”

Carefully, Veronica removes the mandala and places it over
my hand. | marvel at Bidiyah's weight, delight in the comfort of his

talons’ solid grasp.
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| sigh, but know what must be done. Carefully, | lean to remove
his burqa, taking a last look at his glistening feathers, a myriad of
browns. Then, slowly | remove his anklets: this isn't a practice flight;
he won't need his jesses in the wild.

He shakes his head, but pauses when our eyes meet. Such deep
wells of knowledge... | know then, as | see the wilderness in his gaze:
this is right.

[ lift my hand.

“Goodbye Bidiyah. Enjoy your new beginning.”

| fly. The fastest thing in the sky, rejoicing at the wind through my
feathers, the coolness and the speed. Below me, the two creatures
grow into ever smaller dots, but in front: an endless blue horizon.

| soar into it, ready to begin again.

Judge’s Comments
‘Birds are meant to fly. They carve the sky; they are not victims of gravity.’

This beautiful, poetic beginning captured my attention immediately.
There was a maturity in the simple prose that shone above many of
the other entries, and the rest of the story did not disappoint. As the
narrative fluctuated between the person who discovered the injured
falcon and the falcon itself, the reader gets the whole picture; the
rescuer and the rescued; the growing love for a wild animal and the
wild animal’s growing awareness that not all humans mean harm; the
regret of letting go and the joy of being released. A well rounded,

well written, touching story. Congratulations.

A New Beginning

Second place: Shekinah Grace Prince, 12

Deira International School, Dubai

I've always found it unfair, how some children can have beautiful
families, while others have none. | don't even know if | ever had one.
It was clear, when they left me on the doorsteps of flat 650 as a
baby, that | was unwanted.

Ever since | can remember, I've been moving from home to home,
never staying put. The few possessions | carry are my books and a
couple hand-me-down clothes.

One day, when | was 7, they decided to stop bothering with foster
homes, and kept me in the orphanage. Somedays, we have visitors.
Some tall, some short, some young, some old, but all of them share
one thing; they have never bothered to look at me. Their eyes
seem to just glance over, as if | were a stone in the sidewalk, that
would just be another inconvenience. First, | would try and smile at
them, though soon, | just gave up. Occasionally, they would bring
their kids. Those days would hurt the most. Almost all the time, the
younger kids would ask me where my parents were. “They're out,”

or “They went to work,” | would lie, wishing it were true.
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| don't know what was so special about this day. The morning was
the same as usual. | took my cold shower, got dressed and brushed
my teeth. | didn't know anyone else here, because they never stayed
for long. Lots have moved on, with families or more foster homes. So
when she came, | was surprised she wanted to speak to me.

Avery Sage, | never forgot her name. It was mid-spring when she
came, as a trip from her school. She was overflowing with energy,
like a shot of espresso. She had warm, chocolate-brown hair, that
fell short of her shoulders in a tight high-pony, with her fascinating
hazel eyes, in contrary to my pale blue ones, scanning the hall as
she half jogged towards me.

“What's your name?” She asked.

“Juliette, but everyone calls me Jules,” | answered.

“Where are you from?”

“Antarctica.” | replied. She laughed at that. She continued
inquiring about my life for about another ten minutes, then stopped
when she realized | didn't have much more to say. After that, she
told me a bit about herself. She's 9, she loves art, and has an older
brother called James. Apparently, she’s from England, and lived
here her whole life. She was reluctant to leave, but had to. As she
walked out the alabaster white doors, she said shed come visit me.
And she wasn't kidding.

A little over a week later, Darcy, the lady who took care of us,
told me to get dressed into my best clothes because someone was
coming to meet me! Me? Why would anyone come to meet me?
Confused, | got dressed and did my hair. Sharp at 3:00, | saw a
familiar figure bounce up and pulled me into a tight hug. “Avery!” |
exclaimed, “you came back!”

“Of course | did silly, how are you?” She asked, a wide grin spread
across her face.

She came over every other day from that week onwards. Soon,

we started doing everything together. After a couple weeks, she
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suddenly hit me with the best news | could have ever expected. I'm
going to join her school!

Everything was a sudden blast of energy as | walked hand in
hand with my best friend down the long corridors of primary school.
School was nice but the highlight of my day, is when we head over
to Avery’s house after school.

Anyone would be jealous by even glancing at Avery’s family. They
were the kindest souls | have ever met. Sometimes, they remind me
of the families | read about in story books, the ones | yearned for.
Dave, her dad, adored barbequing, so he would always be at their
backyard cooking up something for lunch. In contrast, her mum Lola
would ask about my day while sipping on her fourth cup of tea that
afternoon. Similar to their mother, James loved tea with a burning
passion. He would prepare it for us in a tea party fashion once in
a while.

One morning, | woke up to the sound of an excited buzz outside
my dorm door. | went out to check it and realized that it was Avery
and her family. | was about to ask why they were here at the
orphanage, when Lola and Dave started speaking.

“Don’t worry, it's not bad news,” Lola began, “but | think you might
need to sit down for this.” | obeyed and took my place in the couch
by Avery, who seemed like she was suppressing her excitement.
Then Dave dropped the bombshell on me, “we are going to adopt
you, Jules,” he announced.

| couldn’t contain my surprise. My emotions overwhelmed me as |
turned to Avery, and she nodded, pulling me into a bear hug, “we're
going to be sisters!” She exclaimed, beaming.

“Thank you, you don’t know how much this means to me.” | finally
manage to utter while hugging everyone. | go to my dorm to pack
up my stuff, brushing off the tears from my eyes as | start to run.

On a chilly Autumn morning, Avery, mum and | were walking to

the market. It had only been a week of living with the Sage’s but the

31



32

12-14

hollow, family shaped hole in my heart was filled. | will never forget
the bitter winters and sweaty summers spent in the orphanage, but
now | have a place in a family, a real family. As we were nearing
the market, mum met a colleague of hers, who asked who we were.
“These are my daughters,” she told the lady with a smile, “Juliette
and Avery.” And it was then | realized, looking past the sunset, hand

in hand with my mother and sister, that this is my new beginning.

Judge’s Comments

It's hard to imagine what it would be like to be left on a doorstep as
a baby, then to remain unwanted in an orphanage. That's what life
was like for Jules. ‘Some days, we have visitors... all of them share
one thing; they have never bothered to look at me.” A school trip
brought a group of children for a visit to the orphanage and the
reader is introduced to the vibrant and kind Avery. The ending is
predictable; Jules and Avery become friends then sisters, however
there is nothing wrong with predictability if the story is well told and
pulls you along, making you want the ending to be happy. When
Jules’ adopted mother met a colleague and introduced Jules and
Avery as her daughters, then, for just a moment, all seems well with
the world.

The Chnge

Third place: Arshi Dawar, 14

Ambassador International Academy, Dubai

Amidst the harsh and unrelenting life of mine, | found myself caught
in the whirlwind of my thoughts, as the world swirled around me, a
storm in which | felt lost. But it wasn't the harsh and loud sound of my
heart beating in my ears or the fast-paced steps of the nurses and
doctors around me that defined my existence. It was the quiet, dead
moment of realization, the clarity that pierced through my chest.

| had been diagnosed with a relentless intruder—diabetes.
A silent chronic monster that had invaded my body, altering the
course of my very existence. In the fluorescent-lit hospital room,
| lay alone, enveloped in the beeping monitors and the metallic
scent of antiseptics, with my mother sobbing quietly in the corner.
Tubes and wires connected me to the machinery that monitored
every fluctuation of my body. Gazing out of the window, | watched
the world outside— the bustling city, with its hurried, stressed
pedestrians and honking cars but | didn't perk up at the sound of
the world outside, like | usually did. | felt unbelievably sad. | blamed
my father, my mother even my grandad for being the person he is,
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for passing down those wretched genes, the ones that killed from
the inside, albeit slowly. | cried and cried until my eyes bawled out.
It was as if | had been transported to a parallel universe, one where
| wasn't okay. | wasn't the same. | didn't feel the same. My heart was
sputtering and dying.

The hospital staff, with their efficient routines and detached
demeanour, moved around me like shadows. They administered
insulin and explained the delicate balance of the blood sugar
management. The very essence of my existence had shifted from
the external world to the internal rhythms of my body. My brain
could not comprehend what was happening, my whole world had
shifted its axis.

