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The Fright6th Grade Poetry

First Place

Matoaca Middle School

As I lay on the sand watching the waves crash.

I notice a sudden flash.

I see the lighthouse shine its light.

And the whole beach is in a fright.

As people try to film it.

The boats are about to hit.

Out of nowhere I heard a big “BOOM!”

Then all I heard after that was “OOH!”

Sirens going here and there.

Helicopter falling from the air.

The lifeguards said “Clear the area now!”

And everyone was wondering “HOW?”

The two boats look as if they had collided.

And I see the rescue workers getting guided.

As we all are shaking in fear.

I see some people shed a tear.

Everybody's running around and screaming.

I jumped and noticed that I was dreaming.

Kayla Dodd



Moving Day
6th Grade Poetry

Second Place

Tomahawk Creek Middle School Keaghan McStay

I onced lived in a house, 

Far away from here. 

I don’t remember it, 

But I fear to go near. 

My parents didn’t like it, 

So we moved far away. 

Closer to family, 

We knew we would stay. 

My mother had a new child, 

A brother I say. 

He grew older, 

As we played and we played.

My mother once said that we would leave one day, 

Moving day others would say. 

So we moved, 

To go closer to friends.

Family wasn’t enough, 

But we know how that ends. 

Life pulled us down, 

But we got back up.

 blue house came around,

My parents knew that this was the house

So we moved all our stuff

Even my grandmother’s blouse. 

So there we are,

In our new house,

My mother knew there weren't enough people around. 

So she had a new child, 

A brother I would say. 

As he grew older, 

All three children played and played. 

My mother said that we would leave one day, 

Moving day others would say. 

We looked and we looked for a new house, 

And we found the star,

Shining on our cute white house. 

It was the one.

My mother knew there were enough people around. 

Except for one thing,

Barking downtown. 

We got a dog, 

Then our family was done.

A sister, a brother, a son, a father, a mother, and a dog. 

We prayed each night for that nice moving day. 

Yay! Some would say.



The Golden Staircase of 
Chilkoot Pass

6th Grade Poetry

Third Place

Swift Creek Middle School

It was like a snake slithering up to gold.

You could see it stretch on for miles of waiting people.

It was hard to run, hard to climb, and impossible to crawl up, 

But it also shone with the stunning, sheer perfection of its beaming radiance,

gold for all who climb.

The men dragged onto it had a painful journey to the top,

an upward trek that would never end,

the snow and ice going on forever,

But when it did end, 

They would be rich.

It was the Golden Staircase, beautiful yet terrible.

David Lins



Invisible Monster6th Grade Poetry

Honorable Mention

Matoaca Middle School Hayden Longacre

Worldwide pandemic

Social distancing

Washing hands

Quickly spreading

People suffering

Staying home

Closing schools

Learning online

Feeling lonely

Praying often

Missing friends and family

Watching the news

Fearing the future

Rushing for supplies

Seeking a cure

Feeling insecure

Crashing economy

Overflowing hospitals

Canceling sports

Helping the elderly

Postponing events 

Streaming church

People dying

Flattening the curve

Counting blessings

Dreading the CoronaVirus, 2020



Flowers
6th Grade Poetry

Honorable Mention

Tomahawk Creek Middle School

                            Flowers

Flowers sway so swift in the steady breeze.
Growing with the brightest sunlight and water, among trees.

Their nectar smells so sweet to all the buzzing bees.

The flower petals close at night but in the morning proudly gleam. 
All the colors blue, red, and yellow make the flowers seem so supreme.

The lovely, divine flowers create such a beautiful scene.
                                                 

          With stems, roots, petals, and leaves, the delicate parts you can see.
Patches of flowers attract bees bringing all the pollen clouds to be. 
All the different kinds of flowers are as beautiful as you and me.

 Although these flowers might wither away, there will always be more where they lay. 
 They come out to stretch their petals in the bright, bright sunlight and that is where they stay. 

All the flowers in the world are such a wonderful sight to smell, touch and see all day. 

Mia Winters



Poetry
7th Grade



Playing with Quarantine7th Grade Poetry

First Place

Swift Creek Middle School

From afar they play.

Neighbors,

Separated by 6 feet,

And a fence.

Only six years old,

But they cannot play today.

Or tomorrow.

Or next week.

Germs, their parents say.

Beware of the germs.

She has them,

As do you.

Shouting from yard to yard,

Entertained by the noise,

They play from afar.

Elizabeth Radgowski



Fall Rise7th Grade Poetry

Second Place

Matoaca Middle School

I will always fall.

So please never tell me 

I will rise.

I have created this mindset.

This is what I will live by.

You don’t need to catch me.

You don’t need to prepare me.

Don’t try to change my mind. 

I will always fall 

So please never tell me

I will rise. 

(Now read bottom to top) 

Nicolette Harville



Practice Makes Perfect7th Grade Poetry

Third Place

Swift Creek Middle School

88 keys
Each a different sound
Woven together they make
The music of heaven

Frustration at first
Why won’t it sound right?
“Practice makes perfect”
I hate that phrase

Two months later
It’s wonderful
I can sway my body
And feel the music

My eyes are closed
My fingers fly
I don’t notice
The notes anymore

It’s muscle memory
No more thought
Don’t even know
How I remember

My music floats
Through the house
I feel my mom stop
And watch me play

I hate that phrase
“Practice makes perfect”
But I can’t deny
The results I love

Martina Ribera



Today is the Same as 
Yesterday

7th Grade Poetry

Honorable Mention

Tomahawk Creek Middle School

When every day feels the same
It really makes you wonder:
Am I trapped in time?
Running in circles around the clock 
Until the day is done

When today is the same as yesterday
And the only thing that changes are your clothes
You start to feel trapped
Like your stuck in a box with nowhere to go
And it makes you appreciate
All the changes you used to hate
And you realize you don’t truly miss something
Until it’s not there anymore
 
When today is all over
And the only thing that kept us sane
Was the hope of a different tomorrow
At least when that tomorrow comes
We’ll know how much we love change
And next time we’re afraid 
Of the differences we face 
We’ll say, “At least, today isn’t the same as yesterday.”

Claire Nawrocki



An Artist’s View
7th Grade Poetry

Honorable Mention

Tomahawk Creek Middle School

Once the artist sees
The many details of the world

Gains the sight of microscopes (lenses)
And sees the unseen beauty

The beauty in each, everything, and all
A wilting rose.

A lone tree.
A breeze causing leaves to fall,

Then floating silently to the ground.
The beauty in things we see daily,

Is beyond our minds.
Seen by artists of all sorts,
And ones who truly look.

Visual artists can see the hidden beauty.
Photographers have the eyes of a hawk.

Writers look closer at all we see.
The world has many secrets,
Many only a few understand.

The secret of life.
The secret of beauty.
The secret of love.

However, 
artists gain focus on the secret of beauty

 when they create something of their own.
When they see the details others may think hideous

And transform those details into blooming gardens of truth.
It helps others see

What they are missing.
Every true work of art has it.

Sometimes you just have to look through 
The canvas.

The clay.
The paper.

To see the beauty in everything.

Reese Burroughs



Poetry
8th Grade



Moving On8th Grade Poetry

First Place

Matoaca Middle School

School is out,
For the rest of the year,

But there is more sadness than there is cheer,

Friends gone,
Moving on to bigger and better things,

Hoping to overcome whatever life brings,

Our teachers,
Who taught us so much,

Staying behind to help the next bunch,

The morning announcements,
Listening the second they went live,

And beginning the day saying, “We are one TRIBE!”

We will miss you Middle School,
Even with ups and downs,

We all managed to stick around,

But do not be saddened,
School is not done,

In fact, it has only just begun,

Next year is High School,
The next chapter in our journey,

Full of new knowledge and friendships that will last an eternity,  

Middle School is over,
It is hard to believe,

All the fun and friends will make it hard to leave, 

We will never forget the memories made,
All of the classes that we shared each and every day, 

The times have ended, but the memories will always stay.

Sam Wheeler



Procrastinator8th Grade Poetry

Second Place

Matoaca Middle School Ishaan A Dave

Here I sit, upon my chair,

With a scruffy face, and tangled hair,

I ponder, still, and wonder where,

My motivation went.

So now I type with my two hands,

With a messy shirt and too long pants, 

With my mouth agape, my eyes entranced 

Fixed on the internet. 

I scroll and scroll through useless stuff, 

Seeking, searching, through the rough,

The toughest, gruffest, netty trough,

Consumes my intellect. 

And though I know that through it all,

I’d close those tabs if someone called, 

Or texted, well I’d be enthralled,

To have a day well spent.

I must take action, time is now,

“Scroll through life, no more!” I vow,

Cow’s hooves do more than I’ve allowed,

My body to contort. 

So one foot first, and then another,

Make my bed and call my brother,

Do things that would please my mother,

Be the better sport. 

Procrastination has left the building,

Vermin vile is up for killing, 

Wasted time is not as thrilling, 

As the lion’s court.

I’ll move mountains, break the cages,

Tear the locks and shake the ages,

Speak out through a thousand stages, 

‘Fore my time’s cut short. 

The aged man regrets but nothing,

If his youth is out and puffing, 

Working for a better stuffing, 

Stuff of a legend’s sort. 

Yet here sit I, upon my chair,

With a deadened face, and messy hair,

Still I ponder, question where, 

My motives truly follow. 

I sit and scratch and sigh out loud,

The clock ticks on, the sun is down, 

I smile at something, it's the thought of,

“I’ll do this tomorrow.”



Daily Life8th Grade Poetry

Third Place

Matoaca Middle School Lance Aileo

Morning
My mom woke up me this morning
Before she left there was a warning

That if I fall back asleep
Next time when she wakes me from my sleep

She will not be so nice

Sadly I didn’t heed her warning
And so I received a verbal scorning

So quickly I tumble out of bed
Drowsiness filling my head

5:50 is very early

I quickly put on my clothes
My lack of sleep definitely shows
I shovel stuff into my backpack

Then quickly grab a snack
And rush on out the door

My ride to school is uneventful
The bumpy ride is quite resentful

I cannot get a blink of rest
Instead I prepare for a test

 That I doomed to fail

                                    Latin
Nervously I walk to class
For a test I shall not pass

I didn’t study the night before
And as I entered through that door

I was filled with dread

I quickly looked with haste
“Where were that notes that I had placed”

Alas there were not here in my sack
Soon I felt an anxiety attack

My breath grew short and chest grew tight

Once the test started I felt a hit
I was full of confusion I’ll admit

“What is a conjugation?”
I was full of contemplation

I sat there in a daze

I doodled on the paper
Stared at the wallpaper

And when I was told to turn it in
I knew that there had been

Nothing more I could do
                                                        
                                   Geometry

I move on to next period
readying myself for a myriad
Of numbers great and small

So I prepare for the call
To to start my graded warmup

I answered each question with a confiendient air
While finding the area of each square

Soon I was done with this quiz
When it comes to math I’m quite the whiz

Area and perimeter are so much fun

Moving on to the lesson
My homework load I try to lessen

Soon I am halfway done
With classwork sheet number one

The class is almost over

So I open up my sack
All my classwork and notes I pack

Put my calculator away
When the bell rings I will leave Mrs Jay

And head off to social studies



                           Social Studies
Mrs Copa is so nice today

An easy day I so pray
Maybe study.coms in this class

A bunch of homework I had already amassed
The day was looking up

Who knew how wrong I could be
Studying the preamble was waiting for me

I was so confused and full of bore
But still I had yet more

The constitution was next

So important is is to us
The constitution we discuss
It is so long and confusing

My mind I was losing
How much longer was this class

No more, no more, I plead aloud
But there was nobody in this crowd

who could possibly assist
Alas I could not subsist
So I gave up and cried

                               Drama
Next class is more stressful

And the teacher is unsuccessful
No punishment comes to the offenders
Who talk with the loudness of blenders

No one can concentrate

No work ever gets completed
My energy levels are depleted

I cannot think I do not feel
Who did invent the wheel

I wondered in a daze

Kids doing nothing
Others are fighting and shoving

While I sit quietly at my chromebook
Sometimes I stop and look

At the mess of a class I’m in

A while later the bell rings
An end to my torment this brings

I leave the classroom filled with glee
Just wait and you will see

As I walk onto the bus

                                       Afternoon
I play around outside

Until I must come inside
 For my homework is long

And most of it I will get wrong
I will try anyway

I click away at my computer
Sometimes watching videos from a math tutor

I’m almost done, I’m almost there
This burden of homework I will no long bear

For now I finished the homework

I ate dinner so elated
Scarfing down food slightly dated

I told my family of my success
That I was now free from stress
Now I could enjoy my afternoon

Brush my teeth before getting in the shower
Until I smell like a fresh flower

Then I put my PJs on
Not to be changed until dawn

And I crawl into bed. 



Beach Breeze and Bucket Hats
8th Grade Poetry

Honorable Mention

Tomahawk Creek Middle School

Will Hodge

Hanging out with friends on the street

Gazing at twinkling stars, scorching in the summer 

heat

Hopping off the diving board into the pool

All the kids outta school

Black cement boils from the fierce rays of the sun

Children running berserk, having fun

Splash, the sound of the water gun

Shhhhh...the sound of summer has begun

Late nights by the crackling fire

Homemade crisps bubbling in the fryer

Marshmallows roasting to a golden brown

Watermelon festival visited by the whole town

Melodic tone of the ice cream truck

#33 popsicle, on the porch we suck

July 4, DJ blaring Jazzy Jeff and American Pie at 

the pool party

Fake tattoos with a sharpie

Reciting Revenge of the Sith for hours

Playing tackle soccer while the rain showers

20 person tag in the Sachs’ yard

Killer crossovers and step-backs that you can't 

guard 

Hilton Head vaca, sunset stroll to the tiki bars

Drinking virgin piña coladas underneath the stars

Colossal holes dug in the sand

Running through the water while moms tanned 

Wind sighing, gusts taking my bucket hat

Pigeon stealing our goldfish as their snack

Mini golf with Kadima rackets

Adding pictures to my status

Telling stories of the year

Fishing for shark, piquant flavors from the sear

Singing Toes and Chicken Fried on the dunes

Splashing in the ocean in the afternoon

The smells of summer

Coconut sunscreen, salt water in our light hair, and Red’s 

signature baby back ribs

Rattling ice in a glass and people vibing to their summer 

songs

The sounds of summer roll on.



Poetry
9th Grade



A Whole New World9th Grade Poetry

First Place

Matoaca High School

Empty aisles 

Brand new work styles 

Self isolation 

Quarantine isn’t a vacation 

Millions infected 

Trillions affected

Jasmine Parks



Trapped in a Cocoon9th Grade Poetry

Second Place

Matoaca High School

I start to feel like a caterpillar turning into a butterfly

Knowing that I will soon wave my cocoon goodbye,

But right now I must stay trapped in my cocoon

So that I will be able to spread my wings in late June.

Always stuck inside having nowhere to go 

Time starting to go by so slow.

Hiding away without anyone physically seeing me 

And not seeing my friends for a while is a guarantee.

We didn’t expect this thudding,

Of a virus that came flooding.

Some get affected and might never recover 

While others might not even have a summer.

All of this is happening because of a tragedy

Now some people’s nightmares have turned into a reality.

Hey world I will spread my wings and see you soon,

But for right now I’m going to stay in my cocoon.

Once I’m out of here I will go to the ends of the earth and back, 

My wings could be blue, orange, or maybe even black.

My beauty will finally be shown on the outside,

And I will no longer have a reason to hide. 

Aniya Vincent



Earth’s Remodeling9th Grade Poetry

3rd Place

Matoaca High School

Before the virus, the world was dangerously polluted.

Italy didn’t have dolphins,

China had cities with grey skies,

People neglected basic hygiene 

But ever since the outbreak,

People wash their hands, 

Venice skies are clearer than they have been in 60 years, 

dolphins have been spotted in southern Italy, swimming in clearer water.

The world appears to be healing because ecosystem destruction is at rest,

But, at what cost?

Mark Perkins



Kobe and Gianna9th Grade Poetry

Honorable Mention

Manchester High School

In the night 

He was a light

In the dark

He was not far

A legend gone too soon

He died with his daughter and 7 others too

He was 41 and his daughter was 13

Not in a million years did we think and Sunday we would wake up and this is what we would see

He donated to schools and others

He made sure he was a good husband to his kid’s mothers

He loved being a dad to daughters

To 4 kids, he was a father

Gianna Bryant was a basketball player

She followed in the footsteps of her father

Kobe and his daughter were very close

How tight they were is something we will not get to know

Vanessa and his kids are now surviving him

His kids know that they are special because they are derived from him

It may not be easy for anyone to lose a loved one

It will definitely leave a person stunned

But alas, they rest high

With God they will lie

Say goodbye to the trauma

Because high in the sky rest Kobe and Gianna

Kailyn Jackson



Poetry
10th Grade



Difficulties10th Grade Poetry

First Place

Meadowbrook High School

 As humans we face many difficulties in life
 Every shape and size possible

It drains us emotionally, mentally, and physically
We fight it as best as possible, but it never stops

Difficulties tend to come and go
Some years are better than others

I remember a time when we faced difficulties with strength
Now we are cowards and hiding in the shadows

People are turning on people
Judging the color of their skin

Racism has always been a difficulty many people face
But only now people are speaking up 

Homelessness has always been a difficulty many people face
But not many help

Hunger has always been a difficulty many people face
But no one takes the time to help to feed others

We are abusing each other
We are abusing the animals that help us

The virus is still killing us and instead of stopping it
We are killing each other

We are letting stereotypes get in our heads
We are supposed to work together

There is power in numbers
We can defeat these difficulties if we stand together

We should never judge someone because of their
Race

Religion
Disabilities
Background

We should embrace them with open arms
Helping each other because 

We are all struggling 
With our own 
Difficulties

Madison Rosario



Surely Sure of an Unsure 
Future

10th Grade Poetry

Second Place

Matoaca High School Maia Pettaway

Confined to the walls of my own home

Oh I miss the days I was known to roam

Stuck in my room with nowhere to go

In desperate need to reverse this status quo

 

Bored to death and lost in my mind

Inner truths becoming harder to find

Increasing anxiety and a new-found panic

Coronavirus has left me frantic

 

Unable to escape, this isn’t fair!

Not even able to get a breath of fresh air

I sit on my phone switching from app to app

Trying to pass time taking nap after nap

 

Fear that the world is nearing its end

Was this virus God-sent?

Questioning the future of the human race

What has happened to the United States?

 

Thousands of lives are taken day after day

I don’t know how much longer I can live this way

Living in constant fear

What if my end is near?

America, America, what am I to do?

Our states’ days are turning blue

We used to have a low mortality rate

Now we don’t know the fate of New York State

 

The media says soon our people will once again amass

And the preachers preach, “This too shall pass”

But are they giving us false hope?

Of returning to normality around the globe

 

Living in a world short of clarity

How can you be sure that this won’t end terribly?

Living on the edge between life and death

You never know when you’ll take your last breath

 

But we will persist together and never quit

Enduring a virus we won’t soon forget

We’ll stay in our homes and try to keep our composure

Until this pandemic is finally over



Love Hurts10th Grade Poetry

Third Place

Matoaca High School

   I love you
  but
  Do you love me?
  Like pages of a book
  that are being turned
  Tomorrow I'll turn
  and
  You'll be gone
  Love never lasts,
  but
  It lasts long enough to hurt.

Maryanna Dryer



Poetry
11th Grade



Hate11th Grade Poetry

First Place

James River High School Grace Hounsel

Hate is clothed in a fiery red dress 
With flames flickering off the sides
The shoes on her unbalanced feet
Are made of burning coals
That leave crumbling ashes in her wake

People warn you not to let her in
But her voice is oh, so sweet,
It’s dripping false results
That are coated in rotting sugar
When seen through the filters of misery
And affliction, she’s beautiful
So tempting
Like a treasure just out of reach
Like the answer to your problem

So without realizing it, you open the door
To your life, giving her free roam 
To use you as she pleases
To have her way
And soon you’ve been engulfed by her flames
Suffocated by her smoke
Smothered in her ashes
Strangled by her ever dancing tendrils of fire
And you like it
No, you love it

You’ve become addicted
To her rippling heat and her charcoal scars 
That now line your brain
And are slowly spreading across your skin
In the form of deep, dark frown lines
You’re so attached that without her, you’re lost
Unmotivated
Unwilling to move on
You want her back and the energy she gives you

Hate is constantly hungry,
Starving for new flesh 
Her eyes are hollow sockets that can only be filled
By your pain

Her hands are gnarled and broken from holding
Onto memories she refuses to forget

She’s changed you, you’re different
And through you she only scorches more
She weaves her boney limbs 
across your body 
And when you’ve been reduced to nothing but
A sharred, broken, sizzling, hot, mass of hatred,
She reaches out and calmly knocks 
On someone else’s door
And without realizing it
They’ve open their lives to Hatred too
Unaware of your silent screams of warning
Fading in the background



Old Habits Die Hard11th Grade Poetry

Second Place

Manchester High School Amira Allen

I set the table

As the house

Almost as old as I am now,

Settles

Our silverware,

table cloth,

And candles

Critics would call “outdated”

Work tirelessly as

They have done

each night before.

Homemade mashed potatoes

And unseasoned green beans

Rest, still warm, on the stove

As the meatloaf sweats in the oven,

Filling our (my) home

With a familiar scent

I’ve yet to grow tired of.

Every step I take

Shoots spikes of pain

So severe

That worsens every day.

Yet I still make the trek 

To our (my) bedroom

To fetch that picture of you.

The picture where you smiled.

Before you became so brittle

And forgot me.

I fill the plates

With the usual Sunday dinner.

Bland, but perfect in every way.

Although my hands

Are now shakey with age,

I still make the effort

To reach to where 

Your hand would’ve been.

You may be gone,

But my (our) life

Will live on.



