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Poetry
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6th Grade

Teagan Perez - Salem Church Middle School



Where I’m From

 I am from foursquare 

from Froggy Murder and UNO.

I am from hammocks and climbing trees, 

the spring air flowing all around. 

 

                I am from the smell of coffee in the morning, 

from Thanksgiving turkey and gigantic meatballs.

 

           I am from Hermione Granger and Luna Lovegood, 

from Hogwarts and The Burrow. 

                 I am from “The Schuyler Sisters” and “Burn” 

            from “Hedwig’s Theme” to “Harry Potter in 99 Seconds.” 

 

 I am from old timey church hymns nobody can remember,

from thy and shall, and shant and thee,

 from almost broken Bibles and unpronounceable names.  

 

I am from popcorn kernels all over the floor 

from “Stop stealing my hair ties!” and “Do you even have a floor?” 

I am from creepy stories that Ray would tell me, 

from Judy comforting me, assuring me they’re not real.

I am from Jamie and Andy, 

from a bunch of cousins and awkward family gatherings. 

I am from all these memories, and so much more.

6th Grade Poetry
 1st Place

Midlothian Middle School Rebecca Sasser



What Do They Say?
6th Grade Poetry

2nd Place
Midlothian MS

Donahue

He was always tired, said the bed.  
He was a hard laborer, said the worn leather boots 

peeling with the years.
He took a long sad shower every night, said the old shower faucet, 

green and black and rusted.
This place felt sad and abandoned, yet clinging onto life by a thread that felt so close to 

being severed,  said the thin and bare walls. 
The old rug, discolored and disfigured from the countless hours paced on it,
 told a tale of shoulders filled with stress and guilt over his many problems.
When he first came here he was full of life as he unloaded his bags, said the parking lot,

empty, so empty it felt.
  Something had happened to him that crumbled his insides to the bare bone, said the pictures

of them   
Everything about this place felt sad,

from the color to the time, this place was leached of every little bit of happiness it had.
Alone, so alone it felt,

said the old wooden desk covered with termites 
The place was filled with dust and lint said the old broom 

snapped in half.  
There was glass covering the floor.
Said the rock crumbled with time,

this place does something to a person, 
it really hits you hard in the gut;
makes you sit.

It could turn a second to an eternity
You would think you could even feel that single tear fall and hit the ground, 
this place hurt you and made your heart ache.
I want to leave this place,
said the man.
I want to leave this place, but I can't.

Jackson French



My cleats sift throughout the dirt,

quickly the pitcher’s leg raises up to the sky,

and my heart begins to beat through my chest,

and mind began to race,

The pitcher’s arm whips across his chest,

and his fingers cut through the ball like a knife.

The ball zooms across the plate followed by a 

loud “CRACK”

I step to the ball,

my heart beats faster and faster and then,

everything froze.

I felt as if time had stopped all around me.

I looked around to see the ball,

and the second my eyes saw the ball,

It began to rage through the dirt like a bulldozer.

The ball hit against the leather of my glove 

“POP”

The Game that Seemed to Stop
6th Grade Poetry

3rd Place
Swift Creek

Middle School
Liam Crowe

I jumped up and whipped the ball towards first 

base.

The ball Zipped into the padded pocket of his 

glove,

The umpires rose his hand up in a fist “OUT”!.

Coach dropped his clipboard into the dirt ,

Everyone rushed across the field like motorcycles 

in the desert. 

Our smiles traveled from east to west ,

my heart was racing ,

and our fingers trembled as we lifted the trophy 

up for the stars to see.



Books.

Just a five-letter word,

But still such wondrous things.

These simple, prosaic books have somehow 
converged with my life.

I love books.

I love the way the stories weave under one another,

Creating an interlacing design of bewitchment,

One word at a time.

I love books.

I love the way the characters are so charmingly 
charismatic.

Among the stories they chase their chapters, 

Never wavering from their choices in spite of the 
challenges.

I love books.

I love that all these amazing adventures are always 
there for me,

Anticipating the time when I’ll open their book and 
plummet off the ledge of reality,

Into the spiraling abyss where fantasies of mythical 
creatures and alternate worlds reside.