However, | started to measure my days not by hours on the clock
but by the precise timing of insulin injections. My meals became
a delicate balance of carbohydrates, proteins, nutrients, fibres
and fats. Each bite was a careful calculation, and every drop of
blood drawn for my glucose testing was a reminder of the intruder
present within. My fingertips always prickling as though a thousand
tiny needles were pricking through them. Apidras Nexus or as | like
to call it, a pen was always piercing through my skin throughout the
day, injecting its insulin into my system as though it was a venomous
viper snake albeit a necessary one. Nevertheless, | began to listen
to my body in ways | had never done before. The subtle signals it
sent became my guiding stars- nausea, hunger, fatigue, dizziness
and much more became a part of my everyday plan, following me.

In the quiet hours of the night, as | lay awake, | found solace in
the glow of my glucose monitor. The numbers on the screen were
not just data points; they were the threads of my very existence.

Slowly, | started to make peace with my diagnosis. It was not an
enemy to be fought but a part of me, an aspect of my existence that
required my understanding and care. | embraced the knowledge

that my journey toward a new beginning was not a peaceful one. |
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would be lying, if | said that | wouldn't go back to the night before
my life changed, transformed into something that | cannot quite go
back to, no matter how hard | try.

Physical activity, once a distant memory, became a cherished part
of my routine. | explored the world of low-impact exercises, finding
solace in the gentle cadence of yoga and the soothing embrace of
walks around the little lakes with my mother. Movement was not just
about health; it was a testament to my strength and determination.
Had it not been for this, my life would have been much harder filled
with the chaos that | once was a part of.

The world outside my hospital room slowly came back into focus.
It was a world that had not stopped, despite my many uncertain
pauses. | reconnected with my friends and family, sharing my journey
with them. Their support and empathy became a source of strength,
reminding me that | was not alone in my quest for a new beginning.

Intime, therelentlessintruder called diabetes became acompanion,
albeit an unwelcome one. | learned to coexist with it, to anticipate its
demands, and to adapt to its ever-changing requirements to live. The
harsh and loud rhythms of the world continued, but they no longer
drowned out my inner symphony. | had found my own candour, my

own melody in the midst of the chaos.

Judge’s Comments
A diagnosis of diabetes can be devastating, especially for someone
young who now must come to terms with a lifetime of monitoring and
injections. The author captures well the journey from despair and
grief when diabetes is first detected, through to an awareness of how
their body and mind are adapting to the new normal, and finally to
acceptance, as life continues, and they find their own ‘melody within
the chaos.’ The depth of understanding of this process, and the details
included, makes the reader comfortable that they are in the hands of

someone who knows what they are talking about. Well done!
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Judge’s Overview

Life is filled with beginnings—from births and weddings to new
homes, schools, and jobs to new friends and communities. For some,
fresh experiences bring pleasant surprises and original insights; for

others, unexpected change leads down a dark road.

This year's stories by writers aged 15 to 17 encompass both positive
and negative beginnings across a number of genres, including
fantasy, science fiction and realistic fiction. Intrepid explorers search
for novel answers to ancient problems, dreamers decide to take
the first step towards a different calling, and those facing adversity

strike out in unknown directions, some successful, some not.

More than in previous years, writers showed advanced skill in the
use of language, producing evocative imagery and well-structured
sentences. However, effective short stories require more than an
accomplished use of language; they must speak to the reader’s
mind and heart. The three winning stories were able to achieve this
objective, delving deeply into one main issue or event, constructing
a coherent plot, developing fully formed characters, and bringing

the story to a satisfying, well-motivated resolution.

Kathy Butti
December 2023

Wild at Heart

First place: Mara Machado-Mullett, 15
Jumeirah English Speaking School, Dubai

One crisp autumn morning, | set out for a bicycle ride. Apart from the
rhythmic click of the gears and the warm puff of my breath, the only
sound was the delicate rustle of the leaves in the trees and the twitter
of birds. It was 6am, the sun glittered faintly through the branches,
and a restless breeze stirred my hair. Surrounded by soothing country
stillness, it felt like | was the only person in the world. | inhaled, cool
air infusing my lungs, and increased my pace. Lush green fields and
forest blurred by and the heavens stretched endlessly overhead. The
wind rushing at my face, | sped, exhilarated, down the path.

Suddenly, the thud of hooves. A flash of grey. Hoofbeats
reverberated in my chest like an ancient warrior drum. | slammed
on the brakes, wheels lurching in the mud, and stared. A stallion the
colour of thunder stood panting, legs splayed and breath billowing
in shimmering clouds. His startlingly sky-blue eyes searched my own
from beneath his tangled black mane.

The handlebars slipped from my grasp as | approached the fence.

He didn't flinch as | came closer and closer, until | was leaning over

37



38

15-17

the wooden beams of the gate. | reached out a tentative hand.

Extending his silken neck, he sniffed my outstretched fingers.
His muzzle grazed my skin. He took a bold step forward, leaving
dark crescents in the lush silvery grass. His aroma wreathed around
me: a primal scent of wind and wilderness and freedom and cold
moonlit nights.

The crunch of footsteps made the stallion’s nostrils flare and his
ears flatten. Someone was coming. He began to back away. Then he
turned, raised his flowing tail, and broke into a smooth, fast canter.
Muscles rippling beneath his satin coat, he streaked across the vast
empty hills and vanished into the mist. Part of me yearned to call
after him, implore him to return, but in my heart, | knew he wouldn't.

The murmur of voices snapped me out of my reverie. A pair of
hikers ambled towards me, chatting animatedly. | smiled in their
direction, raised a hand in greeting, and swung back onto my
bike. | was about to go home when | was struck by a sudden, crazy
idea. What if | found out who owned the horse...and bought him?
No, | told myself: that was absolute madness. But | couldn't resist
imagining tearing across fields on a spirited silver horse. | had
made my decision.

That afternoon, as the hot sun burned in a bright blue sky, |
cycled into the village. Garwaeton is a quaint, peaceful place. The
sort where everyone knows everyone, carefree children play in the
cobbled streets, and doors are never locked. Saturday was market
day, and as | parked my bike in the racks outside the flower shop,
the smell of freshly-harvested vegetables, mingling with the sweet
perfume of roses, tulips and daisies galore, wreathed around me. |
removed my helmet, gathered my unruly hair into a ponytail, and
set out across the square. Passing the merrily tinkling fountain, |
tossed a coin into the hat of an old man strumming his guitar, all the
while thinking hard. Where would | find someone to ask about the

stallion? | wondered for the umpteenth time.
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Unexpectedly, inspiration struck. | could pay a visit to Marthg,
the kindly yet no-nonsense lady who ran the animal sanctuary on
Burman's Road. She was sure to know who kept such a magnificent
horse - after all, she knew everything there was to know about
the animals of Garwaeton. | burst through the sanctuary’s doors,
breathless. “Martha? Martha!” | called impatiently. A plaintive
miaow made me glance down, and Thomas, Martha’s plump ginger
cat, wound his way through my legs, blinking mournful green eyes.
| bent down and scratched him behind the ears. “Where's Martha,
eh Thomas?”

“She's right here.” Said an amused voice, and | turned to see Martha
standing in the doorway, hands on hips, her dark blue apron dusted
liberally with wisps of hay. “Martha!” | exclaimed. She smiled, and said
“What have you come for? | know you must want something.”

| looked at my mud-splattered trainers. Now the moment had
come, the words withered on my tongue. “I'm here about a horse.”
| blurted at last.

Martha's eyebrows nearly disappeared into her curly white hair. “A
horse?” she repeated incredulously. | shifted my feet, cheeks burning.

“I know, | know.” | said miserably. “But | was biking along the path
next to the Lindnors’s farmhouse, and this gorgeous grey stallion
came galloping out of nowhere. And now | can't get him out of my
head. | need to buy that horse.”

Martha crossed her arms and eyed me sceptically. “Do you even
know what it takes to look after a horse? They need food and vet
care and shoeing...How do you plan to afford all this?”

| lifted my chin. “I'll find a way.” | declared.