Malicious Reality11th Grade Poetry

Third Place

James River High School

      I watched from my window
As my dreams flew away
My wishes, my hopes 
Could no longer stay

They float and glide
And slip from my sight
My hopes and my dreams
Gone into the night

What chased them from
My wide open mind?
Malicious reality
Was all I could find

Now my younger self
Is dead on the floor
Oozing disappointment
Too many closed doors

I was told I could be anything
But that was all a lie
I planted my wishes
Just to watch them die

Grace Hounsel



Gaia11th Grade Poetry

Honorable Mention

Manchester High School Alexandria Lacivita

We owe Mother Earth our thanks
For her patience with the plague upon her surface
For her generosity, her willingness to allow us a life on her body

She gives us the air in our lungs 
and the treats on our tongues
She gifts to us the beauty of nature
its radiant colors and lustrous waves and swaying forests

The Earth gifts to us herself, 
her body where we lay our houses 
and our factories of death 
and our radioactive disasters down upon

Mother Earth gifts to us everything we see, 
From the rich soil beneath our toes 
to the twittering birds gliding above our nose

She deserves 
the neverending entirety of the universe and more
for her sacrifices

For her oceans, her sierras; 
her rolling hills and pure meadows; 
her morning sky and her twinkling midnight

She gifted to us the possibility of life
Please thank the Earth today



Poetry
12th Grade



Valkyrie Rising12th Grade Poetry

First Place

Manchester High School

Rage, Power 

All of us gone as the sun was setting

Sun dying down, Amber in the sky 

Bloodied, Beaten axe in hand 

the bodies stacked like firewood

the enemy continues to advance, their army unending 

my legs ache, arms shake, my head swimming 

I look at the darkening sky

readying myself for a glorious end 

Suddenly a glow of white and gold 

Blinding, Shining  

The emissary of Odin comes

her horned helm, armour of steel 

golden hair, Her diamond blue eyes 

wings of white silver

The glow runs closer faster, on the wing 

her spear and shield in hand  

the enemies fall to her power

I cave into Her arms, raw and drained

The glow brightens, overpowering the now dark purple sky

Her warmth cradles me like a babe

By Her beauty unknown and unmatched 

Raising me to the glow 

To Valhalla I will go  

   

Nathan Hamill



Solitude12th Grade Poetry

Second Place

Manchester High School

 Exalt Him for the brilliance of solitude

 Moments, quietus as an ancient tomb;                                               

 For cascades pouring themselves into rivers;  

 For moonlight blanketing over the treetops,

 On a placid night                                            

 Crisp pages of fresh chapter books; writing mysteries;

 Bed slumbered and rested inーwarm, comforting, and dreamed of; 

 And all minds, their intricate ponderings and contemplations.

 All things tranquil, unaccompanied, introverted, hushed;

 Whatever is lull, allayed 

 With energy, calmness; overwhelming, soothing; noisy, silent;                   

 He offers peace in times of pandemonium:

 Praise God.

Miciah Thomas



You’re Like Really Pretty12th Grade Poetry

Third Place

James River High School

You’re like, really pretty 
But you would look better if you straighten your hair 
I guess this is something you felt like you needed to share
Why can’t I get your love, without having to be torn down by the blame 
Why do you shower me with compliments, then drown me with shame 
You’re like, really pretty 
But you could lose some weight, sorry maybe skinny isn’t your fate
You tell me to love my body, then you say I look like I don't care 
I guess this is something you felt like you needed to share
But if I dare talk back, and I know this as a fact, you will see me as conceited
Then you’ll start to list things that I lack, from the shape of my body to the clothes right off my back 
You’re like, really pretty 
But you complexion isn’t really up to par, we can’t have a girl like you sticking to growing girl’s brains like tar 
You say I should change my image, but be myself and look bare. 
How is this expectation of women even fair? 
I guess this is something you felt like you needed to share
I say all girls are more than just pretty, dark skinned, tan or fair
We are more than just a pile of clothes, makeup, and pretty hair 
You're like, really pretty - no buts 
I guess this is something I felt like I needed to share 

Ashley Barbagallo



Fiction
6th Grade



Tennis (Perseverance)6th Grade Fiction 

First Place

Matoaca Middle School

I love the thwack of the ball against the hard court ground. It was a wonderful noise, then screams of victory 

erupting out of me. Tennis has always helped me relax, to focus, to realize that I am the same as everybody else, but 

even I thought that I wouldn’t get this far. No, I never would have thought it, until that day in the ice cream shop.

Four Months Earlier

We were driving to get some ice cream after a good, long day on the courts. I was sweating like a pig and 

excited to eat that Vanilla-With-Chocolate-Sauce cone. I could already taste it and my mouth started watering. 

Dad’s favorite was Rocky Road. Dad slowed down at the stop sign of a four way intersection. He didn’t see 

anybody, so we headed across. 

I heard a thud and the car lurched. The windows cracked and the glass made that tinkly noise. The car 

started skidding sideways and leaned to the right. I saw it all in slow motion. Dad unbuckled himself and guarded 

my head before the car flipped and the engine coughed. “Julius, no!” I heard him cry. I saw nothing else but felt his 

sweaty hair on my head. 

Blinking lights. I was in some kind of vehicle. “Breathe boy, breathe!” A paramedic squeezed my hand. A 

breathing tube was hooked to my nose and forcing air into me. My eyes opened all the way and I choked, gasping 

and panting. Air felt so good in my lungs. “Jules!” Dad cried, “I thought I lost you!” “No, I guess not,” I said. My 

head stung. I rubbed it and felt an unusual dent in the side. “Don’t touch that, kid. We're gonna fix it, just don’t mess 

with it,” the paramedic said.

Isabella G Sisson



The rest of the day was a blur, and I ended up in the ICU. A doctor, Dad, and I went up the 

elevator to the fourth floor. I was transitioned to another bed, and that was when I realized it. “I can’t 

feel my legs! I can’t move my legs!” I yelled. 

The doctor shushed me and told me it was okay. I was given pain medication and finally got to 

sleep. But I woke up in the middle of the night by a lot of whispers. I listened closely. “We have to get 

his skull back together, or more damage could be done,” the doctor said. “Isn’t there something else 

you could do? He’s only ten!” Dad whisper- yelled. “Parents always say that, but don’t worry. Your 

son is in good hands,” the doctor replied. “The surgery is scheduled for tomorrow, and he’ll be better 

in no time at all.” 

Dad sighed loudly and laid on the couch by the window, and I went back to sleep. The next 

day, I was brought into a room with lots of really bright lights and doctors with masks. They put an 

anesthesia mask on me and told me to count backwards from ten. I began to feel very sleepy, and by 

the time I said one, I was in a deep, deep sleep. 

When I woke up, I was in a wheelchair. My head didn’t hurt so much anymore, but a large 

bandage was on it. After a few days of telling doctors my name and birthday, I was free. I was so glad 

to go home, and Dad carried me to bed. 

I still had one question, though, and I asked him. “Dad, how am I going to play tennis now?” 

“Well, uh, we’ll figure it out, bud.” He ruffled my hair and left me to sleep.

After a few hours, Dad came back in with another wheelchair. This one had slanted wheels and 

two seatbelts. “Why don’t you try this thing out?” he asked. Dad told me that it was called a sports 

chair, and I could still play tennis with it. We loaded it, our tennis equipment and ourselves into the car 

and went to the tennis courts. 



I slammed the ball across the court and Dad ran to hit it back. He dove and barely got the ball 

over the net. I sped forward and, keeping my eyes on the ball, hit it toward the left corner, closer to the 

net this time. I was moving Dad all over the court, and after a few more hits, the volley was over. 

“Wow! Good play!” Dad said, thumping me on the back. “I still got it,” I said as he picked up the ball. 

We kept on like this for about two or three hours, and then we went to get the ice cream cone I 

had waited for. I took a huge lick and Dad bit into his waffle cone. It was delicious! Dad broke the 

silence. “Jules, we should get you into the U.S. Open.” I laughed at what he said, but when I looked up 

at his face, I saw that he was serious. “I was in it, but I lost the first round. I was out. You beat me all 

the time and I think that you would have a chance.” 

I raised an eyebrow at him. “Uhh, I’m ten, remember? You have to be fourteen!” I said. “If 

they saw you, they would let you in!” Dad argued. “I’m broken. There’s no way they would ever do 

it,” I said. “Well, I’m still gonna get you in. I’ll do it.” I shook my head at Dad. “Nuh uh.”

The next day, Dad told me that we were going. “Where?” I asked him. “To the courts,” he 

replied. He wheeled me in and started talking to a man in shorts and a tank top with a clipboard. “He’s 

ten?” the man asked. Dad nodded his head. “We’ve never had a kid so young. Let’s see how he does.”

I got put against a tall young man with a long racket. He served to me and the ball whizzed by 

my face. First bounce, then second. His point. I could get this guy back easy, I thought. He tossed the 

ball up gently and then whacked it. I kept my eye on it the whole time, speeding slightly to the right 

and leaning to hit it back over the net. He was at the net and spiked it. I lurched forward and reached 

the racket out. The ball soared to the other side of the court. First bounce, then second. My point. 

“Yes!” I cheered. 

A while later, we were at deuce. With a breathtaking Ace, my opponent had advantage. I took 

swift movements now. I hit the ball at an angle to the right, bouncing just inside the line and then into 

the corner. Back to deuce. Two more wins. Another serve and I hit it into the far left corner. 



He hit it back and then I hit it to the right corner. I had advantage. He served to me and I hit it 

close to the net. When he hit it back, I slammed the ball behind him. There was no way he could hit it, 

and he didn’t. I had won. 

Present Day

After lots of training and many matches, I was in the big tournament. I was in Round 7, and 

losing. It was the last round, and this guy was really good. The game’s at forty to nothing, nothing 

being me. Every ball I give him, he hits. I knew that I would have to think of a plan, but had no idea 

what to do. My corner shots seemed to work in other games, so I tried them. 

Left corner, then right. I got the point. I threw the ball up, thinking. If I do a few more corner 

shots it will be at deuce and then I’ll do something a little more interesting. I got it to deuce, then 

served again. I spiked it after he hit it back to me and he dove to get the ball. Almost missing it, he 

staggered back up. I hit it in the corner on the opposite side of the court and smiled. One more point. 

One more. 

I served and he hit the ball with all his might. I swerved to get it and then slammed it to the 

corner. He hit that one, too. Now what? I thought. I decided to spike the ball almost parallel to the net. 

It wasn’t a very good shot, but worth a try. I smacked the ball to the right. One bounce, then another. 

Everyone held their breath. Had I won? The referee stood in the middle of the court. “It was in. Julius 

Parker wins!” He held up my hand and everyone cheered. I had won. It felt like it was all a dream. 

Dad came and gave me a huge hug. 

I have to tell you, I cried that day. I never thought I would be able to do that, even if my legs 

worked. After the cheering stopped, I went with Dad to get an enormous ice cream cone.



The Fault Inside Us6th Grade Fiction 

Second Place

Swift Creek Middle School

What if I could be normal? What if I could show my above average-ness to myself without facing the looks 

of dislike? What if I could be more likable? What if I could show people another way to think? What if I was not 

me? What if I could speak with my words and voice?

Lying on my bed I stare at the ceiling, asking myself what-if questions. I know I cannot control others; it is a 

fact, a law. Yet I cannot come to peace with that fact. I cannot control what makes me myself: the short flat 

eyelashes and the nervous giggles. My tendency to lie and to close off when anybody gets too close. My brother 

never talks to me like I’m his sister, like I matter, frankly. I feel like nobody does. These days I always ask myself if 

anyone would care if I miraculously disappeared off the face of the earth. Then I immediately ask myself if that 

question is something all normal twelve-year-old kids ask themselves each night while trying to convince 

themselves if their lives are worth living. 

“No. Don’t think like that. You matter. You are wanted,” I always think back, but still there is this little voice 

that asks, “ Am I really?”

Fact: depression is a part of life. Everyone goes through this stage; it is even considered “normal”. But what 

is normal? People say that the average sets a standard for us, right? What if the average person killed two people 

each year? Should we follow the lead of the “average” people? Is it just a line to make some feel better? It’s like 

finding the average temperature for the Earth. My dad told me that there is so much to factor into the overall 

temperature of the world. ‘Cause the world changes in seconds, a cloud could reduce the temperature by ten 

degrees, yet why do we seek the norm? Some say it is to see if we are improving, but I do not know. I am in 

Audrey Tang



the above-average but below above-average, so that makes me a little bit more than average. Right? 

But we are all people, we think differently, we see things differently. 

The average grade in America is a C. So if someone gave them a 100-question test, they would 

get 30 wrong? All the time? What if they are not good at that particular subject? There are so many 

factors, yet most of us are blind to it. The quote“...if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it 

will live its whole life believing that it is stupid” is often attributed to Albert Einstein, even though 

there is no proof of him ever saying that. That quote does have a ring of truth. People, like me, who 

stare at the ceiling at night cannot seem to find their voices. Some people protest standardized testing, 

but not enough, never enough. Why would anyone put themselves out there when different is 

“uncool”? And I’ll never stand up. How can I when I do not have any confidence to stand? 

One thing you learn quickly is to hide, so you blend in, but what makes actors and singers have 

the right to stand out when we, the people cannot? “A man is born free, but everywhere he is in 

chains,” wrote Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Is that not true? We create these chains out of ideas like how 

we must not walk under ladders and many other acts and ideas that would be best not to mention due 

to the different ideas of the public. But what if I could change this, change all of this? No, it is 

impossible to change every single human. Should I make myself heard? It can’t hurt.

I drag myself out of bed and go to my desk. With just the light of my computer, I start to write. 

The words spill out along with the frustration that I never knew was there. The words I never dared to 

say discovered this newfound confidence to share my opinions and to tell the world who I am now, 

who I want to be, and who I believe the world can be. My fingers zip across the keys finding the letters 

needed to make my story heard, to call for others to show themselves, and to share their stories like I 

am. After my torrent of words, I cannot bring myself to sign my name. Remembering that I am just a 

twelve-year-old girl, I cannot help doubting myself. The confidence seems to drain out of me, yet I 

cannot and will not let myself click the delete key. So I click “save” and close my computer wondering 

if I should have spent all the energy I did. Because tomorrow is a school day, and the day of the 

dreaded history test.



The next morning I shuffle my way through classes and stop when I see the announcements board. A 

public speaking opportunity. Everyone gets to speak in front of a crowd and a few very important 

people. Smiling like an idiot, I walk with a bounce in my step without a care in the world to my next 

class, social studies. Maybe I should have had at least one care, perhaps about the history test.

After school, I rush home and power on my laptop. I know that there are changes to be made to 

my writing, and there is a big chance I will have to memorize it. I soon learned that the contest is in 

two weeks! Not too bad but still. I clicked and clacked on my keyboard, making not only a speech but 

a musical symphony of typing noises. In an hour I finished my masterpiece and started practicing. The 

first time it was bumpy, the second time it was somewhat less bumpy, and the third time it sounded 

strained but fine. As long as I practice a billion more times I might just get it right. I would like to brag 

I did it one billion times, but no such luck.  I only reached 538.

Until the night before the public speaking assembly, I was excited, now I am nervous. Second, 

third and fourth thoughts are flooding into my mind. “What if I didn't do it properly? What if there is a 

colossal crowd? What if I did not practice enough? Calm down, you’re being irrational. Concentrate, 

get a good night's sleep, and calm down.”

I ended up gazing at the ceiling like that night all those days ago. I wonder to myself, “Will I 

do well? That is not what is important now is it. You can do this. You matter. You are wanted,” again I 

think, but this time there is no doubt lingering in the back of my mind.

In front of the crowd, I stand, fidgeting with the hem of my dress. I take a deep breath. Inhale, 

exhale, inhale, exhale. Concentrate, you got this.

“We, the people, created the United States of America. We, the people, kept our country 

together when the morals of slavery were questioned.” I pause, “But, as great as the United States is, 

there are still problems, after all, the government was created by people, and people make mistakes. I 

make mistakes. So here I am to fix it: I hid my voice, so now I am here to speak…”

After I spoke the words always in my head there was silence until the crowd burst into 

applause. I don’t think I’ve ever smiled this wide. I did it, and who cares what happens next?



An Unexpected Adventure
6th Grade Fiction 

Third  Place

Tomahawk Creek Middle School

My mother is a great queen. She is the strongest, bravest woman I’ve ever seen. Well, she was. A 

few years ago she got really sick after my sister was born. Everyone in town said that the curse had 

come early. Early, I asked myself, what does that mean? Come to find out, my great aunt put a horrible 

curse on my mother. Three years after her majesty gives birth to her second child, she will get very sick 

with the plague and all of the kingdom will be ruined. But it has only been two years. 

“Anora? You have not been wanting to eat and you’ve been scribbling away in your journal for 

over an hour. Must I call for the nurse?” she said with nervousness in her voice. 

“No! I am just fine. I don’t want rumors to go around that I am also sick. Everyone has their 

hands full with mother. No one should be worried about me.” My lady-in-waiting Mina picked up my 

brush and began combing my hair, fluffed my dress and put a million brushes of blush on my face when 

she jumped up with excitement and worry. “Anora! Anora! Your mother is walking down the hall!” I 

leaped up from my chair and dashed toward the blue and brown wooden door, it flew open and carefully 

sat her down on a sofa. 

“Anora! I was just coming for you! Would you like to walk with me?” I sat next to her and held 

her hand. 

“Mother, I understand that you feel quite well and wish to walk but I’m not sure it is best.” Her 

smile fell. I got her up from the worn sofa and we started walking. “Only if you promise not to wander 

around by yourself.” I said as she smiled down at me. 

Adelaide McLaughlin



“Of course my dear”.

We walked around the castle saying hello to guards and ladies-in-waiting. We made our way to 

the Grand River. Although I have studied the river and listened to stories I have never seen it in 

person! 

“Let us go on a boat and travel down the river! There are not many rapids. We'll make it home 

in time for my treatments.” I nodded and found a small rowboat, we jumped on and away we went! 

We rushed down the stream and nature played us a wonderful tune that only we could hear. 

“Isn’t this lovely? You, me, nature. I would do this everyday. I love the babble of the water, the 

chirping of the birds, and the swish of the leaves as they dance through the breeze. While I’ve been 

tucked away in my quarters, what have you been doing my darling daughter?” I suddenly felt sadness 

fall into my heart. I’ve been sulking about her being away from me. I mustn't tell her that! It would 

break her heart. 

“I’ve been doing my studies and writing in my journal, and thinking of you, of course!” She 

looked up with a troubled gaze. “What's the matter?” I asked with a soothing tone. She turned my head 

and there was a waterfall! 

“Anora, on the count of three, we jump!” My mother had a fierce look. “1,2,3! Jump!” We flew 

through the air and landed hard in the mud on the edge of the water and  the shore. Our boat flew over 

the waterfall and shattered into dozens of  pieces. 

“Are you alright mother?” I said as I got her up from the soggy ground. 

“I’m fine. I had no idea there was a waterfall! My parents had never told me. How foolish I 

am. I’m very sorry my dear.” I hugged her and picked twigs out of her golden hair. 

“It's alright. We are alive, aren’t we? I think I know the way home. We aren’t too far from the 

castle.” We walked through trees and marshes and were getting nowhere. “Where are we?! All I see is 

mud and trees, maybe we have been walking in circles. No castle.” Mother waved her hand in the air 

and all of a sudden a giant griffin came down from the clouds. 



“Hop on” she said, “He will lead us to safety.” We flew over the trees till we arrived at the 

Moon Glow Village. I’ve been here before, I thought to myself, but it was a few years ago. 

“Thank you friend. Come Anora your cousin Kiki should know the way home because I don’t 

remember how to get home from here” Mother said. We walked into the cafe where Kiki lived in the 

upstairs apartment. Mother asked the bar attendant where we could find her and he said that she was in 

room five. We hopped up the stairs and waited in the room for her. The door slowly creaked open. 

Finally! She was here. 

“Natasha! Anora! What brings you here?” My mom told her about everything that happened 

and my cousin immediately put us on her horse and cart and drove us to the castle gates. “Anora, I do 

hope when you're older, you’ll visit me.” Kiki said with a twinkle in her eyes. I kissed her cheek. 

“I promise, cousin Kiki and when my sister is older, we will both come!” She smiled and 

dropped us off at the drawbridge. 

“Goodbye!” she said and off she went. The guards led us through the gates to the throne room. 

Father rushed over to us and hugged us for a very long time. “Where have you two been?” We looked 

at each other and laughed. “Let’s just say, we had a girls adventure” 

He had a confused look on his face. “Let’s have dinner shall we?” I started running down the 

hall toward the dining room. 

“Yes we shall!” I will forever treasure this special adventure with my mom, although she had 

been ill she found the strength to spend the day with me.



Fiction
7th Grade



The Sandwich Summoner7th Grade Fiction 

First Place

Swift Creek Middle School

“Man,” I mumbled to myself, tossing my keys and bag on to the table as I entered my apartment. 

“I am starving.”

Upon my arrival, my dog had run up to me, barking with joy that I had come back. I bent down 

to scratch the little yorkie behind the ears, making her tail wag.

“Well hello to you too, Cornwallis,” I cooed. “I would give you a lot of affection right now, but I 

was not lying when I mentioned that I will die if I don’t eat in the next ten minutes.”

I stopped petting Cornwallis, making her whimper, before she slowly slunk off back to her bed. I 

stood back up to my full height and turned towards the fridge.

It had been a tough day at the office. My job as a receptionist at the local car dealership did not 

leave me feeling appreciated by the many customers that were trying to haggle deals, and would get 

snappy when I shot them down.

I really needed a sandwich. My lunch break had been overrun by a middle aged woman 

demanding that she had an appointment to look at a new minivan, and then threatening to get me fired 

when I told her there was no such appointment.

I reached on top of the fridge for bread with one hand as I fixed my hair with the other. The white 

bread was not cooperating though, and slipped out of my fingers, falling onto the ground with a loud 

plop.

“Oh no!” I cursed. “It’s all smushed on one side now.”

The disfigured bread was the saddest thing I had seen all day. It was threatening to push me over 

the edge, all the way to tears.

Auden Graham



But I held them in.

I opened the fridge, grabbing a package of ham slices, pickles, and a bottle of mustard. This 

sandwich would have to make up for the otherwise rotten day I was having.

I grabbed two pieces of bread and laid them out on the counter. My fingers fumbled with the 

ham packaging, for the plastic did not want to separate. Eventually, I got it open, and I artfully laid 

them out.

I layered pickle slices on top of the ham, making sure that the pickles were balanced and 

evenly spread out. Finally, I got out the mustard, and began to draw a complex pattern of lines out of 

the yellow condiment.

But suddenly, there was a loud bang and a pop, with a big explosion of red light and noises that 

hurt my ears and made Cornwallis start barking. The temperature in the apartment dropped to below 

freezing.

When my eyes and ears returned to normal, I saw something levitating in my kitchen that 

nearly made me scream.

It was a demon of some sort. The demon had red skin and six yellow eyes. Long white hair 

grew freely from his head, and he seemed to have talon-like claws for hands. It didn’t say anything, 

but just stared at me with its cold, dead eyes.

Cornwallis barked some more. I wanted to turn and hiss at her to be quiet, but I didn’t want to 

turn my back on this thing.

I realized with a start that I might have drawn some sort of demonic summoning pentagram in 

mustard. Oops, that was my bad. 

Not knowing what else to do, I slowly picked up the two pieces of bread and put them together, 

finishing my sandwich.

