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“At Oxford University Press we continue to value
our strong partnership with the Emirates Airline
Festival of Literature. Our dedication to inspiring
students in schools to immerse themselves in the
enriching experience of imaginative writing and
storytelling remains unwavering, as does our joy

in reading the inspiring results of their creativity.”

Oxford University Press



Each year, Education Team at the Emirates Literature Foundation,
eagerly awaits reading stories written by students participating in the
Oxford University Press Story Writing Competition. Their writing is a
profound gift that grants us a unique frame into the vibrant worlds

they create. It deepens our understanding and expands our insight.

Hence, dear students, we thank you for trusting us with your
stories - we know it is a brave step forward and hope that you will
continue to tell stories that make us more human, more alive, more

compassionate.

Bravo, to all the winners - your stories are special and make this

anthology shine. Please continue to write, the world needs your stories.

Thank you also to the parents, the teachers, the friends, and family
who provide crucial encouragement and support to the students.
Our competitions work because you passionately champion them

on your end.

To make this competition work seamlessly, we rely on our reliable band
of very diligent volunteers who read and carefully assess each entry
before a shortlist is sent to the judges. We understand it is a challenging

task, and thoughtful consideration goes into your selection.

From the Emirates Literature Foundation, we would like to offer a
heartfelt thank you to Aleksandra Samonek, Almas Dedanwala,
Amrish Kacker, Angela Souter, Anupama Mirle, Aroma Joshi, Chafic
Mekkaoui, Denise Moore, Elizabeth Gupta, Elizabeth Jane Hayward,
Gunjan Pradhan, Heena Singh, Iram Rizvi, Julia Peters, Linda
Dickinson, Malathy Garewal, Na'eemah Mehta, Naira Chaudhry,
Namita Mehrotra, Naomi Clarke, Nicole D'Souza, Patricia Mae M.
Estenoso, Sharmistha Khobragade, Sherin Mariam John, Smita Jain,



Yvette Judge, and Zarina Khan - please know we could not have

done this without your help.

The long-term commitments of our very dedicated judges, April
Hardy, Kathy Hoopmann and Kathy Butti, make this competition even
more meaningful and valuable for the students. Their sympathetic
and careful deliberation of each shortlisted story gives heart and
soul to our effort of finding the best and the most original voices.
We are honoured to extend another very heartfelt thank you to

our judges.

The Emirates Literature Foundation profoundly values the continued
support from Oxford University Press for this competition. This
exclusive opportunity offers an accessible and celebrated platform
for budding writing talent across the GCC to get their work
recognised. This positive endorsement from Oxford University Press

is vital to our work.

As we leave you with these winning stories, we hope that the readers
of this anthology will find the same connection and joy that we feel

each year.

Education Team

Emirates Literature Foundation



Foreword

| love that the theme of this year’s anthology is hope. Writing a story
and putting it in front of judges is a singular act of hope - and courage!
It's an act taking place every day as countless writers take a deep
breath and send away a manuscript, hoping to find acceptance and

the opportunity to share their stories with readers around the world.

The crush of failure is always close at hand and writers, as a rule,
are not thick-skinned, so | salute anyone who harnesses hope and
takes the risk.

Back in 2025 | was delighted and honoured to help kick off the
process of the Oxford University Press Story Writing Competition
with a workshop. Getting young writers warmed up and inspired is a
great privilege. I've been going into schools and running workshops
for nearly two decades now and encountering the spark, joy and

spirit of fresh talent never gets old.

For me it's also a full circle thing, because my own act of hope ended

in my first book deal, twenty years ago... with Oxford University Press.

The stories in this anthology showcase remarkable talent from a
wide selection of young writers who are absorbing a planet which
is changing fast. Their stories reflect its many facets, from the real
world of rivers and rewilding to the fantastical search for a dragon
led by a single scale. From war, illness and devastating flood, to

ambitions for education and miracle cures.

The stories play wonderfully with imagery, using folded paper, yarn,
candle-driven lanterns, paint, metal, pools of water, leaves, birds and



tempests to pull us in. The result is like wandering through a vividly-

coloured, intensely gripping gallery exhibit, all within these pages.

To see your work in print in a real book is such a wonderful way to

begin a writing career of any kind.

Whether the young creatives who have woven these tales move into
careers as authors, editors, scriptwriters, poets or any other role in
which written communication is key, this anthology is a foundation
stone for that journey. If | had been published in this form before
| left school, | would have been beyond thrilled. As it was, my first
publications were definitely one-offs, in exercise books, accompanied
by my own coloured-in drawings and carefully covered in sticky-back

plastic.

The 21st century is an amazing time to be a writer, but also a
challenging one. The way we write is as unique as our fingerprints.
It's a part of who we are, so no writer should feel the pressure to

make their voice fit.

Be youis the best advice | can offer any writer. Wonderful, imperfect

you. Exactly like nobody else.

Ali Sparkes
Multi-award-winning and bestselling author
November 2025
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Judge’s Overview

Gosh! The young writers are really keeping us judges on our toes;
every year it feels harder and harder to just pick a few from the

wonderfully imagined stories you treat us to.

Hope, interpreted in so many ways; love for others, love for nature,
healing for both people and the planet, belief that your hope
will keep someone safe. Your imaginations are brimming with

wonderful stories!

To those of you who didn't make it into the top places, please don't
be discouraged. There were so very many stories entered and the
standard was exceptionally high; there were nearly twenty stories
| wish | could have put in the top ten. It was extremely difficult to
pick just a few and some of you were very very close. To me you are

all winners!

Thank you so much for entering and please enter again next year; |

really do love reading your work!

April Hardy
November 2025



The Sage and
the Sapling

First place: Saikrsna Srinath, 11
Jumeirah English Speaking School - Arabian Ranches, Dubai

The forest was quiet after the rain...

Shara crouched beside a young fig tree, wiping mud from its
fragile stem. She had planted it three weeks ago, part of her school’s
rewilding project near the edge of Gombe River. Miraculously, it had
survived the storm. She exhaled. Behind her a soft voice said, “You
helped it.” Shara turned around, surprised.

Jane Goodall stood beneath a wide acacia tree, arms crossed
and eyes gentle. Her silver hair was tied back and her boots were
encrusted in red soil; as if she had grown from the wilderness itself.

“I tried my best” Shara said shyly as Jane stepped closer, kneeling
beside the sapling. She looked up at Shara. “It's strong. Because you
gave it a chance” Shara blinked. “I didn't think it would make it.” Jane
smiled. “Hope isn't about certainty. It's about showing up anyway.”

They sat together in the damp clearing, the forest humming
around them. Shara had read every book Jane had written and

1
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watched every documentary. But nothing compared to being next
to her. “l want to help,” Shara said. “Not just plant trees. | want to
help everything” Jane nodded. “Then start with one thing. One tree.
One animal. One person. That's how change begins.”

They walked together through the forest, Jane pointing out nests
and stories etched into bark. She spoke of chimpanzees she'd known,
of forests she'd watched vanish. Her voice was soft, but every word
carried weight of a world known. At a fork in the trail, they found a
young chimp alone, watching them from a branch. Jane paused, eyes
shining. “He's curious” she whispered. “Just like you” Shara smiled.

