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The Oxford University Press Story Writing
Competition 2022

At some point during the past year, | am sure many of us have
experienced quarantine, isolation, and even loneliness in different
forms and for different reasons. Many have used this time to learn
something new, pick up old and forgotten hobbies or simply enjoyed
time slowing down. In 2020, | put together a 4000-piece puzzle, which
| framed and hung in my home. In 2021, | discovered that | had a joy
for storytelling and took every opportunity to put myself out there and
tell stories - physically and virtually. This journey of self-discovery gave
me a sense of achievement and taught me that it is important in times
of difficulty to find ways to bring joy to ourselves and those around us.

That's why, after a difficult year in which we battled COVID 19 and its
many variants, witnessed bad news around the world and experienced
an overall sense of loss, the Emirates Literature Foundation wanted
to strike a positive and optimistic tone and thought it was befitting
to choose “Here Comes the Sun” as the theme for the festival and
the competition. The stories received this year brought hope and a
promise of a better tomorrow. They were filled with positivity, and
feelings of empowerment. They were stories of overcoming adversity,
journeys of self-discovery or simply of good conquering evil.

The quality of stories improves every year, which makes the job of
sifting and judging harder for all involved. Judges, sifters, sponsors
and the Emirates Literature Foundation are always impressed with
the caliber of young authors who submit their stories. 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.” We appreciate the positive and committed support from

Oxford University Press for this wonderful competition.



Thank you to all the parents, teachers and administrators who
encouraged and supported the students to take part in this experience;
all of you are part of this journey and of the positive impact we inflict
on the world around us.

As always, huge thanks are due to all who have worked so hard
during the phase of story sorting: Alpha Grace Begang, Angela
Souter, Danya Nayyal, Faiza Faaiz, Hanne Stausholm, Iram Faraz,
Julie Hannawi, Lauren Grogono, Marti Lambert, Mary Steel, Muna
Hassan, Nawar Atassi, Rammah Tanwir, Sadia Zakaria, Sara Atassi,
Sarah Webb, Sharmin Zargar, Sheryl Nahas, Sue Lucas, Yasmine
Albanna, Yvette Judge, Zahra Rizvi and Zarina Khan.

We are, as always, enormously grateful to our dedicated and
enthusiastic judges: April Hardy, Kathreen Butti, Kathy Hoopmann
and Rehan Khan - thank you.

Whether you have won or not, we want you to know that every
word you write, every opinion you express and every image you put
on paper is important and valued.

So, keep reading, keep writing, and keep smiling, because there

is always a new day, with the sun coming out!

Here comes the sun, so strong and bright
Spreading smiles of joy, with its sparkling light
With each new day, take one step forward
Say “l can do it". Make those words, YOUR words
Some things might hurt, some days might be tough
But making it through is more than enough
Live life to the fullest, dream bigger and bigger
Strive towards your goals, with passion and vigour
Here comes the sun, so strong and bright

Believe in yourself and you'll be alright

Dania Habib Droubi
Head of Education Initiatives at Emirates Literature Foundation
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11 and under

Judge’s Overview

Another excellent shortlist of stories, making it incredibly hard to
choose just a first, second and third. In my mind you are all winners

and should be proud of your achievements.

| was very impressed by how many of these stories were about
characters who found the sun coming into their lives after they had
helped someone or caused something good to happen for others,
or the environment. These stories were uplifting and brought a

smile to my lips, so thank you for that!

April Hardy
January 2022



Here Comes the Sun
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First place: Lila Jones, 10
School name: Jebel Ali School, Dubai

Dapples of sunlight burst through the grimy windows, | rubbed
my eyes until they focused properly. | felt the soft flower petal |
had collected in-between my fingers. | smelt the lingering tang of
disinfectant. | was in the hospital waiting room.

Flashing images flickered through my mind. The first one of
a shadowy, black car, the second was of my brother. From his
expression, | could sense this wasn't going to end well. The next few
images were unclear and fuzzy. Suddenly it went dark. The sounds
of ambulance sirens still rang in my ears.

Mum and Dad were either side of me. | looked at Mum's pale
face. Her golden locks were fluffed up and frizzy from stress. She
was wearing her dark blue sweater. | looked at Dad, he was on his
phone. The clicks of the phone echoed around the silent, white room.
| tucked my hands into my pockets and shivered. If only | had done
more, could | have saved my brother? | clenched the velvet petal
tightly and squeezed my eyes shut. Why hadn't | told him to stay
on the pavement! | breathed slowly now, desperately trying to calm
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down a little. I inhaled deeply and opened my eyes again. Opposite
us, | saw a young woman with a white cast wrapped around her
leg. Next to her, there was a small family, a bit like ours. A Mother,
Father and two children, what news were they waiting for?

| began to stroke the petal again, it's softness seemed to calm me
down. | glared at the red watch strapped to my wrist, it's tiny black
hands constantly jerking and ticking away. Doesn't it ever get tiring?
| read the time; 5:42am. | sighed deeply, how much longer?

| looked up from my watch and looked at the Doctor’s office. The
red cross symbol was there in bold and above it read ‘Room 13'. |
shuddered, how unlucky. Beside it, read ‘Doctor Whitloc'. | frowned,
the letter ‘K" had peeled off.

| turned to the window, the morning mist had fogged the window
slightly. Behind it, a faint orange crest emerged from the horizon.
| checked my watch again; 5:58am. Time had passed quickly. |
hesitated a moment longer before gazing back up at the window.
The sun had continued to rise, it's heat melting the condensation on
the windows. | watched the droplets drizzle downwards, leaving a
watery stain.

Door 13 rattled. | whipped my head around. The door handle
turned and the door opened suddenly. Everyone in the waiting
room looked up anxiously at Doctor Whitlock. | quickly glanced
back at the window one last time, the sun had risen now, its heat
searing through the windows. Doctor Whitlock walked towards us.
The tension hit me hard in my stomach, | crushed the tiny flower
petal in my hand. | looked up at Doctor Whitlock. He looked down

at me, but said nothing, and then smiled.
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Judge’s Comments

A touching account of a young girl’s fear that she hadn’t done enough
to save her brother from being knocked down by a car.

| loved the little sensory details in this; the feel of the petal, the
smell/taste of antiseptic, the remembered sounds of the sirens, the
clicks of the phone. The senses are so important in taking readers
into the scene and this writer used them well.

I also appreciated the writer’s courage in giving a happy ending
without actually stating it.

Excellent!



Here Comes the Sun

Second place: Siya Menon, 11
School Name: Our Own English High School, Dubai

“Wake up, Sun!” persuaded Mother Morning. Sun squinted in order
to open his eyes but decided to shut them and go back to sleep.
“It's almost time for my walk on Earth. Its 5:15 already! You must
rise to give light to the humans!” Mother said sternly, with her arms
crossed. “What is the use, Mother? The humans complain about
me all day long. Summers bring complaints of too much heat to my
ears, and when the winter arrives, complaints of my inactivity hit
the atmosphere. My relationship with Ozone is terrible too.” said
Sun, stretching his arms. “I never knew that. | thought she was your
friend. How do humans have anything to do with it?” said Mother,
perplexed. “Mother, you know | have no control over my radiation.
Ozone knew that and was kind to me. Ozone protects Earth from
my heat and radiation. These humans emit a lot of harmful gases
and chemicals like cholouro.....chlo-

“Chlorofluoro carbons” Mother said simply.

“Yeah, chloro-whatever. These things make holes in Ozone, and on

top of that my radiation hits her regularly. However, Ozone thinks it's
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completely my doing that's the reason for her pain. Nowadays, | can't
look without getting a bad glare from her.” said Sun sadly. “Son, | have
anidea to teach these ungrateful humans a lesson.” said Mother, with
a grin. With a swift and piercing whistle, she called the milky Moon.
Moon swooped in, looking confused. “Hi Madam Morning. Why did
you call me now? Don't | take the night shift?” asked Moon.

“l'have a little task for you. Cover Sun completely without leaving an
inch of him. No questions” said Mother Morning to a rather confused
Moon. Moon did the task given diligently and covered up Sun entirely.
The farmers on Earth came out of their sheds crying, “Where is Sun?
Why hasn't he risen until now? It's 6:15!" Children, fully dressed in
their uniforms, were standing outside their homes, relieved that they
could stay at home and avoid school. All life on Earth had come to
a standstill. Mother Morning then came close to Earth and began
talking. “O humans, you have caused a lot of pain to my sister, Earth,
my son, and the Ozone layer. You are ungrateful and disrespect my
sister, my son’s and my son'’s friend Ozone's hard work to keep you
alive. Therefore, to constantly remind you to take care of your second
mother, this day will come at least once every year. It will be called the
Solar eclipse. When it comes, it is to remind you that there is no other
Earth. The Moon, right on cue, moved away, and Sun shone with all his
might. The entire Earth cried, “Here comes the Sun!”

To this day, Solar eclipses happen to remind us that there is only one

Earth. The things we are granted must never be taken for granted.

Judge’s Comments
A very cleverly thought out piece of writing about how the first solar
eclipse came to be. | really enjoyed reading this. The writer has a
lovely imagination and | hope she/he will keep writing.
Great job!

1
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Here Comes the Sun

Third place: Hannah Main Garcia, 7
School name: Dubai English Speaking School, Dubai

Cherry woke up, stretching her branches. “Oh dear, another day
and look at that murky, dark sky”, she said to herself. She sneezed
as the soot and dirt on her leaves brushed against her trunk. “I
really need a proper shower”, she muttered.

Willow, who was standing right next to Cherry, heard her and
agreed. He reminded Cherry what she is supposed to look like
and that it had been too long since anyone had seen the beautiful,
colourful flowers decorating her branches.