I bowed my head, taking a deep breath, and held out the sandwich towards the demon. After 

all, demons were known for liking sacrifices. This was the biggest sacrifice I could afford to make.



“Have a sandwich, Mr. Demon Lord, sir,” I found my voice. “It’s on me, this time.”

Nothing happened.

I allowed myself to look up. The demon was still there, but now, it had some kind of sick 

twisted smile on its face, showcasing its jagged teeth.

It began to reach forwards towards me. The claw extending ominously.

So this is the end, I thought. Okay. But who’s gonna take care of Cornwallis?

I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see anything bad happen, but they slowly opened 

again when I felt the sandwich being taken from my hands. My sacrifice was working.

I watched in awe as the demon bit into the sandwich ravenously without hesitation. It looked 

genuinely happy, by demon standards at least. Jealousy stabbed at my chest. I wished I was the one 

looking that happy while eating a delicious sandwich.

There was another pop and the demon was gone.

“Well then,” I looked at the now empty space in my kitchen. “I think my hunger has finally 

driven me to the point of insanity.”

Cornwallis barked some more in response.

“Okay!” I clapped my hands and turned back to my fridge. “Time to make a perfect sandwich.”

I reached up at the top of the fridge, but froze when I realized the bread wasn’t there after 

feeling around the top.

Slowly, I turned towards the counter top, where I saw the smushed bread and all the other 

ingredients for a perfect sandwich already out. My head started to hurt.

“No way.” I breathed, walking towards it as if I was in a trance. “No way.”

All of a sudden, I didn’t feel hungry anymore, something that would forever seem impossible. I 

had a strange desire to go lie down.

I followed my gut, and walked to my bedroom, getting under the covers, still in my day 

clothes. I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.



My peaceful dreams didn’t last very long, as Cornwallis was an extremely needy dog, who 

needed her every whims catered.

I glanced at my alarm clock, and felt immediate disbelief when I saw that it was only a quarter 

past eight in the evening. Cornwallis was probably waiting for her dinner.

I got out of bed and trudged to the kitchen, where I froze.

Right on the counter, was the biggest, and most delicious looking sandwich I had ever seen in 

my entire life. It was a foot long, and had all the fixings I could have ever asked for.

I knew immediately who had done this, and I smiled at the thought.

Perhaps demons could have a streak of kindness and generosity too.



Lift Off7th Grade Fiction 

Second Place

Swift Creek Middle School

Our shuttle had disappeared.  We had walked away to use our suit cameras to document a 

fascinating rock protruding from the ground only a couple feet away, but when we came back our shuttle 

was nowhere to be found.  All of our supplies had suffered the same fate as our ship.  After searching a 

ten or so mile radius, we were only able to locate a few basic materials needed to set up camp.  When we 

woke up after a short night of sleep, we found that the landscape had reworked itself completely.  Mark 

and I were officially stranded on an alien planet.  

***

The mission assigned to us was to photograph the landscape of a strange planet in the TLX-11 

system.  It contained no alien life and sported a completely safe environment, including breathable air 

and an atmosphere comparable to Earth’s.  As the newest recruits in the exploration program, we had yet 

again received a boring and relatively safe assignment from the commander.  At our base, it was 

common knowledge that we were Commander Cole’s least favorite recruits.  As a result, we got the 

short end of the stick with assignments.  

“This may be our most harrowing mission yet!” Mark quipped while we boarded our shuttle.  He 

had no idea how right he was.  When we landed, we found that the planet was covered with rolling green 

hills and glistening blue lakes and rivers.  Some jagged rocks jutted upwards from the surface, but 

otherwise, it was a paradise.  

“We’re being paid to go on vacation!” I exclaimed joyously.  Two hours later, however, I would 

find that this was the worst vacation that I would ever have.  

***

Xavier Ho



We had been traversing the bizarre landscape for what felt like years.  A couple of hours felt 

like an unbelievably long time without any food or water.  The terrain that we had initially thought to 

be beautiful, transformed into a hellish landscape.  Without the buggy, our primary mode of 

transportation, the ‘scenic’ hills became increasingly hard to navigate.  The wind howled as if angrily 

berating us.  Water from the rivers, which had a calm, peaceful flow before, rushed in its bed viciously, 

ready to swallow up and carry away anything unfortunate enough to fall in.  Rays of light from the 

planet’s red giant sun hammered down on our foolishly unprotected skin.  Rocks appeared out of 

nowhere ready to obstruct our path, determined to put an end to our journey.  In fact, everything 

seemed to appear out of nowhere, not just rocks.  Hills and lakes disappeared and reappeared every 

time we turned our backs.  Mark had bumped into seven rocks in the past five minutes.  It seemed as if 

we had to observe the current setting for it to stay that way.  If we so much as blinked, the planet’s 

entire surface would rework itself instantly.

 “This planet is ridiculous!” Mark shouted after walking into his eighth rock.

“Incredibly so,” I agreed, “We could fall into a hole or a river if the landscape keeps changing 

itself.  I don’t know how we didn’t notice earlier.”

“It was probably because we were so focused on food and water,” Mark stated matter-of-factly.

“Thanks for bringing that up again, pal,” I muttered sarcastically.

“Let’s try retracing our footsteps and going back to the south pole, where we landed,” Mark 

suggested.  “Maybe the ship’s returned.”

“It’s the best we’ve got for now,” I sighed.  “Let’s do it.”

***

We trudged back to the planet’s south pole to find, unsurprisingly, that our ship was not there.  

Oddly enough, the rock that we had taken a picture of stood in the exact, same spot as before.  Mark 

and I noticed this immediately.

“Why is that rock still there?” I inquired.  “How come it’s the only thing that hasn’t moved?”



“This entire section has stayed the same,” Mark revealed casually.

“How do you know?” I asked, confused.

“I’m looking at the picture right now,” Mark stated.  “I’ve been looking at it all day.”

“Wait, you mean the picture is in your suit interface, and you’ve been observing it all day?” I 

asked incredulously. 

“Yes,” Mark said, looking at me with a perplexed expression on his face.

“This gives me an idea,” I stated confidently. “It will take a lot of effort though.”

“I’m ready,” Mark responded.

***

The process was tedious and took days upon days of searching, but we were finally able to 

locate what we were looking for.

“What are we gonna do with this drone?” asked Mark.

“We’re gonna observe the entire planet,” I declared.

“What?” Mark asked.

“Think of observing a picture of an object, and observing the object as one and the same,” I 

explained.  “The landscape of the planet reworks itself unless being observed, right?  The only piece of 

land that didn’t change was the one you were observing all day, which you were doing by looking at a 

photo.  If we use the drone’s photographic capabilities, we can map out the planet’s entire surface.  

That way, we can locate the ship, and expect it to still be there when we arrive.  Let’s pick up the other 

supplies along the way.”

We set the drone up and launched it into the atmosphere.  The drone was programmed to fly 

around and take pictures, which it did.  Soon, it had mapped out the entire planet and found the shuttle.  

Next was a long trek through hills, but this time, the terrain didn’t change.  As we hiked farther, the 

shuttle came into view.  Barely able to contain our excitement, we sprinted to the ship.  



Upon boarding the shuttle, Mark made sure everything was in working order, while I started 

the engine.  With the spaceship in our possession, flying around the planet and collecting the scattered 

materials was child's play.  The soil was scorched as our thrusters were set to maximum power.  

Wearing smug faces, we flew away with the knowledge that we had conquered a challenge most of our 

superiors wouldn’t have been able to handle.  We had unofficially become the most skilled recruits in 

all of the space exploration program.  Take that, commander.  



Little Things
7th Grade Fiction 

Third Place

Tomahawk Creek Middle School

RIIIIING! RIIIIING! The shrill shriek of your alarm jolts you awake. Groaning, you roll over to 

silence it. You sigh and close your eyes against the harsh sunlight filtering through your blinds. Another 

ten minutes won’t hurt, your brain wheedles. All you want to do is to relax back into the warmth of your 

bed, but you know you’ll be late if you don’t get up now. Quickly pulling your favorite T-shirt over your 

head and slipping into a pair of jeans, you stagger to the bathroom. Still half asleep, you monotonously 

begin to brush your teeth. A huge glob of toothpaste drips directly onto your shirt. “Seriously?” you 

growl, frustrated. As you trudge back upstairs to change, you tell yourself, it’s not a big deal, but your 

skin starts to prickle underneath the new shirt. 

On the bus, you slide into your usual seat in the back. When you pop in your earbuds and press 

play on your phone, instead of the calming sound of your favorite song, there’s nothing but silence. Your 

earbuds are broken. It’s fine, you think. I won’t die if I go without music for one day, you try to convince 

yourself. You know you’re being dramatic, but that doesn’t stop your chest from tightening 

uncomfortably. With your skin prickling, your chest tight, and no music to distract you, you stare out the 

window the entire ride. 

The bus arrives at your stop, and you get off. You walk the rest of the way to your favorite cafe, 

one that you frequent before work almost everyday. The thought of eating one of the cafe’s famous 

blueberry muffins lifts your spirits a little. Imagining the warm muffin, the tart, sweet blueberries, and 

the sprinkling of sparkling sugar the baker dusts onto the muffins makes your mouth water. Inside, you 

inhale the heavenly scent of baked goods and the dark, bitter aroma of coffee. When it’s your turn to 

order, you get your usual, an iced Americano and one blueberry muffin.

Reese Wu



When the cashier apologetically tells you that they’re out of the blueberry muffins, a sour taste invades 

your mouth. “We’re so sorry. Would you like something else instead?” she asks gently. 

“No, thank you. It’s fine,” you reply, forcing a stiff smile onto your face. She doesn’t look 

convinced, but moves away to make your coffee anyway.

While you wait, your brain rushes ahead and reminds you of all the work you have ahead of 

you. Your report is due today, your boss wants you to organize those files, and you have to return that 

call. You can feel a headache coming on, and you rub your temples in an effort to keep it at bay. The 

barista interrupts your train of thought. “Here’s your coffee,” she holds out a paper bag printed with 

the cafe’s logo. 

“Thanks,” you call out distractedly. Taking the bag, you leave the cafe pushing the door instead 

of pulling it. Seriously?

You wait until you enter your office to take out your coffee. Frowning, you realize there’s 

something else in the bag. You lift out a box with a gooey cinnamon roll inside. Attached to the box is 

a note. - I felt bad that we didn’t have muffins, and you looked down. Here’s a little something to cheer 

you up! Don’t forget to smile today! - your friendly neighborhood barista. The prickling of your skin 

and the pressure on your chest fade away as you read the note. You take a huge bite of the cinnamon 

roll, savoring the sweetness of the icing on your tongue. The sour taste disappears, and you smile, 

because sometimes, the smallest things are sweetest and matter the most.
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The Liars are Always the First 
to Die

8th Grade Fiction 

First Place

Tomahawk Creek Middle School

I stare ahead, awestruck, at the colossal towers in front of me. Sunlight reflects off of the lustrous 

peaks of the citadel back toward me, blinding my eyes. I step through the gates of this place known as 

the Sumei Academy, the finest school in all of the Unified Earth. This academy houses the children of 

only the most wealthy and eminent government officials. Inside, the foyer is teeming with other 

first-years, all scurrying to their classes. All of them, along with me, must find their bearings in this 

gargantuan school.

I search through the halls. “Room 107…” I mutter to myself, making sure to remember the 

classroom in which I need to be. Each hallway stretched out to what seemed like infinity. I hike through 

every hall until I grow tired and begin to traipse through the last hallway I have yet to check. Finally, it 

seems like I had found it: Room 107.

Nervously, I step into the room. I tiptoe inside, trying not to draw any extra attention to myself. 

The walls, almost fully carpeted by windows and paintings, extend significantly beyond those of a 

normal classroom. The chairs are cushioned with fine, dark purple velvet that contrasts with the light 

brown wooden floors. Students mingle with each other around the room, cheerfully talking to each other 

about the new school year, what the new teacher may be like, and the newest fashion trends. I navigate 

through the groups of people until I eventually find an empty desk. I set my backpack down next to the 

chair, sit down, and try to relax until the teacher comes. Minutes later, our new teacher trudges into the 

room and eyes the class gravely. The teacher’s gaze quiets the room and we begin to divert our attention 

to him. Once the teacher recognizes that everyone is paying attention, his expression contorts into a 

vivid smile (but, let me specify, not the kind of smile you would want to see on a teacher).
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It was a twisted, psychotic smile that looked almost as if he wanted to kill us.

“Greetings...students,” he spoke in a frightening tone. “Welcome to your deaths!” I quickly 

stood up from my desk, trying to process the situation. Then, it came to me: it was rumored that, to 

limit the rich population, the government of the Unified Earth kills exactly one class of students in the 

Sumei Academy each year. But that was just a rumour, right? And that was supposed to be in room 

108...right? My gaze darts to the sign above the door, displaying the room number. I’m in room 108. 

Oh no. I bolt toward the door, but the teacher blocks the door, clutching a knife.

“I’m supposed to be in 107!” I exclaim. 

“That’s what everyone claims…” he responds in a deep, chilling tone. I try to run. The students 

around me scream and dart to the back of the classroom, trying to avoid the teacher who was currently 

standing at the only exit of the room. I try to run to the opposite side of the classroom from the door, 

but the teacher follows me. “The liars are always the first to die, child.”

“But I’m not a liar!” Adrenaline rushed through my body. I’ve been forced into the corner of 

the room. I can’t escape. The teacher raises his knife above my head. Tears pour down my widened 

eyes as I desperately attempt to escape. The knife advances toward my head. I look up at the sign once 

more. It unmistakably says “108.” I look up at the teacher and implore him to believe me. “I’m really 

not a liar. I just got lost, that’s all. I’m truly supposed to be in room 107. 

You have to believe me!” I scream. But to no avail; the teacher does not stop. He lowers the 

knife toward my chest.

“The liars are always the first to die.”



Mama’s and Papa’s8th Grade Fiction 

Second Place

Manchester Middle School

Felix trotted down the steps to grab the mail, however, stopped about halfway down, realizing he 

had forgotten his keys. He turned on his heel to go back to his apartment to get the faded lanyard of keys 

off of the bartop, right where he left them. Mrs. Reems came out of her apartment, her small dog 

yapping at her ankles. “Mrs. Reems,” Felix chirped. “How are you this fine morning?” 

“I’m good, thank you Felix,” She paused, smiling. “You’re a good young man, you know that?” 

Her tone was sweet and sincere. 

He unlocked the mailbox and tugged open the door. “No need for flattery, Mrs. Reems, but, 

thank you. I hope you have a good day, but I must be off. I have to get ready for work. My application 

was accepted at that bakery just up the street.”

“Oh, well, I’m very proud, I’ll be sure to tell George,” She smiled before shuffling back inside 

and closing her door. 

Felix headed back upstairs, mail in hand. After walking in the door, he slipped off his shoes and 

set his things on the counter. He walked to his room and started to change into his work uniform. A white 

button down, black jeans, and black chucks. 

He picked up his keys and hooked them to his belt loop. Opening the door, he flicked off the 

foyer light and headed back down the steps and to his car. The young man sat down in his low sitting 

four door sedan, almost hitting his head. He flipped the sun visor down and the mirror protector up to 

push his hair up and away from his forehead, accentuating and bringing attention to his eyes. They were 

only brown, with the left one having a patch of blue. Everyone always called attention to them. What 

was he to care? They were never a bother to him, never a hindrance, so there was no need to make a 

fuss.
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After a short bit of driving, only about ten or fifteen minutes, he pulled into the parking lot of 

the restaurant. 'Mama and Papas' the sign out front read in fancy cursive red lettering. He pulled the 

key out of the ignition and got out of the car, shutting and locking the door behind him. Ivy almost 

comically traveled up the side of the old brick building. The lawn was decorated with flowers and 

other cutesy ornaments. His shoes tapped against the pavement as he walked around to the side of the 

building. Felix took one last deep breath before pushing open the door of the restaurant, starting his 

first day.

“Felix!” The woman beamed. She looked about mid-50s with brown hair pulled back into a 

hair net. Her figure was stout and motherly, a welcoming aura almost radiating from her. “I’m Mrs. 

Potters, but you may call me Jenny. Oh, let me go get you your name tag! Lillith!” She calls out into 

the main part of the restaurant which was decorated like a 50s diner. “Will you get Felix’s name tag for 

me? Where’s that darned husband of mine? We open shop in 20 minutes! Oh dear, pardon my 

manners, Felix,” Her smile faltered a bit, “Let me get you set with everything,” She pushed a 

comforting smile, putting her hand on Felix’s back and led him to the cash register. 

“Mrs. Pot- Jenny, thank you for this,” Felix smiled, a bit awkward, pushing his hair from his 

eyes. 

“It’s no problem, dear,” She said, starting to unlock the cash register. 

She handed him a key, a yellow notepad, and a royal blue bracelet. A girl with light brown hair, 

reaching just past her shoulders, walked over. The young lady held out a name plate reading ‘Felix J.’ 

in bold arial font. “Thank you,” Felix beamed, smiling in her glum direction and taking the nametag 

from her. Lillith’s eyes flickered up at his. She then nodded in response and scuttled into the back 

room. 

“Don’t mind Lillith,” The older woman sighed, tucking her hands into her apron pockets which 

were decorated with little flowers and two identical cats. Her eyes floated downwards, an air of worry 

surrounding her. She quickly looks up at the wall clock. “Oh, dear, it’s almost 10 o’clock…” she trails 

off, starting to make her way to the front of the store.



Two men came from the back of the kitchen towards Felix. “Mr. Potters,” the taller and older 

looking of the two said with his eyebrows furrowed.  The young man goes to say something but the 

older man cuts him off. “This is Adam, my son,” Mr. Potters specified. The man left the two there. 

Adam’s expression softened a bit.

“Sorry about that,” he paused, reading Felix’s nametag, “Felix,” He finished his sentence with 

a smile, a bit crooked. He glanced up at an entering customer. “Better get to places, good luck,” he 

said. He kept eye contact for a moment before turning on his heel and walking to the kitchen.

The work day was fairly normal. It only really got busy during the lunch rush and Mrs.Potters 

closed up at about 5:30pm. Just as Felix started to walk to the wall with all the aprons, there was a 

light tap on his shoulder. Lillith was standing there.

“Felix, can you help me with something?” Lillith mumbled, hand stretched over to the silver 

doorknob of the back door. Her eyes seemed to be locked on Felix’s.

“Is it quick? A childhood friend of mine is supposed to be coming into town this evening,” 

Felix asked, his voice taking an air of impatience. 

Lillith nods, pushing open the door revealing a small back room. Adam is slouched in a folding 

chair, eyes flickering across his phone screen. The room is dimly lit with only a few oil lamps placed 

on the iron shelving units that are pressed against the two walls adjacent to the wall with the door. On 

one of the shelves there were three unlit white candles. With a sudden click, the door shut, causing 

Felix to jump a bit. Felix turned to face Lillith. She had her back pressed against the door. Her brown 

eyes were wide and scared. Guilt flickered behind them.

On the door, just above Lillith’s head words and phrases were scratched into the wood. 

‘THEM’ or ‘IT WAS ALL THEM’ ‘IT WASN’T THE GIRL’ ‘IT WASN’T THE BOY’ What did they 

mean? Felix’s thoughts were quickly interrupted.

“You may want to cancel those plans, Felix,” Adam stated vaguely before lightly laying his 

hand on Felix’s shoulder. 



Bright light, ringing, and the slight smell of iron. No, not iron, that was blood, definitely blood. 

He could feel himself physically swaying in the chair, about to fall over, but something was holding 

him back from standing. He was starting to regret wearing his contacts instead of his glasses. The 

lightweight folding chair fell with him as he tipped over onto his side, coughing and spluttering. Sweat 

rolled into his eyes, making them burn. Felix twisted and kicked the chair away from him causing it to 

clang and rattle. The chair stilled on its side, laying on the ground. Spots danced across his vision, 

making his head spin. His hair felt almost glued, matted down to his face. The acrid smells of iron and 

decay seeped into his memory. There was a soft click from the far wall. A soft warm light filled the 

room. He pulled his head away from the concrete floor, squinting to look up at whoever just entered 

the room. Soft foot falls made their way towards him, but, before he could even register it, everything 

was still.



Year 20208th Grade Fiction 

Third Place

Matoaca Middle School

It all started on New Year’s Eve, a favorite holiday for many Americans. It was going to be the 

start of a new decade, moving from the 2010s to the 2020s. There were many things to look forward to. 

For me, it was the end of 8th grade. I couldn’t wait to step out from everyone’s shadows and start my 

own path in high school. I still remember the last day of school for the year, where everyone happily 

said, “See you in the next decade!” and that was that. As the clock slowly reached midnight, I watched 

action movies and drank soda to keep myself awake. Unbeknownst to me and most of the world, though, 

was a virus that would make itself known as Covid-19, or the Coronavirus.

It wasn’t a big deal at the time. I hardly even knew about it until the middle of January. I just 

struggled through gym, my least favorite class. It pains me to realize that gym was my greatest problem 

back then. The only reason I heard about it was from my mother, a germaphobe who can’t risk getting 

sick. We were watching a romantic movie together when she checked her phone. I paid no attention to it. 

My mother did this from time to time. The internet helped us stay in touch with the outside world. I only 

looked back when she gasped.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. 

‘It’s… it’s nothing,” she relented. “It’s just that a disease has entered Washington, bringing it to 

the United States.”

“What disease?” I persisted. “Is it something dangerous?”

My mom said nothing. This only made me want to research it more. There it was. All over the 

news was mention of a new, yet deadly, disease called Covid-19. I didn’t feel like 
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memorizing it at the time, so I just called the virus its more well-known name, the Coronavirus. This 

was the moment that my life changed forever.

Even with this news, life continued as normal. I alerted all of my friends, but they only 

laughed, almost as if it were a funny joke. It really wasn’t. A week later, the Coronavirus became a 

little more well-known to my school. Every couple of hours, I would hear someone mention it, 

followed by silence. It still didn’t really impact us much at that point. I lived in Virginia at the time, far 

enough away from the West that it didn’t worry anyone. Soon, the latest phrase was, “Thank goodness 

we don’t live in California,” which was the main hub of the Coronavirus in the United States.

Again, life continued as normal until late February. The Coronavirus had gotten worse, 

especially in Europe. China’s cases were starting to die down, but Italy’s were beginning to rise. 

Cruise ships were shunned as great ways to introduce the Coronavirus to ports, making them spend 

weeks at sea. The targets of the Coronavirus were finally clear at that point. They were the elderly and 

those with underlying issues. Kids were safe.