“Well...” Martha sighed, and retreating behind the counter,
she took some papers out of a drawer. “It looks like your stallion
is owned by Harper Sutton, ex-sheep farmer and widow. She lives
directly opposite the Lindnors. A big country house with ivy growing

on the walls. You can’t miss it.”
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| nodded and made to leave. “Thank you, Martha, for your help.”

“| sure hope you know what you're doing.” She said with a shake
of her head.

| could barely contain my excitement. | hurried back down
Burman's Road, crossing the square with a joyful wave to the old
man. My hands were shaking; the stallion was finally within reach!
| pedalled as fast as | could out of the village, until the winding
streets gave way to sprawling fields once more.

As Martha had predicted, it was impossible to miss Harper's
house. | couldn’'t imagine how | hadn't noticed it before! It jutted out
of the landscape, swathes of ivy creeping over the walls. Despite
the house's imposing appearance, the front door was painted a
welcoming red with a stately lion knocker. | swallowed my nerves,
took a deep breath, and rapped sharply. The sound echoed through
the hallways beyond.

“Excuse me? What are you doing on my porch?” | spun round
and stared in utter surprise. A woman with a proud face and dark,
grey-streaked hair stood in front of me, riding boots planted firmly
in the gravel. “I-I'm here because | want to buy one of your horses.”
My voice wavered beneath her sharp green gaze. “Buy one of my
horses? None of them are for sale! My late husband bought me
every last one, and | don't intend to give them up anytime soon.”

Hot tears welling up, | couldn’t rein in my despair. | had come all
this way for nothing. “Yes, ma’am.” | murmured, head bent.

“Wait.” She commanded. “Which horse did you want to buy?”

“I don't k-know his name, but he's a stallion the colour of
stormclouds, and someone said he belonged to you.”

“Ah. You're talking about my prize stallion. Yes, that describes him
perfectly. He's got the temperament of a stormcloud too.” She chuckled
wistfully. “I suppose it wouldn't do any harm if you came to see him.”

“Oh yes please.” | replied eagerly. As | followed her round the
side of the house, to the stables, | couldn't help thinking how lonely
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she must be, out here in this great big house, all alone. And | felt
bad for her despite her scornful voice and fierce demeanour.

Then my heart stopped as the achingly familiar beat of hooves
reached my ears. It was him. Mane and tail rippling like a waterfall,
neck arched and eyes glowing, he came trotting along the fence
and slid to a halt beside me. Warm, fragrant breath enveloped me.
A lone tear slid down my cheek as | reached out a shaking hand
and ran it down his soft sweaty coat. Then, suddenly remembering
Harper's presence, | turned round, embarrassed. But she was
watching with a mixture of wonder and surprise on her face. “I've
never seen him take to someone that way. Say - are you free a
couple times per week? I'm looking for someone to ride him, and |
want somebody that both him and | trust.” Her gaze was unflinching
as she met my eyes. | nodded, blushing at the compliment. “Yes, yes!
There's nothing | would like more.”

“Then it's settled.” She replied with a smile.

On my way home, the enormous house outlined behind me in the
rosy glow of sunset, | felt no regret. My horse and | would be together.
| looked back, and, silhouetted against the fiery sky, was a stallion the
colour of thunder, blazing his way across the hills. My heart burned

with a fierce and wild happiness. This was only the beginning.

Judge’s Comments
A chance encounter with a wild stallion leads a young cyclist to search
for its owner in the hope of buying the animal. The writer brings this
story alive through detailed sensory descriptions of the settings (from
a country road to a rural village), the horse “the color of storm clouds,”
and the narrator’s actions. Connections and interactions between
characters are successfully drawn through dialogue, and the writer
effectively signals changes in the pace of the story by varying sentence
structure. The theme of a new beginning emerges at the end of the story

as a future relationship between the horse and the cyclist is suggested.
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Child of the Forest

Second place: David Fosman, 15
Swiss International Scientific School, Dubai

In the heart of the Whispering Woods, where the trees spoke secrets
and the wind sang ancient songs, there dwelled a community of elves,
unseen and unknown to the world beyond. Their lives were intertwined
with the forest, living in harmony with the rhythm of nature. Among
these elves was Lysandra, a young elf with eyes like the summer sky
and hair that shimmered like the golden leaves of autumn.

Lysandra was unlike her kin. Where others found contentment
in the quiet life of the forest, she yearned for adventure and tales
untold. Her heart ached to explore the lands that lay beyond the
protective embrace of the Whispering Woods.

One evening, as the sun dipped below the horizon, painting
the sky in hues of fiery orange and gentle purple, an unsettling
silence fell upon the forest. The trees, which usually hummed with
whispered conversations, stood eerily quiet. A sense of foreboding
gripped Lysandra’s heart.

Gathering her courage, she ventured deeper into the forest

than she had ever dared. The usual luminous glow of the forest,
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provided by the ethereal light of the moonflowers, was dimming,
casting unsettling shadows. In the heart of the woods, she found the
ancient Willow of Wyr, a tree as old as time itself, its bark gnarled
with wisdom.

The Willow of Wyr spoke in a voice like rustling leaves, “Child
of the forest, a darkness grows in the North, a force that seeks to
devour the light of all that is good and pure. This shadow threatens
not just your home but the balance of the world.”

Lysandra listened, her heart pounding with a mix of fear and
excitement. The Willow bestowed upon her a crystal vial, filled
with a luminescent essence. “This is the Dew of the First Dawn, the
essence of the very first sunrise. Its light can banish the darkest
of shadows. You must journey north and find the source of this
darkness.”

Armed with nothing but the vial and her unwavering spirit,
Lysandra embarked on her journey. The forest bid her farewell with
a symphony of rustling leaves and chirping crickets, a melody of
courage and warning.

Her journey took her through landscapes unknown and terrains
unkind. She crossed the Silverstream River, whose waters reflected
memories and dreams. She traversed the Mountains of Echoes,
where every whisper turned into a chorus of voices from the past.

After many days, Lysandra reached the Northern Lands, a realm
where the sun hesitated to tread. Here, the trees were bare, their
branches like twisted hands reaching for an absent sky. A chilling
wind whispered tales of sorrow, and the ground was covered in an
unending blanket of frost.

In the heart of these lands stood the Fortress of Shadows, a citadel
of darkness that loomed over the landscape. Its towers pierced the
sky like darkened spears, and its walls were said to be impenetrable.
It was here that the source of the darkness resided - a sorcerer
named Malachor, whose heart had turned cold and vengeful.

43



44

15-17

Lysandra, with the Dew of the First Dawn secured around her
neck, approached the fortress. She evaded the watchful eyes of the
shadowy sentinels and found her way inside. The corridors were as
cold as the sorcerer’s heart, and the air was thick with despair.

Finally, she stood before Malachor, his presence chilling the very
air around her. “Why do you come here, elfling? Do you not fear the
darkness?” his voice boomed, echoing off the cold stone walls.

“| fear an un-lived life more than darkness,” Lysandra replied, her
voice steady though her heart raced.

Malachor laughed, a sound devoid of any joy. “You cannot defeat
me, child. | have extinguished the light in many hearts.”

Lysandra held the vial high, its light piercing the gloom of the
fortress. “It is not my light alone that you face, but the light of the
very first dawn, the light that saw the world awaken.”

As she opened the vial, a brilliant radiance flooded the chamber.
The light was pure, untainted by time or sorrow. It reached into
every corner, every shadow that Malachor had woven, unraveling
them with its sheer purity.

The sorcerer screamed, his power waning under the assault of
light. His shadows dissipated, and his fortress of despair crumbled.
As the light touched him, his form began to shift, revealing a man,
not much older than Lysandra, his eyes filled with tears.

“I was once like you, full of dreams and hope. But | lost my way in
the pursuit of power, thinking it would fill the void left by lost love
and broken promises,” Malachor, now merely a man, spoke with a
voice laden with regret.

Lysandra, with compassion in her heart, reached out to him. “It's
never too late to find your way back.”

As the first light of dawn crept into the ruins of the fortress, the
Northern Lands began to thaw. The ice melted, revealing green
shoots of new life. The trees, once barren, now whispered of hope

and growth.
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Lysandra returned to the Whispering Woods, a hero in the eyes
of her people. But in her heart, she knew the true hero was the light
that resides in every heart, the light that never falters, even in the
face of darkness.