They returned to camp as the sun dipped low. Jane handed Shara
a small notebook which was worn, weathered, filled with sketches
and quotes. “This was mine” she said. “Now it’s yours.” Shara held it
like a priceless artifact.

That night, Shara wrote her first entry: | planted hope. It survived
the storm. Weeks later, Jane passed peacefully in her sleep. The
world mourned. But Shara didn't cry. She planted another tree. She
taught her classmates about chimpanzees. She read Jane's words
aloud in the forest. When someone asked her why she believed the
world could still be saved, she smiled and said: “Because | walked
with Jane”.

Hope wasn't loud. It didn't shout. It whispered through leaves,

grew in soil, and passed from hand to hand.

Judge’s Comments
A beautifully thought out and respectfully written story which is also
a tribute to the wonderful Jane Goodall. This was such a clever ideq,
including in your story someone who instilled hope in people during
her lifetime. | think Jane would have been very happy to read this.

Very well done and please, do keep writing.



The Tale of Dragon

Second place: Kunxi He, 11
Repton School, Dubai

No dragon had been seen in Moon Kingdom for over a century.
Once, they flew like stars across the sky, keepers of balance and
bearers of warmth. Their fire lit cities, healed wounds, and kept the
world running. But after the War of Ash, they vanished. Some said
they were hunted to extinction. Others whispered they left in sorrow,
unwilling to watch the world destroying itself.

Without them, Moon Kingdom grew cold. Magic faded. Winters
lengthened. People forgot what hope even felt like. But in a small,
wind-worn village clinging to the cliffs, a boy named Kay still
remembered.

His grandmother, once a Skyguard rider, had flown with a golden
dragon named Solara. Her stories had raised him, tales of flight
above the clouds, of fire that could melt despair. Most called them
fairy tales. Kay called them truth.

When the final winter came and the village fires failed, his
grandmother grew sick, too frail to rise from bed. One night, she

asked Kay to sit by her side and pressed a dull, cracked scale into
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his palm. “It’s hers,” she whispered. “Solara. She's still out there, just
sleeping and waiting. Not for warriors, but for those who still believe
in hope.” She passed away before sunrise. Grief pressed heavily
on Kay's chest, so did the scale. It was warm, faintly pulsing, like a
heartbeat.

Kay left with nothing, but the scale wrapped in cloth. He climbed
up the frozen ridges of the Windspire Mountains, higher than any
map dared to name. Storms tore at his coat. Ice cut his face. The
world was begging him to turn back. He did not.

At the summit, hidden beneath a sheet of frost and silence, he
found a cavern, still and vast. In its center lay a dragon, curled and
sleeping beneath a thick crust of snow. Her wings were tattered. Her
light was gone. Kay stepped into the silence and placed the scale
gently on her chest.

“I don't know if you can hear me,” he whispered. “But | do. | remember
you. And we need you.” Nothing moved. Then, a breath. A spark.

Golden light flickered beneath her ribs. Two ancient eyes opened,
shining as abyss. Solara rose, steam rising from her scales. Her first
breath melted the snow. Her wings stretched, cracked but strong.
She looked down at Kay, and with a breath burning like fire, said,
“You believed.”

She flew. Rivers thawed. Magic stirred. The long night ended.
Dawn broke over Moon Kingdom for the first time in a hundred years.

Kay returned not as a warrior, but as the first of the new Skyguards.
A boy who carried a dying ember of Hope through the darkness and
lit the world again.

Judge’s Comments
Excellent! A stirring story of a boy left alone in the world, with nothing
but hope and a dragon’s scale. As | read this, | could picture it as an
animated film. Please keep writing; you have a wonderful imagination.
Very well done!



Hope in Stitches

Third place: Shazana Binth Sha, 10
The Apple International Community School, Dubai

The war had taken almost everything from Grace. The streets
where she once played hopscotch were now destroyed, the school
where she learned her letters stood in ruins, and the voices of her
parents were echoes she would never hear again. At just nine years
old, Grace experiences more sorrow in her life than most kids. But
she still had her teddy.

Her mother had kept it into her arms on the last night they were
together. The ground had been destroyed with the sounds of bombs.
Her mother’s face had been pale but steady as she whispered, when
the world feels dark, hold this teddy bear close, light will find its
way back.

That night was the last time Grace saw her parents. By morning,
their house was gone, and Grace was left alone with only the teddy
in her arms.

The teddy was old, its fur stitched and one button eye missing,
but to Grace it was more precious than gold. She clutched it when
she slept under broken buildings, whispered to it when she starved,
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and held it tightly whenever fear threatened to overwhelm her.
To the world, it was just a toy. To Grace, it was her mother’s arms,
her father’s voice, her entire family sewn into one small patchwork
of cloth.

Days blurred together. Smoke hung in the air, and silence pressed
heavy on the ruins. Grace wandered with the teddy, searching
for bits of food, searching for something, anything, that felt alive.
Sometimes she almost gave up. Sometimes the sadness was so deep
she thought even hope had left her.

One afternoon, Grace found herself standing in what used to be
the town square. The fountain was broken, the benches shattered,
but the sky above was soft and gold with the setting sun. For the first
time in weeks, she noticed the beauty of the colors, the gentle pinks
and oranges that painted the sky. She hugged her teddy tighter and
whispered, “Look, Mom... the light came back.”

Her voice cracked, but her heart stirred with something fragile
and alive.

Then she heard it, voices, Real voices. Not the ones she imagined
in her loneliness, but strong, clear voices calling out through the
ruins. Grace froze at first, fear tightening her chest. But the teddy
seemed to give her courage, as if it were urging her forward.

She stood tall, held the teddy high into the air, and shouted with
all the strength left in her small body: “I'm here!”

The voices grew closer, then figures appeared, running toward
her. Warm hands wrapped around her shoulders, soft words filled
her ears. Grace was no longer alone.

The city was broken, her family was gone, but the teddy in her
arms still carried hope. Her mother was right, Light had found its
way back. Way back to her.
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Judge’s Comments
A quietly powerful and very moving account of a nine year old girl,
orphaned by war, holding onto the hope represented by the teddy
bear her mother had given her. This brought a tear to my eye and a
lump to my throat. Please keep writing. Thank you.
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Judge’s Overview

Many psychologists believe that hope is one of the most important
things a person can have to help them through difficult times. And
it's obvious that the writers in this year’s competition believe the
same. It was refreshing to read so many stories from young people
that did not dissolve into misery and despair and hopelessness that
is so often seen in social media and news articles. There was hope
in poor health, hope in war, hope in drought, hope in death and even

hope in a can of baked beans!

| was given the top 33 entries out of thousands of entries to judge
and honestly all of them could have made the top ten. The quality
was outstanding. | was curious though that identical plots did come
up on several occasions even within this small cohort. This could
well have been through a brainstorm activity in a classroom from
which several entries were submitted. It could be that the concept
of hope resonated in similar ways with different people, or it could
mean that ideas were Al generated. Whatever the reason, it did
mean that completely original, well written stories that were unique

to the author were more likely to make the winning entries.
Here are some tips on how to win a writing competition.

Do this:
1. Draw on your own experience. No one else has your life.
2. You have a limited word count, so make every word count.
3. Remember that your reader can only read what is on the page,

not what is in your head.