The last time it rained, Cherry and Willow were overexcited and
happy. Their leaves looked almost clean for a few days. But the rain
caused so many of their leaves to fall off that they thought it was
already autumn. The rain was dirty and polluted. Instead of helping
the trees grow and be healthy, it made things worse.

Cherry sighed. She wished that the air could be clean again and
that they could drink the rain without losing half of their leaves. She
wished she could decorate the street again with all her pretty, pink

blossoms. Everyone used to comment how magnificent she looked.
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Willow looked down. He was feeling horribly sad and just
wanted to see the sun again. He swept his leaves along the ground,
pushing away some rubbish that had been thrown from a passing
car. Willow closed his eyes and remembered the sun shining down
like a glorious sunflower. It seemed so long ago since he had seen
the sun.

“I' have an idea,” Cherry smiled. “Why don't we ask them to close
that power plant along the road? The coal is making such a mess
and makes my branches look like a chimneysweep brush. And that
old, growling bus should be recycled or put to the bus graveyard.”
Willow shook his mucky branches, saying that no-one would listen
to them because they were only trees. “That is true. We might be
only trees, but humans need us,” Cherry replied.

The two trees gloomily stood side by side. They promised each
other to try and be positive. Just then, Sparrow flew over their
heads joyfully singing over and over again: “The power plant has
broken down. No more coal. No more soot. The power plant has
broken down. No more coal. No more soot. Here comes the sun.
Here comes the sun.” Cherry and Willow grinned enthusiastically.

Somebody was listening after all.

Judge’s Comments
I love that this piece was written from the perspective of two trees
who understand that their suffering is due to what humans are
doing to the planet. They're understandably sad, as they know that
humans need them, and hope for something to change. But it's when
they make the decision to stay positive that something indeed does
happen. The pollution from the power plant has ceased, the sun can
shine again and the trees can once again be their beautiful selves.
Very appropriate, and thoughtfully written. Well done!



The Last Butterfly

Al

Third place: Lana Al-Khafaji, 11
School name: Dubai English Speaking School, Dubai

“A season of loneliness and isolation is when the caterpillar gets its
wings. Remember that next time you feel alone”.
Mandy Hale

To Dubai English Speaking School and my family for believing in me
and making me feel like the first butterfly.

Growing up takes time, it's an uncontrollable process. They call me
Slow Simon, the last caterpillar to have hatched from the egg. |
enviously watch everyone emerge from their cocoons, growing
their beautiful wings and setting off on the next stage of their lives.

My home, the moist and welcoming leaf was filled with joy. |
played with my siblings and ate the leaves we walked on. | was
making sure | eat as much as | can in the hopes that | would grow
faster. | would frantically pull on my skin like a wedged, unwanted
hindrance to make it shed. The more skin we shed, the faster we

grow, it was like a competition.
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One day, | woke up and found my siblings in a deep slumber,
wrapped inside their cosy, motionless blankets. They remained in
this state for many days, silent, static, and unresponsive. It was
like being in an isolated island where time stood still, surrounded
by lifeless rocks. | know they are in there, but why are they not
answering me? Each day that passed was becoming harder, and |
began to feel the difference between being alone and being lonely.

The silence was then broken by the rustling sound of quivering
movement coming from the cocoons. | watched inquisitively as
the creatures emerged through their membranes, tearing them
apart in a pursuit for freedom. Once they were out, they unfolded
and stretched out their full-grown bodies, opening their beautiful
wings, a picturesque sight of vivid colours and patterns. | looked
in amazement as | witnessed this transformation. Within moments,
they began to test their new creations, flapping their wings and
ascending towards the top of the trees.

Once again, | am left in my secluded and abandoned leaf, losing
all hope of going through the life changing moment that would
give me purpose in life and reunite me with my friends and family.
| curled up on a tree branch, loathing in self-pity, feeling under-
developed and wondering what | did wrong. All | had now was time
and patience. Suddenly | felt a warm sensation surrounding me, it
was silky and comforting. This is it; it's finally happening. It is my turn
to go into a deep inertia and when | wake up | will feel like a new
me. As the sun sets, | close my eyes and embrace the welcoming
darkness of my comforting shelter.

As the bright sun shined through my cover, | opened my eyes and
anxiously escaped my cocoon. | have finally grown up and became
a butterfly, proud of my delicate and sensational wings which took
resilience and patience to achieve. | fluttered them nervously as |
stepped off the leaf and hovered around. | maneuvered to the left

and to the right to make sure | am in control; | look up into the sky
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and soar for as high as | can.I'm no longer Slow Simon, | am Soaring
Simon, the last butterfly.

Judge’s Comments
A lovely tale showing the virtues of patience and humility, and how
things come to those who wait.

Simon felt wonder rather than envy as he watched his siblings
emerge with their beautiful wings. He blamed himself rather than
seeking to blame others for the delay in his own transformation. Then
that happiest of moments arrived for him too and he appreciated it
all the more for having had to wait.

Well imagined. | thoroughly enjoyed this!






12-14

Judge’s Overview

It was a pleasure to discover the wide range of approaches to ‘Here
comes the sun’, this year’s theme, in the stories by writers aged 12
to 14. The sun becomes jealous of the moon, helps an orange to
grow, and finds itself replaced by fireflies. Soldiers and shipwrecked
fishermen seek solace in sunlight, the blind are given sight, and a

young girl shares hope through her painting.

The three winners’ work was particularly creative, going beyond
the others in the presentation of different points of view and
narrative structures. The stories also demonstrated excellent use of

descriptive language and strong dialogue.

Kathy Butti
January 2022



Here Comes the Sun:

Extract from Explorer’s Journal - First Expedition to the South Pole
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First place: Alula Grace Marsh, 12
School name: South View School, Dubai

January 17th 1912

Wind: 200mph

Temperature: -86.2degrees

Time: Night, around 10pm

Forecast: Partially cloudy

Coordinates: 90°S (The Geographic South Pole)

They are all dead. They are all frozen, rigid under the ice..| am
alone. The last survivor. The last sufferer. Alone.

My footprints have long since been hidden by the wind and
snow; no one would be looking for me anyway. | am alone. Alone
in darkness, my clothes torn and frozen. Alone in this desolate
expanse of blinding white, where jagged crevasses are the only
things breaking up this blank sheet. My only companions are the
occasional scavengers, waiting patiently to devour me. | am utterly,

completely alone.
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For one month, the wind has howled like a wolf, has played with
us, has teased us, hunted us, disposed of us slowly. For one month,
the cold crept into our bones and froze us from the inside. It froze our
blood, it froze our minds, it froze our souls. All have been taken but me.

| cannot close my eyes to sleep: the image of the ship, the once
proud and majestic Pioneer, is burned onto my eyelids. The image
of her bow spearing the sky and her stern gone forever from our
sight. We were so eager, so sure we would achieve our goals and
more. How wrong we were. It's funny in a way, funny how man thinks
he is the conqueror of the world, how he thinks all can be controlled
with a mere click of his fingers. When really, we are insignificant
smudges on the cruel yet beautiful planet Earth.

The wind is screaming over my icy hollow, over my grave. | can
see the sky above me, millions of stars twinkling with cruel laughter,
the moon not bothering to watch; human life is insignificant to
them, they care not for our sufferings. Once, there was a time when
| would have told myself to get up, to keep going, to find a way. But
now... now | see there is no point. Now | have seen how frostbite
devours flesh like a starved beast. Now | have seen how pale my
comrades’ - my friends’ - faces turn in death. Now | know what it is
to see the start of the tunnel, the tunnel with the light at the end.

After the Pioneer sank on December 18th, we marched inland,
navigating our way across the treacherous ice. Five times one of
our number almost fell into a hidden crevasse, only being saved
from their doom by a quick-witted comrade. And once, when
mountains blotted out the weak yet glaring sun, we heard the roar
and grumble of an avalanche as it ripped up the snowy side of a
mountain, before smashing into the ground at the bottom with such
force that tremors could be felt for miles around. Within a few days
our food had run out, the cold had begun to attack with a stronger
will than ever and soon, many could not go on. It was a doomed

march from the start...and we all knew it...



12-14

The dogs went first, we had come to know them so well during
the lengthy journey over, but we were desperate and the captain
had to feed his crew. We made them last, we tried hunting penguins
and seals, but all our weapons had sunk with the ship. Sunk to the
depths of the freezing ocean. Gone forever.

| write with the last stub of my pencil. | write a recount, a history,
a farewell. | write so my friends will be remembered, if time and
nature allow, | do not write for myself. | do not write to say, “Look at
me, | am the strongest, the endurer, the victor.” Maybe | did make
it, maybe | am further south than any man has gone before, as far
south as you can go. But that means nothing because no one else
stands by my side. Nothing has been won; all has been lost. | am
alone and they are all gone.

Why does Death not take me quickly? Why must he make me
suffer longest? What sin have | committed to make me deserve this
feeling of knowing death is but a breath away? Of feeling my body
sinking into an endless sleep...

We couldn’t have made it back (we had no boat) we couldn’t call
for help (we had long since passed the last of civilisation) but, as the
captain said, “We could stay where we were and die defeated, or
we could still pursue our goal and die victorious.” | was the only one
who made it. But that does not matter, it should not count, | made
it alone. Everyone else lies frozen under the ice. And so will I.

The cold is too much, the wind is too much, the sorrow is too
much. | give up, like we should have, long ago. It was hopeless to
begin with. | say my goodbyes.

The moments before dawn are always the quietist. Always the
most peaceful. | take a last look at the sky, ribbons of swirling lights
waving farewell, the stars welcoming me into their arms. There is
light, bright and warm and golden, beckoning me closer. It is over,
| am free at last of the loathsome cold. Look, there are people

coming towards me. Silhouetted against the golden light, is it Old
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Billy? Or maybe Johnny-Fish? Oh, the jokes we will tell each other,
the fun we will have! But...no, that can’t be them, their shapes are
wrong, they're too tall... too...? What if, what if the ribbons of light
aren't waving me farewell..what if they're waving my saviours over...
waving them towards me...