The Willow of Wyr welcomed her back, its leaves rustling with
pride. “You have not just saved your home, but you have also
restored balance to the world, Lysandra. You have brought light to
darkness, and more importantly, you have ignited hope in a heart
that had forgotten its warmth.”

The Whispering Woods were alive with songs and stories once
more, but now they spoke of Lysandra, the elf who journeyed
beyond the forest, who faced the darkness, and who reminded the
world that even the smallest light can banish the shadows of the
mightiest darkness.

And so, the story of Lysandra, the brave elf of the Whispering
Woods, became a legend, a tale told to remind all of the power of
hope, the strength of light, and the courage that lies in the heart of
those who dare to dream.

Judge’s Comments
This fantasy story encompasses all the features of the genre, from
the sylvan setting (Whispering Woods) and wise wizard-like creature
(Willow of Wyr) to the elfin heroine (Lysandra) and the evil villain
in the tower (Malachor), cursed by his own evil. Striking the epic
tone of well-known fantasy writers, the writer narrates Lysandra’s
journey and trials in skillfully written prose. The use of colorful nature
imagery and other figurative language as well as a balance between
dialogue and exposition move the plot forward with assurance. The
final lesson—the value of the ‘light that resides in every heart'—allows

even the villain to begin anew.
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A Horizon of Hope

Third place: Mohammed Zaahir Jaleel, 15
GEMS Our Own English High School - Boys, Sharjah

The sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky in shades of
orange and pink. Ahmed stood on the rocky shore, eyes fixated
on the dimming sun. The turbulent waves crashed against
the shore, like a beast awaiting its prey. The sea, vast and
unforgiving, is what lay between everything he used to know
and a new world.

In his wrinkled hands, he held onto a small, weathered photograph
of his family. His wife Nadia and sons Majid and Karim smiled back
at him, in a moment of comfort. The photograph was worn out from
countless touches, a relic from the past he'd left behind.

His life in the Syrian mountainside was just like any other. But,
when the bombs fell like rain, the olive trees stood as mute witnesses
to the heartless massacre. Fearing for their lives, he and his family
made the heart-wrenching decision to flee.

Ahmed’s eyes filled with tears as he recounted of his escapade.
Dodging bullets and soldiers, sleeping in camps and surviving on

meagre rations, were the only chances they had of survival.
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The decision to cross the Mediterranean Sea was not a light task.
People spoke of overcrowded, rickety boats, smugglers demanding
exorbitant fees, and the unpredictable wrath of the sea. But for
Ahmed and his family, it was a gamble they had to take.

They boarded a small vessel filled with people from all around
the world, all seeking a better future. He held his family close, their
faces pale from fear. The tides were merciless against the small
vessel, but it held strong.

Only then, did they hear a terrifying sound.

The engine sputtered and died, leaving them adrift in the open sea.

Panic spread among the passengers as they realized their fate.
He watched his family, desperation in their eyes, and whispered
a prayer. In that moment, a distant light pierced the darkness,
signalling the approach of a rescue ship.

With the help of compassionate strangers, they were transferred
to the safety of the rescue ship, grateful to have escaped the
clutches of the unforgiving Mediterranean.

The sight of the shoreline of a foreign land, Greece, filled them
with a mix of relief and apprehension.

The harsh conditions were a far cry of what they once knew at
home, but for once, there was no threat of war. For many months,
they lived in limbo, waiting for the slow-moving gears of bureaucracy
to turn in their favour. During their time in camp, Ahmed tried his
best to create a sense of normalcy for his sons.

He told them stories of their homeland, the fruitful farms and the
laughter that once filled their homes. He reminded them of their
mother who had left them on their journey, far too soon.

He wanted a bright future for his sons, something they could turn
their lives around with. Ahmed taught them everything he knew,
and soon scraps of paper filled with words and letters filled the
empty room. His sons clutched their pencils with their small hands,

eager to learn more.
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It was a cold, drizzly morning when the news came - a kind-
hearted family in Sweden had sponsored Ahmed’s family to come
to their country. The prospect of a new beginning filled their hearts
with hope. The journey to Sweden was long and arduous, but
Ahmed’s determination had only grown stronger.

The family arrived in Sweden, a land of vast forests and sparkling
lakes. They were welcomed with open arms by their sponsors, who
had prepared a warm, cozy home for them. Ahmed was overwhelmed
with gratitude and vowed deeply to repay this kindness.

He enrolled his children to school. Their faces lit with excitement
as they donned backpacks and entered a classroom for the first
time in years. The opportunity for an education was a dream come
true for Ahmed, a promise of a brighter future for his children.

As weeks passed and months turned to years, and Ahmed worked
tirelessly to build a life for his family in their new home. He found
the job of a Janitor in the local school, where he was appreciated
for his hard work and humble nature. He dedicated his evenings
learning the Swedish language, with the hopes of integrating into
the society that had given him a second chance.

His children blossomed in their new environment. Majid and
Karim blossomed in their new environment. Their dreams took flight
as they embraced opportunities they had never imagined. Majid,
with his sharp mind and fluent Swedish, aspired to become a doctor,
a dream he pursued with unwavering determination. Karim, on the
other hand, discovered a passion for art and storytelling, and his
drawings soon gained recognition in the local community. Ahmed'’s
heart swelled with pride. He looked at the photograph of his wife
and felt her presence in the achievements of their children. They
had endured unimaginable hardships, but they had also discovered
the resilience that lay within their hearts.

One day, Ahmed received a letter from their sponsors, expressing

their pride in his family’s achievements and their wish to meet again.
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Over a simple dinner, they recounted the stories of their shared
journey, and tears of gratitude flowed freely. Ahmed realized that
he had found a new family in this foreign land, one that had given
them the gift of a new beginning. Years after that perilous journey
across the Mediterranean, Ahmed stood on the rocky shore once
more. This time, he wasn't staring out at the sea with fear and
uncertainty. Instead, he gazed at the vast expanse of water with
a sense of peace and gratitude. The sea that had once separated
him from safety and hope had also brought him to a place where
he could rebuild his life.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, Ahmed'’s heart swelled with
gratitude for the love and support of his new community, for the
opportunities that had unfolded for his children, and for the resilience
that had carried them through the darkest of times. The journey
from refugee to resilience had been arduous, but it had also been a
testament to the enduring power of hope and the human spirit.

Judge’s Comments

Focusing on the issue of refugees, so often in today’s news, the writer
recounts the uplifting story of Ahmad, who is forced to leave his
homeland of Syria in an attempt to find a safe life for his family. Their
arduous journey and the need to continually adapt are chronicled
with clear and touching details, including evocative references to
war-torn Syria, the perils of the broken ship, and the trials of the
refugee camp in the first half of the story and the welcome of the
Swedish sponsors and Ahmad’s family'’s cultural adjustments in the
second. The writer successfully expresses the move from the negative
to the positive by contrasting Ahmad’s feelings about the sea at the
beginning and end of the story. The ‘beast awaiting its prey’ becomes
a place of ‘peace and gratitude.’
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Judge’s Overview

It is always a pleasure to read the entries to the Oxford University
Press Story Writing Competition, and this year’s entries in the
18-25 age group provided a broad range of settings, characters
and plotlines. From stories that centered on inner soul searching,
to others which involved fantastical environments, the writing was
expansive in its range and provided a wonderful prism into how
different writers conceive their work. Writing fiction is a craft
and | would encourage all those who entered the competition to
keep working on their craft - it's hard work, but by taking small

incremental steps over several years, the craft becomes honed.

Rehan Khan
December 2023

Stars Behind
Prison Bars

First place: Yassmeene Saleh, 20
American University of Dubai, Dubai

The same nightmare incessantly sprung from the confines of
my mind for the last fifteen years. In them, | was enchained to a
duplicate hell. An obsidian sky with no eco of burning stars or a
hanging moon, terrain that stretched far beyond what the human
eye could see. | was there - a man with no name, no face, and
no memory. A man restrained in eternal purgatory between the
land of the living and the dead, wandering and wandering and
wandering with no will of my own. In this realm what resided within
me was a hollow encompassing numbness, my heart beating out
of involuntary mechanism. Then, it happened- the singular force
capable of piercing itself through, entrenching my vision. My eyes
opened, questioning, examining, and prodding the scene. A girl had
her back towards me. She sensed my presence, turned towards me,
and a smile broke across her face. My heart paused, stuttering with

shock and once the revelation set, it burst with raw emotion for
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the first time- like a newborn inhaling its first breath. A declaration
that my own life truly existed beyond this chasm and was mine to
experience.