4. Once you have finished your story, leave it alone for a week or
two, then when you go back to it, read it aloud. Any corrections

you need to make will jump out at you.

Do not do this:

1. Do not get Al to write your story for you. Al is not you and will
never be as individual and unique as you are.

2. Do not go to Al for ideas. Every person who does, gets the
same ideas fed back to them. If the same story plot pops up
repeatedly in competition entries, judges get very suspicious.

3. Do not get Al to ‘clean up’ your story once you have written
it. It saps away all individuality and whitewashes creativity.

4. Do not use Al at all. Just don't.

And keep writing!

Kathy Hoopmann
November 2025
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The Last Light
in Room 47

= 4 N
First place: Ahan Punatham Kandy, 14
Mayoor Private School, Abu Dhabi

The rain had been falling for three days straight, turning the hospital
courtyard into a blur of gray puddles and reflected lights. Room
47, at the far end of St. Mary’s Oncology Wing, overlooked that
courtyard — though the boy inside it hadn't seen the world beyond
the glass in nearly two months.

Eighteen-year-old Arjun Mehta sat propped up against his pillow, a
worn sketchbook resting on his knees. His once-steady hands trembled
now, but the pencil still moved, tracing the faint outlines of a sunrise.

He had always painted sunrises.

“Another one?” came a voice from the doorway.

Arjun looked up to see Nurse Ananya, her warm eyes glancing
toward the sketch. She was one of the few people who didn't speak
to him in whispers.

“Yeah,” he said softly. “I'm trying to remember what it looks like

from my roof. The way the light hits the old neem tree first.”
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Ananya smiled. “You'll see it again soon.”

He didn't answer. They both knew what his silence meant.

Arjun had been diagnosed with osteosarcoma, a bone
cancer that had spread faster than the doctors expected. The
chemotherapy had taken his hair, his strength, and — lately —
his faith.

There had been a time when his dreams had been filled with
color — architecture school, traveling, his mother’s laughter, and his
father’s endless lectures about hard work. But now his nights were
restless, and the mornings were battles.

What do you dream of when your future has an expiration date?

He thought about that question often.

The door creaked open again. This time it wasn't a nurse.

“Hey, artist boy.”

It was Maya, the girl from Room 46. She was fourteen, always
wore mismatched socks, and somehow found a way to laugh even
when her |V stand followed her like a shadow.

Arjun smiled faintly. “You're supposed to be resting.”

“So are you,” she said, walking in and sitting on the foot of his bed.
“Whatcha drawing?”

He turned the sketchbook toward her. “A sunrise.”

“Again? You've drawn like, twenty of them.”

He shrugged. “It's my thing.”

“Looks more like fire than sunlight,” Maya teased, squinting.

Arjun chuckled. “Maybe it's both.”

They sat in silence for a while, listening to the rain. Maya pulled
out a small paper crane from her pocket and placed it on his
bedside table.

“Made you something,” she said. “They say if you fold a thousand
of these, your wish comes true.”

He picked it up carefully. “And what did you wish for?”

“That you'd draw me in your sunrise,” she said, grinning.

21
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For the first time in weeks, Arjun laughed. It wasn't a strong laugh —
more of a broken sound that cracked through the heaviness of the
room — but it was real.

That night, he couldn’t sleep. The storm outside was fierce,
lightning splintering the sky. He looked at the paper crane under
the dim light, its wings casting shadows like open hands.

He took his pencil and began to draw — not the sun this time, but
a small girl sitting beneath a glowing sky filled with cranes. Each one
carried a sliver of gold, flying toward the horizon.

When the nurse came in for the midnight check, she found him
asleep over the sketchbook, smiling faintly.

Morning came pale and cold. Ananya walked in with his breakfast,
humming softly. Arjun was awake, his eyes tracing the slow, gray
dawn through the window.

“Did you know,” he said quietly, “that the sun still rises, even when
you can't see it?”

Ananya looked at him, unsure what to say.

He pointed outside. “Behind those clouds... it's still there. | think
hope is like that.”

She nodded, blinking back tears.

A week later, Maya’s room was empty. Her bed was neatly
made, the IV stand gone. The hallway outside Room 47 felt
heavier, quieter.

Arjun didn’t ask anyone what happened. He didn’'t need to. He just
opened his sketchbook and began to draw another sunrise — this
one brighter, softer, almost alive.

He added a paper crane soaring high above the clouds.

Days passed. Then weeks. His condition worsened. He spoke less,
slept more, but his sketches multiplied — hundreds of pages filled
with light, wings, and warmth. The nurses began to tape them to the
walls, until Room 47 looked less like a hospital chamber and more

like a gallery of dawns.
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Even the other patients started calling it “the sunrise room.”

One afternoon, Arjun’s parents arrived with something wrapped
in brown paper.

“We thought you might like this,” his father said, trying to steady
his voice.

Inside was a small canvas, framed and blank.

Arjun touched it carefully. “It's perfect,” he whispered. “One
last one.”

He spent all evening painting — his brush moving slowly, his breath
uneven. When he was done, he asked Ananya to hold it up.

The canvas showed a radiant sunrise over a city of silhouettes. In
the foreground stood a girl holding a crane, her face turned toward
the light.

“It's beautiful,” Ananya said softly.

Arjun smiled. “It's called ‘The Last Light.”

That night, the monitors in Room 47 beeped softly, then fell silent.

A year later, a new wing opened at St. Mary’s Hospital — The Arjun
Mehta Art Therapy Center. On the wall near the entrance hung a
large painting: the same sunrise he had painted on his final day.
Beneath it, a plaque read:

“Even when the night is longest, the sun waits patiently
beyond the horizon. Hope is not the absence of darkness —
it is the promise of light.”

— Arjun Mehta (2007-2025)

Inside, children painted, folded cranes, and filled the walls with colors.
Among them was a small girl with mismatched socks, holding a brush
dipped in gold.

Years later, visitors still talked about the “sunrise boy.” Some said
he was a miracle worker who brought joy to the dying. Others said

he was simply an artist who saw beauty where others saw pain.

23
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But to those who knew him, to Ananya, to his parents, and to the
children who painted under his legacy, Arjun was something more.

He was proof that hope does not need to cure you to keep
you alive.

Because sometimes, hope is not about holding on.

It's about letting go — with light in your eyes.

Judge’s Comments

This story brought me to tears. It captures the heartache and cruelty
of cancer without dwelling on gory details but rather infusing the
reader with the beauty of the human soul that can shine in some
people in the hardest of times. Reading this, | wanted to meet Arjun,
| wanted to talk to him about life and about death and | definitely
wanted one of his sunrise sketches!

Congratulations on a beautifully written story. It had a lot of
competition this year, but it’s ‘last light’ shone through to win in
the end.



The Lantern in
the Storm

Second place: Ethen Netto Jacob, 12
Dunes International School, Abu Dhabi

Aluva, Kerala — 17th August 2018, 4:45 a.m.
The rain fell as though the heavens themselves had broken, a
relentless, drumming lament upon the roofs of Aluva. Rivers of brown
water swallowed streets, bridges trembled under the fury of the
Periyar, and the wind tore at the trees with claws of despair. In the
midst of this, little human lives huddled, hearts thundering, waiting
for mercy that might never come.