As hope comes closer, the sun comes with it.

One thought is in my head, one thought as hope arrives: here

comes the sun.

The End

Judge’s Comments

Written in journal form, this story evokes the hardships of European
explorers attempting to reach the South Pole in the early twentieth
century. A lone survivor describes the goals of the expedition, the
heart-wrenching deaths of his companions, and his own dire situation.
This story effectively conveys the anticipation of the explorers
and their dashed hopes when the elements overtake them. The
narrative is also particularly noteworthy because of its impressive
use of figurative language and repetition to make the reader feel the
despair of the dying explorer and the slim hope of possible rescue.



The Sun’s Darkness

Second place: Farah Makni, 13
School name: Brighton College Al Ain, Abu Dhabi

This is the story of how my light ricocheted into the depths of me,
the part | wasn't familiar with. Follow my jarring journey through the
abyss. Hold on tight because the destination is worth it.

| call myself the sun, le soleil, el sol, jusidl. Well, technically my
children gave me those names when they noticed an orb of fire
surrounding them. | can't tell you much about myself except for my
name. All | remember from birth is that an extensive bang filled my
ears and my shards of light formed into the creation | am now. | also
know that my sole purpose is to guide beings with my luminosity,
feed life, and heat the coldest of souls. | never get bored up here
in the expanse of stars and planets as | have history and people to
keep me company. I've followed the world through wars, religious
events, the pharaohs, great myths, knowledge, philosophy, love,
and every event known to mankind. Every day, | wake up and die
out synchronized with my children.

“I'm contemplating whether | should create a pink or red sunset

this evening. Any suggestions?” | asked the moon. “I think you should

23



24

12-14

go for the pink but with a touch of red.” “You are truly a creative
genius, moon!” He painted a genuine smile on his face, and | returned
the expression. “I'm on my full moon phase tonight!” The moon always
gets aroused when it becomes a full moon, he loves the attention.
“Our children are going to be thrilled tonight, the sunset and a full
moon!” We both locked eyes, sharing our passionate auras. | told the
moon | had to go since it was nearly time to set.

It was time to set. | coated the sky with lucid colors. | expected my
children to be looking up at me with bliss, but they were squinting at
me. Closing their eyes and looking down at the ground. How dare
they enclose their eyes at the sight of my brightness. | felt like they
hated what | had to offer. | waited to see their reaction to Moon
as soon as he stepped onto the canvas. Everyone introduced their
mystical glances. They didn't struggle to look up at his brightness,
they didn't share the expression that they gave me. They praised
him and shared their deepest secrets with him. | saw them perched
and gathered at mountain peaks, gazing at him.

| wanted to rip the sky apart, every fragment of it. Why did they
admire him? | am the one reflecting light on his dull, gray corpse. I'm
giving him beauty and this is how he repays me.

| was grieving the part of me that people admired. Jealousy and
melancholy explored my fiery flesh leaving a trail of ash in its way.
| saw the way my children looked at me, narrowing their eyes. As if
they were ashamed. Well, | am ashamed of them for treating me in
that manner. The stars witnessed my agitation and saw me breaking
out of the cramped mold everyone put me in. Everyone thinks | am
a goddess and a standing majesty. But | am none of those things.

| introduced the world to foreign, excruciating waves of heat. |
burned forests to the ground. | gained popularity, but not the type
| wanted. The news covered topics about ‘forest fires’ and ‘extreme
heat waves'. They blamed it on me. This, of course, made me even

more furious and caused more outbreaks.
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Sometimes | wondered whether | was unfair or if | was reasonable.
A constant war stemmed in me, a civil war between my irrational side
and my just side. | looked down at my children. Icebergs plummeted
to the ground, creatures suffered, fire became a barrier around the
earth. | destroyed the world | was meant to guard. They were crying
out for help as they all tumbled to the ground.

The civil war ended but not how you think. | retreated as a
whole. No sides. Just me. Now | was stuck with my remains, my light
became feeble and died out slowly to the point where it completely
disappeared. | heard pleas for light from my children, my creatures,
and my Moon.

Guilt swallowed me whole. This guilt came in the form of tears, |
filled the night sky with them. That is when | heard...

“Mom, look! The sun decided to shine again!” One of my children
cried out. That's when | realized my tears were rays. My sun rays.
| looked down to see the array of people. Looking up, filling their
pale faces with my light. They cheered, praised me, cried with joy
and blew kisses. | never realized how weak and gray they had
gotten without me. | forced them through the warmest of days and
the coldest of nights.

| decided to introduce myself to my children. “l am the sun. |
thought | reached the border of hope. | never thought | could break
through that border. But | did. | am a reminder that light is hidden
in darkness and darkness is hidden in light. You just need to accept
both.” Everyone looked up at me in complete shock, plants around
them reclaimed their lives. | had one last thing to do. Apologize. |
had to call out for Moon because he hid.

“I'm sorry Moon. My jealousy took hold of me, | left you with

” ou

darkness.” “There is no need to be jealous, | only reflect your light,
you own it. | should be jealous of you, but | admire you.” | was so
relieved he answered me. “| witness the earth’s soul and you know

their secrets. | raised them and you guided them. We have been
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partners since the birth of the universe. Let us remain that way.” He
agreed and we returned to our younglings. Returning to our soul
purpose. Brightening the universe.

Judge’s Comments
The writer of this story has cleverly given the sun her own voice.
Addressing the reader directly, the sun narrates the story of her early
life and then recounts an incident involving jealousy, destruction, and
lessons learned. The sun’s narration is conversational, occasionally
humorous, with the main focus on confession as the sun shares her
animosity toward the moon, her negative actions, and her desire for

forgiveness. Description and dialogue are both used effectively in
the narrative.



Read Me When I...

Third place: Gianne Eva Mathias, 12

School name: Dubai Scholars Private School, Dubai

You opened this book to escape from your world, but | would give
up everything to enter it with you. If | could rewrite the end of my
brother’s story, believe me, | would. But, I'm not the author. You'll
read my emotions word by word, if only you could feel them.

He told me we would be okay, but he lied. That's nothing new. |
wish I'd said goodbye properly. Maybe, told him | loved him or that
he meant everything to me. The last proper memory | have of him,
is me telling him off for ruffling my hair.

Here | am, ten years later. Visiting Grey’s grave on his day of
death. “What're ya doin’ ‘ere?” shouted the graveyard caretaker,
from behind, “Don't ya ‘ave other places to be?” “Not until four,”
| called back. | kissed the gravestone, like it meant something. A
crumpled, dry rose lay on the ground, from the last time | visited. |
went home, white-faced with flushed red cheeks.

“Now, carry this box slowly. Slowly, Lea, slowly,” said my mom,
worried if her china would reach the table in one piece. “Did you

get a chance to visit him?” | paused, resting the heavy box on the
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table. M brother's death was a difficult topic for either of us to talk
about. “No. Not yet” “You should. It would feel right.” “I said, | would,”
She sighed, “Now tell me have you tried to make any friends.” My
first semester at university, so far, wasn't quite what | hoped it would
be like. | shook my head.

“I don’t need friends, Mum. I've got you, haven't I?”

“Leqa,” she said, in a tone which meant ‘I'm serious young lady’,
“You haven't talked to any of your friends since Grey-"

“Don’t. Mum, don’t blame Grey,” | said, fiercely.

She didn't speak. She barely looked me in the eye. “I'll see you
downstairs,” she sighed.

| glanced uncomfortably at her as she left. Guilt was clearly
written all over my mum'’s face, | felt terrible. My stomach gurgled,
as if | was going to throw up any moment. To distract myself, |
decided to clear few of the other boxes.

One of the boxes was cello taped down the middle. The other was
filled with old books series from my childhood. The last one had my
brother’s name scribbled on it - PROPERTY OF GREY THOMPSON.

It was filled with random pieces of paper and envelopes stacked
in a neat pile. | laughed. Not wanting to throw it out, | brought it to
my room to have a closer look. | poured it like water on my bedroom
floor. Slowly flipping the envelopes to reveal the text written on the
front, | started sorting through the pile. One letter, however, wasn't

in an envelope:

Dear Lea,

Inside this box are thirty letters each with the designation read
me when... followed by a situation, mood or event. | sat down and
wrote each and every one for you because you're my sister and
if | don't look out for you forever, who will? So when any of these
occasions come by, pull out the envelope, tear it open and read

what I've written. It's there to guide you when | can’t or even if I'm in
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the next room. You're holding in your hands a gift that | hope you'd
like because | don't know what to get you for your twelfth birthday.
I love you!

Grey

He actually thought of everything. Going through the envelopes,
| found one that gave me goose-bumps. Read me when | die... Wow.
Obviously, | wasn't going to leave it alone. With the envelope in my
hand, | raced to my car. The only place where | felt free. | ripped it
down the middle, trying not to damage the letter inside.

Dear Leq,
This is weird. | hadn't imagined you would actually be reading this.
So, here goes nothing. If you aren’t scared, you aren’t human. What
I'm writing right now is hard for me to accept but harder on you.
You are strong and | hope you know how much [ love you. | hope |
was around to support you before this happened. | hope you haven't
changed. Never change because of me or anyone only for yourself
This is no one’s fault. No one plans leaving their loved ones. And if
you're doubting yourself Stop that. You have to start believing that
you deserve more than just the bare minimum. No one is permanent.
You cannot make people love, understand, validate, accept or stop
for you. Good news is that it doesn’'t matter. Growing is exceptionally
painful, uncomfortable, messy and full of feelings you weren't
expecting but it is necessary. Wherever you are a few years from
now is a reflection. You're gonna figure this out, like you always have.
I know it's very beautiful over there. | don't know where ‘there’is but |
believe its somewhere but | hope we'll meet there, again.