Almost everyone at school understood what the Coronavirus was. Only a few truly understood 

the danger of it. During math, I had been talking with my friend, Larissa, about the Coronavirus. She 

was one of the ones who knew what the Coronavirus was, but not the dangers. One of the kids at the 

table, a boy named Jean, was listening and joined the conversation.

“Who actually is worried about the Coronavirus?” He scoffed. “It only affects the elderly, 

anyways! It’s basically just a cold!” I had lost all respect for him that day.

March was the turning point of the virus. It was when we realized that this is hurting our 

society. We knew that we had to slow it down in order to stop the spread. Hilariously, we realized this 

too late.



Suddenly, Europeans couldn’t enter America. Our country, known for its immigration and 

freedom, no longer performed its centuries old purpose. Countries around the world were appalled 

with what the President did. If they were in America’s shoes, they would have done the same thing. 

This wasn’t fast enough, though. If only travel to and from Europe had been banned only a couple of 

weeks earlier, then the United States might have had a chance to isolate the virus. We didn’t, and this 

would eventually bite us.

New York City eventually got the virus, and once this happened, there was no stopping the 

spread. It would have been impossible in a city with such a high population and density. Sure enough, 

the cases went over a thousand in a matter of days. With enough carriers, the virus spread out faster 

than before, reaching almost every single state, including Virginia. That’s when the panicking started.

The Coronavirus was mentioned every minute in the halls, and it coursed through everyone's 

heads during classes. What if someone had it? What if someone was carrying it, not knowing that they 

spread a deadly disease throughout the whole school? I dreaded going near one of my classmates, who 

seemed to always be sick. They may have the cold one day, and the flu another. What if they caught 

the coronavirus the day after? 

Out of nowhere, schools closed, making students rejoice and parents cry. Homeschooling and 

online classes were suddenly a thing, and parents were not impressed. Luckily, or unluckily in the 

views of my classmates, we had chromebooks that allowed us to work from home, not requiring our 

parents to tutor us. I had always been quiet, so my mother didn’t mind having me over for a couple 

extra weeks. We were quarantined with nowhere to go. We were thankful to be together.

Social distancing was required. Restaurants, bars, and nonessential stores closed. The economy 

plummeted, yet heartless people still found ways to make money. They began hoarding essentials and 

selling them for high prices off the internet. When states realized this, they made it illegal to sell 

certain things for high prices.



Now, it is December 31st, 2020. A whole year has passed, and nothing has gotten better. A 

couple of months ago, my classmate, Claire, predicted that the virus was going to mutate and evolve. 

She was, sadly, right. We weren’t fast enough to create a vaccine. While we might have found a cure 

for the last mutation, we can’t move at the same pace as Covid-19. More than one hundred million 

people have died from Covid-19, and a quarter of the world’s population has caught it.

The government has stopped trying to help, now. It’s every family for themselves. My family 

has been doing the minimum to stay alive. We started a small garden on our back deck to grow fruits 

and vegetables. Grocery stores are rarely stocked these days, and when they are, everyone seems to 

know before us. 

There was talk that in 2021, there would be a safe haven where those who have yet to have 

caught Covid-19 to hide and take shelter. It is the only thing that keeps us going these days. Our lives 

have changed forever, though. The year 2020 will always be remembered. It will always be 

remembered as the year a global pandemic wiped out civilization as we knew it.
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The One Thousand and One 
Nights of Quarantine

9th Grade Fiction 

First Place

Monacan High School

On my cold, tattered mattress, I lay awake, looking up at the bunk above me. Hazel’s feet were 

hanging off of it, wrapped in fuzzy socks. I heard constant creaking and shuffling from the bed above, so 

I guessed that my twelve-year-old sister was, like me, not asleep either. On my side was my 

seven-year-old sister, Stella, who seemed to be pretending she was asleep, although she was whispering 

things to the stuffed rabbit clutched in her fist. I looked across the room to her bed that she had 

abandoned to come lie next to me, as she was scared and unable to fall asleep… again. I rolled onto my 

side, glancing at the clock stacked above piles of books next to my bed: 1:30 a.m., April 18, 2020. 

Softly, I let out a groan, knowing that it would be another long day of sleeping until noon, eating junk 

food, and watching TV for hours. 

“Iris?” I nearly jumped (and Hazel almost fell off of her top bunk) as I saw my ten-year-old 

brother, Thomas, standing at the door. The four-year-old, Andy, was at his side.

“What is it, Thomas?” I asked, somewhat annoyed. Stella and I sat up on the bed, watching as 

our brother’s silhouettes entered the room. Outside, rain drizzled down on the roof, and wind battered 

against the house.

“Well, uh-- Andy couldn’t sleep,” he said, motioning to the small boy wearing blue footie 

pajamas. I raised my eyebrows.

“No, you woke me up,” Andy responded sleepily. I let out a small laugh; Thomas had more pride 

than the rest of us combined. So Andy came and perched next to me, leaning his head against my 

shoulder, while Hazel climbed down from her bed and sat on the old, wooden floor with Thomas. The 

two of them looked more alike than any of us; Hazel with a sandy blonde bob and freckles dotting her 

face, and Thomas nearly the same, but with his hair razor short. I seemed to be the odd one in the family 

-- a curly mess of dark hair and blue glasses with very strong lenses.

“Well, what do you want me to do about it?” I asked him, not really intending to sound so angry. 

Andy rubbed his eyes as we listened to our parents snore in the background. We all just looked around at 

the old room that was in need of a new coat of paint and some decorations on the walls.

“Oh!” I exclaimed, a little too loudly for the night. Everyone shushed me quickly. “There was 

this book I was reading,” and a collective groan arose from my siblings; they hated when I talked about
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books (mostly because that was really all I talked about). “It was the last thing we read in school 

before… quarantine started. It’s called The Thousand and One Nights, and it’s a story that this woman 

had to tell to save her life. She told pieces of it every night for 1001 nights, leaving it on a cliffhanger 

each time.” Thomas put his head in his hands, but Hazel looked somewhat intrigued. Of all five of my 

siblings, Hazel and I were certainly the closest; even though we weren’t exactly similar in our 

interests, we told each other everything.

“So?” Thomas asked, seeming rather affronted. Stella looked at me with her wide green eyes, 

brushing her straight blonde hair out of her face, and I suddenly became very excited.

“Don’t you see? I could tell you a story! We could do this for… as long as quarantine lasts! It’ll 

give us something to look forward to, something to do when we can’t fall asleep!” No one else seemed 

quite as interested about the idea as me, but I continued. “Come on! What should I tell a story about: 

dragons… or history! Or the future, of course, ooh, what about kingdoms?” Silence followed, except 

for the pattering of rain on the roof and the snores of our parents. The darkness of the room seemed to 

lessen when all of us were in there.

“What if you told a story about us?” Hazel asked. I knew she didn’t like writing or anything 

like I did, but did she want something that boring?

“Uh -- I guess?” And so after a few moments of debating in my head about where to start, I 

began. First the story was real, describing five siblings who were essentially best friends stuck in a 

horrible quarantine because of the Coronavirus. But then they escaped and went to a different planet 

where the virus didn’t exist, and they fought aliens. I realized that I actually enjoyed telling the story, 

and that it was more exciting than any completely made-up futuristic story would have been.

“The aliens circled the five, weapons at the ready. The siblings felt like their mission was 

hopeless, and…” I stopped. Thomas’s eyes became very wide.

“And?” he asked as I grinned.

“Didn’t anyone listen to what I said about The One Thousand and One Nights? I’m supposed 

to leave it on a cliffhanger so that you’ll come back tomorrow!” Hazel laughed, but Thomas seemed 

exceptionally angry. Through the darkness, I could see him roll his eyes as he left the room. Stella 

gave me a hug and, to my surprise, returned to her bed, sleeping there for the rest of the night for the 

first time since quarantine started. Hazel climbed back up the ladder, and Andy stayed, looking very 

sad.

“Hey, what is it?” I asked him.

“Are the kids in the story going to be okay?” He stared at me with his soft, child-like blue eyes.



“You can’t tell anyone this,” I whispered. “But yes, the kids are okay. You can find out more 

tomorrow.” He smiled and stepped onto the floor. I walked him back to his room, where Thomas had 

already fallen asleep. It looked like my mission had succeeded, and even I was able to drift into a sleep 

faster than I had been able to in weeks.

To my surprise, all four of them returned the next night, and the night after that. We went on 

storytelling for weeks, until one day things changed -- when Stella began to cough. A few days after 

my parents went to the grocery store, Stella started feeling terrible. Soon after them, my parents and 

brothers seemed to have horrible fevers, and coughing proliferated in the house. My mom called the 

doctor, who told us there was no test needed; they had the Coronavirus. Unable to isolate from each 

other in our too-small house, Stella stayed in her room, while Thomas and Andy shared theirs, and my 

parents stayed in their room. Hazel and I, somehow the only two not sick, brought our things into the 

living room downstairs. 

We sealed the glass doors to the kitchen, staying in the small living room all day except to get 

food from the kitchen and go to the bathroom. I started doing the grocery shopping (although no one 

was eating very much), and even though I only had my learner’s permit. I was so glad to have Hazel, 

but we spent the whole day either sleeping, reading, or watching TV. 

After three days of isolation, only speaking to my siblings and parents in broken-up 

conversations through closed doors, Hazel woke up with a horrible headache and an aching cough. I 

watched as she moved back upstairs, and I was left, the only one not sick in the house, to wait for 

news. The minutes ticked by as I called a friend (who rarely answered) and tried to focus on something 

besides my family. Some days I wished I was sick too, so that I would be able to see them, while 

others I could hardly think about anything at all. The storytelling, of course, was put on hold, just like 

everything else. Sometimes Hazel, when she wasn’t feeling so bad, would come and sit on the other 

side of the glass door and give me updates on everyone or simply just try to talk about anything 

besides… life. My family had gone through bad things in my fifteen years -- financial problems, 

sicknesses, and simply getting along in the tiny, old house, but I had never been this afraid or alone. I 

felt like a stranger in my own home.



“Iris!” I realized that I had somehow managed to drift asleep -- it was the seventh night since 

the isolation started. Rolling off the couch, I clicked on the lamp. Outside the glass living room doors 

sat four silhouettes, each looking smaller and frailer than normal. Hazel was sitting on the kitchen 

floor, her knees hugged to her chest. Thomas was next to her, and he seemed to be a different person 

than before. Stella was, as always, holding onto a stuffed animal, and she was wedged between Hazel 

and Thomas. Finally, I saw Andy sitting on Hazel’s lap. He looked the worst of them all -- rosey 

cheeks surrounded by pale skin, and he was sweating. I took in a sharp breath.

“Um-- hi,” I said to them, making my way to the door. I pressed my forehead into it as I took in 

the scene. “How are you guys feeling? Are you doing okay?” I asked, my words coming out so fast 

and running into one another.

“I’m okay,” Thomas responded. “Hazel and I feel like we maybe just have a bad cold or 

something. I think Stella’s good, too, but she doesn’t really talk to me. I mean, you’re pretty much the 

only one of us she’s ever talked to much.” Stella sniffled and leaned her head on Hazel’s shoulder.

“Andy,” I whispered, “how are you feeling, buddy?” He shook his head and let out a scary 

cough.

“He’s having a kind of… bad reaction to the virus for a kid. Mom’s going to take him to the 

doctor tomorrow if she’s feeling well enough,” Hazel said sadly. We sat for a moment, each deep in 

our own thoughts. Finally, Thomas spoke.

“Uh, so, we came down here because Andy wanted to hear the rest of the story. I did too.” 

Everyone nodded in agreement.

“Please will you tell us, Iris?” Stella asked, holding a stuffed dog close to her chest. After 

drawing in a breath, I thought for a moment, and then began.

“The siblings were now on Saturn, where…,” and I continued for an hour. The once cold, 

wooden floor now seemed warmer and more welcoming. Despite the coughing and sneezing and 

shivering, it felt the same as before anyone was sick. We would always be best friends, and I loved my 

siblings in that moment, I think, more than I ever had before.

“So as the dragon raised his monstrous green head into the sky, flames circling,” and I stopped. 

No one seemed surprised, and I finally heard Andy speak for the first time in a week. His voice was 

shaky and slow.

“You’ll tell us the rest tomorrow?” he asked. I nodded sadly, for maybe if I kept the story on a 

cliffhanger, he would stay alive to hear the rest.
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Chapped Berries10th Grade Fiction 

First Place

Manchester High School

I can feel my body lying on the cold remains of what if left of my home. My eyes flutter open 

and I meet the gaze of a thousand ashes sprinkled around in the air like snowflakes. I glance at the burnt 

pile of wood that was once a beautiful masterpiece. Its planks were splintered and peels. Its structure 

completely unrecognizable. Breathing heavily, I pat the soot off of my clothes and get up. My skinny 

frame wobbles until I gain my balance to walk towards the house. 

I enter what was left of the narrow door frame to find nothing but piles of ash everywhere. Nothing was 

spared. 

I couldn’t bare to see anymore, so I turn away and run. I had no idea where I was headed, but I 

didn’t care. I needed to get away. The cold gravel pierced my bare feet as I ran away from the clearing. I 

would not stop even if my feet bled. I wanted to feel safe. I wanted warmth of another soul. I wanted to 

know I was going to be okay in this cruel world. Tears streaming down my face onto my dry, chapped 

lips, I hear a voice within my mind.

You’re a wreck

I continue running until I come across a large clearing in front of a small cave opening. The cave 

is surrounded with mossy stones and vines covered in thorns. It looked as if someone had tried to 

conceal it. I had never laid eyes on this cave, nor have I ever left the worn down path into the woods. 

Curiously I step forward before looking behind my shoulder. I feel like I’m being watched by the 

trees that hang above me. Their branches, covered in black mold, would seem unfamiliar to anyone but 

myself. I reach down to a nearby bush and take a handful of hardened berries. They crumble easily 

though their texture was similar to that of a breaking rock. I walk toward the cave, which was pitch 

black at the opening. 

Melissa Stoots



Using the berries, I throw a few into the cave, hearing a “Clink” as the berries hit the cave 

floor.

The noise of a waterfall echoes within the cave walls, yet there was no river or stream in sight. 

I step into the cave completely, expecting a cold wet surface to meet the bottoms of my bare feet. What 

I felt was a warm, mossy-like floor, comforting to the touch. Leaning my hand against the wall, I hit 

something soft but firm. I grab onto what felt like a rope, and pulled. Suddenly, a curtain of moss and 

ivy swept over the cave entrance. I jump. 

There was the sound of a steady drip of water farther down the cave. I could feel the vibration 

on the cave walls, again, not feeling any dampness or moist moss on the walls or floor.

 It looks like someone had lived here, but it was clear it was centuries ago. I walk a bit further through 

the cave, finding nothing but more moss for bedding and a few more ropes. As I place myself on the 

last step of the cave, I feel my weight drop beneath me. I reach out in a panic, screaming as my fate 

falls into gravity’s embracing arms.



The Vision10th Grade Fiction 

Second Place

Meadowbrook High School

Five dreadful months of quarantine came to its long-awaited end in September. At last, we could 

pick up where we left off in March...somewhat. We ended on such an abrupt note, the outdoor track 

season had just begun, then seven months of training from last September had to be put on hold. Bottom 

line, I wanted to get back to training. The training was rough, that was expected. Maintaining shape on 

your own is never easy. To say the least, we had an insane amount of work to do in conditioning, those 

painful afternoons all leading up to our highly anticipated first meet at Christopher Newport University. 

My close friends Nevaeh, Janae, and I stayed together as we jogged a couple of warm-up laps 

and performed some drills as we dodged other athletes through the crowded indoor track. Before we 

knew it, it was time for Nevaeh’s first race, the 300-meter dash. Janae and I followed Nevaeh’s lead as 

we made our way through an endless amount of setups from other schools, trying to find our team and 

our bags as fast as possible. Once we located our belongings, Nevaeh was changing into her spikes while 

Janae got us all snacks, and I stood waiting for them. All of a sudden, Nevaeh asks the team if anyone 

had lost a bracelet, she randomly found one in her shoe. Everyone denied, so she tossed it to me and 

asked if I wanted it. I admired the silver chain with royal blue dangling glass charms, but I reached my 

arm back to her returning it saying, “No, you keep it, maybe it’ll bring you some good luck?” She rushed 

to put it on her wrist and took her hoodie off. Janae and I hugged and wished her the best of luck, we 

told her we knew she’d do well.

“Ehh, if you say so.” 

“Don’t say that, you’re talented whether you believe it or not,” I said.

She smiled, but quickly reverted back to her nervous expression. She waved, then made her way 

to the starting line as many teammates followed, trying to find a spot to watch and cheer. Observers near 

the starting line were relentless, refusing to give up their spots, robbing us of a good view. Janae and I, 

both being short, decided on another place, somewhere clear, right by the finish line. The gun went off 

and soon we saw the runners passing us, but no sign of Nevaeh. We knew she was fast, so this didn’t 

make sense. The two of us walked back to the other side of the track and saw our team crowding around 

the start line. I followed Janae as she walked to where Nevaeh was crouched down on the floor, 

seemingly in pain. The nurse who came to evaluate her situation got most of the team to back away, but 

we ignored her. 

Kayla Thompson



“Don’t worry girls just move away from your friend for now, she’ll be okay, I promise,” she 

said.

Janae responded with some attitude “How about you move?”

The nurse was wide-eyed and stood up. “Look, sweetie, I don’t know who you think you’re 

talking to, but don’t make me put you in your place, okay?” Her aggravated expression quickly 

switched to a forced smile as she helped Nevaeh up. I looked at Janae and told her “Shhh, it's not the 

time.” 

Janae offered the woman an insincere apology, which she accepted. Janae turned to me and 

whispered, “Sike.” 

The nurse was able to get Nevaeh up on her feet for no more than three seconds before she had 

to be held up. She had this soulless look in her eyes. They were noticeably red and slowly closing. 

Once they were closed, she had passed out. She was then carried to the nurse’s office.

While being out cold, she had some sort of hallucination. She saw herself lying on the bus, 

head against the window, dead. She also saw me, in tears, trying desperately to wake her up while 

Janae stood behind me in shock, unable to move or get a word out. The whole team wanted to follow 

as she was taken away but we still had our races to attend to, as if we weren’t already anxious enough. 

On top of that, none of our coaches, especially Coach Fuller, would be into the idea of missing races. 

If we had to lose anyone for the day, he’d rather it be one runner, no one else, even if we did have 

some caring reasoning behind our motives. 

Nevaeh woke up to the blinding lights in the nurse's office shining on her face while she was 

laid down on a small uncomfortable bed. The nurse heard her and turned around from her computer to 

let her know she was free to go when she was ready. “Your fall makes no sense to me really, your 

vitals are all fine. Must’ve been dehydration. Here, take a water bottle and I'll walk you to your bus so 

you can relax somewhere away from all the noise and chaos.”

Nevaeh hesitated for a bit but took a moment to remember why, that vision, she didn’t want to 

go to the place where she saw herself dead. Maybe if she avoided it, she could alter her fate. She 

snapped back to reality and took a deep breath as she stood up when the nurse said, “Let's go, here’s 

your water.” 

“I appreciate it,” Nevaeh said in a shaky voice, but the nurse thought nothing of that. It's a 

drowsy side effect, she assumed. 



Once Nevaeh was on the bus alone, she immediately made her way out and sat on the stairs of 

the bus instead and FaceTimed us. She explained everything about her hallucination, but we assured 

her it was just a dream. “Yeah, I’m just paranoid... guys... Get over here, please! Run!”

 “What's the problem?” Janae asked.

“My wrist...The bracelet, it's cutting my circulation or something and it's bleeding.” We hung 

up and snuck out.

“If we miss a race, we’re dead. You have the mile in 10 minutes,” Janae whispered to me.

“Well, guess I’m dead then,” I said as I shrugged, looked around to make sure no one was 

watching, and walked out the door. I looked behind me after a little while of not hearing any footsteps 

to not see Janae, so I had to go back.

 “Really?”

 “Kayla, stop being so stubborn.” 

“Take your own advice.” I grabbed her arm and walked her outside, disregarding her sighs. 

With our luck, it took longer than we thought it would to find our bus, but we eventually spotted 

Nevaeh on the steps of a bus and walked towards her. “Hey, back up. Sorry, but you were in my vision 

and I don’t want to die.”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re not going to die. You can’t be serious.”

“I am. Look, I've been thinking and what if it's the bracelet doing this to me? Based on the 

looks of it, maybe I just had a severe allergic reaction. Bad enough for me to faint and hallucinate, I 

guess. So here, take it, it's for the best.” 

I figured, what's the worst that could happen? and put it on my wrist.

While trying to comfort Nevaeh, I received a call. Janae asked who it was. I pretended not to 

hear her because I didn’t want to hear I told you; it was Coach Fuller. “Hey,” I said in an 

unenthusiastic tone.

“So you and Janae think it's funny to just blow off your races?” 

“I’m sorry it’s just-”

“Y'all are with Nevaeh.. yeah, I figured. You're better than this, come get ready for your next 

race and tell Janae to do the same.”

“So who was that?” Janae asks, smiling because she already knew.

“We have to go, okay?”

“What a shame, if only someone warned you.”

“Are you done rubbing it in my face?”

“No thanks, you’ll be hearing it from me all day,” she said while laughing. 



“Sorry Nevaeh, but we don’t have a choice here.” 

“Don’t be sorry, I’ll come with you guys, hanging out here freaks me out anyway, even if what 

I saw was just a dream.” As we walked back to the building, I brought up the fact that maybe this isn’t 

about allergies. I started considering the fact that since I put the bracelet on, I felt a mild headache. 

“The bracelet is cursed, that would make sense, right?” Janae suggested.

“Ooh I want to party with some demons!” Nevaeh added.

“I’ll just put it in my bag so it's not directly touching me, maybe that way it can’t hurt anyone,” 

I said. “Seriously, it was probably just an allergic reaction to the fake silver.” 

“You fainted... that’s one intense allergy.”

Nevaeh shrugged, pretty much ignoring my opinion as we walked through the lobby and into 

the indoor track calmy, only to be yelled at by Coach Fuller. 

“You are out of our minds and need to hurry! Oh, and by the way, your eyes are extremely red; 

it’s kinda creepy. Are you two okay?” 

Janae and I looked at each other in the eyes and saw that I had that same look Nevaeh had 

before she passed out, before she hallucinated. We didn’t have time to care though, so we went ahead 

and raced, thankfully, nothing went wrong. While Janae and I were off racing, Nevaeh foolishly 

decided to reach into my bag and get the bracelet back, just to examine it. She thought it was beautiful, 

so it was a tragedy it was so dangerous for her to wear. Nevaeh realized she forgot her phone on the 

bus and didn’t necessarily fear the hallucination would happen after we talked her out of it, so she 

headed back to the bus. Once she grabbed her phone, she saw that I had texted her asking her where 

she went. The message never sent. 