Inside a pale-blue house on Church Road, Mira Thomas, twelve,
pressed her forehead to the cold, trembling glass. She could feel the
chill creeping into her bones, yet she dared not move. Her mother lay
feverish and weak, shivering beneath a threadbare blanket, and her
little brother, Tarig, seven, coughed into the sleeve of his nightshirt,
eyes wide with the terror of a world turned to water.

“Mira...” Tariq whispered, his voice fragile as the flutter of a

sparrow’s wing. “Will the water come inside?”
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Mira’s lips parted to speak, yet the truth choked her. She swallowed,
tasting the bitter fear she had no right to voice. “It won't... not yet,”
she murmured, a flicker of courage threading through the tremor in
her voice. “We will endure. We will hold fast.”

Yet even as she spoke, the water licked hungrily at the carpet.

By 7:10 a.m., darkness claimed the house. Power had surrendered
to the storm. Only the wind and rain remained, gnawing at the walls,
hammering at her ears, a relentless drum of dread. Mobile signals
had vanished. Rescue seemed a far-off dream.

Her hands found an old kerosene lantern, dusty and forgotten, a
relic of quieter days. When she struck a match, the tiny flame leapt
into life, trembling and golden, a beacon in the all-consuming gloom.
It was fragile, yet it was enough.

She could not wait. Not while fear huddled in corners and little
lives depended upon her.

Wading through the waist-deep floodwater, lantern held aloft
like a talisman, Mira moved door to door. She guided an elderly
couple through slippery mud, lifted a baby into her arms, helped
a wheelchair-bound man negotiate debris. Slowly, a procession
formed, moving toward St. Mary’s Parish Hall, the only building on
higher ground that might survive the river’s wrath.

By 2:30 p.m., nearly thirty souls had gathered inside the hall. The
smell of wet earth, fear, and human sweat mingled in the air. The rain
hammered on the tin roof, a drumbeat of doom. Children whimpered.
Adults muttered prayers.

Despair threatened to root itself in every heart.

“They will forget us,” muttered one man, voice cracking like
brittle wood.

“They rescue others first... they'll leave us,” another said.

“They're rescuing Ernakulam first,” muttered another.

Mira felt a cold knot of dread tighten her chest. She drew

herself tall, swallowed her fear, and spoke, her voice trembling but
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determined: “If they do not come for us, then we will make them see
us. We will not surrender. Not tonight. Not while we have breath.”
With trembling hands, she tore a white bedsheet into strips and
bound them into a makeshift flag. Climbing the parish roof with two
neighbours, rain soaking every thread of their clothes, Mira raised
the lantern beside the flag. Hours passed. Arms ached. Muscles
screamed. Yet she did not falter. Every flicker of the flame, every
wave of the sheet, was a heartbeat of defiance. See us. Remember

us. We are still here.

18th August — 6:55 a.m.
The river had claimed another half-metre of land. Children clutched
parents, parents clutched hope. Then — a sound that cut through the
roar of water and wind: the steady, pulsating thrum of helicopterblades.

A Mi-17 rescue helicopter from the Indian Air Force appeared,
piercing clouds swollen with rain. Its searchlight caught the flag.
Mira’s chest heaved with exhilaration and relief.

“They see us!” came a chorus of voices, trembling and bright as
fireflies.

By 10:20 a.m., rescue boats arrived, moving slowly but surely
through the brown floodwaters. Elderly first. The sick. Then children.
Finally, Mira and Tariq were lifted aboard. As the boat drifted from
the hall, she turned back. The lantern still burned in the window,

unwavering, a small, golden guardian against the darkness.

21st August — 5:42 p.m.
The rains had ceased. Aluva bore the scars of the storm — roads
torn, walls cracked, lives shaken. Yet people moved, hands busy,
hearts resolute. Children splashed in puddles that had once been
rivers; neighbours shared meals with strangers. Mira’'s mother had
recovered at Rajagiri Hospital, her father returned from Kochi, tears

streaming down his face at their reunion.
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“They told me of the flag,” her father whispered, his voice thick
with emotion. “And the lantern. You saved lives, Mira.”

She shook her head. “No,” she said softly. “We all saved lives. We
simply did not stop hoping.”

That night, the lantern hung by the window, its glow steadfast.
Once it had been just a tool to pierce the dark. Now, it was a symbol:

of courage, resilience, and the eternal pulse of hope.

28th August — 8:00 a.m.
Ten days later, Mira returned to the parish hall. Relief trucks lined
the streets, volunteers carried supplies, and families cleaned homes
and streets. Children laughed, playing barefoot, water dripping from
their hair, unbroken in spirit.

On the damp noticeboard outside the hall, a newspaper clipping
fluttered:

“The Lantern Girl of Aluva: Teenager’s Courage Saves Dozens
During Flood”

Mira smiled faintly. She had not acted for glory, only for the
knowledge that in darkness, even the smallest light could guide
many home.

She looked at Tarig, now laughing with the other children, and
whispered: “Hope is not waiting for the storm to pass. It is the
courage to light the dark — and keep it burning.”

Judge’s Comments

When a devastating flood engulfs her village, Mira realises that
help is not coming any time soon. The story follows her fortitude and
courage as she goes door to door helping everyone to the safety of
a church on a high rise. Then she climbs the roof and stands with a
white bedsheet flag until she is seen by a rescue helicopter.

It's a simple plot but told with beautiful description - not just of the
flood itself, but of little things, like ‘a kerosene lantern, a relic of quieter
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days’. All the senses were explored, such as ‘the rain hammered on the
tin roof, a drumbeat of doom’, ‘the smell of wet earth, fear and human
sweat, and ‘swallowing bitter fear.” These all added a rich depth to
the story making it an immersive experience to read. Congratulations

on a wonderful effort.
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The Paper Lanterns

Third place: Adam Mahmoud Mubarak, 14
Al Hikmah Private School, Ajman

The night before the ceremony hit, the village just fell quiet.
Real quiet, like the world held its breath or something.

Lina sat down by the river. Her fingers drew these slow circles in
the water. The current grabbed little petals off the trees hanging
over. White blossoms, drifting along like stars that wandered off
course. Every year her town puts on the Festival of Lights. Families
send up paper lanterns into the sky. It's all to remember the ones
they've lost along the way.

But this year, Lina wasn't up for it. Not even a little.

Her older brother Sami used to handle their lanterns. He built
them every time. And he'd joke around, say his shone the brightest
because he packed in extra hope. Nearly a year had passed since
he took off for the mountains. He went to help after the earthquake
hit hard. He never came back though.

Now folks kept saying it was time to move forward. Lina couldn't
though. Celebrating when the person who made the festival feel
alive was missing. That just didn't sit right.
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She picked up a stone. Tossed it right into the river. The ripples
shattered her reflection. Turned it into a thousand tiny bits.

Next morning, the village square was alive with all this noise. Kids
darted around between the stalls. They clutched colored paper and
bamboo sticks. The air smelled like fresh bread mixed with sweet
syrup. Pretty much everywhere you turned.

Lina’s mom was at their table. Folding paper with these careful
hands. Come help me, habibti, she said soft like always. We'll make
one for him together.

Lina paused there. It won't be the same, she said.