Large and dynamic slits weaved through the sky as the light
of a thousand suns burned through the night. Greenery pulsated
through the barren terrain, blades of glass poked through, and trees
unfurled their branches. Purpose ignited within me, and | marched
towards her out of my accord. Her face, tainted by the golden hue
of the sun, became more defined as | approached. Although | had
never laid eyes upon her, | recognized her as one recognized their
heartbeat, their voice, and their blood. My daughter.

When would | grasp that every outstretched hand that life
extended was a phantasm aimed at actuating my grief? Life was a
barbarous chess master whose every movement across the board
was aimed at havocking my spirit.

The moment my soul acknowledged our bond, life unleashed
its game. The earth beneath us began reverberating as the
heavens descended into petrifying darkness. Grayness and ash
encompassed the greenery as the murky shadows sapped life out
of the frondescence. However, every heartbeat, every breath, and
every thought | possessed intertwined within me for one purpose.
No esurient storm, no savaging monster, and no peril shall preclude
me from resigning my life to ensure hers’. The distance between us
condensed into nothingness as her eyes met mine. “Save me,” she
whispered, her face contracting into a delineation of fear as her
pupils dissipated into the whites of her eyes.

Those words demolished an occlusion of hesitation residing
within me. | ran towards her with urgency, for her harm would cause
my annihilation. What purpose did | have to exist if not for her?

Life initiated its taunting as its fingers set the chess move that
expedited my suffering. The ground gave way and if it were not for

my hand desperately seizing hers, she would have fallen victim to the
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nothingness below. A wretched image of the darkness consuming
her, enveloping her in pitch-black pierced my mind, aofflicting it. To
lose her would be to lose the world.

Sensing the forces demanding her life, she latched onto my hand
with such force | began to bleed. For a moment, when her safety
seemed promised, the woes plaguing my heart faded.

In response to my foolishness, the chess master laughed and
pushed forth the last chess piece.

When her hand slipped through my own, | remembered her name.

Forgive me Lisa. Forgive me. Forgive me. Forgive me.

Fear pulsated me into alertness as questions shattered my
consciousness. What is remembrance but a thousand deaths, each
memory a knife embedded in one’s heart? How can a man with no
recollection of his flesh and blood claim to be a father? Who is a
man left to become once he has been exiled from his life?

The morning dawn illuminated my prison cell as my conscience
adjusted from the dream world to the extant one. My hand was
molded into the position it had been in as | held my daughter’s life in
it. Heightened emotions resided, polluting and tensing me as rage
seeped into my core. A thought gleamed through the filth in my
mind. It's my release day.

For the last fifteen years | was chained to a life where my lips were
sewn shut and my limbs banded. The only privilege | had was to gaze
into the imagined images of my life that flashed before me until | was
haunted by them. Images of what could have been. My daughter’s
face fractured into a beam as her wobbly feet hesitantly planted
their first steps. Her first words were appraised into space, Lisa
imprinting her identity onto the world. Her fearful steps brimming
with hesitation as the thread between her and | began to lengthen
for the first time as | dropped her off on her first day of school. Those
irreplaceable moments | never held, for my eyes never barred witness

to them. Moments lost to time like tears in the rain.
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No prison walls, no wrathful executioner sharpening their blade,
no judge announcing their imminent sentence could separate
me from my daughter. Every nightfall as the moon sounded its
illuminating life force across the twilight of the sky, the stars
permeated their luminescence. | stood near the prison window
which was slit thrice by the prison bars and gazed at those stars as
| spoke to Lisa through them. Lisa and | were both under the mercy
of the same enlarged sky, which formed a string between us. | told
her about my day, how | missed her, and all the knowledge | would
bestow upon her. | promised to see her again. The stars illuminated
in response, an indication that Lisa attentively heeded my words.
She was my shining star. On my bleakest days where sands of hope
imminently slipped through my hands, a glimpse at the star littered
skies filled me with hope.

Other nights, | communicated to the stars for different reasons.
When voices were ricocheting in my head after the nightmares,
stargazing from my prison window quieted them. The heavens
did not strive and hurdle or impose itself to prove its being. How
feeble humans seemed in comparison, for aren’t our entire lifetimes
only an attempt to plead and agonize and rage in the name of
corroborating our existence? Yet, despite our titanic efforts of
stamping our imprints on time, to force it to acknowledge us, we are
destined to fail. Our lives washed away, the imprint we sacrificed
ourselves erased nonchalantly by the passage of time. Did the
last fifteen years of my life amount to anything? This bullet-like
quandary ripped through my consciousness leaving behind a chaos
of wounds. It's no use dwelling on it, freedom shall reclaim me.

Today was the transversal shift where life changed the tides. |
would leave prison unchained as the world embraced me as a free
man. Fifteen years ago, | fell victim to forces outside my jurisdiction.
False blood defiled my hands as a crime | never committed was

appertained to me. My reputation was forever corrupted, even if |
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was unchained and released as a free man. The preponderance of
the people in my past enacted the role of jury and executioner once
they learned of my court case. My voice was robbed, and the label
of “criminal” was sewed onto my forehead before | uttered a word.
The most gut-wrenching reaction, the one that eroded my faith,
was that of my then wife who had been pregnant with Lisa. You
murderer, until the day you die, Lisa will never go near you. She will
hear about who her father was! How she jabbed her finger towards
me, inflamed veins carving her forehead. | was uprooted from my
life, sentenced to fifteen years in prison, and barred from seeing my
unborn daughter. Does Lisa know her own father as a criminal? The
thought was poison to my mind, | could not bear pondering it.

Time and stress had left me a resemblance of a man, my face
had begun marring with profound lines as soon as | was imprisoned.
Ironically, the slate gray prison walls | was entombed between for the
past fifteen years had aged alongside me. They were ingrained with
deep wrinkle-like lines that had gradually crackled into them. As my
fingers traced the fissures residing in the wall, a feeble attempt at
memorizing my hell at its ending point, a voice drifted towards me.

“Adam, your times up, isn't it chap? Let's get going,” said Mathew,
the prison guard as he peered at me through the cell bars. The
compounding years between us had resulted in a friendly surface
level relationship, built on bricks of conversations revolving around
how our days went.

He withdrew the keys from his belt and initiated the process of
unlocking the cell. The final time he would do so.

“My lucky day,” | replied as he fastened the compressive metallic
hand cuffs around my extended arms, an authoritative regulation
demanded of all prisoners outside their cells. The corners of my lips
stretched into a smile | could not withhold.

The constrictions withholding my physical being did not clasp

my soaring soul. A spring found itself in my step as we walked
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down the prison hall littered with cells; Mathew cautiously eyed
my movements as he walked precisely two feet behind me, our
destination, my liberation.

This is the last time | walk down these halls.

All the dreams, all the trepidations, all the anxieties of fifteen
years pulsated into a pounding question. Whether the path my life
plunged into as a free man would grant me what my soul ached for
or a premeditated hell that would burn me more than years behind
bars as an innocent man had. Will | see Lisa again?

My life after release was a puzzle to me. My brother would house
me for an undefined period, an agreement he had begrudgingly
reached with me. The wave of trauma caused by my sentencing cut
our bond into a string- a lose thread holding on due to unwavering
blood ties. He was skeptical of my innocence yet believed himself to
be obligated to aid me.

As we approached the exit gates my senses overstimulated and
my legs trembled, on the verge of giving out.

Mathew turned to me, a wistful smile palpable in his face. He
unlocked my handcuffs. “Today, your life begins. Good luck Adam.”
Sentiment built within my voice, and when given the benefit
of releasing it, | found myself unable to. | nodded my head in
gratitude, eyes stinging as he patted my back and turned to leave.
The heavens expanded, the sun burning through the skies. | stared
up, my thoughts ushered from vigorous animation into utter silence.

The sound of speeding wheels deriving from a car slit through my
thoughts. The vehicle slid onto the road ahead the exit. My brother’s
face popped from the driver's window. He wore an expression of
jubilation, as the door behind him ruptured open and a girl leaped out.