The after-meet experience is always memorable. Something about it just consistently makes it 

the best part about track meets. The stress of your race is over and you can live it up with your 

teammates on the way home playing music, chatting, whatever it may be.

As I walked down the bus aisle I noticed Nevaeh fell asleep, I attempted waking her up, but 

she wouldn’t. Janae and I were 100% sure Nevaeh was alive just an hour ago, what could’ve 

happened? I desperately called Janae to hurry over once I realized she had no pulse. “The vision,” I 

said under my breath, while staring at Nevaeh’s dead body teary-eyed. I tried to wake her up, but it 

was too late. 

We had no idea how to tell anyone, so we kept quiet. As others followed us on the bus, we 

rushed to sit down together in the seat directly across from the one Nevaeh was in and panicked about 

the situation over text to make sure no one could hear. Thankfully, there was no suspicion, she looked 

asleep. Ignoring our problem only worked until we got back to school. 



After an hour-long bus ride of shaking in fear and struggling to act natural, we reached the 

school. This was it. No avoiding the truth any longer. We were devastated but we had no idea that 

blame would be taken into account when the word got out. As we pulled up, Coach Fuller started to 

take attendance of all the athletes to make sure everyone was able to get home safely. When we heard 

him call for Nevaeh, we held our breath and stared at each other. 

“What, is she asleep?” our friend Trinity asked. She was sitting behind Nevaeh. She reached 

over and tapped her on the shoulder before we could warn her not to. It was too late to get involved, so 

Trinity proceeded to shake her in hopes of waking her up. Nothing. Trinity turned Nevaeh over so she 

could see her face and noticed how lifeless she looked. “I hope I’m wrong, but does she look dead to 

anyone else?” Trinity backed away slowly. All the athletes fled off the bus as quickly as they could, 

but Janae and I were glued to our seats. 

Our coach rushed towards the back of the bus to see for himself what was going on, dropping 

his clipboard at the sight, then called an ambulance. According to the paramedics, Nevaeh had been 

dead for four hours. Looking back, we shouldn’t have gotten involved in the conversation, but we 

insisted that wasn’t true, we had just spoken to her around two hours ago, as she walked in the 

building with us. “Coach Fuller, you saw us with Nevaeh right before we raced right?” 

“I didn’t notice her, no, I was too focused on you two fooling around.” 

We couldn’t believe it. Had we had only imagined she was with us? That would explain the 

demonic look in our eyes.  Maybe it always happened around the time you’re hallucinating. Maybe 

she truly had been dead for those four hours. Maybe we made up the fact that she was with us 

subconsciously. 

“No no no you have to believe us, please!” Janae said. 

“I’m sorry, I don’t know what to say, I can’t lie to protect you guys right now.”

At this point, we looked suspicious. We were interrogated outside the bus as if we had anything 

to do with Nevaeh. Coach Fuller took a break from his pacing to ask us why we didn’t let someone 

know she was dead before and we had no words. It was unbelievable we were on the road to being 

arrested with no one on our side.

It was a long shot, but I brought up the bracelet. I explained everything from how we found it, 

what it looked like, and what it had done to us that day. They thought I was joking. No matter how 

much we reinforced the fact that it was the bracelet that had to have killed Nevaeh, we were assumed 

guilty. It made no sense though, why would we want to kill one of our best friends? 

I sat down on the steps of the building while Janae argued with Coach Fuller and the police. 

Alternatively, I just didn’t see the point.



No one would believe us, pushing it wasn’t getting us anywhere, it was just making us 

look more suspicious. That’s when it came to me, an idea, a dangerous one, on how to save us 

from getting arrested. I wish that plan didn’t involve anymore killing, but it was all I had. We 

had to use the bracelet one last time, to our advantage. At this point, however, I had lost it, I 

looked in my bag and nothing. That was until I spotted it in a plastic bag on top of a cop car. It 

was dark outside, so I tried my luck at stealing it without anyone noticing, and surely enough, 

it worked. I took the bracelet, knowing that if it was in contact with someone it could kill them 

and secretly slid it into our coach’s bag. I walked over to Janae nervously and asked the police 

if I could take her aside to talk privately, which surprisingly, they allowed. I told her about the 

plan and what I had done, she was shocked. 

“Why? You’re going to get us in more trouble, are you insane?” she whispered. 

At that moment, we heard something. We looked over to see our coach falling to the 

ground. As for that death, as far as the police believed, we had nothing to do with it. If we did 

anything out of the ordinary with authority around, there’s no way we wouldn’t have gotten 

caught; that’s what they assumed. This took some of the heat off us, making the police attribute 

it to some underlying health conditions. For that reason, after lie detector tests were involved, 

we were set free-- left to mourn about our dear friend’s passing, feeling guilty we couldn’t have 

stopped it.
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Rafael Marco Pisani: The Man 
of New Jersey

11th Grade Fiction 

First Place

Manchester High School

Raffe Pisani was a simple man. He liked his coffee hot and his beer nice and cold. He went to 

church, prayed before his meals, kept off the swearing, and was faithful to his dear lady, Alice. He was 

an honest man, a hard worker. Thirty years in Jersey’s harsh streets taught him a lifetime of street smarts 

and wit no one could match. If you had a problem, you went to Raffe. He was a straightforward man, a 

man of little words. But when he used them, they meant something. He was an inspiration on those cold, 

harsh streets of Jersey, the image of what a man was supposed to be in the 70s.

That’s how the world saw him. A true American man. The definition of the proper man. That was 

a word he heard a lot. 

Man. 

He heard it as he walked along the streets. 

“Now that’s a man,” he’d often hear as the ladies walked by, covering their giggles with a 

pristine hand. He heard it from his boss at work. 

“Look at that man working!” he’d exclaim around his thick cigarette, nodding his head in 

respect. 

The truth of the matter was, Raffe Pisani didn’t feel like a man. 

A true man, he thought, doesn’t have nightmares at night. A true man doesn’t go to sleep afraid 

he won’t wake up. A true man doesn’t go and watch the sunrise just so he knows that he’s survived 

another day. A true man doesn’t live in fear.  

 

Alexis Bodrick



And yet, Raffe Pisani, Rafael Marco Pisani, was the most fearful man in the entire state of 

Jersey. He was sure of it. Every day, he’d wake up at six-thirty on the dot because of his nightmares. 

He’d wake up quietly, so as not to wake his lady, and head down to the park. There, he’d sit on the 

eastern bench, knee bobbing nervously as he waited for the sun to rise. And when the sun did 

eventually rise, he’d let out the breath he’d held throughout the night, taking solace in the fact that 

he’d survived for another day. 

And for years, this routine worked. For years, Raffe woke up at six-thirty and, upon seeing the 

sunrise, hopped happily into the role of The Man of New Jersey. For years, Raffe was able to perfectly 

paint his macho image, maintain his status among those who looked up to him. But recently, his paint 

has been cracking. 

Because on Monday, June 14, 1976, Raffe Pisani missed the sunrise. He hadn’t been able to 

wake up. He was trapped in a dream with Death. It had said that it was coming, that it would come for 

a second round.  And it wasn’t going to be cheated again. 



Between the Trees11th Grade Fiction 

Second Place

Manchester High School

The sun just went down behind the mountain and the sky is becoming dark, as I skip my way 

down the road with my pig tails flapping behind me, Daddy trailing by a couple of steps. We are on the 

way home from Grandma Genny’s house. All of sudden a loud rustling sound comes from the woods 

beside us. I pay no ‘ttention to it. It was probably just a lil’ critter or somethin’. Plus I don’t want Daddy 

gettin’ all jumpy. He’s been real skittish ever since that explosion at the foundry he works at had 

happened. 

“Crishhhh.” There it goes again, but this time real close. I slow down my pace a little bit to get a 

better listen, Daddy now next to me. Again, the same noise cracks through the woods, and I lightly touch 

Daddy’s hand while peering into the woods wide-eyed.

“Misha, what’s wrong witchu,” he says with a smirk. 

“I dunno, I thought I heard somethin’ in the woods.”

“Well ‘course you gon’ hear sumn’ in the woods,” he says, chuckling.

“Yeah, but it sounds like somethin’ big.” 

“Oh, hush up now. It was probably just a rabbit or a polecat or som―” 

A branch cracks and the leaves rustle real loud. Daddy and I stop in our tracks and whip our 

heads to look at each other, his eyes bigger than a fifty cent piece.

“See what I been talkin’ about!” I cry jumping around.

“WHOOOOOP.” 

Our heads snap in the direction of the noise. I think I might’ve felt myself pee a lil’. 

 

Lauryn Jones



All of a sudden a pale figure streaks through the trees and makes the same noise, and that was 

the final straw for Daddy.  He jumped up in the air and ran all in the same motion like he was Shaggy 

running away from the Spooky Space Kook, which in my opinion is the scariest monster from Scooby 

Doo. 

I tried to run too, but it felt like my feet were stuck to the ground or something. “Daddy, where 

you goin’?” I yell up the driveway with my hand cupped around my mouth, still planted in the same 

spot.

“I’m goin’ ta get muh gun!” he yells without looking back and still speeding up the driveway, 

leavin’ me there at the bottom. My teenage brother comes out of the woods howling with laughter. 

He’s wearing running shorts that show off his pale legs. He’s all bent over and everything. 

“Mike!” I fuss, popping him upside the head. I look back up the driveway with my arms 

folded, shakin’ my head. 

Daddy still ain’t returned with his gun yet.



A Single Cigarette11th Grade Fiction 

Third Place

Manchester High School

 Josephine was a dreamer. And more than anything she wanted to leave the little town she’d lived 

in her entire life. After her brother’s death in the August of ‘42 nothing had been the same.  And so she 

smoked, to remember her brother and hopefully expel the troubles of life. Of course, it did little to quell 

the sadness she felt.

On days like this especially she needed a cigarette. As she watched over her niece and nephew 

the desire to leave hit her full force. Everybody she knew had something special, be it a family or 

material things. All she had to show for her 32 years was neatly pressed clothes and her little bit of 

education. She sat on the back porch of her family's old farmhouse that overlooked the rows of greens, 

the tobacco shed, and the smoke house and pondered this. She watched them rip and run, no doubt going 

to dirty their Sunday best and she realized how much she wanted something just like this. 

 Josephine loved Sunday dinners with her family as much as the next, but she wanted her own. 

Her own house. Her own dinners. Her own little family, her own car. For the longest time she’d been in 

love with the idea of having her own. More than anything she wanted a ‘47 Oldsmobile and her own 

house. All she needed was to get out of here first, but how ?

Her mother interrupted her daydreaming.

“Josephine, put that thing out and come help me finish dinner. And get the children, your father 

will be in from the smokehouse any minute.” She went back inside and the screen door slapped behind 

her. 

Keyana Gardner



“Yes, ma’am,” Josephine brushed the wrinkles from her skirt and snuffed out the cigarette, 

“Y’all come on here.”

Josephine, her mother, and her sister-in-law, Ruth, all sat snapping peas on the front porch. In 

the distance she saw a flock of birds flying away. A bird, if only she could be like them. Free, going 

wherever she pleased. But that was impossible, at least that’s what it felt like.  After an evening of 

shelling peas her mind was made up, she would do this. The evening had come to a close and she was 

helping her mother do the dishes. She mulled over how she’d tell her mother. She’d rip the bandage 

off and just say it.

“Mama, I wanna go someplace,” she said suddenly, “I need to see what’s out there for me.”

“And how do you plan to do that, child, magic? Her mother stopped washing dishes to  face 

her. 

 “Well--Well I’m going to save up and just go.” she said with as much confidence as she could 

muster.  

Her mother chuckled. “You always were a dreamer, babygirl.” 

     “Mama, I’m serious.”

“Even if you did leave here where do you think you’re supposed ta go, huh?”

“ I could go up north, to New York or Washington, Uncle Mike and Aunt Mae are up there. 

They’re doin’ alright.” 

“You sure could, but you’ve got everything you need right ‘round here. I don’t see any reason 

for leaving.”

“I know, I know, it’s just- I can’t stand it here anymore. It’s not what I want, Mama. You 

understand, don't you. ”

“Josie, even if I did agree, your father would never. He’d never forgive himself if something 

happened to his little girl.”



“But-”

“But nothing. Things up there are different than down here, Josephine. Now that is the end of 

this conversation. I will not discuss this with you anymore.”

“Yes, ma’am.”she sighed.

The two of them went back to washing dishes. The once comfortable silence now tense. The 

only noise between them, the sloshing of dishwater and the clanking of dishes put in the drying rack. 

They’d finished the dishes just as darkness fell and Josphine went up to bed. She didn’t show it, but 

deep down she was disappointed. Her mother didn’t believe she could go and she didn’t want to let her 

either. But Josephine was no little girl and she’d go, she’d show them. That night she dreamt of 

Washington, the lights, the cars, and all the things that could be.



Fiction
12th Grade



Progression12th Grade Fiction 

First Place

Manchester High School

Frontotemporal-lobe dementia: An early onset progressive degenerative disease that ever so slowly eats 
away at the areas of the brain responsible for judgment, emotional control, and memories. It’s 
unpredictable, incurable, and fatal-- slowly killing its victims while erasing their entire life from their 
mind. 

When I was 7, I won an award. I was so excited to receive it, so proud that my mom was going to 

be there to see me march my way onto that stage. I couldn’t wait to look out into the audience and see 

her there with a soft, proud smile stretched across her face. When they called my name, I skipped to the 

stage, looking for her waving hands in the crowd. But there were no rowdy cheers, no flashes from 

cameras, or my mom’s gentle smile.

She forgot.

I forgave. Mom had been pretty busy. It must’ve just slipped her mind.  

When I turned 10, I decided to have a Cars-themed birthday party, and invite all my friends. I had 

everything planned--we were gonna go ride go-carts, eat ice cream cake, then camp out in the backyard 

and chug soda while eating pop rocks. I knew my mom had been stressed, so I did all the planning 

myself and only asked her to send out the invitations. I cleaned the house, set up all the decorations and 

eagerly waited for the arrival of my friends.

They never showed up.

She forgot.

And I forgave. A task-list appeared on the fridge the next morning, though. 

When I was 13, we planned to go on vacation. It was a welcomed break from the mess that had 

been our lives, and I knew how much my mom loved the beach. The salty air would surely bring her 

some much-needed joy.

Lainey Lowe



I had all my bags packed, ready to go, sitting by my bedroom door. Our flight tickets were 

purchased, hotel reservations complete. I couldn’t wait to see her smile. 

I woke up to sunlight shining in my eyes and a noticeable lack of a screeching alarm. I jerked 

awake, eyes darting to the clock that read 11 a.m, and scrambled out of my bed in a panic, running 

down to the kitchen where my mom calming stands cooking eggs. 

“Hi honey, did you want any eggs?” she said.

“Mom! Our flights were at 6,” I seethed. “Why didn’t you wake me up?”

“Oh, I’m sorry honey. That’s today? You know momma has been struggling with the dates 

recently.” She said, a confused look upon her face. 

“Yeah. Fine. It’s whatever.” I said, rolling my eyes and moving to return to my room. 

“No, you’re upset. Come here. Talk to me, honey.” 

“I don’t want to talk. Just leave me alone. I hate you.” And as soon as I said it, I regretted it, 

wished I could just take the words right back in.

“No you don’t,” she said, sure of herself. 

Because she knew I didn’t-- not at all. Because, God, it wasn’t just about missing vacation. All 

my life had been recently was doctors’ offices and TV dinners, pitying looks from teachers and none of 

it was fair. Why’d it have to be my mom? 

My anger suddenly drained out of me, leaving only defeat to fill its place-- a tidal wave that 

slumps my shoulders and brings salty tears to my eyes. 

“Oh, Honey.” She said when she saw the tears rolling down my cheeks. “I’ll try harder, I swear 

okay? It’ll be okay. It’ll get better, I promise, and we can go somewhere, anywhere, just you and me? 

Yeah? Wouldn’t that be nice? I love you.”

“Yeah. I love you too.” I croaked into her neck, tears soaking her shirt. I knew it wouldn’t happen, 

though. 



She had forgotten. And I had forgiven. But that thread of frustration and defeat rooted itself 

deeply in my mind. 

I was 15 when she went into the hospital. When the nurse guided me to her room, my face lit 

up, and I eagerly started to ramble on about my day, spouting on about the cool experiment we did in 

science class and the pretty girl I sit next to, and the-

“I’m sorry… who are you?” My mother said, a confused smile in place.

My mouth snapped shut with an audible click and I bolted from the room.

She forgot me.

I don’t visit again for a week, but in the end, I forgave her. After all, she’s still my mother. My 

family. My only family. 

When I was 17, I visited her in the hospital for the last time. She looked pale and ill, sickly and 

frail. So unlike the blinding radiance my mother usually spills. The nurses told me that she wasn’t 

awake right now, but she would be in a little while. I obediently waited by her side. When her eyes 

eventually opened, I waited for a blink of recognition. Nothing. 

Must be a bad day, then.

I began to talk to her, telling her about my day and asking how the nurses are. She never 

answered my questions, but I don’t acknowledge it. Soon, visiting hours ended. I stood up, reaching 

out to squeeze her shoulder with a smile that doesn’t reach my eyes, when- 

She pulled me into a hug. 

I let out a sad whimper and clung to her for dear life, wrinkling her hospital gown between my 

white-knuckled fists. When she finally pulls away, my face is wet with tears. 

And though she may have forgotten,

I never did.



Derry and Moe vs. The World12th Grade Fiction 

Second Place

Manchester High School

SETTING: 2002 in front of an apartment building

CHARACTERS: Derry: 22 year old superhero, Lawrence: 35 year old nerd, Moe: Intelligent former 

villain

Scene 1

(LAWRENCE pulls out his keys. MOE enters from right stage and points a knife at LAWRENCE’s back)

MOE: Please, sir. I do not wish to cause a ruckus, but I would be eminently delighted if 

you...handed me your wallet. (LAWRENCE Slowly turns around with his hands up)

LAWRENCE: Uh...uh...d-don’t hurt me. Please, I’m barely making rent. (Looks down at knife) Is 

that a...plastic knife?

MOE: Oh silly me! (Throws the knife behind him and pulls out a gun from his pocket. 

LAWRENCE steps back.) Where was I? Ah yes, I am terribly sorry to hear about your troubles sir but I 

simply must do crime. It is the one thing where I have felt infinitely happy. I insist that you hand me 

your wallet at once. (DERRY watches from the roof of a building across the street.)

LAWRENCE: (Pulls his wallet out) Here...just take it...you seem worse off than me. (DERRY 

dives down and lands behind MOE just before he grabs the wallet. MOE turns around and points gun at 

DERRY.)

DERRY: Moe, again? We’ve talked about this.

MOE: Oh Mr. Nighthawk, what a delight to see you on this fine evening! (DERRY crosses his 

arms.) Oh, calm down now young fellow. I was just having a nice chat with good ol’ chum right here. 

(Pats LAWRENCE’s back. LAWRENCE stays frozen, staring at DERRY.)

Kali Paul



DERRY: With a gun?

MOE: Indeed. (Smiles at LAWRENCE)

DERRY: Oh come on! I’m not stupid! Turn around, Moe. You know the drill. (MOE hands the 

gun to DERRY.)

MOE: (Turns around with his hands behind his back.) Yes yes, of course. (DERRY ties MOE’s 

hands and sets him down on the steps in front of the apartment door.)

LAWRENCE: N-nighthawk?

DERRY: Oh! I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to ignore you. Moe is just...such a handful...are you 

alright?

LAWRENCE: Physically, I’m fine. But the trauma from having a gun pointing at you? It’ll 

stay with me for a long time… (MOE turns around to look at LAWRENCE.)

DERRY: The trauma...yes. I hope you can, uh, recover?

LAWRENCE: I’ll survive. I’m a huge fan by the way, I love what you do.

DERRY: Oh thank you! That means a lot to me!

LAWRENCE: Yes, yes. You know...an autograph would really help with the...trauma

DERRY: It’s the uh...least I can do… (LAWRENCE pulls out a picture of Nighthawk and a 

sharpie.) Do you always have this on you?

LAWRENCE: Always.

MOE: He’s using you, Derry!

DERRY: Shut up, Moe!

LAWRENCE: Your name is Derry?

DERRY: No!

MOE: Derry is the fine young man who brings me my prune juice during the day and tussles 

with villians at night!



DERRY: Moe! This secret was just between us!

MOE: Oh right...the secret identity and all that mumbo jumbo…

LAWRENCE: This is awesome! I know Nighthawk’s real identity!

DERRY: And you will not tell anyone. (Shoves the picture and pen.) Here is your autograph. 

And I know where you live if I see my name on the front of the papers. (Grabs MOE.) I’m taking you 

back, Moe

MOE: Do I get my gun back?

LAWRENCE AND DERRY: No!

MOE: Fine, fine. But you know what I’ve been into lately? The history of the teddy bear! 

Don’t worry, it is a lot more exhilarating than it sounds.

DERRY: Goodnight, sir. And remember, I’m always watching

LAWRENCE: Goodnight, Derry (DERRY glares at LAWRENCE. DERRY and MOE start to 

walk along stage right.)

MOE: Did you know the original teddy bear was invented in honor of President Theodore 

Roosevelt? It all began when he… (DERRY rubs his face in his hands and sighs. DERRY and MOE 

exit stage right.)

END



Otherside12th Grade Fiction 

Third Place

James River High School

 After she died the world went silent. It was as if life itself finally ended. It was cold and I always 

felt exposed. I would love to say I missed her, but it was more than that; it was like I had forgotten how 

to be myself. I was afraid the little piece of sunshine she gave me, had finally burned out. It was like a 

light switch, everything was gone in one second and all at once. My mom was a beautiful woman not 

just because she was kind and eccentric, but because she felt everything, and feared nothing. She was 

funny like that. She was so quiet, but she could walk into a room and demand attention. She was 

undeniably herself, and that was enough. Her favorite animal was elephants which was quite funny 

because she had a terrible memory. Like she would forget appointments and meetings, but somehow 

always made them there on time. When I remember her it makes times like these move a little bit 

quicker. It made life feel like it was fleeting almost fast enough. 

I find myself thinking of her, even when I don’t realize I’m thinking at all. She haunts my 

memories like a ghost out of place. She wants to stay but, I try to push her out. When I let her presence 

linger a bit too long, she almost feels real. I hate that I put myself through this torture, but it's all I have 

left of her. 

A face. 

A voice.

A single feeling of warmth.