Her mom gave this sad kind of smile. Nothing ever is, you know.
But that's what makes it count.

Lina sat down anyway. Reluctant, but she did. She folded the
paper real slow. Pressed every crease just so. Her hands started
shaking when she went for the candle. That was Sami’s part, always.

Keep the flame small, her mom reminded her. Too big and it burns
out way too quick.

Lina nodded. Her throat felt tight though.

That afternoon, dark clouds rolled in over the mountains. Villagers
started worrying the wind might wreck the whole festival. The mayor
said they'd do it anyway. Hope isn't scared of a little weather, he
told them.

Lina didn't buy that. The storm felt like a warning to her. Like the
sky wasn't in the mood for their lanterns this time.

Still, when the sun dipped down, everybody gathered at the
riverbank. Hundreds of lanterns sat waiting. They glowed soft, like
fireflies taking a break.

Her mom lit theirs with care. Handed it over to Lina. Go on, she
whispered.

Lina stepped up to the water. She glanced up. Clouds hung heavy,
wind all unsure. The lantern shook in her hands.

What if it drops, she said.
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Then we make another one, her mom replied. That's what your
brother would've said.

Lina managed a weak smile. He'd probably blame me for folding
it all wrong.

Her mom let out a soft laugh. And then he'd jump in to fix it for you.

She shut her eyes. Let the lantern go.

It floated up slow. The light flickered against that gray sky. For a
second, it looked like it'd drop. But the wind changed then. The flame
held steady. Up it went, higher.

All around, other lights joined in. Hundreds of them, these glowing
balls drifting skyward. Even with the clouds, they burned brighter
than she figured. Turned the whole sky gold in spots.

And right through all those lanterns, Lina spotted something.

A small shape. Half tucked behind the hills. A line of faint lights
heading their way. People started murmuring low. Is that the rescue
team, somebody whispered.

Minutes later, hikers showed up on the road. Backpacks all beat
up, flashlights in hand. Leading them was this face she knew. Thin
now, sunburned bad, but grinning.

Sami.

Lina bolted before anybody could grab her. She almost tripped
on the rocks. Tears messed up her vision. When she got to him, she
wrapped her arms tight around.

He laughed. Voice rough but warm all the same. You didn't figure
I'd skip the festival, right.

She pulled away. Stared hard. They told us you were gone.

| nearly was, he said. But | thought of what you said. That you'd
wait so we could light them together.

Lina blinked. | said that.

Yeah, he nodded. Kept that in my head every night out there. That
was my hope, basically.

Later that night, the family sat by the river again. Sami’s hands,
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rough from all the mountain work, helped Lina straighten out the
lantern that tipped over. They lit a new one together. Small thing,
fragile almost. It glowed gentle against the dark up there.

As it lifted, Lina whispered low. You think hope’s like this. Just
floating off somewhere.

Sami shook his head. Nah. Hope's what gets it up in the air to
begin with.

The clouds up top finally parted. Not rain though. Moon came out,
pale and big. Lit the river like silver. Lanterns kept rising. Their glow
danced on the water, like stars dipped in gold.

Lina leaned on her brother’s shoulder. Next year, she said, we'll do
two. One for us. One for all the folks still waiting.

Sami nodded. And we'll stuff both full of that extra hope.

That night, villagers talked about how bright the sky got. Brighter
than ever, they said. Some even claimed they heard music in the
wind. Like the mountains let out a big sigh of relief.

But Lina didn't catch any of that. She watched the last lantern
fade into the clouds. One spark, gone into the huge dark.

Deep down though, something warm kicked in again. Not the
flame or the lantern or the festival noise. Just this quiet knowing.
Hope doesn't quit when the light dies out.

It hangs on. Out of sight but kicking. Waiting for whoever’s got
the guts to let it lift again.

Judge’s Comments

When Sami, who went into the mountains to help earthquake victims,
had not returned after a year, everyone thought him gone forever,
except his little sister, Lina. On the night of the Festival of Lights, she
felt his absence deeply but still folded the lanterns dutifully with her
mother, all the while longing for her brother’s return. And return he does.

It's a simple plot but poignantly written. The author beautifully
captures the agony and heartache of not-knowing, and having to wait
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and wait, whilst holding on to hope when everyone else has given up.
It's a life story for us all.

It was interesting that the author decided to write all speech
without inverted commas however because it was consistent, it
contributed to the flow of the story. It's okay to break grammar rules

if you know what you are doing and it's obvious the writer is talented.
Congratulations.
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Judge’s Overview

How many ways are there to envision hope? Is it a strong force that
allows us to face life's hardships, or is it a calm resolve that underpins
our dreams? Can hope be shared with others, or is it something that

people must discover on their own?

Approaching this year's theme of “hope” from all of these
perspectives, the writers ages 15 to 18 invited their readers into
the lives of a wide range of characters, from families caught up in
war zones or natural disasters to young people contemplating their
future to individuals confronting life-threatening disease. They also
experimented with different genres, offering realistic explorations
of everyday problems, epic battles against the elements, and

encounters with magic forces and spooky mansions.

The most effective submissions this year demonstrated an assured
mastery of the short story form. They focused on only one main
conflict within a well-defined time period. The number of characters
was small and the settings limited to only a few places. Created
within a well-defined framework, the successful stories were able
to merge complex characters, vivid sensory descriptions and

multilayered plots into well-crafted narratives.

In many stories, the command of structural features and language
conventions was impressive. Variety in sentence structure and
paragraph length helped to control pacing. Skillfully constructed
dialogue established character and advanced the plot. The frequent

first-person narrators brought personality and immediacy to the writing.



Although it was very difficult to select only three texts for publication,
the choice ultimately came down to the skill with which the writers
addressed the theme of hope, sustained the quality of the narrative

and created an emotional impact.

Kathy Butti
November 2025



A Lullaby Carried
by the Sea

First place: Lyn Mary Liju, 15

Emirates Future International Academy, Abu Dhabi

The tune started in my chest, a hollow ache humming beneath my
ribs. It was her song, my mother’s song. It didn’t come back as a
memory; it felt like a weight pressing down on me. She sang it when
the world still felt kind. Her voice rose softly through the summer air,
a silver thread weaving through the stillness.

| can still picture her shadow moving across my ceiling, her
hand tracing constellations on the glow-in-the-dark stars | had
stuck there as a child. That song — God, that song wasn't just
music. It was memory woven into sound. Even now, when | close
my eyes, | can smell the jasmine she grew in chipped clay pots, its
scent heavy in the sun. | can hear the rough slide of my father’s
charcoal across thick paper as he sketched bridges and skylines
late into the night. | can taste honey-soaked dates on a festival
morning — sweet and sticky, joy blooming so effortlessly it hurts

to remember.
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That was home once, a place so full of color that it seemed
impossible it could ever fade. But war has a way of destroying
everything you love.