Books of Bewildering Bewitchment6th Grade Poetry
Honorable Mention

Swift Creek 
Middle School

Sophia Parker

I love books.

I love how all the distinguished, different worlds are 
so distant from anyone’s dreams.

They go between the lines of living, woven into the 
fabric of this universe.

They’re always there, smiling at me as I journey 
through their pages.

I love books.

I love the way they are astounding, absolutely 
astonishing, amazing, actually awesome.

They’re not obeying the set laws of life.

In spite of everything that is happening, books are 
there, waiting.

I love books.

I love them because they hover above, below, and 
inside this universe.

Because anyone can open them and then soar inside;

Anyone can use them as a lifeline or a portal to 
escape.

It just takes some dreaming,

And, of course, reading,

To get to the limitless worlds of enchantment.



Kahlisha - Elizabeth Davis Middle School

7th Grade



Melancholy*7th Grade Poetry
1st Place

Tomahawk Creek 
Middle School

I’m trying my best; no one cares.
Things are getting worse; everyone cares.
I don’t get it.
Nothing I do is ever good enough.
I can’t take it anymore.

I can’t handle change.
I can’t handle change.

People are worried; people are scared.
I can’t do anything to help them.
I can’t help but repeat myself. 
I know it’s not your fault.
Still, lately I begin to shake for no reason at all.
No reason at all.

Leave me alone
Leave me alone
Leave me alone with these pessimistic thoughts.
“Things are going to get much worse.”
“The world’s problems are worse than yours.”

I can’t take it alone.
Nobody checks if I'm okay.
They all say, “Stop crying those fake tears.”
I assure you, they’re very real.
No matter what I do,
No matter what I try,
I just
can’t.

……..

“Yes you can.”
“Keep trying.”
“You can do it.”
Those words escaped someone’s mouth.
Her hand of hope extended to me.
I took it, no matter what.

Addison Punt



Sounds of Soccer7th Grade Poetry
2nd Place

Midlothian 
Middle School

I hear the sharp shrill of the referee’s whistle

The soft rip of cleats on grass

I hear the thud of footsteps

And the shouting of my teammates as the ball is played to me

I hear the ball, twirling through the grass

And the thud of footsteps, like a stampede straight on my heels

I hear the huff and puff of my opponent breathing down my neck

And the fans cheering our team onwards

I hear the crack of my cleat against the ball

And the scream as it zooms toward the goal

I hear the heart-sinking clang of the ball hitting the post

And the sweet, sweet, swish of the ball hitting the back of the net

But then I hear the gut-wrenching silence of the referee’s whistle as 
I wait for the yellow and orange checkered flag

And then the sweet sound of victory, as my teammates come to 
congratulate me.

Jonah DeVriendt



The Hardest Goodbye7th Grade Poetry
3rd Place
Swift Creek 

Middle School

The hardest goodbye is up to you

It could be to a friend

A parent

Or even a pet

The hardest goodbye could be simple

A short ‘see you soon’

Or a long tearful paragraph

Letting go of an object is easy

But letting go of the memories is harder

Letting go of people is more difficult

Those memories don’t leave

Those memories are the hardest goodbye

For I know it will be years 

Before they leave fully

Sonya Robinson

The hardest goodbye is different for everyone

But for me

It’s goodbye to the moments I’ve felt

The secrets I’ve been told

The memories that would have stayed

For the rest of my time

If I hadn’t said goodbye

The hardest goodbye takes letting go

Letting go of the past 

To look into the eyes of the future

And being open to it



Synesthesia

Colors and pigments sing their hues 

sliding scales of their personalities

cold and warm, somewhere in between,

void of pigment yet character leaking.

Yellow, warm. 

Friendly and sometimes calm and tender,

it all depends.

sometimes loud, to keep you safe

sometimes soft, to bring balance.

shadows hard to show, always muddy and dim

so instead use orange.

Orange, fruity. 

Dim, sometimes bright.

Personality, childhood

Immaturity and happiness, yet sometimes 

something else

Turn down the volume: become dirt, earth, soil

Lean into risky areas, danger, heat.

Red. The beginning? Or the end? 

Which way the cursor glides.

Ready for take off, excited.

Sophia Nation

Bared teeth, growling. Beyond heat and into 

flame and fire.