Grey

My hands felt like noodles. | started breathing harder, swallowing

lumps of spit. | stroked my tearstained cheek. My tears had now
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made small puddles on the paper that made the ink spread out.
But, | was smiling. | hadn't done that in a very long time.

It took me a long time to get a hold of myself and return back to
the house. | piled up the rest of the letters back in the box and set
it aside under my bed. He was with me now and nothing could take
him away from me. Never again. He's a part of me. A part that | just
got back. A part that | thought I'd lost forever. A part which was
missing for so long. His words will remain with me till the end of the

line. Who knows maybe I'd use his advice someday. We are bonded

by blood, bonded by love.

Judge’s Comments

In this story, a young woman still mourning her dead brother after ten
years comes across a box of 30 letters he has left her. In each one,
he offers advice on how to deal with a possible crisis the sister might
experience. The writer skilfully integrates description, dialogue and
letter texts to create a story of rekindled hope and understanding.
Using dialogue to show the sister’s and mother’s feelings and then
the letter format to bring the brother’s ideas and feelings to life is
especially effective.
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Judge’s Overview

After two years of worldwide chaos due to the Covid 19 pandemic,
it was refreshing to read so many stories with positive and uplifting
messages. Perhaps it was the long lockdowns allowing budding
authors the time to explore their creativity, however the topics
ranged from post apocalypse hope, overcoming anxiety, healing
relationships, coming to terms with cultural change, restoration of
sight and the power of memory, just to name a few. However, the
topic and plot never dictate a winner. It is always the quality of
writing that rises one to the top of the field and with hundreds of
entries this year, the winners can be very proud of their efforts. Not
only did they come up with interesting stories, they didn't forget to
add in the senses, to use dialogue, to unfold a story in a way that
grips the reader, and to give a plausible dilemma and then weave
all these ingredients into a satisfying resolution. | am sure that as
you read these hope-filled essays, your day will be filled with a burst
of sunshine ©

Kathy Hoopman
January 2022



Going for Gold

First place: Anyka Chakravarty, 17

School name: Gems Wellington International School, Dubai

Sana liked a lot of things about the dressing table. There was the
mirror, encased in its ornate wooden frame that had taken her
father hours to craft, the carvings now softly burnished with age
and teak oil. She liked the way the faint fragrance from the errant
spritzes of her mother’s Chanel No 5 settled on its surface, the
dusting of perfume indicating that a truly special event was about
to occur. There was then the nail polish stains, one of Sana’s once-
confiscated and then long-forgotten cherry black lipstick tubes
melting in the drawer (“It makes you look like a junglee, Sana!”) and
her mother’s glass bangles that tinkled when she put them on.

However, if she had to pick just one, she knew which one she'd
pick. On top of the vanity sat the jewellery box. It was special; it
contained gold.

Sana reached for the box.

*k ok
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On some days, when the sunlight filtered in through the window
at just the right angle, Sana swore the box looked ethereal; heaven-
sent and glowing. When she was younger, Sana would stare at the
box endlessly as Ma got ready, yearning to peek inside.

Her mother unlocked the box on special occasions: weddings,
birthdays, community feasts, and even let Sana touch some of the jewels.
Each piece was lovingly encased in its own velvet pouch, with the name
of their family jeweller in faint Bengali script that was close to fading.

Inside the box was the delicate gold necklace - her first jewel
acquired when she was just two months old, gifted by Ma. The naming
ceremony must have been an ordeal, Sana mused, with all her uncles
and aunts fussing over baby me, cooing and warding off the evil eye.

Fast forward to a time that Sana actually remembered. The
first time she bought gold, and fell in love. She was five and had
come home with her first report card - gold stars across the board.
Baba positively beamed with pride. She remembered shrieking with
delight, sitting on Baba'’s shoulders, while he told all the neighbours
that she was going to get into Harvard, the college in America.

After a refreshingly cold and creamy malai kulfi, Baba took Sana to
the jeweller. She picked a set of tiny gold hoops as her prize for that
sterling exam performance. Most unforgettable, however, was when
the old jeweler, Mr Sarkar, handed her the velvet box with the earrings
in them. Never had Sana felt more grown up or more beautiful.

This was the first piece of jewellery that was hers - not Ma'’s,
picked out from the box and gingerly handed to her. Thama's taste
she never understood - she certainly didn't look forward to inheriting
any of her grandmother’s jewellery. Sana relished that feeling of
independence that owning her first piece of gold gave her.

But when they reached home, Ma was shocked by the impulsive
purchase.

“It's ok Ruma,” Baba soothed her. “We are building her dowry,

piece by piece.”
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“What's a dowry?” Sana piped in.

“It's the gifts that you take to your home beta,” Baba explained.

“This is my home Baba!” Sana exclaimed, confused.

“A husband’s home is the woman’s home, Sana. And a decent boy
- a doctor, or government officer, will want dowry,” Ma said, in a
tired, sad voice.

In an instant, that fragile feeling of independence shattered
into a million pieces, tarnished like some cheap trinket. Ma's words
robbed Sana of the joy of owning those gold hoops.

And so, the little bits and pieces in the box grew. A bangle on a
birthday. A pendant on Diwali. A dowry chest that sat patiently on
the dresser, waiting for the right man to come along.

Sana felt the same joy and elation whenever she received a new
gift of gold, but that joy was mixed with a tinge of resentment. The
dowry chest reminded her of all the sacrifices her parents made,
just so she could be married off to the right man. It made Sana sad
and angry.

Her eyes rested on a pair of jhumkas - the beautiful, ornate
chandelier earrings she had worn to her cousin Debjani’s wedding
at their childhood home. Sana, away at college, had missed her
home and her parents, and she was sure that lively conversations
over fried fish and oily biryani would subside some of the ache she
had been carrying around with her that came with leaving a huge
part of yourself behind.

The ceremony was a riot of colour and joy, with much singing and
dancing as the family reunited after many months. Debjani was a
dazzling beautiful bride.

But having lived away from home for so long, Sana had forgotten
about the inquisitors - the gaggle of Indian aunties at a wedding
who wanted to know everything about you, sizing you up like a
freshly caught hilsa fish, commenting on your looks, your weight,

your plans after university (meaning marriage)...
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She needed a respite from the suffocating questioning, and went
to the closest place she knew that would make her happy.

Kulfi dribbled down her hands as she walked down the familiar
street of her childhood. When she saw the sign, she knew it was

meant to be.

* %k

Sana sighed as she remembered that momentous April day.
Smiling at the memory, she picked up another antique necklace
from the box. She examined the sun-shaped pendant and the way
the rays curved around the fiercely smiling face.

She could hear Ma yelling from the living room.

“Sana, are you done? We are getting late! The boy’s family will be
here any minute.”

Her hand tightened around the sun pendant. It was perfect.
Sana picked it and shut the box. “You were always meant to be my
future,” she whispered to the box.

Just then the rays of the setting sun entered the window, lighting
up the box and it glowed in that miraculous golden way that
Sana loved.

“It's a sign!” Sana exclaimed.

She walked into the living room feeling like a queen, head held
high and the pendant glittering at her throat.

“This is our daughter Sana,” Baba introduced her. “And Sana, this
is Bikash, the man who will decide your future.” Baba laughed.

Both Sana and the young man blushed deeply.

“Ma’'am, here are the papers,” his words tumbled out, the ends
cut short as they tripped over one another. “Please sign here.”

Sana brought out her glittery gold pen, and signed her name
with a flourish. With that, Sana became the proud owner of her

own store.
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That day of Debjani’'s wedding, when she went for a walk down
Main Street, she had spotted the For Sale sign in the window of
Sarkar & Co, the jewellers from where Ma had purchased most
of Sana’s pieces. It was the perfect location for the boutique that
Sana wanted to set up for her own jewellery brand.

When Sana had initially approached her parents, they had been
shocked. The plan was always for Sana to get married, and she had
disrupted that in one fell swoop.

Sana knew that all that her parents needed to see was that she
was capable of being an independent entrepreneur, who ran her
own business. So, she worked hours, taking on extra shifts in between
her classes at university, in order to cobble enough together for the
down payment. Seeing Sana’s drive and dedication sealed the deal.

“The gold is yours, Sana. Your new business is just as big an
occasion to be celebrated as your wedding,” Baba said. “Only God
knows when that will happen. So many boys want to meet her, but
all she wants to do is business,” Ma muttered grudgingly.

Now with her parents’ blessing, Sana went ahead and pledged
the gold to start her own business. The dowry box had given Sana

freedom, and she couldn’t wait to do the same for others.

--ends—

Judge’s Comments
From the first paragraph, | knew this would be the winning entry.
The author’s voice is distinct, the writing evokes the senses and right
from the start, there is an intrigue that draws the reader in. Even
better, this well written story unfolds with a satisfying twist. A well

deserved win.
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Second place: Dimira Tanna, 16
School name: Ambassador School, Dubai

For all my life, there's been darkness. Sun or moon, rain or shine,
night, or day, I've spent my life staring into nothing but darkness. |
lost my vision in the same car crash that stole my father. | was just two
years old, and | don’t remember anything. When | was a child, | used
to try to open my eyes wide enough, hoping that | would be able to
see, | would be like other kids. I'm not. I'd accepted that I'd never see
my face, my mom'’s face, I'd never see the colors or the light. Being
blind never stopped me from being the most social creature on the
block. | have a myriad of friends, and sometimes | feel like they're
my own personal army, protecting me. Yet, no matter how much | fit
in, | was always different. And so, when Dr. Smith approached me
with the option to get my corneas replaced, to regain full vision, it
wasn't even a choice. It was a high-risk surgery, but | pulled through,
and two weeks of recovery later, | was cleared for vision.