Her face met mine, and the world impeded into a standstill.
Although my eyes had never once graced her, how could | not
recognize the foundation of my soul? My stars in the sky, my

daughter, my Lisa.
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Her face was facsimile of the one she wore in my nightmares. Yet,
within this moment she was irrefutably existent.

“Dad,” she said. Tears cascaded from her eyes onto the floor in
non-ending rivers.

My limbs shattered and | marched towards her in tumbles. A
persistent anchor spurred me forward.

We embraced and a stabbing wound in my heart birthed the
moment | had been torn from her was demolished instantaneously.

No longer was my star separated from me, a new beginning

awaited us.

Judge’s Comments
A sublime inspiring moment is captured in the life of a man about to
be released from prisoner and reunited with his daughter. The writer
stirs the emotions and delivers the action with a thrilling selection of

words, sentences and metaphors.

From the opening paragraph: ‘The same nightmare incessantly
sprung from the confines of my mind for the last fifteen years...” the
writer pulls the reader into the torment being experienced by the
protagonist.

The writer juxtaposes different ideas well, with sentences like: ‘Large
and dynamic slits weaved through the sky as the light of a thousand
suns burned through the night. Greenery pulsated through the
barren terrain, blades of glass poked through, and trees unfurled
their branches...”

The protagonist is caught up in a vortex of self-reflection: ‘What
purpose did | have to exist if not for her?’ and this plays out powerfully
throughout the piece.
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The writers stirs the emotions of the reader with phrases like: ‘Fear
pulsated me into alertness as questions shattered my consciousness.
What is remembrance but a thousand deaths, each memory a knife
embedded in one’s heart? How can a man with no recollection of his
flesh and blood claim to be a father? Who is a man left to become

once he has been exiled from his life?’

Sentences like: ‘Her fearful steps brimming with hesitation as the
thread between her and | began to lengthen for the first time as |
dropped her off on her first day of school. Those irreplaceable
moments | never held, for my eyes never barred witness to them.
Moments lost to time like tears in the rain...” are an excellent way of

expressing distance and longing.

The writers shifts the protagonists mood well, with the paragraph
that begins: ‘No prison walls, no wrathful executioner sharpening
their blade, no judge announcing their imminent sentence could
separate me from my daughter...” as he is now starting to look beyond
what was done to what can be done.

Overall a well-paced, moving piece.

A Life Without You

Second place: Zahra Almarhoon, 21
Middlesex University Dubai, Dubai

How could life begin anew after the devastating strike of tragedy?

The sunlight that streamed through the open door was stark
against the darkness of the foyer, and in that long stretch of light
were our two lone shadows. Finally home after an excruciating two
weeks, yet | could not bring myself to step in.

The shadows seemed to sneer, a heartless reminder right at my
feet. We were not welcome here. Not like this. Not without you.

The little hand | vaguely recalled grasping slipped out, and the
energetic pitter-patter of feet echoed in spite of the suffocating
silence. “Mama, I'm going outside!”

Be careful. An instinct urged me to tell him, but the words died
on my tongue. To run off so freely, he must have not felt the hostility
from our once home. The realization was like a bolt of lightning in
its force, and this grief that had sequestered itself in a corner of my
heart seemed to burn and scream. How lonely.

How utterly lonely I am.

| trailed after our son, willing myself to defy the glaring darkness,
the deafening quiet. Everything was as we had left it two weeks
ago. Unkempt couches in the living room. Noah’s toys scattered
where he had been playing. A biscuit wrapper lying alongside a
used teacup and an abandoned book. There were dishes in the
open kitchen, hopelessly soaking in the sink. There were fruits | had
washed and displayed for snacking, now molding away.

It was a picture of life, halted.

My feet stopped before the gleaming body of a clock shattered

on the floor. Glass shards had spread like stars around it, winking in
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the faint light. A harrowing scene from that fateful day a fortnight
ago. Again, | felt inclined to sweep the glass away and eliminate
the hazard, but it was as though my limbs were carved from lead.
Heavy, unmoving. Unwilling.

I'm sorry. This vintage clock was a favorite of yours and | had
destroyed it. However, no number of apologies could reach you now,
and no number of apologies could remedy what was lost. Like the
frozen hands of that broken clock, this life of mine had become still,
stuck at the day that stole you away from me. So viciously, as though it
had not seized my very soul alongside yours and left me an empty shell.

Within the somber shroud of these walls, | found myself alone
with no companion but a grief so vast and vastly cruel.

This house—

My knees met the cold hardness of the floor as a silent cry
wrenched itself out of my throat.

This house is so hollow.

“| placed food in the fridge, okay?”

My mother’s voice seemed distant and so was her rummaging
in the kitchen. Our son’s laughter outside, the twittering birds, the
faint music from a neighbor’s backyard—they were all sounds that
belonged to another life. There, huddled on the couch, it felt as
though | were trapped in a snow globe, peering at the hazy world
from my glassy enclosure.

A world that was revolting. A world without you.

How merciless of the sun to rise time and time again, while my
heart remained in the embrace of the mournful moon, helplessly
chained to the never-ending night. Perhaps if | were like the dry
leaves littering the ground outside, then | may be scattered to the

wind and made to forget this oppressive numbness.
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| might reach you then, and all of this would have been nothing
but a twisted vision in my sleep.

My mother sighed for what seemed like the tenth time since she
entered our house. When she took a seat beside me, the couch
dipped with the newfound weight. “How's Noah doing?”

Her gentle inquiry seemed to be a diversion from what she truly
meant to ask—how was | doing? Nonetheless, | answered, “He cries
and refuses to sleep in his room.”

Though, he was playing without a care in the world now.

“He's grieving in his own way, Raina. You understand that, right?”
Mother ventured carefully.

| did not fully understand it. In fact, there were few things |
seemed to understand nowadays.

“l understand.”

The empty words that fell from my lips did not convince her, and
| felt her hand come to rest on my shoulder. Those laboring hands
had not lost their strength even after all these years. My own, in
contrast, had become as frail as twigs and just as worthless.

“My dear, don't you think it would be better for you to move back
in? This house is too big for the two of you alone.”

She was right. Our house had become bigger than it had ever
been. In every corner and every room, | found myself faced with
that terrible emptiness. Spaces that had once been occupied by
you were now crying out for a person so dear and so far away.

“It might...” Mother hesitated, perhaps contemplating her words
before saying, “It might even help you to sell the house and—"

“No!”

My gaze was torn from the scenery of the backyard before |
realized it, and | was furiously glaring at her instead. That single
word was stronger and harsher than | could have anticipated, yet it
came from the very depths of my being.

This was our house.
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More than that, it was the house you had built for us. How could
she propose something so outrageous when it was the sole remnant
of you? How could she—

“Of course. I'm sorry,” Mother averted her eyes, then, with an
exhale so morose, she rose to busy herself with trivial chores. “I
think I'll stay over tonight. I'll help you look after little Noah.”

“Do as you wish,” | muttered as | returned my attention to our son
outside. Rage and anguish were a tempest within my heart, clouds

which | doubted would ever be cleared by the sun.

That day was as unremarkable a day could be.

Slow, tranquil, ordinary. Noah had claimed the living room as
his stage once again and had his toys scattered far and wide
as he played. The droning of a newscaster reverberating from
the television speakers and the consistent hum of the washing
machine were the backdrop to his endearing theatrics. It was the
melody of life, sounds that were a staple of home despite their
cacophony.

In my hands was the vintage clock you had cherished so dearly.
You had been complaining about the unavailability of the special
batteries that it required, and while running that morning’s errands,
| happened upon those exact batteries.

What a joyful coincidence it was. The mere notion of your elation
at seeing the clock tick again was enough to fuel me for the rest of
the day. It was as | worked on installing the batteries that the tense
tone of breaking news sounded from the television.

“This just in—a fatal truck collision has occurred on the T43 highway
north of the capital at approximately ten this morning.”

How awful, | thought then, turning away from the work counter to

watch the broadcast of the incident.
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“Police report that three civilian cars were crushed when a trailer
truck swerved out of control. Investigations are still underway as to
the cause of the driver’s actions.

“First respondents were on the scene within seven minutes to
recover the bodies from the crushed vehicles. The five victims have
been identified as—"

But those names went unheard against the terrible noise of
shattering glass. It was a fraction of a second where every sound
seemed to amplify at once, deafening, before unearthly silence
pierced my eardrums.