I feel as my hand goes numb every time she tries to touch me. 

I wonder what it’s like on the other side. 

Ashley Barbagallo



Goodbye12th Grade Fiction 

Honorable Mention

Manchester High School

Characters: 
AI-- Artificial Intelligence
Fenden-- A human

Setting:
A ringworld around the largest blackhole in the universe 5 trillion trillion trillion trillion trillion years 
from now.

Fenden: “This really is the end?”

(Lights begin flashing slowly in the distance going out after a few seconds)

A.I. : “Yes.”

Fenden: “Kind of sad isn’t it?”

A.I. : “Yes and no.”

Fenden: “How much longer?”

A.I. : “For us? Four minutes twelve seconds.”

…

…

Fenden: “I feel like I should say something profound.”

A.I. : “If you would like.”

…

…

Fenden: “I can’t think of anything.”

A.I. : “That is fine.”  

Fenden: “No, I have to think of something. I’m watching the universe's greatest firework show as we 

spiral into the universe's largest black hole. I have to think of something.”

(The flashing picks up, more and more lights flash)

A.I. : “You do not have to, no one except me would ever hear it.” 

Fenden: “But still. The. Last. Words. I gotta say something interesting.”

Nathan Parrish



A.I. : “You will think of something, and if you don’t, remember, silence can be just                                 

as profound as words.”

Fenden: “mm...         How much longer?”

A.I. : “Three minutes four seconds”

…

…

Fenden: “Guess we had a good run of it though.”

A.I. : “Yes.”

…

…

Fenden: “Do you want to say something?”

A.I. : “No, I am content.”

Fenden: “Come on if the last human can’t say anything maybe the last A.I. can”

A.I. : “I accepted the end fourteen seconds after I discovered it.”  

Fenden: “Mm.”

(The lights pick up to their peak)

...

Fenden: “What will it be like, crossing the horizon?”

A.I. : “I can not say. That is the one thing I could not figure out.”

Fenden: “The one thing?”

A.I. : “The only thing I could not do that I was designed to do.”

…

Fenden: “Will there really be nothing left?”

A.I. : “Presumably.”

Fenden: “How much time left?”

A.I. : “Ninety three seconds” 

…

…

Fenden: “Do you think a new universe will come after ours?”

(The lights are becoming infrequent)

A.I. : “As far as I can tell no, but just about anything is possible. Neither of us will be here to see it.”



Fenden: “Thank you.”

A.I. : “For what?”

Fenden: “For keeping me company.”

A.I. : “I am Happy to help.”

…

…

Fenden: “How much longer?”

(No more lights are flashing)

A.I. : “Twenty two seconds.”

Fenden: “Start a countdown at ten please.”

…

…

A.I. : “10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4”

Fenden: “Goodbye.”

A.I. : “3, 2, 1 Goodnight.”

END



NonFiction
6th Grade



Not-So-Scary Gary McGarson6th Grade NonFiction 

First Place

Midlothian Middle School

It was about noon on Mother’s Day. I was sitting at my kitchen table when I heard my phone 

buzz. My friend, Brendan, had texted me.

Brendan wants to be a certified herpetologist, and has been training for the job for years by 

finding and catching the cold-blooded residents of the neighborhood pond. One of the most common 

things that we would catch are snakes. However, I have never caught one myself.

The text read, “Guess where I am,” to which I responded, “At the pond?”

“Nope,” he replied. “Look out your front door!”

I looked out of the tall window on the side of my door, but didn't see him. I smiled. He can’t 

prank me that easily! I opened the door, looked to the side, and said “Boo!” at the same time as him.

He said “The honeysuckles we picked yesterday went bad overnight.”

The day before, we were hanging out at the pond when he asked when Mother’s Day was.

“Tomorrow,” I had told him.

“Drat!” exclaimed Brendan. “My mom’s gonna kill me!”

We had decided that we would harvest honeysuckles as a Mother’s Day gift for his mom.  We 

used my basket to collect them.

He handed me my basket, and I invited him inside. 

Brendan took a moment to cool off, and then we went to the pond. We were doing our routine 

check for snakes when - Bingo! - we saw one.

Imogen McMillan



It was a common banded water snake. When we spotted it, it was sun basking on a log over a 5 

foot wide body of water. Brendan walked along the outside of the bridge to reach it, but the snake slid 

off of the log, smooth as butter, into the water below. I saw it again just before we left.

“There,” I whispered. “Its head is above the water.”

“Yup, I see it,” said Brendan.

“Can you reach it?”

“Yeah.”

Brendan made a grab for it, but it slithered to the other bank. Brendan jumped over the murky 

water and to the other side.

Grabbing the snake by the tail, he said “I’ve got it!”

We put it in the snake bag and went to the gazebo next to the fishing dock. It was calm when 

Brendan took it out of the bag. We decided that I could practice catching a snake with it.

Brendan started to demonstrate how to catch a snake.

The snake we were using was perfect for lessons, partly because of how it looked. It had a 

band beneath its jaw, right where you would grab it to give it a headlock.

First, he told me that you have to grab the snake by the tail, right below the chloeca. If you 

grab it by the right part of the tail and hold it far away from you, then the snake won't be able to bite 

you. Once Brendan got its tail, he showed me how to headlock it.

Brendan showed me one way to headlock a snake. It consisted of waiting for the snake to stay 

still, and then grabbing it right at the base of the jaw. Just as he reached for the snake’s head, its nice, 

calm attitude disappeared.

The snake reared up to strike. Brendan barely dodged a bite to the hand. It continued to act 

aggressive, so Brendan showed me how to headlock a snake if it tried to bite you.



The technique Brendan showed me is performed by gently holding down the snake’s head with 

your shoe so you can headlock it easily.

This snake was too smart for that trick. It kept evading Brendan’s foot, backing out from under 

it every time.

He finally managed to headlock it, and let it calm down for a minute. Then, he showed me how 

to handle a venomous snake using the non-venomous one as an example.

He held on to the snake’s tail and used a stick to hold up its head. Usually, you would use a 

snake hook instead of a stick, but Brendan’s snake hook was broken at the time.

“When dealing with a venomous snake,” he said, “make sure to hold it as far away from you as 

you can. Use the snake hook to guide its head.”

“You’re supposed to keep it as far away from other people and animals, too, right?”

“No, you go like YEET!” he said, playfully running at me with the snake. I laughed.

Brendan sat down on a nearby bench, standing my stick up against a tree. The snake seemed to 

have calmed down, and was laying on his lap.

“I think it realized that I’m not going to hurt it. That’s as close to tame as you can get with a 

snake,” said Brendan.

“So is it safe for me to practice on now?”

“I think so,” he said.

Brendan held the snake by its tail and let the front half of its body lie on the ground. It was in a 

good position for me to headlock it, but I chickened out. It took two more tries until I was brave 

enough to headlock it.

We decided to call the snake Not-So-Scary Gary McGarson.



Gary is as close to perfect as a wild snake can get. He’s three years old, in the prime of his life. 

He has only one scar, a missing scale, while many snakes have more than ten. He has a beautiful scale 

pattern, and, according to Brendan, he’s a very healthy snake. The best thing about Gary is something I 

can say from experience; he’s a very nice snake.

I got used to handling Gary after just a few minutes, and am way more prepared for catching 

my first snake, all thanks to that wonderful little reptile.

An hour or so after catching Gary, Brendan’s dad called and said that he was coming to pick up 

Brendan. We released Gary into the small, watery area beneath the bridge.

The next day, we went down to the pond again. We had a pretty normal day, watching some 

kids try to catch a fish. Near the end of the day, we found Gary.

He was on the same log as before, but this time he was close enough to the water’s edge for 

Brendan to grab him easily. We were able to catch him again, and he let us handle him like he did the 

day before. He seemed to remember us!

After about half an hour, Brendan’s dad called to pick up Brendan from the pond. We released 

Gary into his home next to the bridge.

That’s the last time we saw Gary. I hope that we will see him again, but until then…

Goodbye, Not-So-Scary Gary McGarson!



Through The Eyes of a 
Bystander

6th Grade NonFiction 

Second Place

Matoaca Middle School

In class, we read a book called Bystander by James Preller. It was a great book, but like many of 

my peers, I didn’t think it applied to me. It was about a middle school student named Eric, who hung out 

with a bully. I thought “I would never just stand there and do nothing about this bullying. I wouldn’t be a 

bystander.” However, it seems like I am a bystander every day. We can use my bus for example. There 

have been numerous occasions when I could have been an upstander, but I did not say anything. Yeah, 

not all of them were situations of bullying, but the situation wasn’t right. For example, there is a girl on 

my bus, we will call her Aliyah. Aliyah doesn’t necessarily get bullied (this making fun of is not very 

consistent at all), and she has a lot of friends who are quite popular among her grade too. However, some 

friends and people on my bus aren’t always nice to her. They will usually pay no attention to her, 

because she sits in the front of the bus, and we sit in the back. Someone may see her though, and start 

something by bringing up an argument topic. Then some kids may all collectively yell out a mean 

remark and laugh, or just talk about her, period. I don’t know why, and although I think it has something 

to do with prior arguments, I'm not sure. It just makes me think “Wow, this is what James Preller was 

talking about.” 

It has also come to my attention that not all bullying has to occur face-to-face. And I’m not 

talking about cyberbullying. I’m talking about rumors. Many people (including myself) claim to not talk 

about people, but we all do, one way or another. We may see someone in the hall and think “I’m glad 

I’m not wearing that” or “They look really dumb.” We could even be talking to our friends and see 

someone we dislike and start talking about the person. I feel like we should just all be able to be classy 

and not talk about everyone we see that is different.

Autumn Lewis



A lot of times, I will just think about how people who get consistently bullied, whether it is 

because of the way they dress, smell, look, or act. I wonder how bad they must feel about themselves, 

and then I get a terrible feeling, because I have had many days when I just didn’t want to look at 

myself. Not because people were bullying me, just because I was really self-conscious. So just 

imagine someone else telling you that you are ugly and stupid. All. The. Time. It would be terrible.  

Because words really do hurt people. Words like retarded, ugly, stupid, and dumb have been 

normalized in our everyday jargon, while talking to our friends and “joking around”. I have been 

called stupid and dumb (in a “joking” way) to the point where it doesn’t affect me, and I have a better 

outlook on myself than others might. But if you hear it enough, you might just start believing it. We 

just gotta be careful what we call people. If someone asks you if you have a crush on someone, the 

first response does not have to be “EW! NO! They are ugly!" If later those people happen to find out 

what you have just said about them, how would that make them feel? Bad, right? 

I must say, all of this is just my opinion. I can’t speak for all the bullies and victims out there, 

but I can speak for kids at my school who I don’t know, but I see getting made fun of. And for the 

people I think mean thoughts about. Just because a person isn’t just like you, does not mean they are 

less than you. Imagine how boring and monotonous this world would be if everyone was perfect?



Happiness and Quarantine6th Grade NonFiction 

Third Place

Swift Creek Middle School

Let’s face it, quarantine is hard. You have to wear a mask when you go out, you can’t see your 

grandparents, you can’t have any friends over, the list goes on and on. If school was cancelled you 

would do all these things, but school is cancelled for a reason: corona. Staying happy is hard. I have 

found it hard to keep track of work or even soak up the knowledge that I should’ve gained from 

assignments. It's definitely not easy, and it can be depressing at times. So here is a list of things to do to 

stay active, healthy, and have fun.

Listen to or play music. I like to play my clarinet or listen to classical music. Now is a great 

time to practice and try to sight read “Minuet in G” by Bach. Listening to music is a great way to 

just relax.

Do Google Meets. It can be a little annoying to get off your phone and do a meeting you don’t 

want to do, but I never find myself regretting doing it. I have Google Meets with my church a lot, 

and you can see the people you’re missing.

Go mountain biking/hiking. This is really relaxing and fun. You could also just ride around 

your neighborhood on your bike. Mountain biking has been known to relieve stress and is a good 

workout. Check out Seth’s Bike Hacks on Youtube, and you can get pro tips for mountain biking 

and look at product reviews too. Seth will teach you how to ride, bail, and have fun. 

Play video games. Yeah, I know they can be frustrating sometimes, but it is a good way to talk to 

your friends and have a good time. I wouldn’t spend too much time on these though, because 

there are better, more brain challenging activities you could do.

William Lohr



Read a book. Reading is a nice way to get cozy and spend a rainy afternoon in sweatpants. 

You could also listen to an audiobook which I like because you can lie down and listen. But 

with a regular book you can't really lie down and read because you have to turn pages, and it's 

uncomfortable to bend your neck to look at pages. Overall, either one is good, and they both 

are a great stress reliever. Fever 1793 is a great read (or listen) and it’s easy to make a 

connection between then and now.

Help your parents cook dinner. Honestly this can be fun. You gain some knowledge about 

cooking, and you might have some laughs along the way because it can be messy, and it can 

turn out completely wrong.  It’s a great way to test recipes like a new chocolate chip cake, and 

obviously it helps your parents.

Lie down in a hammock. I have a hammock in my backyard, and it is pretty cool to just look 

up through the trees at the sky. You see all the birds, and you can even catch a quick nap. This 

is an awesome way to do nothing and also enjoy being in nature at the same time. 

Play with your doggo. Dogs are my favorite animal for good reason. My dog Winston, who is 

a Havanese breed, is willing to do anything I do. For example, if I want to ride my bike, he 

runs along with me. If I sit down on the couch, he is right there beside me. You can always be 

with a dog because they will play, and they will also just sit next to you and chill. 

Learn a new skill. I learned how to fix bikes and troubleshoot for parts that aren’t working. I 

have to say it’s nice to not have to go to a bike shop when something goes wrong, especially 

now that things are closed. I have put new tires on a bike and fixed a gear shifter, too. I still 

have things to learn, but those are good basic repairs to start with. If you need things to practice 

on, you can ask your mom to post something on Facebook asking for bikes, or whatever it may 

be, that you want to practice on.



Have a family movie night. This is an awesome thing to do at night after all the things from 

this list you just did. Have some fun and stay up late binging Netflix with the family. You can 

catch up with what everyone has done while you watch a movie, and you can grow closer to 

each person in the family while you are sharing your accounts of the things that happened that 

day. Talking about the hardships and stresses each one of you endures makes the bonds grow 

stronger.

This list of how to have fun in quarantine is limited and there are so many other things to do. 

We all know that quarantine is hard but don’t forget there is always someone who's got your back. Just 

remember to stay motivated and keep your cool. It’s not worth keeping yourself from having fun by 

stressing about things that, in the end, will all probably work out. Take a step back, breathe, and know 

that we are all in this together. 

 



How to Be Happy When 
You’re in Quarantine

6th Grade NonFiction 

Honorable Mention

Swift Creek Middle School

Are you ever feeling unusually sad?  I understand this; I'm in the same boat. Quarantine is 

messing with everyone’s head, and it is not helping people's mental health. Mental health is incredibly 

important, and there are multiple tricks to help you through these unique times. 

One of my favorite things to do to help my mental health is to blast my favorite song. Singing 

can help lighten the mood if you choose the right music. Listening to happy, lighthearted music will give 

you the boost you need, while listening to sad, depressing music might make it worse. When you feel 

sad and low, your friends are the best way to shake it off. That's why chatting with a friend you haven’t 

seen much of lately, or reconnecting with an old friend, or inviting someone you want to get to know 

better to your house can help immensely. 

Something that can make not only you but someone you love happy is writing a letter to you 

mom, or your dad, or your favorite aunt, or your grandma. 

If you have a cat or dog then this one's for you! Play with them. Get into a wrestling match with 

your dog or tickle fight with your cat, or do both at the same time (would not recommend). 

Making someone's day can also be a great stimulant for the devilish acts of sadness. It can be as 

simple as sending cookies to your neighbor, or as big as tipping your delivery guy $100 bucks. 

Lastly, get enough sleep. Being constantly tired really wears on you. Get those eight hours of 

beauty sleep. After all, you have all day! So if you ever feel unusually sad, try these things! You only 

have all day!

Spencer McCurry



Google Classroom vs Canvas6th Grade NonFiction 

Honorable Mention

Matoaca Middle School

Why is the county switching to Canvas when Google Classroom is better?  Why is the county blocking 

Google Classroom? These are questions many Matoaca students have been asking themselves. In the following 

paragraphs, I will state facts and opinions as to why Google Classroom is  more effective. 

My number one reason is simply that Google Classroom is user friendly and it's more organized. When 

you click on Google Classroom all of your assignments are listed. There is a To Do list for that specific class 

and it will let you know if an assignment is missing. However, when you click on a class in Canvas, it is not 

well organized and can cause students to miss assignments resulting in receiving a zero. This school year,  I 

personally have experienced this on Canvas because I could not find the assignment. 

The second reason is on behalf of the teachers. Many of my teachers use Google Classroom because 

they know how to work it easily. On Canvas, however, even after the technology helper came in they still can't 

figure out how to use it, so they don't. Multiple times my teachers who use Canvas have had to change their 

lesson plan because Canvas stopped working. Google Classroom is very consistent. 

I have a lot more reasons as to why Google Classroom is better.  However, Canvas does provide a 

calculator and a way to contact your teachers. Whereas, Google Classroom is organized, it's easier to find your 

work, and it's more appealing to look at. Overall, Google Classroom has more positive features.

Most people would agree with giving students the best chance for success. This means giving students 

helpful tools such as Google Classroom, Britannica, ect.. Canvas sets students up for failure because the app 

doesn't tell you when things are due on the To Do list; however, Google Classroom does.

Grace White



Also, I have seen multiple cases where someone submitted something on Canvas but it wouldn't 

submit and they received a zero for that task.

After reading my debate addressing the Canvas vs. Google Classroom situation I feel that you should 

now know why I think Google Classroom is better. I hope you will take into consideration why Google 

Classroom shouldn't be blocked next year. In conclusion, through the provided evidence, Google Classroom is 

the better alternative.



NonFiction
7th Grade



A Place of Refuge7th Grade NonFiction 

First Place

Swift Creek Middle School

My family’s farm is located in a rural, almost desolate, area of Nathalie, Virginia. Isolated from 

the real world, it is a haven for my family to escape from the tragic things happening in life and society. 

A small white house sits on a vast open land, a place where time and history stand still. Inside the house 

smells of wood and musty, old cloth. Its rooms are filled with forgotten board games, sentimental 

trinkets, and mismatched sagging furniture too hideous, yet too practical to throw away. The farm stands 

silent, its roof sloping like the shoulders of a mourner at a funeral. When one steps outside, it is like 

opening a window in a stuffy room-one almost chokes on the wind rushing into one’s lungs. There are 

thriving brown soybean crops that crest and sink like the waves in an ocean. A lonely tire swing sways in 

the tired, sloping branches of an old oak tree.  Behind the crops, are miles of claustrophobically dense 

forest that block out the sun like a shroud. Wooden shacks, rough and threadbare, stand like weary 

legionnaires awaiting their next assignment. There is a treacherous meandering path that leisurely strolls 

to an opaque green lake surrounded by tall fence-like weeds. My farm is home to many of my childhood 

memories and a place where peace stays cloistered, hidden away from the rest of the world.

John Murelle



Unknown7th Grade NonFiction 

Second Place

Matoaca Middle School

The Titanic. The Lusitania. The Sultana. For almost as long as there have been ships, there have 

been shipwrecks. Caused by icebergs, storms, submarines. Catastrophic, crashing, explosive shipwrecks 

that are discussed in school and movies and books. Legends. But the most deadly maritime disaster ever 

is largely unknown. Not many people at all would even recognize the name of the ship involved if it was 

mentioned: The Wilhelm Gustloff.

The disaster took place during 1945, six or seven months before the end of World War II. In 

Germany, people were beginning to panic. Even Hitler’s reassurances were not enough to disprove the 

evidence that the war was not going in the Nazis’ favor. The Soviets’ Red Army was moving in to invade 

East Prussia, and it was because of this that a mass evacuation of the soldiers and citizens was proposed. 

Eventually, this plan was approved. They called it Operation Hannibal. 

On the 21st of January 1945, Operation Hannibal was put into action. Almost two million 

Germans, Latvians, and East Prussians headed towards Gdynia, Poland, where ships waited to take them 

to the safety of Kiel, Germany. Though there were supposed to be four ships on the journey, two were 

forced to turn back due to mechanical problems, so in the end, the ships left to carry out the mission 

were only a torpedo boat and the Wilhelm Gustloff.   

The Gustloff was a cruise ship. When it was first launched in May of 1937, it existed purely for 

pleasure. The ship had been docked in Poland since November 1940, when it became the barracks of the 

Submarine Division. 

Samantha Schappert



The Wilhelm Gustloff was 684 feet long and weighed more than 2,500 tons. It had a capacity for 1,900 

people and 450 crew members, and at the time of Operation Hannibal, it was carrying enough lifeboats 

for 5,000 people. 

Registration for the evacuees to board the Gustloff began on the 25th of January 1945, and 

ended on the 29th. There were 7,956 people registered to leave on the ship, but witnesses say that 

maybe 2,000 people boarded afterward, putting nearly 10,000 citizens, crew, and soldiers on board. 

The ship was completely overcrowded because people were so desperate to get away. The swimming 

pools were emptied so people could sit in them and in some cases there were twelve to fifteen people 

per cabin. Despite this, the Wilhelm Gustloff left the harbor on January 30th. 

At 7 PM that night, the Gustloff was spotted by the Soviet Submarine S-13. At 9:16 PM, the 

Wilhelm Gustloff was hit by not one, not two, but three torpedoes. One of them hit the crew quarters, 

killing people who knew the evacuation procedure. Evacuation of civilians began anyway, but it was a 

little bit below freezing that night on the Baltic Sea, and many of the lifeboats on the ship froze to the 

deck. 

The Gustloff sank in an hour, and only nine lifeboats left the scene. Only 1,239 survivors were 

registered out of the almost 10,000 people on board. This means that the Wilhelm Gustloff’s total death 

count was almost 9,000, which is roughly three times more than the Titanic and Lusitania death counts 

combined, making the sinking of the Gustloff the deadliest seafaring disaster in history. 

So why isn’t it more well known? There are several answers to this question, each of them 

equally valid. Firstly, even though most of the deaths on the Gustloff were civilians, the ship’s sinking 

was never considered a war crime, because the ship was also carrying weapons and military personnel. 

Another reason is propaganda. At the time of the Gustloff’s sinking, it was becoming apparent that 

Germany was definitely losing World War II, and news of Operation Hannibal’s catastrophic failure 

would have been terrible for morale and patriotism, so the sinking was largely covered up by Hitler.



The final reason for the uncommonness of this story is guilt. Many (though not all) people 

aboard the Gustloff were Germans, specifically good Germans, and by the time the war was over, no 

one was really willing to hear about German sufferings. 