The fabric binding my eyes shut is itchy. | swing my feet on the
bed, listen to the steady ticking of the clock, my only indicator that
time is passing. | remember the car ride to the children’s hospital,
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my mom talking nineteen to the dozen, the worry in her voice, that
the surgery was in vain. Right now, she sits in a chair by my bed,
zipping and unzipping her purse, the only crack in her impenetrable
facade. | hear it the same time she does, the creak of the door as
it swings inwards, for her chair screeches back on the marble tiles,
and she stands. Dr. Smith whispers with her for a few minutes, and
| don't even bother trying to listen. His clinical smell fills my nose as
he stands in front of my bed and ruffles my hair.

“Hey there kiddo,” he says, the affection obvious in his voice. I've
been his patient since the accident fourteen years ago, and I'm just
as fond of him as he is of me. “Doing okay?”

| allow myself to smile. “Yeah. This cloth itches, though,” | admit,
having learnt long ago that hiding anything from the doc is
worthless.

He laughs, and it’s the booming sort you'd associate with middle
aged men. My mother laughs differently, hers is more of a tinkle, as
though shed tried to suppress it before letting it come out. “Well,
lucky for you, it comes off any minute now.”

| swallow at the reminder. | don’t remember the light. I've only ever
known this warmth, the familiarity of the darkness, and suddenly
it feels like every sound is too loud. My heart feels like it wants to
run out of this room, and | want to go with it. | feel guilty for having
these second thoughts. My breathing increases, and | can't tell if it's
in fear or excitement. Dr. Smith senses my hesitation though, and lays
a large hand on my shoulder, hard enough that it eases some of the
pressure that had been building around my heart like a fist.

“Why don't we give you a few minutes?”

“We'll be outside,” my mother whispers as she passes by. “Call
out if you need us.”

| nod, squeezing the edge of the bed. When | hear the door click
shut, | gently ease myself off the bed. Fourteen years in darkness

have given me a dexterity in walking in the dark that | know others
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struggle with. My knees wobble when | put weight on them, and
I'm forced to lean forward and grab the end of a table to steady
myself. Right now, the darkness is like a blanket; it protects me from
the harsh light, from everything too bright. I'm reluctant to let it
go and expose myself to the world. | feel my way across the room,
and find my fingers touching the warm glass of the windows. The
heat is like another type of armor. It sends my blanket of darkness
flying, removes the need for it. It heats me from within, and despite
everything, | feel my breathing ease, the corners of my mouth
lifting upwards in a smile. | give myself one whole minute at the
window, counting the seconds by the ticking of the clock. When it’s
up, | retrace my path to the bed and hoist myself up. | take in the
darkness once more, holding it tight around me, before letting it go.
I'll be fine. | have to be.

“I'm ready,” | call out, and I'm surprised by how steady my voice
is right now. | count till ten before the door opens once more, and
instead of sitting in the chair, my mother comes and sits on the bed
next to me. She takes my hand in hers and squeezes hard.

“Ready?” Dr. Smith asks. | squeeze my mother’s hand.

“Yes."

His hands are gentle, slowly unwrapping the bandages from my
eyes, one turn, then two, and three, the pressure around my eyes
decreasing with every turn. Finally, an eternity later, there's nothing
around them. | can open them, | know that, but | choose to keep
them shut. I'm scared. I'm scared | won't like it, the colors, and
the light.

“Jude? Honey?” My mother’s voice wavers, and | know she’s on
the verge of tears.

“Jude, why don't you try opening your eyes? Slowly?”

| bite down on my lip and nod. It feels like my eyes are held together
by glue, but | manage to pry them open. For one disorienting minute,

| can’'t see anything, like when | was a child, but then the colors and
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the lights swim into view, and | see a face that must belong to Dr.
Smith hovering anxiously over me. | see colors | can't name, and |
feel feelings | can't describe. Everything’s so bright that | blink again,
shutting my eyes tight. | can't bring myself to look at my mother yet.

My throat is choked up. | know I'm going to cry, and so | don't
trust myself to speak. | nod fiercely. My mom gasps, and then starts
laughing, and for the first time she lets herself laugh properly. Dr.
Smith’s hand brushes my hair, spreading warmth through me. It's the
strength | need, to open my eyes again. | go slowly this time, turning
to my mother, waiting for my eyes to focus on her, her small frame,
her face, alight with delight. | know her eyes are blue, she's told me
as much, and her hair, like mine, is brown. It's the prettiest thing in
the world.

There are tears falling down my cheek now, and | extend a finger
to touch her face like | used to when | was a child. She smiles at me,
so full of joy and pride, it's overwhelming. | blink again and turn to
Dr. Smith. He has such a kind face, a face so happy, that when his
smile stretches across his face, the corners of his eyes crinkle.

“Thank you, thank you so much,” | say, hugging him. | mean
it. Everything’s too bright, | can’t name the colors | see, and it's
disorienting, but there are butterflies in my stomach, and this time |
know it's not fear, it's excitement.

He has to complete his examination, and | fidget with the hem of
my shirt—green, my mother said, and | like this color—as he flashes
a light in my eyes. When he's satisfied, he helps me down from the
bed, and | take a step, seeing the table | had bumped into, the plants
on it, the same color as my shirt, and the window, which seems to
beckon me. There's a patch of light on the floor, flowing in through
the pane of glass, and it's a warm color, just looking at it makes me
feel cozy. | step into the light, and | can see outside the window. | see
trees, and roads, and cars. | can see birds and buildings, roads, and

people. | can see everything. It feels like I'm inhaling all the sights,
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like I'm drunk on joy and colors. The heat beats against my face,
and it's different from when it did the same, because now | can see
the light, whereas earlier | was in the dark. | blink, and then turn my
face up. When | open my eyes again, | can see the Sun. It's smiling
down on me, and the tendrils of sunrays it sends are like a friendly
caress. | have tears in my eyes again, but the sun dries them away,
and envelops me. It's not a blanket, though. It's armor, and it will
protect me more than the darkness ever did. The darkness doesn't

restrict me anymore, and | feel free.

Judge’s Comments
The author investigates the fear and delight of restored vision.
Through great use of dialogue and description it is as if the readers

themselves are experiencing the ‘armor of light'. Well done.



The Stars and the

Third place: Chelsie Murielle Manalo Alcantara, 16

School name: Pristine Private School, Dubai

Breathe in. Breathe out. Repeat.

It's instances like these that | abhor the most. Moments in which
my stomach longs for nothing more than to spill its contents out
and where my lungs grasp desperately for air as if its abundance
had begun to diminish. | bolt out of the classroom, balling my fist
and stuffing it in my mouth in an attempt to appease the tension
brewing behind my eyes. Air-l need air. | clumsily make my way to
the school rooftop, silently thanking the heavens that they'd always
left it open. Shutting the door behind me, | slump my head and
finally let my thoughts flow freely. It's laughable how instantaneous
my parent’s lecture paved their way into me.

“Tala, A C? This is all your studying has amounted to? Anak, we
didn’t move to America for you to get such disgraceful grades. We
expect better from you.”

Anak. ‘Child’, a name usually used as a form of endearment
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by parents but in my family, it's the mark of a lecture awaiting to
happen. | know | failed my chemistry exam; | vividly remember my
vision blurring from tears threatening to spill after not being able
to make sense of the paper. My thoughts were rushing almost as
fast as the beating of my heart and | knew the moment | handed my
sheet; | was sealing my fate to disappointment.

This wouldn't have been an issue if | didn't know my parent’s well
enough to gauge their possible reaction but coming from an Asian
background, immigrants at that, they expect nothing less but the best.
My parents moved from the Philippines to America with the aim of
providing their sole child, me, a better life than they had been given.
I'd be always thankful for that which is why it terrifies me to bring them
any more disappointment. They had blatantly made it obvious that |
was destined to be a doctor regardless if | had any desire to be one
and thus being the obedient daughter | was known to be, | obliged.

“Music? That's a waste of time, Tala. Drop it and opt for the extra
Physics class | told you about.”

Those were the words | received from my mum the last time |
tried to talk about a class that | truly loved - music was my passion -
one that | know they will always refuse to accept. It was my single
act of rebellion; | didn't drop it and | fear the day | have to tell them
that | never will. The sheer thought of the things they might say and
what they may do brings a pained whimper out of me. It was merely
when | covered my mouth that | felt the wetness. | stared at my
reflection that painted the tinted windows and saw the pained look
in my eyes as | watched my tears fall freely.

It was barely a matter of seconds before | realized that | hadn't been
breathing. My throat constricts further more as understanding finally
dawns on me. Breathe in. Breathe out. Repeat. As | continue to gaze
at myself, | notice my chest rapidly moving up and down as | remain
gasping for air, my eyes no longer displaying pain but instead panic. I'm

hyperventilating. This wasn't the first occurrence and after hours and
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days of constant research, | became accustomed to the term ‘anxiety’
whilst considering the possibility that | could be diagnosed with it.

Of course, | never had the courage to bring it up to my parents.
How can | tell them that the constant pressure they place upon me
now resulted in anxiety? They'd chalk it up to me making excuses-to
me not trying hard enough-and most definitely won't consider it as
an actual mental condition.

| breathe. | count. And | do it all again.

My eyes linger a bit longer at my reflection before eventually
taking one last breath. | briskly wipe the remnants of my tears and
make way to the one class | can genuinely say was my choice. It's
ironic how despite my parents being responsible for introducing me
to the violin, they're also the ones who are the least supportive of it.
From the ripe age of five, I've been accustomed to the strings and
bow and now, at the age of seventeen, | had an inkling it would be my
forever. Settling into my seat, | prep for rehearsals-turning the pegs,
tightening my bow and getting myself in a comfortable position.

| find it incredibly difficult to explain how music feels to me. |
believe what intrigues me most is how something as inconspicuous
as notes, something without words, are able to convey stories with
such emotional depth. How a short melody can calm the unsteady
heart and ease the worries that continuous to bind me.