Now, at seventeen, home is a word that cuts. Home is this
overcrowded boat creaking through the indifferent sea. Home is
the sound of quiet sobbing, the slap of waves against a battered
hull. It's the smell of salt, sweat, and fear. Around me, people breathe
like ghosts trapped in human bodies. Some pray. Some whisper
names into the wind as if it might carry them home. But there is no
home left to return to. We are all ruins drifting toward something
we cannot name.

| hold my father’s leather-bound sketchbook to my chest until the
edge digs into my skin. It's the only thing | own that still belongs
to love. The book is worn, its corners softened by years of use, the
pages faintly smelling of graphite and rain. Inside are his dreams —
plans for a better world. Towers reaching for light. Bridges crossing
impossible distances. He believed that architecture could hold hope,
that if you built something strong enough, it could outlive pain. Now
his drawings are my inheritance. His handwriting, his legacy, presses
against my heart as the boat groans below me.

My mother’s lullaby has faded to silence. My sister Lena’s laughter
is an open wound. | remember the day we ran — sirens ripping
through the air, the smell of iron and ash, the sudden absence of
birds. My father shouted my name, pushing the sketchbook into my
hands. | didn't understand then — not until the ground shook and the
sky split apart. One heartbeat we were four voices calling to each
other. The next, | was alone in the rubble.

They didn't just die. They became the air | can no longer breathe.

The sea stretches endlessly around us, cruel and gleaming. The
sun presses down like a punishment, and thirst tastes like copper
on my tongue. Hope isn't a flame anymore; it's a tiny spark buried

under my ribs, and | hold it tight like it's the only thing keeping me
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alive. At night, the waves glow faintly with plankton, like the stars
my mother once traced for me. In that light, | see faces — Zara, the
young mother whispering fairytales to the baby in her arms; Hakim,
the old man beside me, his eyes gray with loss yet still searching.

One night, he speaks without looking at me.

“The sea is a thief,” he says, his voice rough as sand. “But it also
carries what you need.”

| ask him what he means.

He just shrugs. “Some things must be taken so others can be found.”

| don't understand until the night the sea decides to remind us
who we are. The storm comes without warning. The horizon vanishes
behind a wall of black. The wind screams. Waves rise like living
creatures — furious and endless. The world turns into noise, salt,
and panic.

Fear doesn't reach me anymore; | feel hollow. But then, through
the chaos, | see her—Lena. Her face, pale and terrified, looks right
at me through the spray. Her mouth opens, but | can’t hear her.
Behind her, | hear my mother’s last scream — one final, unfinished
note swallowed by the wind. The boat twists. People fall. Someone
prays. Someone disappears. My father’s book slips from my hands,
spinning across the wet deck. My lungs tear open with a raw, wordless
sound as | dive after it. My fingers close around the leather just as a
wave slam into me, dragging me into the dark. That book holds the
promise of every tomorrow he wanted me to see.

The water feels alive, grabbing at me with a thousand invisible
hands. | kick, clawing toward air. When | break the surface, choking,
| hold the book like it's life itself. Something inside me breaks, but at
the same time, something starts to rebuild. It isn't just a book. It's a
promise that | won't let their lives be erased.

When the storm dies, the sky looks bruised and exhausted. The
seq, once furious, lies still—a sorrowful mirror reflecting the stars. |

open the soaked book, afraid the pages will be ruined, but the ink
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still clings to the paper. My father’s handwriting flows between the
lines like a heartbeat frozen in graphite. At the back, a folded sheet
rests between the pages. I've never seen it before. My hands tremble

as | unfold it. The ink has run, but the words remain.

My dearest Omair,

If you are reading this, it means the world we built has fallen. | wish |
could have given you safety, my son. | wish | could have stood beside
you when the sky turned to fire. But know this — our love did not vanish
with the dust. It's written into you, into your hands, your breath, your
stubborn will to keep living.

| remember you at seven, standing on the roof as your mother
sang. You traced your own constellations with chalk, telling me
you'd one day build bridges between stars. | laughed then. But now,
| see you already have. Every heartbeat that still rises in you is a
bridge from our world to the next. | remember the paper city we
built on the kitchen table. You cried when the ceiling leaked and it
melted apart. But by morning, you started again. “It needs stronger
walls,” you said. That night, your mother whispered to me, “He has
your hands.”

Omar, grief is the final form of love. Carry it, but don’t drown in it.
When you hear her song, don’t hear loss—hear roots. When you touch
this book, don't see endings—see beginnings. Build, even when your
hands shake. Build, even when no one is left to see it.

The world will break you. Let it. But when it does, rise again — not
as what you were, but as what we dreamed you could be. Promise
me, when you find land, you'll plant something. Even a seed. Even a
memory. That'’s all it takes to begin again.

You were my first foundation, my last design.

And even in the ruin, you are the most beautiful thing I ever built.

—Baba
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The words blur with my tears. | press the letter to my chest, my
body shaking with the weight of all the love | thought I'd lost. Around
me, Zara sleeps, her baby’s small fist clutching her shirt. Hakim’s
eyes are open, not on the horizon now, but on the waves as if he's
listening to something only, he can hear. We are all carrying ghosts.
But maybe, we are also carrying seeds.

When someone shouts, “Land!” it takes me o moment to
understand. | look up. There, in the distance, a thin, trembling line of
green cuts through the endless gray. It isn't home — not yet. But it’s
the promise of one.

No one cheers. We just cry. The sound rising from the boat is raw
and human—a sound made of exhaustion, disbelief, and aching relief.
| stand, clutching the book against the one place in my chest that still
feels warm. The wind bites, but it feels almost like a blessing. Ahead
of me lies an empty world — a blank blueprint.

| don’t know what I'll build. | don’'t know who I'll become. But | will
build. I have to.

And then, without realizing, | start to hum the same salt-stained
lullaby my mother once sang. It's cracked and broken, but it carries.
It carries across the water, through the silence, across everything
we've lost.

It isn't just a song anymore. It's an act of defiance. A bridge. A
prayer. A promise — to rebuild, to remember, to live.

And in that trembling tune, for the first time in years, | don't hear

grief. l hear hope.

Judge’s Comments
Young Omar finds himself on a broken-down boat filled with refugees.
The sole survivor from his family, he clings to a single possession — his
father’s leather-bound sketchbook. The power of this story lies not
only in the writer’s evocative depiction of the precarious situation

facing Omar and his fellow refugees, from the horrors of war to
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the perils of the seq, but also in the multiple layers of memory and
point of view brought to bear. Memories surface through the writer’s
effective sensory description of Omar’s mother’s lullaby, visions of his
family during a storm and a newly discovered letter from his father.
The first-person point of view, which dominates the story overall, is
supplemented by a fellow passenger’s philosophical musings and
Omar’s father’s voice in the letter.

Overall, this intricately constructed narrative demonstrates how
clear plotting, nuanced characterization, expressive imagery and
assured use of language can come together to create a moving

experience of hope growing out of adversity.



The Promise
of Flight

Second place: Ethan Poh, 16
Jumeirah English Speaking School, Dubai

The boy was seven when the doctor leaned close to his ear and
whispered, as if confiding a secret meant only for him.

“There's a cure,” he said. “Not today, not tomorrow, but it is being
made. You must hold on until it arrives.”

His mother did not hear. She was turned away, shoulders shaking in
her hands. Behind her, the room hummed with the sound of machines
that offered mechanical prayers in rhythm with the dying. The doctor
straightened his coat, wrote something on his chart - words in the
careful, hopeless jargon of medicine - and left without looking back.

But the boy carried the whisper away like treasure.