The worst part about the sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff is that even though thousands of 

people died because of it, many of those people are not mourned or even remembered. Nine thousand 

people died out at sea that night, but those people and the tragedy surrounding their deaths? It is 

unknown. They are unknown. 



May 8, 2020
7th Grade NonFiction 

Third Place

Tomahawk Creek Middle School

Before I experienced today, I felt lost.  I felt as if part of me, what I love, had vanished.  As being 

a crazy horse-lover, having to miss all of my once anticipated lessons was harder than I could ever 

explain.  Feeling as though I would never see a horse any time soon really broke my heart.   

The bliss of being alongside or upon a horse is something that is so hard to lose.  Many days, I 

would stare at the many portraits of horses around my room, missing the gorgeous creatures I adore.  But 

that was until today.  

The mourning has concluded and has been replaced with the utter satisfaction of stroking a horse 

once again. My stable has been continuing with lessons for a while now, but my parents developed a 

decision that they felt it was not ideal for me to maintain riding.  I was devastated but urged myself to 

understand, and knew it would be best in keeping my family healthy during this pandemic.  I had missed 

a  few lessons though and had endured feeling the time would never come for me to mount a horse 

again.  But this feeling subsided as I was jumping and screaming with joy!  Yes, I can ride again!  I can 

actually ride again!  I couldn't believe the news that was emerging from my mother's mouth; my soul 

was saved!  

Once we were educated about the many safety precautions my stable was setting in place, it gave 

us much assurance I would stay a healthy equestrian. Eventually, the long awaited day came and with 

my orange bandana facemask, I skipped into the barn, smiling at the pleasant sounds and smells I was 

embraced with.  

Enthusiastically, I walked to the board, adorned with the many assigned horses and almost had a 

dance party standing right there.  I was riding one of my favorite horses!  I went into the tack room and 

Taylor Paisley



grasped the delightful Ivan’s tack and strode over to the huge boy’s stall.  I stared into his stunning, 

liquid eyes and rubbed his soft forehead, admiring again his absolutely, massive height.  I began 

grooming him, memorizing his body as I moved the brush along his chocolatey coat, swiping away at 

his shedding fur.  I couldn’t help but caress him, stopping to pat him between every few strokes of the 

brush.  

I got him arranged and was prepared to ride as I began walking him up to the covered arena.  I 

waved at my mom and sister, watching from the comfort of our vehicle, and delivered a thumbs up to 

symbolize the outstanding time I was already having.  I was in the ring in no time, trying gracefully to 

post at his massive trot that I missed.  Being on top of a horse's back is too incredible to be described 

in words.  Gliding across the arena on this mighty horse beneath me never fails to astonish me as it 

consistently steals my breath away.  I tried to obtain a gorgeous rhythm of his astounding gait around 

the ring.  It was marvelous to be trotting again, feeling as though I am soaring onboard the most 

beautiful animal on Earth.  

We then began practicing some skillful dressage turns.  Making sure to keep his front end 

steady while having him delicately cross his back legs was challenging, but made it all the more 

impressive once we completed some successful steps.  We twirled around on both reins achieving 

some exquisite movements.  I rubbed Ivan many times, feeling his fine, silky coat between my fingers.  

I couldn’t imagine a better day than this. 

Once I returned him back to his stall, I stood in front of his grand head and beamed as I rubbed 

his cheeks and forehead.  I was glorified to be face to face with a horse again. I couldn’t help but grin 

as we peered at one another.  He appreciated the many cuddles as I stroked his velvety, tender muzzle 

feeling the warmth of his soul through every pat.  What a good boy he was today!  It was so difficult to 

say goodbye, practically having to pry myself away from his superb form.



 I wanted to stay for eternity and caress him forever.  But finally, I gave him one last 

exceptional rub between his charming eyes and one last air kiss before heading back to the car, thrilled 

to express to my family all about my extraordinary lesson.



A Recollection of the 
Reservoir

7th Grade NonFiction 

Honorable Mention

Swift Creek Middle School

The rippling waves of the reservoir reflected the sun and glittered like diamonds. Crisp, cool air 

filled my lungs. Calming waves whisper to me. Trees rustle like book pages.  The sounds of crickets and 

birds chirping brings back memories. My cousins and I racing towards the tire swing the moment it was 

open and balancing on it so my dad could push us around. Fishing for the first time with my dad and me 

feeling bad for the fish we caught, making him throw it back. Going there to watch the sun go down with 

my cousins in the summer. How we would always struggle to put the hammock up. Going on walks with 

my parents and my dog, having to stop every so often for my dog to catch her breath. Looking up at the 

trees and thinking they looked straight out of a movie. Going kayaking with my friend, and stopping 

under the bridge so we wouldn’t have a heat stroke. Sitting at the structure near the waves that’s shaped 

like a big gazebo. Looking at all the initials inside of hearts carved in the wood, wondering who was still 

together. The trees rustle like book pages containing the echoes of our laughs from years before. Waves 

of water that hold withering memories, floating barely out of reach. 

Elika Karkooki-Mansouri



Creativity Defined7th Grade NonFiction 

Honorable Mention

Matoaca Middle School

What I think creativity means is opening your mind to new ideas. I think of great art 

masterpieces when someone says, “creativity.” I also reflect on the architecture of peculiar buildings and 

structures. Consider all of the things we use today that were made by innovators and inventors in the 

past. I am required to use creativity when a teacher assigns a more open-ended project.

Specifically, I define creativity as making something, someone or anything, whether it’s bad or 

good, dark or light–in the end, it is all created. True creativity is derived in various forms. It can be a 

mess, made by a toddler or infant, but how does the mess get there? The mess was created and whether 

it’s purposeful or non-purposeful the toddler created something. Different people on Earth may perceive 

this mess in different ways, some see it as art, and some see it as a complete disaster. I define the key 

elements of creativity as making and bringing into existence something new or different. The most 

important message I’m trying to get across is that everything is made or, effectively, created. 

The most creative thing I’ve seen is humanity. Think about it, we were made by a superior being. 

However, we were made from scratch. I say humanity is the most creative thing because who created 

technology, cars, skyscrapers, the education system and everything else here today? Humans did! That's 

what makes us the most creative beings on this planet. We work together to survive and live. We cause 

many of our own problems; however, we usually solve them by working as a team and sharing ideas. 

Some of our most perplexing problems are in the process of being solved today by a collective of our 

greatest minds out there. This is why I think humanity is the most creative thing I've experienced. And, I 

know, the most creative entity in the universe is our creator.

Ian Nicholas



Creativity is taught by my teachers in my school. They make us use creativity by giving us big 

group or individual projects. This causes us to really sit-down and contemplate an idea. A month ago, 

my group and I presented our Future City project to our class. In the project, we were required to come 

up with an idea to fix the water quality problem in our county. It was a very innovative, 

critical-thinking and problem-solving type of project. My group and I came up with the idea for a 

machine that samples and tests the water. A team of scientists does the same. The tests are sent by 

molecular teleportation to a hub where the results are compared. If their tests do not have very similar 

results, a county-wide alert is sent out. Then the water treatment head scientists conduct the tests 

themselves to determine which results are closest to theirs.

I really enjoy doing open ended projects because there is more you can do with them and learn 

from them. From toddlers making messes to fixing future water problems, all of these are examples of 

creativity because our minds are being exposed to new ideas and creations. Whether it is art, humanity, 

space, life, projects, or problems – creativity, no matter what it is, was, or is going to be – is created. 



NonFiction
8th Grade



Manami Ito8th Grade NonFiction 

First Place

Matoaca Middle School

Manami Ito is an incredible violinist. Alone, this may not seem like a huge accomplishment, but 

what if I told you that she only has one arm? 

Manami Ito was studying to become a violinist, but was hurt badly in a car crash. She lost her 

arm, and had to put all dreams on hold, because the violin is a two-handed instrument, and she only had 

one. She lost all hope, and for a while, sank into a deep depression. 

While being fitted for a prosthetic arm, Manami observed people with similar disabilities to hers 

playing basketball. She was shocked to see that one of them was missing a leg, but could still run like 

anyone else! During an appointment, she asked her doctor if a prosthetic could be created to help her 

play the violin again.

After six years of hard work, Manami’s arm was ready. She played in a concert, and astonished 

the audience by playing one of the works of Paganini, a composer known for making his songs almost 

impossible to play. 

One year ago, I was practicing for a violin audition. If I was successful, I would become a 

member of the Richmond Symphony Youth Concert Orchestra. One of the requirements was that I had to 

play a solo for the judges. At the time, I didn’t want to learn a harder piece, and kept on coming up with 

excuses to not do the audition. I was also intimidated by the thought of playing for the Richmond 

Symphony members. 

Aarav R Kalluri



Then, I saw the famous video of Manami Ito playing the violin. She probably had to adapt to 

the new arm, and learn a totally new style of playing! Her tenacity was humbling. Here I was 

grumbling about my audition and school work, while she had to go through all of these hardships! The 

video taught me that passion and respect for my instrument was key to learning to play the violin well. 

My conclusion was that if I didn’t try my hardest at the audition, then I didn’t deserve to play the 

violin. 

I decided to persevere, try my hardest, and do my best at the audition. I went on to choose a 

solo that was above my level of repertoire, and learned it with minimal help from my teacher. I was 

successful in the audition, and I am now a proud member of the Richmond Symphony Youth Concert 

Orchestra.

Manami Ito’s story is one that inspires me to persevere through hardship, and always do my 

best. Success, I learned, comes to only those who are honest and diligent with their efforts.



Time for Change
8th Grade NonFiction 

Second Place

Tomahawk Creek Middle School

A young boy gets out of bed, in a small town along the southern coast of India.  The boy looks 

out the window, gazing at the Indian Ocean, blurred by intense rainfall.  This year’s monsoon rains are 

more intense than ever, hitting the coast with the most rain the country has seen in decades.  The boy 

walks into the kitchen and sees his father frantically gathering their pots, dishes, anything he could hold 

on to.  The father tells the boy bad news: they’re going to have to evacuate.  This is and will be the fate 

for many people, as rising sea levels and harsh precipitation caused by climate change progressively 

damage their homes.  This, however, only scratches the surface of the dangers of climate change.  

Global climate change is a growing menace that must be confronted for the planet’s health and people’s 

safety.

Global climate change is the rise in Earth’s temperature and the effects of that rise.  Earth’s 

temperature increases due to rising levels of greenhouse gasses, mainly carbon dioxide, which in turn 

traps more radiation from the sun, warming the Earth.  Global warming is used to describe increases in 

Earth’s temperature that are outside those of natural fluctuations.  Scientific evidence confirms that the 

average surface temperature on Earth has increased by approximately 1.5oF, and has had measurable 

effects on Earth. Because of the temperature change, glaciers and sea ice are melting, causing sea 

levels to rise, which causes extreme weather patterns due to the higher amounts of water.  The 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) was founded in 1988 in order to give the world 

access to scientific information on climate change and its repercussions, as well as discuss plans to 

solve the problem.

Probably the most important reason we should take action to stop climate change is that it will 

become a much more detrimental problem in the future.  If we don’t take measures to limit the amount 

of greenhouse gasses in the atmosphere, chances are that the effects of climate change will only 

continue to worsen.  That means that we’ll leave future generations with the burden of solving this 

issue, which by then will be more difficult to stop.  Even now, the effects of climate change are ever 

present in today’s world.  Wildfires, hurricanes, flooding, heat waves, and much more are happening in 

increasing frequencies and at extreme magnitudes.  According to Petteri Taalas, Secretary General of 

the World Meteorological Organization, “It’s more urgent than ever to proceed with mitigation.”

Aden Kim



Likewise, if we don’t take measures against global climate change then we’ll forsake the safety of 

environments and people across the globe. Wildfires in California, Australia, and the Amazon 

Rainforest have devastated wildlife and forced people to evacuate their homes.  Europe and Africa 

have experienced the most extreme flooding they have seen in decades.  Cities along coastlines and 

islands are in danger of rising sea levels.  A heat wave has occurred in Greenland, of all places.  All of 

these are happening right now, as we live comfortably in our homes.  You might not be directly 

affected by climate change now, but you will soon if we don’t do anything.  This isn’t a matter of “it 

might affect me,” it’s a matter of “it will affect everyone.''  People are having their lives thrown into 

chaos because of the repercussions of climate change; we can’t simply save this issue for later.  We 

need to take action against climate change to save lives and our ecosystem.

Allowing climate change and global warming to progress will undoubtedly affect our 

economies as well.  Natural disasters connected to climate change will require more and more money 

to be spent rescuing and repairing areas that have been affected as disasters worsen.  Sure, making 

efforts to prevent climate change now will be costly, but the consequences of not doing anything will 

cost us even more.  According to the April report of the journal Nature Climate Change, out of two 

scenarios, one where we take efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and the other where we 

don’t make any changes, the latter scenario will result in the US spending $224 billion more per year 

than the former.  Even more concerning, three quarters of the costs will come from impacts on 

people’s health; mainly heat-wave related deaths.  Infrastructure will also take a significant hit; since 

coastal cities are threatened by rising sea levels, the US will lose about $26 billion in property.  

Because of the glaring financial consequences climate change will have, there is no sound reason to 

ignore this issue. 

Those who oppose taking action against climate change argue that humans aren’t the main 

cause of climate change, and that all of the effects of it are the result of natural fluctuations.  They 

state that the Earth has shifted in its temperature and CO2 levels before, and that 20th century global 

warming is within the bounds of those changes.  But, these claims ignore the abundance of scientific 

evidence that supports human-caused climate change.  For one, natural sources can’t explain current 

levels of global warming.  A study done in 2008 collected data from ice cores, corals, and tree circles.  

The data indicated that temperatures during the 90s increased at a rate faster than any natural 

fluctuations from the last 1,700 years, and created the famous “hockey stick graph”.  Furthermore, the 

type of CO2 that’s been appearing more in the atmosphere is directly connected to humans.  CO2 

produced by burning fossil fuels has a different isotopic ratio from naturally occurring CO2, and, 

according to the 



IPCC, that specific type has been increasing in its levels since the 20th century.  This is only a drop 

from the pool of thousands of scientific studies that support human-caused climate change, which 

people regularly choose to ignore.  With this, the argument that humans aren’t responsible for climate 

change just doesn’t hold up well.

Climate change is something that we’ve been ignoring for too long.  There’s a myriad of 

proven facts and evidence that it’s affecting us; we don’t have any good excuse to keep putting it off.  

But, people don’t seem to know that much about it, and some don’t even believe it exists.  Our own 

president called it a hoax.  This issue needs to be brought further into the public eye so that people 

realize it is quite possibly the most pressing issue of our time.  Denying it will only exacerbate its 

consequences.  And, according to Ban Ki-moon, former Secretary General of the United Nations, 

“There is no Plan B, because there is no Planet B.”
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Same-Sex Marriage: To Love 
or To Loathe

8th Grade NonFiction 

Third Place

Tomahawk Creek Middle School

Picture this: a young girl lives happily with her parents. The girl trusts her family and would 

never even imagine that her parents would ever stop loving and caring about her. She lives a confident 

and happy life until the age of fifteen, when she finds out that she is not attracted to boys, but other girls. 

She decides to reveal this to her parents and friends, but she would soon begin to regret that decision. 

Her parents cast her out, abandoning and disowning her. She continues to be discriminated against and 

develops serious depression. She is shunned by her friends and is left with nothing, all because of her 

sexuality. Her life becomes increasingly hard as she finds herself with fewer and fewer people to rely on. 

Until she meets the love of her life. A few years later, she wants to get married to her. But the state 

denies her. All because they were both women. This could be a reality for someone if discrimination 

against homosexual couples continues, and has likely already been a reality for someone. Homosexuality 

and same-sex marriages should be accepted because we cannot force someone to change who they are 

and people’s rights should not be taken away merely because they choose to love another of their same 

gender.

The history of same-sex marriage being considered a notable issue dates back to around 1970. 

On May 18th, 1970, the first gay couple applied to Hennepin County clerk Gerald Nelson for a marriage 

license. Nelson denied the application due to both applicants being men, according to MinnPost. The 

couple, Baker and McConnell, sued Nelson on the grounds that it was not specified in state law that 

marriage had to be between a man and a woman. The lower courts and state Supreme court both denied 

Baker-McConnell and agreed with Nelson, and the couple was not granted a marriage license. In the 

years subsequent to this event, many people began to take sides, supporting or disputing the rights of 

homosexual couples to get married and have the same rights as heterosexual couples.

Graysen Dowdy



CNN claims that to stop the efforts of homosexual rights activists, President Bill Clinton signs the 

Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) on September 21st, 1996. This act defines marriage as ‘a legal 

union between one man and one woman as husband and wife’ and defines one’s spouse as ‘a person of 

the opposite sex who is a husband or a wife.’ The act affects about 1,049 laws regarding eligibility for 

rights and federal privileges of married couples, specifically homosexual couples. This began many 

court rulings in states such as Alaska, Hawaii, and Vermont limiting or banning same-sex marriages. 

From this point all the way up to about 2003, same-sex marriage was not only frowned upon, but 

banned (ProCon). But starting in 2004, things began to change. According to CNN, San Francisco and 

New Mexico county both began issuing marriage licenses to same-sex couples in February of 2004. 

Despite the continued controversy on the subject, the door opened for more homosexual couples to get 

married in many different areas. According to Tavernise, courts such as the New York State Court 

started ruling that bans on same-sex marriage were illegal. Support continues to rise for same-sex 

marriages, however some continue to disapprove. In 2013, the Supreme Court rules some parts of the 

Defense of Marriage Act to be unconstitutional, therefore further allowing for same-sex marriages to 

occur. Finally, in 2015, the Supreme Court finally legalizes all same-sex marriage all around the 

country (Liptak). This Supreme Court ruling is still in place today.

One would think that the 2015 Supreme Court ruling would allow homosexual couples to 

finally be rid of discrimination due to their sexuality. However, that is still not the case. 

Same-sex couples still face prejudice, not only when marrying, but regarding their sexuality as a 

whole. Therefore, a group of people, no matter how small, is being denied rights that the rest of 

Americans deserve to have. So why do we choose to limit the rights of homosexual couples? Some 

would say that it’s because God forbids marriage that is not between a man and a woman. 

Others would say that it’s just wrong. A few would say that same-sex couples are forcing their beliefs 

on everyone else. But the opposers of same-sex marriage are forcing their beliefs on homosexual 

couples too. It’s unfair to suppress a group’s rights just because of a small detail that makes them who 

they are, no matter what peoples’ beliefs are. 



Banning same-sex marriages and frowning upon homosexuality as a whole is causing 

homosexuals to be more likely to have depression or suicidal thoughts. Saunders and Valente claim 

that “Durkheim's theory applied to gay men and lesbians illustrates how the extensive and diverse 

alienation reported may lead to suicide.” Alienation for a specific trait without protected by religion or 

an alike group leads to suicide and this is only increased by the lack of large groups for homosexual 

people to join. A ban on the marriage of same-sex couples would only add to this problem, limiting 

their acceptance even more. Banning same-sex marriage would cause the already high homosexual 

suicide rate to rise even more, leading to an increased amount of depression and suicide.

Opponents of same-sex marriage claim that for millennia, marriage has served as a union 

between specifically a man and a woman. Although this statement is correct, it does not account for 

how things change throughout time. Many things have changed with the progression of time, such as 

the acceptance of African American and women’s rights. These alterations were made to 

be more inclusive of other people who were not often accepted and treated well by others. Same-sex 

couples are no different. According to Stanford, homosexual people have been around for a long time, 

however, since homosexuality was not well known and was far from accepted at the time, people 

almost never saw outwardly homosexual couples before the idea of homosexuality became more 

widespread. Although marriage has previously been solely between a man and a woman, that is 

changing, just like how other practices changed to be more accepting of others.

Another big reason that same-sex marriages should be more accepted, specifically in the 

United States, is that banning these marriages violates the Due Process Clause of the Constitution. 

This clause states that no person should be deprived of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness 

without due process of the law. This clause was created so that, “In certain areas where there has been 

a history of past wrongful action—such as discrimination based on race or gender—the state must 

meet a much higher burden to justify such classifications,” (PBS). The Due Process Clause was 

created to prevent discrimination, therefore making the ban same-sex marriages or the treatment of 

homosexual people as criminals is forbidden by the United States Constitution. 



In conclusion, same-sex marriage should not be banned because it is discriminatory, 

unconstitutional, and would raise depression and suicide rates. Going back to the young girl, although 

this specific scenario is fake, something alike to it already happened or will happen if we continue to 

discriminate against homosexual couples and banning same-sex marriages. To prevent this scenario 

and so many others, we should allow same-sex marriages instead of banning them. Together, we can 

end this unfair inequality for homosexual couples.
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Hurdles
8th Grade NonFiction 

Honorable Mention

Tomahawk Creek Middle School

One of the best sensations in the world is feeling the wind in your tight ponytail, hearing the crowds 

scream and chant, looking up ahead and seeing no one in front of you and knowing you are about to be victorious. 

I am proud to say that I have experienced this feeling on multiple occasions, and those times were awesome! A 

common question asked by my peers is what are you good at, what inspires you, what drives you? Well, my 

answer to this question is track and field, or more specifically-- hurdles. I am very grateful to say that I am pretty 

good at hurdles too, but I wasn't always the runner and jumper that I am today.

Many people think that talent is a gift from birth, but I was not always a track athlete. The first meet that I 

ever was a part of I got fifth place. To put this in perspective, there are only eight lanes, which means there were 

eight runners. I was no Usain Bolt is what I'm trying to say. But, after that first meet, I really wanted to be an 

exceptional athlete, so I worked hard and slowly got better. The next meet I got fourth, then third, then second; 

then the day finally came where I got my first victory. It was one of the most exciting days of my track career, and 

after my first win, I started to gain more. I slowly but surely became the best hurdler in my whole school while I 

was only in sixth grade!

Though it may seem like my career as a middle school hurdle was filled with easy victories and endless 

congratulations, there were many hurdles (no pun intended) that I had to jump over throughout this journey. In my 

seventh grade year, I was in the county meet, behind the starting line, about to jump out of my block and sprint 

like my life depended on it. I was predicted to win based off of the times that I had achieved in the previous meets. 

I crouched down in my block, waiting for the shock of the gun to signal the advancement of my strained body. 

Taylor Chappell



The gun bursts and I dash to the first hurdle, my opponents not far behind. As I run, there is not much I 

think about other than repeating, “Don't fall.. don't fall.. don't fall,” in my head over and over again. Next thing I 

know there are three hurdles left and I am in the lead. I jump, land, sprint, then jump, land sprint then, I see it, 

the very last hurdle. I think to myself how wonderful this feeling is, knowing I  am one jump away from victory. 