Resting my instrument against my shoulder, | play my favourite
piece: Tchaikovsky — Violin Concerto, Second Movement.

The notes work their magic swiftly coveting everything and
everyone that lured listeners into its tune. | always lost myself while
playing as if | was a siren entranced by my own music and today was
no different. Frankly, | noticed that this performance was intensified
after the fit of emotions | had gone through earlier. As my bow
played its final notes, | physically felt my shoulders relax and could
tell my mind was reeling back to normality. | was brought out of my

trance by the sound of praise and clapping from my teacher.
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“You never lose your touch, do you?” Mrs. Tate praises, happily
making her way over, “You're a prodigy and the Ivy’s would be lucky
to have you.”

It was evident she was my favourite. She was one of the few
people | opened up to about my situation and remains to be my
number one supporter.

“Mrs. Tate, you know I'd willingly pursue music if | knew my parents
wouldn't go ballistic” | said, still reeling from my performance.

She sits beside me and gives me that look. The look where you
know you're about to receive an earful.

“Tala, it's clear as day that you love music and by the end of it all,
it'll always be up to you to decide what you want to do. They may
not accept it now but who's to say they never will? The older | got
the more | realized that life’s too short to spend your time on things
that dont bring you joy. | understand you don't want to disappoint
them but | also know that they're your parents, and they'll always
love you regardless. It's kind of a parent requirement, you know?”
She smiles, pats my back and begins to walk away. “Try once more,

Tala. You never know.”

“l want to pursue music.”

The silence that followed was palpable. | saw my mum'’s face
furrow from confusion but fury was quick to take over.

In the coldest voice I'd ever heard she said, “No. Music? Where
will that get you? Anak, we want you to be a doctor.”

“But what about what | want? What about me?” | heard the
desperation clawing at those words. | was going to do this. For me.
| looked at both of them, pleading with my eyes, trying to convey
everything | wanted to say. As the silence stretched on, hopelessness

began to loom over me.
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“Okay” My dad says resulting in both heads swivelling towards
him. Had | heard him right? My dad whispers something to my mum
which simply infuriated her before eventually leaving.

| look at him, dumbfounded, my heart pounding uncontrollably
yet again. Breathe in. Breathe out. Repeat. My dad smiles and
gestures for me to sit beside him on the sofa. I sit. | stare. | breathe.

Sitting back coolly he says, “Did you know in Tagalog mythology
Tala is the goddess of the stars? It translates to ‘bright star’. The
best, the brightest,” looking at me now, he continued, “I'll support
you whether you're the ‘best’ doctor or the ‘best’ musician. Do what
makes you happy, Anak.”

Anak. For once it was endearing. | felt a smile itching its way to
my face. “But what about mum?”

My dad lazily waves a hand across the air, “Don't worry about
her, she'll come around. We'll take it one day at a time.”

And with the simple wave of a hand, | was beaming. | hugged my
dad, clinging onto him tighter than what | had intended. | felt hopeful,
contended but most importantly, | was happy. For once, | found
myself looking forward to another day, looking forward to seeing the
unrelenting shine of the sun; everything seemed much brighter now
as if | was staring at the world through a brand-new lens. Feeling a
wave of relief come over me, | release one final breath.

“That's right, one day at a time.”

Judge’s Comments
Breathe in. Breathe out. Repeat. With this mantra, a young teen
settles her anxiety and faces the greatest challenge of her life - how
to tackle the enormous divide between her own desires in life and
those of her parents. It's a scenario that all children, regardless of
culture, faces at some stage of their lives and the author writes with

tact and wisdom with a warm and satisfying solution.
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Judge’s Overview

A wide-ranging set of stories capturing the contemporary mood
of transition and uncertainty, yet also speaking to timeless values,
such as love, courage, and patience. The shortlisted entries helped
me broaden my own range of thinking and for this | must thank the

writers, who | hope to hear more about in the future.

Rehan Khan
January 2022



Here Comes the Sun

First place: Bee Blake, 18

School name: Repton School, Dubai

The poets never talk of the pure and icy fear one feels as they stand
before their army. One could read for many nights about what the
kings and queens of old felt when gazing upon another’s. But never
their own. Maybe | am the only one that feels this sense of terror as
| stare upon the faces of the people willing to lay their lives down
for their kingdom. Who will easily succumb to the sword as they
ride for their crown, my crown. Who will not give a second thought
as their armour, which they once believed impenetrable, is broken
much like the leaves beneath their horses” hooves. Who will look up
to the clouds, watching the rain fall upon them. Who will not wish
it was water descending on where they stand, as they readlise the
archers have fired their shots. Are these the faces of the people
willing to die for a cause they may not even understand. Yet as they
saw their brothers, sisters, siblings raise a hand to join the fight,
they did not hesitate to join them. Together in life and death.

No matter how many enemies you face. No matter how big of an

army you wield. No matter how great of a title has been tethered
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to your name. You never lose that feeling that courses through your
veins as you muster up all the strength in your body to address the
waiting crowd. You are never able to swallow the guilt that rises
within you as you stand up before them. You are never able to let
out an even breath as every pair of eyes in the valley lands upon
your quivering face. Waiting for encouragement, standing patient
for words that will console them as they turn to face their demise.
There are no words that will change their fates, believe me | have
sought them out and realised my attempts futile. Death is a one-

sided argument to which there are no contradictions.
So, | stand.

“My people!” | call out at the top of my lungs. | see a few people sway
in their stature, their realisation that the time to dance with death is
almost upon them. At this sight | inhale greatly and force the air out in
an attempt to keep myself calm, a vain attempt at that. But as | rest
my gaze upon my audience once more, | know | must drown my own
insecurities and speak out for them, for every individual person that
stands at my feet, looking up at my face with anticipation.

“I beg of you let me start over” | bellow to the crowd. “You are not
my people, no, you are your own people and my friends. Each and
every one of you. | pray you do not think too harshly at my betrayal,
| promised peace throughout my reign. And yet | bring you war. But
| also ask of you to listen to my reason, and understand what | fight
for, what we fight for!”. Cheers erupt from the mass that lies before
me. Breath escapes my lungs as smiles are painted on the faces of
the army at my feet. | almost fall over at one particular smile, one
that would fell an army large enough to crush our kingdom. Her
eyes meet mine and | find the means to go on.

“I realise that many may not know why you stand here, and yet
you are still willing to stand here. For that”. | pause, willing myself to

continue. “l owe you my life. But we are not here to talk of debts. We
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are here to talk about why we will not be the indebted ones. The foe we
are to face tomorrow believe that they can treat us with such insolence.
They assume that we will roll over and await instructions like dogs-
Well to that | say that they have grown blind by the venomous lies they
have been fed!”. Shouts of agreement burst out from my audience.

“| promise to you, that today, we will walk away victorious. | vow
that triumph and glory will be gifted to you. | swear, on my life, that
this is not the end of us, nor this kingdom. Let our greatest worry
be that of which drinking song to sing at the feast we hold when we
have won!”.

There was no silent soldier within the ranks.

Acclamation exploded from the army. They believed what | had

said. They believed in my promises. They believed in me.

% %k %k ok k ok

Only a few people began to disperse as | announced that we
ride at first light out of the valley, to obtain the higher ground. The
others waited for something to happen. They were wating for me to
join them as one. To prove that | truly stand with them, not just on
the same level, but in the same ranks.

As | stepped down from the stage and into the crowds | am met
with slaps on the back and frantic subjects wishing to convey their
faith in the cause. My name was a chorus sung over the winds that
sliced through the lines of soldiers standing outside of the camp. It
jumps from person to person, pitch to pitch, as it is thrown around
like a prayer. As if they were trying to remind me of it. In case |
forgot who | was and what | was about to do. My breath hitches in
my throat once more and my knees threaten to give out under the
weight of the sorrow | already carry. They may believe the swears
| proclaim, but there is no promise to console me. None that | can
make at least.

Sl
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| stride shakily over to where my horse is being held, the golden
tack it dons standing out amongst the rest. Why is it that royalty
wears gold, why not the knights who ride with blue blood flowing
through their veins? Or the foot soldiers that stand and hold their
swords up to face whatever manner of beast rises to meet them.

When people describe horses as magnificent, they have never
truly met one. Magnificent does not begin to cover the ineffable
beauty horses possess. My steed appears as a mountain, unmoving
and noble like the hills that protect our kingdom. His deep chestnut
coat allows him to look as though he has the power of a thousand
suns behind him. | say a silent prayer that he does.

| take the reins in my hand and freeze at how much they are shaking.
| clench them as tight as | can, forcing the blood out of them beneath
my armour. The leathers intertwined in-between my fingers hold me
together, they permit me to gain balance and swing my leg over my
steed. Most horses would shift under the weight of their rider mounting
up, and yet mine remains steady like the trees that conceal our camp.

Once seated, | glance around at the rest of my army mounting
up on their own horses or double, triple checking their armour, as if
attempting to spy their cause of death ahead of time. Imagining it,
so that when it comes, they have already lived it.

Smiles and shadows dance around our camp, as friends embrace
for what they may think is the last time. It most likely is. They hold
onto each other so tightly, the weight of their conflicting emotions
waging a war inside their head being taken out on the loved one
they have chosen to be their final example of warmth.

| run my gaze over the army as they assemble themselves. For the
last time, | look at our collective, at how we all breathe together, one
force about to be unleashed on those who await us beyond the valley.
| cannot help but feel as though our breaths will falter too soon.

The sound of hoofbeats beside me startle me enough to pull me

out of my daze. | swiftly turn to who has decided to ride with me
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to confront our fates and my stare softens as | realise who it is.
Warmth floods through my chest as we share that moment before
the sunlight bursts through the treeline.