There, on the bright television screen, you smiled at me one

last time.

The reflection on the black screen stared back at me, blank, for
she had nothing to give anybody anymore. | had not switched on this
wretched device since the day you left us. The mere sight of it was
enough to make my heart drop to where it could never be found.

In the miserable stretches of our house’s silence, | found myself
drowning under the imposing tide of desperate questions. Had |
held you back for even a minute, had | asked you to stop by a store
along your way, would you be standing beside me as you had once
promised? Or were these only a fool's dreams, and fate would have
had its way with us regardless?

Our house had become quiet, and | yearned for nothing more
than to hear the sweet melody of our life once more.

It was quiet.

It was awfully quiet.

A jolt wracked my body with such violence that it startled me to
my feet. Noah was never a quiet child, and | could not recall hearing
him in the past ten minutes.
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The stairs and the corridors became a blur around me, the sound
of my footfalls coming in tandem with the pounding of my heart.

| was bursting through his bedroom door before | could catch my
breath. “Noah!”

“It's only a fever—nothing too serious,” the doctor remarked,
finally leaving Noah's bedside to scribble a few things on his
clipboard. “Though, | detected no symptoms of a virus, which leads
me to believe that this was probably the result of accumulated
stress. If | may ask, do you know of any stressful events that could
have caused this?”

“We—"the words caught in my throat, a truth that refused to reveal
itself to the universe. My silence was a delusion | had lost myself in,
and it blinded me so that | failed to see what was truly important.

| had been asking myself, every painful day of this past month,
when this grief would ever end and let my life start anew. I'm sorry,
darling. | realized now that | had been foolish to even ponder such
a question.

Squaring my shoulders, | dared to face the truth that had left me
cowering for too long. “We lost his father a month ago.”

“| see. My sincerest condolences. It must've been an extremely
difficult time for the two of you.”

| diverted my gaze to look at Noah, soundly asleep in a hospital
bed that was far too big for his little body. Guilt gnawed at my heart
by the sight. All this time, | had allowed my sorrow to swallow me
whole while | awaited a resolution to fall upon us from the heavens
and end this nightmare.

This was the unforgivable result of my wallowing.

“I kindly urge you to look after him more closely to avoid a

repetition of this incident.”
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The doctor was right, distressingly.

As though roused from a long slumber, | finally realized that |
could be like that broken clock no longer. It would hurt, and | knew
that the lost piece of my heart would never return, but this dreaded
life without you had to begin.

For the one person dearest to both of us, | must let you go.

“Thank you, doctor. | will.”

Goodbye, darling. Please rest easy.

“See, Noah, | told you not to run,” a mother’s voice so wrought
with concern drowned in the hubbub of surrounding families
leaving school. With the hem of her sleeve, she wiped the dirt
off her son’s face. A face that resembled his father’s more as the
days passed.

“I'm sorry, Mama,” the young boy mumbled and she sighed,
unable to be upset with him for too long.

Rising from her crouched position, she held her hand out to him
with the warmest affection. “Come on. Let’s go home.”

Though it was only the two of them, never once did she falter in
her step to glance at other families. Always moving, always running,
with the hand of the dearest person to her in her grip, and the

sempiternal memory of a loved one in her heart.
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Judge’s Comments
A well written piece, full of melancholy lamentation and memory.

Lovely ending. POV shift was a little jarring to read.

The writer captures the mood of the protagonist well with sentences
like: ‘The shadows seemed to sneer, a heartless reminder right at my
feet. We were not welcome here. Not like this. Not without you..." and

we are pulled into the inner journey of the protagonist.

The sense of loneliness encountered by the protagonist comes across
very well and we are drawn to wonder, what happened and what can
be done to help them. Lines like: ‘Within the somber shroud of these
walls, | found myself alone with no companion but a grief so vast and
vastly cruel,” are impactful on the reader. As well as: ‘How merciless
of the sun to rise time and time again, while my heart remained in
the embrace of the mournful moon, helplessly chained to the never-

ending night.’

The fatal life-changing moment for the protagonist is captured very
well in the sentence: ‘There, on the bright television screen, you
smiled at me one last time.’

Overall, well-written, drawing the reader into the unfolding tragedy
that has befallen the protagonist.

A Soul
Made of Clay

- 2

Third place: Isabela Pedraz, 21
Middlesex University, Dubai

| grew up surrounded by art. From the rare occurrence of my dad
playing guitar for my siblings, to the weekly impromptu piano
lessons my grandmother would give us.

My mother had a similar childhood; accompanying her
grandmother to the theatre where she would perform or visiting her
grandparents’ home to listen to them sing while drinking a cup of
milk with a drop of coffee. Her grandfather was also a music lover,
being a radio host who often told stories about classical music and
composers. Despite music running thick through her veins, my mom
has always expressed herself through fashion and paintings, given
that performing arts was never her forte.

In my childhood house we used to have a little wooden shack in
the extra parking spot. It was my mom's art studio where we would
almost always find her after my siblings and | came home from school.

Her unfinished paintings and sculpture ideas lay around on tables,
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shelves, and even chairs, leaving no available space to sit on. My older
sister followed both my parents’ talents. Her ability to play piano, and
later violin, is one of the few things she has in common with my dad
when it comes to hobbies and talents. Before she discovered how
easy it was for her hand to make an instrument sing, she developed a
love for drawing. My parents caught up on it and gave her the option
of painting lessons, as well as sharing my mom's studio every now and
then to paint without ruining the wooden floor of the house.

Been one year apart, my sister and | were inseparable best
friends since we were young, sharing most of our childhood
experiences from birthdays to trips beyond the limits of a car
ride. But art was hers and my mom'’s, something | didn't excel at
and couldn’t even grasp, as much as | tried. Still, | did all | could to
catch up to my sister, copying her techniques and ideas so that we
could have fun painting together. But after giving her a hand with
a painting turned into ruining her piece, | stopped accompanying
her to the studio, fearing ruining another of her projects. The urge
to see what was going on behind the walls of the shack was too
strong, so | began accompanying my mom when she would go to
the shack after eating lunch. She had stopped painting to focus on
sculpting, a hobby which she enjoyed and brought her profit from
selling her unique sculptures to her friends. | found playing with her
extra clay fun, making silly little figurines which | would later remold
into another shape, not having to worry about permanently ruining
it by making a mistake or having to stress about making it perfect
to later let it dry.

As part of the process to make the sculptures my mom would
later sell, she baked the clay and then covered it with yeast to
make a mold, which she would then fill with resin and end up with a
beautiful sculpture which had more value than hardened clay.

One day, she came back to the studio frustrated. She had been

working on a piece that was inspired on a poem written by her
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grandfather, the radio host who also happened to be a musician,
a writer, a poet... simply a man of art. He had written a short poem
which was structured as a restaurant menu; it has been hanging on
our kitchen wall for as long as | can remember. My mom had tried to
make a giant spoon in which she wrote the poem, but as she baked
the final product, the head of the spoon had broken. | thought that
was the end of the piece, another unfinished sculpture to join the
clay army on the shelves. But my mom took the pieces and used
more clay to put it together, strengthening the curve of the spoon
so that it wouldn't break like before. Out of all the pieces my mother
made, that's the one | remember the most. Surprisingly, it isn't due
to its emotional significance, but to the life lesson | learned from it
later in life.

See, from a young age, | have felt emotions strongly. From
happiness as a reaction to the most mundane thing, which led my
family to know me as a happy, loud kid; to sudden, strong waves of
anger and sadness when things didn't go my way. It wasn't much
of an issue when | was younger, surrounded by family and friends
who enjoyed my loudness and laughed at my silliness. But as | grew
older, those same characteristics | was known for became the ones
that made me the odd one at school. | wasn't teased or bullied, and
| wasn't a total outcast, but being slightly different from the rest
made me quiet down and slowly become one of the girls in class
who was just there. Not ignored or called for, just another shadow
in the audience who witnessed the school drama.

My dancing flame of a personality dimmed down. | became
quieter at school, someone who wouldn't speak up even if | knew
the answer, and | didn't share the things | liked with others because
they were often different, so | would keep them to myself and try
to like what was trendy within my classmates, whether it be music
or clothes. Since most of the social interaction in my life came from

school, it was about time that quiet behavior accompanied me on
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the bus and stayed with me at home. The loud kid had become a
moody pre-teen; and later a quiet, dull teenager.