As I was thinking about my future winnings, I forgot my reflexes. I jump too early and tackle the last hurdle to 

the ground. I am haunted by the almost comical, groaning noise that came from the ground as I hit the turf with 

force. I get right back up, in shock, and jog my way to the finish line. I got last place because of that last hurdle. 

I was furious for a while, but after lots of thinking, I realised that this was a good thing. Falling is a part of this 

sport as well as it is to life in general. We all know the saying, “If you fall, just get back up.” After this 

experience, I realised how important it is to bounce back and never let something negative get in the way of 

something you love.

It is a given that there are many challenges that a person must face when they engage in any competitive 

sport, but it is important to remember the many gains that you receive with determination 

and will power. Through all the difficulties and defeats, there are sweet victories that make up for it all. 

For example, even though I lost a lot and fell down, I ended up getting back up and fighting for victory. 

And, after a lot of commitment, I finally broke the school record.

As soon as I crossed that finish line, I knew that this is where I belonged. It was in that moment

when I realised it was all worth it. The scrapes, bruises, and scars were all worth the effort in the

end and made me a stronger and overall better athlete.

This special talent of mine has improved me not only as a runner, but as a person. It has taught me the 

meaning of hard work, and has led me to believe that anything is possible if you have the right mindset. I like to 

think back to my sixth grade self, wondering if I would ever be as fast as the super cool eighth graders or if I 

could ever become an athlete like them. If my younger self knew how I turned out, she would be bouncing with 

joy and yearn for what the future holds. This sport makes me who I am and I would not change it one bit. 

Though my career has had obstacles along the way, I know now to never give up and have learned to keep 

jumping the hurdles that get in my way



NonFiction
10th Grade



Sirens10th Grade NonFiction 

First Place

Matoaca High School

Danger can arrive on your doorstep anytime it feels convenient, but the question is are you ready 

for it? Shortly after my parents divorced my mother, sister, and I moved into my Grandma Gagoo’s 

house in Petersburg. She lives in a three bedroom house, with all the bedrooms in the back, and the 

kitchen and living room in the front. While growing up, my sister and I always shared a room, but who 

knew she would be the one to discover that  I wasn’t myself?

This particular night was a school night, meaning that my sister and I had a bedtime, but since 

she is four years older, she got the privilege of staying up later. I had already gone to sleep, having a 

peaceful slumber, while everybody else was up watching television in the living room. At some point my 

sister, Maddy, came to check on me because I was snoring really loudly, but the problem is, I never 

snored. She walked in and came over to me, but as she was approaching, she realized something wasn’t 

right. She went and got my mother.

My mom and grandmother came in immediately finding me seizing in my bed on the bottom 

bunk. My mom got really worried and wanted to help me, but she didn’t really know how. My 

grandmother, however, stayed very calm and told her I was having a seizure and to go call 911. She did 

as told, and the authorities showed up in no time. Once they loaded me onto the ambulance, we were on 

our way. During our commute I came out of the seizure and began to stir. I will always remember the 

blaring sirens and the jarring of the gurney as we went along. I looked around and saw multiple people 

standing over me, and my mother being the farthest away from me scared me because I had no idea what 

was going on and why all these people were in my face.

Kendyll Fitzgerald



They calmed me down the best they could and I fell asleep shortly after. Upon arrival at the 

hospital, I was taken in to be observed to make sure I didn’t have another seizure and to figure out 

what had caused this one.

When I woke up, I looked around and saw all of my family members from both sides sitting 

around me and looking at me, with faces full of emotion. The bookshelf and windowsill were both 

covered in presents and balloons that I had received from various family members. After visiting for a 

while they left, but my mother and I had to stay in the hospital until I gained some of my strength 

back. During this time period I grew pretty close with one of my nurses. She let me walk around the 

ward with her and let me use paint markers to color on the windows.

After I finished my stay at the hospital, we left, but I was pretty sad because I didn’t know if I 

would ever see my nurse friend again. I still remember her to this day and am still very thankful for 

her kindness. As I’ve gotten older my love for children has grown and my interest in the medical field 

has flourished; it began with baby dolls and watching medical shows, but now it is serious. I want to 

be able to help people in their time of need which ties greatly into going into pediatrics. Working in 

pediatrics,  I will not only help the child, but also be able to calm parents or family members during 

this time because that is probably a really heavy strain on their part. In order to begin my journey, I am 

doing little things, like helping at my church’s nursery and tutoring kids at elementary schools. Then 

next year, I plan to join the tech center.



NonFiction
11th Grade



My Passion, My Sanctuary, 
My Love

11th Grade NonFiction 

First Place

James River High School

Every night, after I slipped on my P.J.s, brushed my teeth, and wrapped myself up in my favorite 

fuzzy blanket, my mother would read a book to my sister and I. When I was younger, the stories were 

filled mostly with pictures and practically no words, which was much more entertaining at the time. As I 

got older though, maybe around the age of seven, my mom started reading more advanced books to us. 

These books were filled with only words, but they painted vivid pictures in my mind, broadening my 

imagination. I remember it surprised me at first, how much more alluring they were, but it compelled me 

to try and read more complex books myself. 

My dad was the one who introduced the perfect beginner chapter book to me, The Boxcar 

Children by Gertrude Chandler Warner. The story was enchanting to me, captivating my attention like no 

other book had before. It was as if my imagination had been bound by chains I hadn’t even known were 

holding me back before that book. Pictures conjured from the words danced in my mind, limitless and 

free. I flew through that book faster than any other book I had ever read; the idea of finishing motivating 

me immensely. I never would have predicted the feeling I got after finally finishing my first chapter 

book. While I did feel extremely accomplished, the feeling of not knowing what to do with myself next 

hit hard. I had spent every free moment I had reading that book, and once I finished, I was left searching 

for the unexplainable emotions bestowed upon me while reading that book. The only thing I could think 

of to do was pick up a new book, marking the beginning of my love for reading. 

A little while later in my life, I realized that the only way to fill the void in my heart was by 

trying out new, enthralling books that kept my nose buried in them for hours on end. I would stay up late 

into the night, so entrapped in the pages of my book that the world around me disappeared.

Elena Cario



Continuing to foster this passion, my elementary school had a reading point system that would grant 

each student a certain amount of points based on the complexity of the books they read after taking a 

short quiz. I became extremely motivated by this type of incentive to read, which largely contributed 

to the growth of my affection towards reading. At the end of fourth grade, I got a third place trophy for 

having the third most points in my grade, and fourth place the following year. I remember proudly 

displaying them on my shelf, a feeling of accomplishment blossoming inside me everytime my gaze 

would wander across them. It was one of my greatest accomplishments at that age, and I had no issue 

flaunting it. 

During the summer, the library became my sanctuary. I could have spent hours running my 

finger across the variety of books, wandering up and down the many isles. The area became a 

comfortable and familiar place where I could lose all sense of time; the faint scent of inked paper filled 

the air at all times. While I loved being at the library, I obviously couldn’t spend all my time there, no 

matter how much I wanted to. The only problem was, I flew through books so fast. If I only checked 

out one at a time, I would have been back every other day! Obviously, the only solution to this was to 

check out at least eight books per visit, this way I would never run out. Once I got home, I would stack 

up my books in a towering pile next to my reading chair, get some snacks, and prepare for another 

long day of being blissfully lost in new worlds created through these stories. 

My avid reading habits slowed when I entered middle school, the weight of more homework 

and responsibilities reflected in the few spare moments I had available to read during the weekdays. 

So, the weekends became more devoted to catching up on lost time. Reading was something I still 

loved but didn’t boast about anymore, being that it wasn’t seen as impressive. 



Middle school was a huge transition time for me, like it is for many others, and I didn’t want to 

be seen as “uncool”, so I kept my passion for reading private. I no longer carried my books around in 

my arms or read in my free time during class. Instead, I became more social, making new friends and 

breaking out of my shell. Even though reading became something about myself I didn’t share as 

openly, it was still something I did every night before bed. Reading was still one of my main sources 

of comfort, always giving me a sense of tranquility I couldn’t find in anything else. 

As I progressed through high school, my reading habits slowed even more, and I even stopped 

bringing a book to school with me. It continued like this through my freshman and sophomore years of 

high school, and eventually, I began reading before bed even less and less, technology and school 

work taking its place. I couldn’t tell you exactly what changed in my junior year, but one night, I 

picked up a book again and began reading. It might have been the summer before, when I would find 

more time to read while on a break at work, or when I finished the whole Mara Dyer Series by 

Michelle Hodkin in one week on my vacation at the beach. Maybe it was that I was losing myself a 

little that summer, to anxiety and depression, and I needed the pages to keep me anchored and give me 

somewhere to go to get out of the cage of my own mind. All I knew for sure was that I never wanted to 

lose sight of it again. Once school started again, at first, I started bringing one book to my English 

class every other day to read, and then to my Math class, and soon after that, I brought one to every 

class. I remember being scared of what people would say at first, and I knew being known as the 

“reading girl” didn’t have the glory as it did back in elementary school. I couldn’t bring myself to care 

anymore though. I squeezed in times to read, relishing in every tiny moment when my eyes could suck 

in the words like my lungs need air to breathe. I realize now that I will always be passionate about 

reading, and that it’s a part of who I am. I know now that I don’t want reading to be a quiet passion of 

mine anymore, but something that’s part of my identity, because I’m proud of it. While I might get 

busy with school, soccer, and friends, I know one thing; I will always make an effort to never leave 

behind my nightly ritual of reading before bed.



On Living11th Grade NonFiction 

Second Place

Monacan High School

Contrary to popular belief, living and surviving are not synonymous; in fact, I would say that 

they are antithetical. To live is to find joy and beauty in the smallest things, to be hopeful about what is 

to come. Living is the swell of uncontrollable laughter that bubbles over, holding someone’s hand under 

the stars, annotations in a second-hand book, the scent of petrichor that rises in the quiet morning after a 

storm. Living is the thrumming in your veins when seeing your favorite artist, it is the tranquility in your 

soul on a rainy Sunday afternoon, it is the bursting in your heart when someone says, “I love you.” 

If living is the light, then surviving is the darkness. To survive is to helplessly cling to the last 

scraps, forever chasing something unattainable. Survival is cold skin and tired eyes, waking up at 3 am 

to blankly stare at your bedroom wall, getting lost in the mess of blankets and pillows that swallow you 

whole, wavering between empty thoughts and voices that never stop screaming. Survival is a fear of 

living but a fear of dying, so you are instead trapped in a grey in-between, like the moment before 

blacking out: your limbs numb and heavy, ringing in your ears and static in your vision, forever falling 

but never reaching the bottom. It is at once both everything and nothing at all, so no matter how it feels 

in one particular moment, it is always so overwhelming that you fear you will never feel anything 

different. 

But just like blacking out, you will eventually come to. Maybe you will wake up on the floor. 

Maybe you will wake up alone. But you will wake up, and that is what is important. You will stand, and 

in time you will once again find the extraordinary in the mundane. Dust will dance in beams of sunlight, 

fresh snow will melt on your tongue, chimes will sing in an evening breeze, your fingers will stain with 

the sticky sweet juice of blackberries. 

Grace Ferree



3 am will become a time for gazing at the moon and realizing you no longer need to wish upon 

shooting stars. The warmth will return to your skin, the heat to your blood, the fire to your heart. 

So learn to let go of survival. This is your time to live.



Operation Santa Claus11th Grade NonFiction 

Third Place

Manchester High School

Like most seven year olds around the world, Christmas Eve was the only night of the year that I 

was ever willing to go to bed early. My mother, who was well aware of my many tricks, made me 

promise to stay in bed all night. 

I flashed her my most innocent smile and made a show of flopping into bed and completely 

covering myself in blankets. Satisfied, she flipped off the light and shut my bedroom door. As much as I 

wanted to stay up all night, I knew she was right about being awake. Weighed down by my exciting 

thoughts, my eyelids started to get heavy.

 Hours later, I woke with a start. I checked my alarm clock and saw that it was already eleven 

o’clock. Silently, I crept toward my bedroom door and pressed my ear firmly against the cold wood. The 

only sound that greeted me from the other side was complete, utter silence. There was nothing, until a 

soft sound pierced the quietude. It was a sound that I knew quite well: the sound of crinkling candy 

wrappers.

I cracked the door open, ears straining to hear the soft noise again and excitement racing through 

my veins. I reached the edge of the stairs, mentally preparing myself for what I was about to see. I 

paused on the stairs to take a few deep breaths and calm my nerves. After what felt like forever, I peered 

into the living room.

What I saw next was straight out of a horror movie. My excitement and wonder instantly rotted 

up in my stomach as I watched my mother fill my stocking with candy. She most certainly was not a 

jolly, fat man with a big white beard. I stared on in shock, unable to turn away as I watched her place an 

unwrapped box on the fireplace. Unwrapped, just like my presents from Santa every year.

Kacey Randall



If my young spirit wasn’t already crushed, watching my dad take a big bite out of the snickerdoodles I 

had lovingly left out for Santa Claus was certainly the killing blow. Shocked and horrified, I ran back 

into my room and threw myself into bed. 

Santa isn’t real. The thought physically hurt. Disheartened, I crawled into bed and prayed for 

sleep to save me from the horrible truth I’d just uncovered. Sleep finally overtook me, and I didn’t 

dream at all that night.

The next morning, I woke up with significantly less zeal than years past. I desperately wanted 

to just tell my mom that the jig was up, she could stop trying so hard now. However, my fear of getting 

scolded for sneaking out of bed trumped over my desire to confront her. Instead, I sat, smiled and 

feigned surprise, trying my best to hide the fact that I was internally miserable. My parents didn’t 

suspect a thing, but none of us could deny that just a little bit of the Christmas spirit was gone that 

year. 



45 Minutes11th Grade NonFiction 

Honorable Mention

Manchester High School

As a young kid, about 9, I could not fall asleep without everything done in a very particular way. 

I would sit in my bed and organize every stuffed animal I owned. Some days it was biggest to smallest, 

some days i had my favorite next to me, some days it was color coded. The organization calmed down 

whatever hyperness I had left from earlier in the day.

 Then I pressed play on the CD player. The 45 minutes of sweet piano made by Beethoven was 

so ingrained in my head at that point, that I would tap along to the melody hoping that the rhythmic 

droning would send me to sleep. The disk had been played so much that I had even memorized the parts 

that skipped where it had been scratched.

Then there was the final ingredient. I could not fall asleep without my mom in the room. Every 

night I would cry and cry until she sat next to my bed, hand on my back so I knew she was there, so she 

knew that I trusted her. Some nights, when my breath fell into a familiar cadence, when the Beethoven 

CD had finished it’s final piece, and my mom finally got up to leave, I’d poke my head above the covers 

and whisper “Where are you going?” Then the whole process would restart. 

45 more minutes of organizing and Beethoven and backrubs. 45 minutes a night that would drive 

anyone crazy. 45 more minutes of insomnia.

Amira Allen



NonFiction
12th Grade



Personal Statement12th Grade NonFiction 

First Place

James River High School

“She doesn’t even go here!”  A ripple of laughter coursed through the living room as the iconic 

line was delivered.  While the rest of my family was enjoying the cult classic Mean Girls, I was still 

stuck on a scene from almost 40 minutes earlier.  The main character is given a detailed map and an 

in-depth overview of the so-called “cafeteria tribes.”  Each table is the territory of one, oddly specific, 

clique of the high school population including JV jocks, burnouts, desperate wannabes, and the dreaded 

Plastics.  Immediately following the scene, I began an internal frenzy trying to figure out how I 

would’ve been classified.  I saw parts of myself in several of the hyperbolized groups.  I played 

volleyball, but I wasn’t a jock by any stretch of the imagination.  Performing with show choir was a 

weekly part of my schedule, but “theater kid” didn’t sound right either.  Keeping up with my grades 

didn’t label me as a nerd, did it?  I wasn’t Regina George popular, but I had friends from all of these 

dramatically different parts of my life.  How could I fit in so many places, yet not really belong in any of 

them?

These thoughts weighed heavily on me for the next week; I felt like a square, no, a 

trapezoid-shaped peg, surrounded by infinite round holes.  At every club meeting, rehearsal, and practice 

I attended, imposter-syndrome slithered its way into my mind.  Could people tell how out of place I 

was?  Did riding the volleyball float in the homecoming parade make it seem like I didn’t care about 

Student Council?  Would hanging out with certain people be fatal to any of my other friendships?  If 

North Shore High School had a table for those prone to excessive worrying, I’m sure there would be a 

seat saved for me. 

Amelia Walker



The arrival of the weekend added a new layer to my dilemma of social identity: a going away 

party for one of my friends, a party that nearly the entire grade was attending.  Nausea swam in my 

stomach as I attempted to figure out which circle I’d associate with.  The conclusion I reached 

included me in an awkward state of limbo between each “clique,” each either not wanting me around 

or disdainful that I wasn’t giving them adequate attention.  I was about to be the one zombie bride at a 

Halloween party full of lingerie-clad animals.

As it turned out, I had been “personally victimized” only by my imagination, and the self-doubt 

that had been flooding my thoughts all week lessened with each cornhole game, conversation, and 

laugh I shared that night.  I found myself drifting from group to group, engaged by the unique 

personality and color of each of the people I called friends.  My volleyball teammates had me hyped 

for the upcoming season while critiquing show choir costumes induced a different kind of giddy 

excitement.  Each circle I moved between left me feeling wanted and more confident in that facet of 

my identity.  Not sticking with a single clique hadn’t landed me in anyone’s Burn Book. 

The diversity of my interests and my variety of friends is something I now see as a strength, 

something that defines me amongst the crowd.  Neither I nor anyone else has to fit into some 

pre-designed box that stereotypes us based on the activities or people we enjoy.  Versatility is an 

identity in its own right, and it’s welcome at any lunch table.  I can belong to any tribe, clique, or 

group I want.  I’m pieces of every single one, and yet still just me.  At least it didn’t take getting hit by 

a bus for me to figure that out.



Quirk12th Grade NonFiction 

Second Place

James River High School

The horrified gaze of my sister falls upon me as though I’ve just committed first-degree murder.  

I’m bombarded with “ewwws” and gagging noises, and even called a psychopath once or twice.  My 

crime is one of table etiquette: I’ve just carved out the reddest, rarest piece of my steak, and saved it for 

one last, perfect bite.

Saving the best part of each meal has always been a defining trait of mine.  My morning routine 

involves holding out on the iced middle of a Pop-Tart until I’ve eaten the dry, bland crust.  I’m a firm 

believer that the only way to enjoy a piece of cake is from the area of least to most frosting.  My process 

can even be applied to multiple foods at once.  Why would anyone end their meal with broccoli, instead 

of the most buttery bite of mashed potatoes?  What others deem as an unsettling quirk appears to me as 

common sense.

I should mention that I don’t eat this way in public, or in the presence of anyone not directly 

related to me, and therefore accustomed to tolerating my oddity.  However, this part of my personality 

still influences my existence outside of my dining room.  Savoring the best bite is my way of trying to 

live in the present, making a conscious effort to appreciate the best parts of my life right now.  More than 

ever, stresses and responsibilities are piling up, and it can get pretty easy to just push through with my 

head down, generalizing this entire difficult phase as “bad.”  Instead, I try to draw out the moments that 

make being 17 and a high school senior so great, experiencing all of the flavors that each one holds.  I 

love my quirk, and I’ll never stop trying to savor those perfect bites.  

Amelia Walker



An Artistic Gift12th Grade NonFiction 

Third Place

Manchester High School

Being a part of the quiet coalition is an art. We are paint splatters along a canvas: each one is 

different, but in the end, an alluring picture of quietude.  

At times, I find myself sitting in a noisy and obnoxious group, but my quietness seems to be the 

loudest amongst them. That is when somebody criticizes my absence in a conversation. 

“You’ve got to speak up!”

“Let's hear from those who haven’t spoken today.”

 “Now, tell the class your favorite hobby.”

In this situation, no matter what, the one thing you’re good at--being quiet-- gets in the way. 

Here’s a better question: ask me why I choose to be quiet.

I don’t. This is who I am. 

On the plus side, those who are the most soft-spoken tend to be the best listeners, the most at 

peace, and the wisest amongst those who say what they please. 

However, we wear our hearts on our sleeves and talkers who unstitch us feel our cold shoulder. I 

don’t get agitated that easily except when someone exclaims, “Ugh, she is so quiet and shy.” I am not 

shy. 

In group work, I don’t blush or stammer when I’m talking. Those who are shy have that 

experience. I speak with confidence when I'm needed, but I’ll be happy to just sit and listen and to 

provide any input that may be helpful. 

Caroline Urove



Shy people walk with their heads down, hoodie pulled over. While I may keep to myself, you 

will never see me with my chin pointed down. I walk swiftly to my next destination without a trace of 

my past clouding my way. 

I open up easily if someone shows interest. I hang out with my friends and attend social events. 

I take advantage of what my school has to offer.

I never let regret seep in.

Now, if I were shy, would I be defending my name, my personality? Would I be trying to erase 

a label that has followed my name for years like a lost dog?

No, I wouldn’t.  

I’m a proud member of the quiet coalition.



Grandma’s Christmas Lights12th Grade NonFiction 

Honorable Mention

Manchester High School

Grandma’s Christmas lights illuminated the house exterior in a soft yellow dome that was 

welcoming to all. 

My grandmother took pride in her two-story home, making Papaw climb up the ladder to hang 

strands of lights to outline the roof and shrubs. She would wait at the bottom, directing which movement 

made the lights look the most even. 

Grandma, on the first few nights of her home fully decorated, grabbed a lawn chair and sat 

directly in front drinking a thermos of coffee;  in her lap was her favorite Santa fuzzy blanket. My 

Papaw would follow soon after, grabbing the tree trunk made into his own chair a few years before. At 

times, my Papaw would glance over at Grammy, noticing her faint smile in the warmth of the lights and 

then slowly grabbing her hand to hold. 

--------

Grandma’s Christmas lights still illuminate the house exterior in a soft yellow dome that is 

welcoming to all. 

Taking pride in that two story home, Papaw ascends up the long ladder to hang up those 

jumbled-up strands of lights, just without  guidance as to where his feeble hands should place the next 

strand.

Caroline Urove



For the first few nights of the house all decorated, Papaw places her lawn chair in the front row 

of that two story home with her Santa fuzzy blanket draped over. He grabs his tree trunk and sits with 

the twinkling lights glittering in his eyes. 

Glancing every so often at the empty seat next to him, he looks back at that two-story home 

with a faint smile, and a face glowing in Grandma’s Christmas lights.