The camp is thrown into a waltz with golden shades that skip over
every surface. Every piece of armour worn by the army shines like
heaven’s flames. Now everyone is able to wear gold, we are one in the
same, no one is more royal than the other as we all march in together.

We wait for our signal to move out, some part of me prays we
stay in an eternal state of gold, that the light does not reach the
top of the treeline. Alas, my prayers go unanswered, and we sit up
straight as we realise we must go.

Here comes the sun.

Judge’s Comments
Rousing speech given by a respected leader, which forms part of
a much larger story which | would love to read. The leader has his
own insecurities, but hides them in an attempt to rally the cause.
Smooth transition into the protagonist’s point of view with a line like:
“..Maybe | am the only one that feels this sense of terror as | stare
upon the faces of the people willing to lay their lives down for their
kingdom...” and then follows with a penetrating set of questions.
Good line: “Death is a one-sided argument to which there are no
contradictions...” Elegant line: “Magnificent does not begin to cover
the ineffable beauty horses possess. My steed appears as a mountain,
unmoving and noble like the hills that protect our kingdom.” Powerful
line full of unspoken action: “For the last time, | look at our collective,
at how we all breathe together, one force about to be unleashed on
those who await us beyond the valley.” This line equalizes all the
warriors very well to a single cause: “Now everyone is able to wear
gold, we are one in the same, no one is more royal than the other as
we all march in together.” Good closing line with the image of the sun

upon their armour.
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The Story of Revival

Second place: Ishrath Tabassum Jaigirdar, 20
School name: University of Sharjah, Sharjah

Asha dreaded the idea of spending the Eid holiday at her ancestral
home. It meant two weeks of living in the insufferable monsoon heat
of the village, away from her air-conditioned city apartment.

“Should we go? Everyone's insisting to stay at home for the
holiday,” Asha pleaded.

“Unless it is necessary, and this is necessary. Otherwise,
Grandmother will be upset,” her mother explained.

Miles away from the city, the quaint village rested on the edge
of a forest. Asha had grown up seeing the dense foliage every time
she visited her grandmother. Canopies invaded empty ground,
shrouding the village under their shade. But presently, it was much
different. The village pathway that was always shaded, now lay
bare under the sweltering monsoon sun. The omnipresent breeze
barely blew. The sticky heat was a nuisance, pasting her frizzy hair
onto her neck. Moreover, the air stank of chemicals.

People from all over the village came to visit the family. Their

disregard for social distancing shocked Asha. They neither wore
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masks nor avoided physical contact. Once, an old woman visited
them. Over a cup of tea, she remarked, baring her red-stained
teeth, “This coronavirus will not affect us poor people. It is the rich
man’s disease. Those in the city have to wear masks and stay away
from one another. But we villagers are each other’s kin. How can we
stay far away from each other?”

Asha direly missed her daily dose of social media. Wi-Fi routers
were non-existent in the village, and mobile data was too poor
to suffice her needs. One day, on the verandah, she desperately
flung her right hand holding her phone, trying to catch an internet
signal, when she saw blood profusely leaking from the back of
her arm. A bulging black leech was leisurely hooked onto the skin.
She let out a terrified scream and vigorously shook her hand. To
her horror, the phone slipped and fell on the floor. As a result, its
screen cracked, preventing further use. Her father promised to get
it repaired as soon as they returned to the city. “Three more days,”
Asha comforted herself.

Only to be disappointed further.

A poor man named Rahim visited them on the day of Eid. Despite
the joyous occasion, he looked forlorn.

“The factory has closed because several workers have caught the
virus. My son is jobless now. | don’t know how to look after the family.
My back is giving me trouble to do any labor and | can’'t marry off
my daughters as well,” he lamented tearfully. Grandmother gave
him two pots of rice and a pumpkin which she intended to cook
that afternoon.

Next day, an immediate lockdown was issued throughout the
country. “The virus is ravaging cities and public transportation is
not available. It is best to remain here,” Asha’s father announced.

The following evening, Grandmother found Asha in her room,
sulking. When Asha saw her, she tried to put on a straight face.

“What's wrong dear?” Grandmother asked sincerely.
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Rolling tears betrayed Asha, and she burst out, “I want to go
back to my home! It's hot and stuffy here and my phone’s dead and
| can't talk to my friends anymore! There are spiders and leeches
everywhere! How can you even live here?!”

She expected to be ridiculed, but Grandmother silently patted
her back. Suddenly, a roar erupted outside. Asha jumped when she
heard a thunderous clap and stopped crying. Then she heard the
pitter patter of rain on the roof. The wooden bars that fastened
the nearest window thrashed open, and a cold gust swept the room
with icy rain. The grey sky flashed silver, followed by thunder. A
creeper that hung limply outside the window became invisible by
the sheet of rain.

Grandmother stood up and said, “It's finally raining. Come,” she
beckoned Asha to follow her.

Asha obeyed timidly, rubbing off any sign of tears. She stepped
into the verandah and saw water flooding the courtyard. The
refreshing scent of rain masked the chemical stench of air. The
shower continued until next dawn. Surprisingly, the pitter patter of
raindrops on the tin slabs of the roof lulled her to sleep.

The sudden change in weather marked new beginnings. Rain
was a casual visitor. The splash of greenery was a feast for the
eyes. Saplings bloomed into bright red rongon flowers. Bugs were
hardly seen. “They have returned to their homes,” Grandmother
explained, pointing to the stray bushes that sprouted in the nooks
of their courtyard. However, in the evening, frogs showed up around
the house, continuously croaking until Laila, the maid, drove them
away with a bamboo stick. Clear night skies manifested the glorious
glittering of stars. Grandmother would call Asha in the pitch-black
courtyard to study constellations.

A few days later, Asha woke up to a gentle nudge on her shoulder.
Grandmother was standing with a smile on her face. Asha yawned

and rubbed her eyes.
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“Dadi, what's wrong?” she looked around. The house was quiet.
Outside, it was dark.

“Wash up. You are going to make a discovery,” Grandmother
whispered. Her eyes glinted with excitement.

Asha saw more clearly now and raised her eyebrows, “Now?”

“Yes! Hurry up! And make sure to dress warmly.”

Asha would not have sacrificed her sleep, but she realized there
was much more than she thought. “It's the middle of summer,” she
murmured before entering the washroom.

The duo stood in the backyard facing clusters of bamboo that
sprouted as tall as a betel tree. In between, a narrow trail led into
the dense forest. Asha sniffed the luscious smell of clean soil and
flowers. Gradually, the sky turned into a beautiful lilac and soft
white clouds floated under it. Everything looked fresh and dewy.
Grandmother wrapped a shawl around her. It was quite cold. They
followed the trail and passed by shrubs of wild berries and exotic
mushrooms. An army of ants was busy relaying back and forth
with food. A few paces ahead, canopies rose as high as a four-
storey building. The trail went uphill. Asha helped Grandmother to
carefully ascend it.

They walked past several bamboo clusters before Grandmother
stopped in front of a sturdy banyan tree. Thick vines ran the height
of the tree. Tiny yellow wildflowers grew under it. The tree stood
by a large, lush green pasture that stretched downbhill. Across the
pasture, the eastern sky was gradually blushing pink. Light streaks of
orange escaped before the sun would make its grand appearance.

Asha shifted on her feet, unknowingly stamping on fallen leaves
that crackled. Grandmother whispered with a finger on her lips,
“Listen carefully and look straight,” and pointed towards the
eastern sky.

As if to make a theatrical entrance with her words, a breeze shook

the branches of the banyan tree. Suddenly, a black bird jumped out
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of its hidden nest, shook its plump plume, perched on the edge of
the longest branch, and began to sing. A flutter of wings rose, and
a flight of colorful birds flew to the tree. They began to harmonize
with the black bird. The sight of the tree and the birds reminded
Asha of an intricately dressed opera singer whose high-pitched
voice could shatter glass. Simultaneously, the sky blushed orange,
until a red sun peeked above the pasture.

The birds sang lustily. A tiny thrush belted the highest notes,
and several wrens whistled in glee. They were joined by a sparrow
chirping merrily. Somewhere near, a woodpecker pecked on wood
to harmonize with the sweet melody. They continued to sing until
the sun appeared completely. Like a fluorescent orb of liquid, it
dazzled Ashd's eyes until she turned to Grandmother, whose face
was illuminated by its rays.

“Wow, Dadil This is spellbinding! | have never seen such a view
and the song is just... beautiful!” Asha exclaimed.

Her grandmother teased, “l believe it is better than that
monotonous tune of the blue bird on your phone.”

Asha burst into giggles and nodded.

Grandmother flashed the loveliest smile and turned to look
ahead. The birds continued to sing. “It has been months since | saw
this. The factory transformed this village in so many ways. People
got jobs so they were happy. But they did not realize the devastation
it caused. The weather became hotter immediately. There was no
rain for many weeks before you came. Although there were no
clouds, the sky was always dull. Birds and animals left when many
trees were cut down for construction. Everything started to look
lifeless. It was tedious but | waited, hoping for revival,” She gestured
at the sight ahead, “Nature is curing herself through this disease.”

“Perhaps, the pandemic isn't all bad. Things changed after
coming here. Despite the suffering, there are pros of this...situation,”

Asha pondered.
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“There is beauty much more than meets the eye. Sometimes, a
change of perspective, or maybe even a pandemic, is all it takes to

realize that,” Grandmother stated.