What | thought were flaws in my personality and physical
appearance lead me to a path of self-hatred. My once colorful
soul had prematurely become a ghost. It felt as if | was constantly
cracking, leading myself to a breaking point that was never
satisfactorily reached. | felt as if my heart was a cracked vase; the
lines decorating the walls of the once beautiful porcelain made it
unstable and unreliable; if it wasn't leaking emotions like water, it
was empty.

| couldn’t live in peace with my own mind and heart, and for along
time | thought it was because | wasn't a human being interesting
enough to be liked, pretty enough to be complimented, or talented
enough to be appreciated. For years | thought it was all ungrounded
insecurities and lack of self-confidence, but with time | realized that
many of the cracks within me had roots in my childhood; moments
that had chipped at the porcelain and they existed unnoticed as
my brain utilized them as soil to grow the seed of doubt. The chips
appeared little by little; by my mom sleeping on my sister’s bed after
arguing with my dad, by my parents turning up the TV’s volume
to unsuccessfully muffle their screams. They deepened with fights
during long car rides, they engraved themselves further with the
murmured comments and offside complaints, along with the insults
hidden behind jokes.

| discovered that many cracks appeared within me from my older
sister giving me the silent treatment for days, from the guilt of
teasing my little sister to the point that her trust in me has almost
disappeared. They stretched with body-shaming, the favoritism
over siblings, the room distribution, and playful fights that ended in
injury. Typical things siblings do that leave a mark on at least one of
us; a scar that never bleeds, but the thickness of the skin is enough

reminder.
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Even though | constantly have in mind the ‘broken vase’ analogy,
| have never liked it. It makes things seem irreparable, and if you
manage to get rid of a negative fixation, the mark of the crack will
forever remain as a memento of almost falling apart, but still holding
on for the sake of not seeming unfunctional, useless, broken. The
realization of not wanting to be considered broken reminded me
of my mom’s ‘broken’ sculpture. | had seen the incident as the end
of the road, but my mother fixed the cracks and broken pieces by
adding fresh clay to the already baked piece. If you look at it today,
you wouldn't think it was once broken in more than two pieces.

So no, | don't want to be a cracked vase that will forever seem
on the verge of collapsing, even after decorating the cracks and
hiding the dried glue with poorly applied paint. | think of how things
that heavily affected me five years ago are no longer in my mind;
insecurities from two years ago are things | no longer pay mind
to and even feel confident in. The cracks may have been there
once, but there is now no trace of them ever existing. A porcelain
vase could never go through that effectively. Which now makes me
consider my soul as a clay sculpture.

Clay may not be as fine as porcelain, but it's more open to change.
Just like humans, clay can transform without leaving a trace. You
can add water or let it dry to change its consistency, add or take
away clay to change the quantity. To sculpt what we want, we must
learn techniques and how to use instruments; we may not be happy
with the result of a part of the piece, so we remold it, or even start
it all over again. If the sculpture were to fall and be disfigured, or
even broken after baking, with more clay, it can be fixed.

Just like that, humans can transform. We get knocked by
someone’s words or behavior and stand back up, sometimes by
ourselves and sometimes with the help of something, of someone.
We make mistakes and learn from them. These situations may stick

with us or leave a mark we believed to be permanent, but with time
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we learn to get rid of it, we move into new environments where we
can fix it, or sometimes meet people who help us accept it. We grow
or deteriorate, and that is not the end of the road. There is always
room for change.

| don't want to be considered a frail, unreliable vase. | prefer to
be an unfinished sculpture. A piece of art that doesn't require a
function; it doesn't have to be perfectly done and it does not matter
if it were to break. Just like humans, if we ever were to crack, to get
stuck in one place, if we ever were to hit rock bottom and be broken

into a thousand pieces, we can always begin again.

Judge’s Comments

A deeply reflective tale of how you can come back from anything

in life.

The natural curiosity of the protagonist is expressed well with
sentences like: ‘The urge to see what was going on behind the walls
of the shack was too strong, so | began accompanying my mom when

she would go to the shack after eating lunch...’

The life experience of the protagonist is well summarized in: ‘Not
ignored or called for, just another shadow in the audience who
witnessed the school drama...”

The sentence: ‘So no, | don't want to be a cracked vase that will
forever seem on the verge of collapsing, even after decorating the
cracks and hiding the dried glue with poorly applied paint..” is a
good turning point within the story and changes the direction of the
narrative to a more positive aspect.

Nice example in: ‘Clay may not be as fine as porcelain, but it's more

open to change. Just like humans, clay can transform without leaving
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a trace..” and how being flexible in one’s approach can get you
through life more easily.

Overall, a neat examination of the protagonists motivations in life.
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Judge’s Profiles

April Hardy grew up in the New Forest. Since leaving drama school,
her varied career has included touring pantomimes, children’s
theatre, a summer season as a Butlins red coat, much waitressing,

and working in hotel kitchens. She spent many years in Greece, as a
I dancer/choreographer, worked on a Greek cruise ship, then for a cake
designer, training as a pastry chef at a Swiss hotel school in Athens. Whilst living

there, she also volunteered at a local animal sanctuary.

Relocating to the UAE with her husband and deaf, arthritic cat, she has lived in both
Abu Dhabi and Dubai, where she was delighted to have the time to devote to writing
her romantic comedies! At the 2014 LitFest, she won the inaugural Literary Idol
competition with the opening page of Hazard at the 19th, before being signed up
by LBA Books. In 2015, she signed a 3-book deal with UK publisher, Accent Press.
Sitting Pretty, the first of her New Forest rom-coms, was published in 2016 and
shortlisted for the Joan Hessayon, Romantic Novelists’ New Writers’ Award. In 2017,
both Kind Hearts & Coriander (shortlisted for the Exeter Novel Prize) and Hazard
at the 19th were published. In 2017, she was also signed up by Felicity Trew at the
Caroline Sheldon Literary Agency.

After seventeen very happy years in the UAE, April has recently relocated to the
Thai island of Phuket, where she divides her time between writing, volunteering at
local animal charities, and being bossed about by her rescue cat, Mr Wonky Tail -
which may well provide settings for future rom-coms!

She misses her Dubai writing pals very much and so is delighted to still have a link to
the wonderful Emirates LitFest by remaining a judge for the OUP Under 11s’ writing

competition.

Kathy Hoopmann has written over twenty books for children and
adults, including picture books, novels and nonfiction, with translations
into almost as many languages. All up she has around fifty of her books
in different languages on her shelf. She has won, and been shortlisted

for, numerous literary awards including the Children’s Book Council of
Australia Award, the ALCS Educational Award (UK), the Living Now Award (US) and
has five times been awarded a Nautilus Award (US) which is granted to ‘books that
change the world’. Kathy is best known for her writing on neurodiversity, and her
photo illustrated books, All Cats are on the Autism Spectrum, All Dogs Have ADHD,
All Birds have Anxiety are bestsellers worldwide.

Judge’s Profiles

Kathy Butti has taught English for many years in both the United
States and the United Arab Emirates. Her courses have included
American and English literature, media studies, creative writing,
TOEFL and IELTS preparation, and English research and writing skills

for university. She has also worked as an editor for a contemporary
art foundation. A strong supporter of the Emirates Airline Festival of Literature, she
has served as a judge for the Story Writing Competition since 2012 and offered two
workshops and a webinar for competition participants.

An avid observer of history and the many crosscultural connections it
unearths, Rehan Khan, has always been intrigued by how ideas move
from one civilisation to the next. He is the author of the historical
fiction series of novels set in the sixteenth century: A Demon’s Touch
(2022), A King's Armour (2020), and A Tudor Turk (2019) which was

nominated for the Carnegie Medal in 2020. These novels have been described as

Mission Impossible in the Sixteenth century. He has also written a fantasy series:
Legends of the Tasburai (2021), Scream of the Tasburai (2017), and Last of the
Tasburai (2015). Outside of fiction, Rehan also writes non-fiction. His book on
attention management is called: Distracting Ourselves to Death (2021). It explains

why we are so distracted in the modern world and what can we do about it.
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