That night, when the pain came like waves, he imagined the cure
as a bird in flight - high above the hospital, circling closer each day.
He pictured its wings beating against the wind, its feathers bright
as glass. When his chest ached, he whispered to himself, It's coming.
The bird is almost here.
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His mother sat beside his bed, her hands wrapped around his.
“You have to rest,” she said, but her voice trembled.

“I'm waiting for the bird,” he murmured, voice thin as a thread
of smoke. His gaze drifted somewhere past the ceiling, beyond the
reach of her trembling hands.

She smiled through her tears, brushing the damp hair from his
forehead. “What bird, love?” she whispered, though her voice
wavered.

He didn't answer. His eyes followed something unseen, tracing soft
arcs through the air, as though tracking the shadow of a promise
only he could still believe in. The fever had carried him far from
her, into a world where reason no longer followed. Still, she smiled,
because to stop smiling felt like surrender.

Days folded into weeks. The boy grew thinner, his skin pale as
linen, but he kept whispering about the bird. Nurses grew used to
hearing him murmur to it when they passed his door. “You're getting
closer,” he would say. “l can feel it.”

When treatments failed, when machines ticked through the nights
like distant clocks, he still clung to that image. Hope - even false
hope - had settled into his bones like a second heartbeat.

The doctor tried not to think about what he'd done. He told himself
it had been kindness, nothing more. He had seen too many children
fade after being told the truth. But this one... this one had looked
at him with such wide, unguarded faith. So, he had lied. And the lie
began to haunt him.

Still, every month, the boy’s condition held steady. Then, impossibly,
it began to improve. Blood tests changed. X-rays cleared. His lungs
grew stronger. He started to walk again. When the doctor entered
the room one morning, he found the boy standing by the window,
watching a flock of birds wheel across the sky.

“You see?” the boy said, his voice light. “It's close now.”

The doctor stared at him, and something inside him faltered.
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“Maybe it is,” he said quietly.

By the time the boy turned sixteen, his name had become
ubiquitous in medical journals. “Spontaneous remission,” they
called it. “Anomalous immune response.” The doctor accepted the
interviews, though each response felt hollow. He had no answer, no
science that could make sense of what had happened.

But in the back of his mind, he kept hearing the whisper he'd
spoken years ago. There's a cure. Hold on until it arrives.

He never said those words to another child again.

The boy, now a young man, carried the story of his recovery like a
talisman. He worked, studied, fell in love. He did not speak often of
his illness, though at night, when the house was quiet, he sometimes
dreamed of the bird. It was always flying - never landing, never gone.

When his daughter was born, he watched her small chest rise and
fall as she slept and thought of the doctor’s face, the tremor in his
voice that day in the ward. You must hold on.

By thirty, he had almost stopped wondering. The past had settled
into memory, that wondrous yet fickle thing. Yet on certain mornings
- in the stillness before dawn - he would wake with a strange
awareness, as if part of him were still waiting for wings overhead.

The doctor was old when they met again. His hair had gone white;
his hands shook when he signed prescriptions. The hospital seemed
gentler now - the hum of machines subdued, the glare of fluorescent
lights softened - but the air still held that familiar trace of antiseptic
and sorrow. Aaron came alone. His daughter waited outside, reading
in the corridor.

“You probably don't remember me,” Aaron said.

The doctor looked up, and for a moment, time folded back on
itself. He saw the boy in the thin man before him - the same eyes,
the same quiet strength.

“I remember,” he said. “You were the one who lived.”

Aaron smiled. “That's what they say.”
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There was a pause. The doctor gestured for him to sit. “How have
you been?”

“Good,” Aaron said. “Healthy. | wanted to thank you.”

“For what?”

“For saving me.”

The doctor flinched. His gaze drifted toward the window, where
the evening light lay pale on the floor. After all these years, the lie
still sat between them, unspoken and heavy.

Aaron leaned forward. “Tell me,” he said softly. “What was in the
cure that saved me?”

The doctor closed his eyes. For a long time, neither spoke. Then,
with a tremor that seemed to come from somewhere deep within,
he said the words he had avoided for decades.

“There was no cure.”

Aaron frowned, not understanding.

“There was no medicine,” the doctor continued. “No treatment
waiting to be approved. | only told you that so you wouldn't give up.
You were too small to face the truth - and | couldn’t bear to watch
another child stop hoping.”

His voice cracked. “l lied to you, Aaron. And | have thought of that
lie every single day since.”

For a moment, the room was silent except for the eternal buzz of
machines in the hallway. Aaron stared at his hands - hands strong
and steady, the same hands that had once clutched at bedsheets
in pain.

Something inside him shifted.

He thought of the long nights he had endured, whispering to
himself that the bird was still flying, still coming closer. He thought
of the first breath that hadn't hurt, the first morning he had woken
without fever, the years of living that had followed.

When he finally looked up, his eyes shone with something that

wasn't quite sorrow, but close.



15-18

“You were wrong,” he said quietly. “There was a cure. You just
didn’t know what to call it.”

The doctor blinked.

“Hope,” Aaron said. “That was the cure. You gave me that, and my
body believed it. It believed so hard it learned how to live.”

The doctor’s eyes filled, and for the first time in many years, he
wept without restraint.

Aaron stood, hesitated, then placed a hand on his shoulder. “You
didn't lie,” he said. “You gave me something real.”

Outside, the sky had opened into the pale blue of evening. Aaron
stepped into the corridor where his daughter waited, her hair
catching the light as she ran toward him. She grabbed his hand,
tugging him forward, laughing about something small and ordinary.

As they left the hospital, Aaron looked up. A single bird wheeled
high above the roof, cutting across the clouds before vanishing into
the horizon.

He smiled. The bird was still circling - it always had been.

But now he understood: it had never been searching for him.

He had been carrying it all along.

Judge’s Comments
In this aptly titled story, a small boy with a terminal illness finds
comfort in the words of a doctor, imagining a companion of hope in
the form of a bird. The narrative asks readers to consider the power of
optimism and imagery in the treatment of illness while also evaluating
the more science-based views of the medical establishment and the
ways in which patients are informed of their condition. The writer
skillfully develops the plot, alternating between different points of
view, from those of staff and family in realistic scenes at the hospital
to the boy’s visions of the healing bird moving ever closer. The balance
of dialogue and description as well as careful paragraphing also

contributes to the impact of the story.
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The Umbrella Man
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Third place: Ameera Aal Ghardaqa, 16

Emirates National Schools, Ras Al Khaimah

Rain always hit the hardest at the northbound stop. It blurred the
city into streaks of color and shadow, like someone had smeared
watercolors across the pavement. Faces came and went, too fast
to remember, too wet to matter. That was where | first noticed
him. An old man who didn't seem to belong to the rush of buses
or the movement of the crowd. He stood under the shelter like any
other passenger; except he never boarded. Instead, he carried a
battered case and a pile of umbrellas, each one was different. One
was striped, another had a wooden handle that looked like it had
survived a hundred storms, and one was patched with clear tape.
Every time someone stepped into the rain, he handed them an
umbrella. No words. No money. Just a quiet gesture.