Judge’s Comments

Nice opening description and the line “..Moreover, the air stank
of chemicals..” creates a sinister undertone to what might be
happening in the village. | like the detailing: “..The grey sky flashed
silver, followed by thunder. A creeper that hung limply outside the
window became invisible by the sheet of rain..” as | can picture
myself in the village as well. This is a good transition within the story:
“..The sudden change in weather marked new beginnings. Rain was a
casual visitor. The splash of greenery was a feast for the eyes...” The
scene with the birds singing and “..Simultaneously, the sky blushed
orange, until a red sun peeked above the pasture....” is written really
well. Highly captivating. A beautiful thoughtful ending about how
mass industrialization can destroy natural ecosystems which bring
joy and health.
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There Will Always
Be Lighter Days

Third place: Mahrukh S.M, 20

School name: American University of Sharjah, Sharjah

Time no longer held the same authority over Clara. Everyday she
woke up into the same capsule of events, each a mirror of the day
before. She didn't know how long she had been trapped in this time
loop, only that it began and ended on the worst day of her life.

Each day Clara found herself lying in her backyard staring at the
blue summer sky. The grass beneath her pricked her skin, the drenched
state of the blades doing nothing to soften the feeling. The sprinklers
would have gone off moments before she opened her eyes. There she
lay quiet and perfectly still knowing what would happen. There was
no escape from this personal hellscape. It had become a life of its
own, and even when Clara tried to shut it out, its tendrils, laced with
memory, creeped behind her eyes. She saw her mother standing there
in the middle of the road looking at Clara with a puzzled expression
on her face. Bright red and blue lights flashed and burned her eyes.
She could feel nimble fingers in her memory shaking her awake.
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Clara’s eyes shot open as a gasp left her. Breathing heavily
through the erratic pounding of her heart, she sat up on the grass
and glanced around her.

The sun was beginning to come up. Again. As it always did. Not
in the crucial way that signals the progress of moving through Time
but rather, a dull repetitive motion in which it never sets. Never
letting her see it rest, the day always started over before the sun
could dip back beneath the earth. Clara got up from the ground
methodically, her body responding to a beckoning her eyes could
not see. She marched out of her yard and into the street behind her
house, ready to begin her morning routine of walking through the
neighborhood. Already the morning chorus of delivery trucks and
the rising hum of people’s voices were beginning to wash over the
morning like the steady pitter patter of soft rain.

As the sky got lighter, Clara heard the sing-song voices of birds
skittering across the sky and through the leaves of the trees around
her. Their hushed tones of encouragement, their whispers of
anticipation in her ears, like they knew how her day would go. You'll
live, they tried to tell her comfortingly. How do you live when the worst
has happened? A voice in Clara’'s head whispered back. A gust of
wind raced through the high branches of mighty oaks and enveloped
her momentarily, making her shiver. Clara strolled by the postman, Mr.
Rogers, hearing the echo of his words before he could open his mouth.

Morning Clara! Where are you headed today? “Morning Clara,
where are you headed today?” called out Mr. Rogers. Clara’s voice
came out light and cheerful, even as her eyes were frozen and her
mouth stiff from permanent smiles.

“Just on a morning walk,” she called out behind her. Mr. Rogers
nodded at her as he turned in the opposite direction.

Clara walked without destination or purpose until the hours
trickled by too quickly to be real. She was always wondering at the
realness of Time.

6l
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On the road ahead, she heard a single honk from a car horn.
Taking her eyes off the ground, Clara looked up and saw it was her
mother. She had parked her car on the side of the road and stared
at Clara in bewilderment. “I've been looking for you everywhere,
where did you go?” her mother called out, her voice echoing in an
otherwise quiet street.

Sudden panic seized Clara’s body. Her heartbeat was erratic,
and in time with the blood pounding in her veins. She gasped,
attempting to breathe deeply against the current of fear that
began in the pit of her stomach, and spread upwards to her chest.
Clara struggled to get the words out but her lungs felt like they
were deep under water, the pressure sitting on her chest like a
boulder. The fear reached her brain and shocked her into a rapid
state of consciousness.

“Mom no, stay off the road,” cried Clara, attempting furiously to
protect her. Trying to stop her from being taken again. The invisible
claws of time were already taking shape behind her mother.

“What?” her mother questioned, unable to hear her.

Clara watched her mom step towards her. The angry horn of
the car pierced their ears before they all realized it could not stop.
Clara’s mother stood on the road one moment grounded and as
solid as a tree. The next, she was flying back and hit the concrete
sidewalk with a sickening crunch. She lay there still and lifeless.

A wretched scream ripped out of Clara’s throat. Time, as the
cruel game-maker it was, sped forward.

The paramedics surrounded the two of them. Clara had blood on
her hands as she held her mother’s shoulders and tried to shake the
life back into her. She was being swept away again, by time or the
paramedics Clara couldnt tell. The only thing she could understand
then, the one thing that felt so achingly familiar to her that it was
almost comforting, was the crushing weight of grief. Sadness

like that is never isolated in one part of the body. It breeds with
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loneliness, running rampant in every corner of the mind, and seeps
into the skin like poison. It consumed her every sense and left her
nothing for herself.

All the life in her trickled away, and the sticky feeling of guilt took
hold again; as it had everyday before and as it would every day
next.

Sinking into the ground, Clara laid back in the nearby patches
of green. She prepared herself then, her eyes closed, for the day to
begin again. Instead, she felt a strange pressure at the center of her
forehead. A different kind of memory was clawing its way through
her subconscious, trying to bully its way to the front. It pressed itself
against her temple until Clara winced in pain. The memory burst
forth and started to delicately unravel itself before her.

Clara saw herself as a little girl.

She treadded down the stone path that ran through the garden,
holding her mother’s hand. The day was warm and sunny, a perfect
bubble of the most picturesque summer day.

“What's that?” Clara’s mother asked her, pointing to the disturbed
mound of earth by the trees. Little Clara felt her heartbeat quicken
in fear.

“Nothing!” she squeaked out too quickly. Her mother looked at
her suspiciously.

“I didn't mean to, | swear,” she burst out in a trembling confession.
Tears filled young Clara’s eyes, anticipating a stinging anger from
her mother that never came. Instead, her mother kneeled down by
the disturbed earth and looked at Clara with a gentle kindness.

“Did you bury something here?”

Her daughter nodded mournfully. “I broke a glass and didn't
want you to see, so | buried it here,” she said. The child gazed down
at her feet, ashamed.

“I'm sorry,” young Clara whispered. Her words echoing in Older

Clara’s mind.
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“Clara, this wasn't your fault. Accidents happen,” her mother said
firmly. She glanced down at young Clara’s hands.

“Is this how you got those cuts? Because you were burying glass?”
she asked worryingly. Clara nodded, further pulled down by her
shame. Her mother sighed.

“You can't bury your mistakes like that Clara, that's how you
end up bleeding,” her mother explained. Young Clara looked up in
wonder.

“This will heal with time,” her mother said, inspecting Clara’s
hands as the image of them began to melt away.

Clara’s eyes shot open as a gasp escaped her. She sat up looking
around breathing heavily.

Above her a plane was flying by, its metal form dark against the
setting sun. Birds were chirping as they usually did and Clara was
back on the grass in her backyard.

Except this time, something was different. Instead of fighting
against the flow of Time she allowed the seconds and minutes to
wash over her. A calm settled deep inside her as she let go of the
tight knot of guilt in her chest.

The sky was a riot of color, all shifting hues of orange and red. A
voice floated over to her.

“We just heard about your mother,” exclaimed Clara’s neighbor
Mrs. Sweet. She paused, momentarily confused at Clara’s calm
disposition.

“Are you Ok?” she implored, rushing towards her, concern painted
on her soft round features.

Clara looked up at her neighbor’s affectionate countenance,
and for the first time in a long time, she naturally felt a smile grace
her face. She got up off the grass and walked with Mrs. Sweet
towards people waiting to comfort her. Clara glanced behind them,
watching the sun sink patiently into the sleeping clouds, knowing a

new day would eventually dawn.
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Judge’s Comments

A time bending memory loop of a tale swiveling around a terrible
moment in Clara’s life. Nice line: “..its tendrils, laced with memory,
creeped behind her eyes..” The line: “.Clara walked without
destination or purpose until the hours trickled by too quickly to be
real..” adds to the mystery of what is happening. Excellent mood
builder: “..The invisible claws of time were already taking shape
behind her mother...” as is: “Time, as the cruel game-maker it was,
sped forward.” As she undergoes the transformation we have a nice
line taking her out of it: “The sky was a riot of color, all shifting hues
of orange and red.” Hopeful ending completing the story arc.
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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 dancer, then

choreographer, did a seven-month stint on a Greek cruise ship, then
worked for a cake designer, training as a pastry chef in a Swiss hotel
school in Athens. Whilst living there, she helped out at a local animal sanctuary.

Relocating to the UAE with her husband and their deaf, arthritic cat, she has lived
in both Abu Dhabi and Dubai, where she is delighted to have found herself so
unemployable, she's had plenty of time to devote to writing her romantic comedies!
At the 2014 Emirates 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
and Coriander (shortlisted for the Exeter Novel Prize) and Hazard at the 19th were
published. She is currently represented by Felicity Trew, at The Caroline Sheldon
Literary Agency, and is currently beavering away on her next book ...

Kathy Butti taught secondary and tertiary English language and
literature in the United States and the United Arab Emirates for many
years. She particularly enjoyed teaching literature in the United Arab
Emirates as she appreciated the opportunity to discover new works

and rediscover the classics through the eyes of students from a variety
of cultural backgrounds. She also found it rewarding to guide young writers as they
searched for their voices and explored different ways of expressing their creativity.



Judge's Profiles

‘ Kathy Hoopmann has written over twenty books with translations

into nineteen languages. Her work sells widely in Australia, the UK,
the US and the Middle East. She has won, and been shortlisted for
many literary awards worldwide. Kathy is best known for her writing
on autism spectrum disorders and mental illness, in fiction and
non-fiction. In 2020, one of her books was selected as part of the Reading Well
Scheme (UK) to promote awareness of Mental Health in Children. The simplicity,
charm and insight of Kathy's books have made them must-haves for children and
adults worldwide.

An avid observer of history and the many cross-cultural 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

i

(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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