People called him strange. | called him interesting. | had gotten
good at looking like | didn’t care; it was easier than getting my hopes
up for something that came free. | didn't trust kindness without
a catch. | had learned that hope usually comes with a price, like

apologies that were too late, promises that didn't mean much, and
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adults who disappeared behind the word “change.” So, | watched him
from a distance, like | watched a flickering streetlight and wondered
if it was magic or just broken.

He moved like someone who knew silence was powerful. He
didn't make a show of it. He just passed umbrellas to people who
needed them. A thank you here, a smile there, and then he faded
back into the background. On the third week, | noticed something
different. A slip of paper was tucked inside one of the umbrellas. It
had a name and an address. That tiny detail hit me harder than |
expected. It made me curious in a way | hadn't felt in a long time.
So, | followed him.

The next morning, | left home earlier than usual. | told myself | wasn't
invested, just curious. | had my camera tucked in my bag and my raincoat
zipped up tight. The city had that washed out look again, the kind that
makes everything feel temporary. | waited at the stop, pretending to
scroll through my phone, but really, | was watching for him.

He showed up right on time. His coat looked older in daylight, the
cuffs frayed, the fabric damp with years of weather. He carried the
same battered case. Now | could see faint scratches carved into its
surface, maybe initials, maybe memories. When the first raindrops
began to fall, he opened the case and handed out umbrellas as if
he'd done it a thousand times. | watched as he handed one to a
woman juggling groceries, another to a man with a crying toddler.
Every movement was calm, like a ritual.

| stepped closer. My heart was racing, though | didn't know why.
“Why do you do that?” | asked, trying to sound casual.

He turned to me, his eyes kind but distant. “Rain doesn’t choose
who it falls on,” he said. “So why should kindness?”

| didn’t have an answer. | just stood there, letting the rain hit my
face. He smiled, then walked away before | could say anything else.

In the following days, | couldn’t stop thinking about him. His words

stuck with me. | told myself people like him were just bored or lonely.
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People who gave too much because they had nothing left to lose.
But that didn’t explain the slip of paper I'd seen before. So, one rainy
evening, | followed him again.

He didn't go far. Just a few blocks into an older part of town,
where buildings leaned into each other like they were tired. The
streets smelled of rust and old rain. He stopped in front of a run-
down apartment complex and climbed the stairs, one hand on the
railing, the other gripping his case. | waited until he disappeared,
then slipped inside.

The hallway was dim. Paint peeled off the walls, and water stains
marked the ceiling. On one door, | noticed a small drawing of an
umbrella taped beside the number 17. 1 first hesitated, then knocked.

The door creaked open. The Umbrella Man stood there, surprised.
For a second, | thought he might tell me to leave. But instead, he
said, “You'd better come in before you catch cold.”

His apartment was simple. Old photos, stacks of books, and in one
corner, dozens of umbrellas hung like trophies. Each one had a note
attached: names, dates, short messages. | stepped closer and read
from one. “To the stranger who saved my presentation.” Another
said, “To the man who made me believe in good people again.” |
looked at him.

“You kept their letters?” | asked.

He nodded. “Each one reminds me that it mattered. Even small
acts of kindnesses have a greater impact than we think.”

“But why umbrellas?” | asked.

He smiled sadly. “They used to belong to my wife. She loved the
rain. Said it made the world honest and washed it clean, even if only
for a while. She used to lend her umbrellas to strangers who looked
lost.” His voice cracked. “After she passed, | found them all in the
attic. | couldn’t let them just sit there, gathering dust.”

| didn't know what to say. The room felt heavy with memories that

weren't mine, but somehow mattered anyway.
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That night, the rain hit harder than usual. | left his apartment with
one of the umbrellas, a navy blue one with a wooden handle and a
faded floral pattern. He insisted | take it. “It's not about keeping dry,”
he said. “It's about remembering to share the shelter.”

The next morning, | saw a girl at the bus stop, holding her laptop
over her head. Without thinking, | handed her my umbrella. She
blinked in surprise, then smiled. “Are you sure?” she asked.

“Yeah,” | said, and for the first time, | meant it. “Rain doesn't
choose who it falls on.”

As she walked away, | realized that it felt strange to repeat his
words. But it also felt right. Maybe hope doesn’'t come all at once.
Maybe it moves slowly, passed from one hand to another, one small
act at a time.

Weeks passed. We both developed a quiet routine. I'd meet
him at the stop, sometimes helping, sometimes just listening. He
told me stories about strangers he'd met, places he'd visited with
his wife, and the day the rain first came after she was gone. His
kindness wasn't loud. It didn't ask to be seen. But it changed the
way | saw everything.

Then one morning, he didn't show up. The bench was empty, his
spot untouched. | waited an hour, then two. Finally, | went back to
his apartment building. The umbrella drawing was still there. When
| knocked, no one answered. A neighbor opened her door instead.

“You're looking for Mr. Hassan?” she asked. | nodded. “He passed
away last night. Heart failure, they said.”

| didn't know what to say. The woman looked at me kindly. “He
talked about you,” she added. “Said it was nice having someone to
share the rain with again.”

Back at the bus stop, the rain felt different. | stood where he used
to. Then | noticed a small, battered case, leaning against the bench.
Inside were three umbrellas and a folded note.

My name was written across it.

Sl
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Ali,

If you're reading this, the rain has probably found you again. Don't
let it wash away what you've learned. Keep the umbrellas moving.
Hope doesn't stop; it changes hands.

— Hassan

| didn't realize | was crying until the ink on the note began to blur.

That night, | walked through the rain, handing out umbrellas.
No introductions. No explanations. Just quiet gestures that meant
something. And though the world still looked grey, something inside
me had changed.

Because the thing about hope is it doesn’'t need sunlight to grow.
Sometimes, all it needs is rain.

Days passed, and | found myself at the bus stop. Each person |
helped, each quiet smile | caught in return, reminded me that even
the smallest gestures could carry the heaviest weight.

One evening, after a long day of rain, | paused on the empty
street. A child ran after a balloon, soaked from head to toe, and
| lifted an umbrella over them just in time. For a moment, | heard
Hassan'’s voice in my head: “Rain doesn’t choose who it falls on. So
why should kindness?”

| smiled through the drops. The bench was empty, the umbrella
case gone, but hope was still alive, carried forward by my own hands.
As the rain fell harder, washing the city, | understood something
| hadn't before. Hope wasn't something you waited for. It was
something you gave away, one small act at a time.

And tonight, | was giving it away too.
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Judge’s Comments
The writer begins this tale of intergenerational friendship at a bus
stop on a rainy day, where the older protagonist offers umbrellas to
those without them. Finding him intriguing, the younger protagonist
shares first-person observations about the “Umbrella Man,” leading
the reader to understand the circumstances and character of both
men through descriptions of actions, thoughts and speech. Readers
can find inspiration in the old man’s philosophical comments about
hope and kindness (e.g., “Hope doesn't stop; it changes hands,” or
“Rain doesn’t choose who it falls on. So why should kindness?”), which
the young man repeats as he begins to mature and reaches out to

help others.
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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/choreographer, worked on a Greek cruise ship, then for a cake
designer, training as a pastry chef at a Swiss hotel school in Athens. Whilst living
there, she also volunteered at a local animal sanctuary.

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

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

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

competition.

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

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



Judge's Profiles

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

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