'mid the fire and the ember, bedevil and 

beguile.

Cool down, water, ice.

Blue. 

Popsicles and deep sea. 

Comfort and danger.

Abzû, wisdom.                                                                                                                  

Cool or hot

Calmness and sorrow.

Opposites, unsure.

Feel in your stomach which one.

Dive into coral reef, oasis.

Green. earthy, sometimes tropical.

Kind and magical. Bare feet, long skirts, long 

hair.

Jungle and moss, wild.

Yet it feels like home.

7th Grade Poetry
Honorable Mention

Swift Creek
Middle School



Synesthesia

Home, family, sisters

My sister, Emily.

Her makeup, blush, pink.

Pink is bows and lip gloss

Dusty pink with polka dots

Paper cards and picnic blankets.

It is classy and sophisticated yet it is young and 

bubbly

It doesn't care

It's kind because it wants to be, no special reason.

Cool down, tone down, down goes the sliding 

scale.

Purple.

It is royalty and prestige, but it is also poison and 

rebellion

It is here and present, yet far in the past.

It is rare and evil. It bubbles, it's a potion.

It's magic, witches, sorcery.

Warlocks and their patrons of darkness

Darkness, black.

Sophia Nation

Black and white.

Yin and yang.

They are opposites.

Nothing and all.

All in one, creating nothing, white.

All in one, split, in the sky, rainbow.

No favorites.

Just color.

continued



Survivor7th Grade Poetry
Honorable Mention

Tomahawk Creek
Middle School

Burning buildings in the night-
Causing the first part of our fright

The sounds of bombs in the skies-
Make my neck hair start to rise

Snatching loved ones from our hands,
Stealing people and our lands

What caused these men to do this thing?
No Jew has had a tranquil spring

Millions of my friends are dead-
I wish we could live in peace instead

Although I was saved by the Kindertransport train,
I’m deeply saddened by the lives lost in vain

My mother and father are imprisoned in camps-
They have no heat, they have no lamps

I will never know the reason why-
He blamed my people for the Treaty of Versailles

Hitler’s ideas started it all-
To Allied Forces, I’m sure he’ll fall

Caroline Zezza



8th Grade

Evan - Bailey Bridge Middle School



World’s Quilt8th Grade Poetry
1st Place

Tomahawk Creek
Middle School

Our world, a quilt of strings and thread
Different colors, different material, different 

stories

We look at these threads and only see those 
differences, instead the bigger picture

All of us make up the world’s quilt
I can’t say how many times I’ve been judged 

or a target
Just for being different

Not stereotypical 
My material isn’t the same

My story’s not to blame
I’m judged 

I’ve moved city to city and the same things 
occur

I’m judged

But if only we could see that we are one
On the world’s quilt 
We all are unique 

Strange and wonderful
Curious and powerful
Dark and mysterious

But we’re people
All the better

We make up the world’s quilt

Zachary Mazzo

Race, religion, likes, dislikes
Why do we see these things

We want to be the same pattern all over
Do we see that or do we choose to see that
We should be holding the hands of others

United
If not holding hands,

We must respect
Or we become 

Untied
Lost

Solutions are solutions and we see them 
everyday

The advantaged helping the disadvantaged 
The treaties of countries setting aside their 

mistakes
The people of young giving life to the old

The respect of others when they march for 
the purpose of greater good

We have the solution
It’s in front of our eyes

So close, but so far

This distance can change,
If only we embrace our colors, materials, and 

stories
On the wide, vast,

Ever expanding and changing
World’s Quilt



No One Knows8th Grade Poetry
2nd Place

Midlothian
Middle School

Conflicted. Divided. Scared. 
That is what we are.
The darkness watches us
And whispers in our ears.
But who will withstand?

No one knows.

Then the rally was held,
And the attendants were upset.
“They stole from us,” they cried.
But would they control themselves?
No one knew.

The weak succumbed to the darkness.
Those without self control began to 
plan.
Not with the world, but among 
themselves.
What would they do?
No one knew. 

They attacked.
Glass shattered, 
People screamed,
Bodies fell.
When would it end?
No one knew. 

On and on they went, 
Breaking boundaries and windows,
Adding insult to injury
As they took pictures of their 
“adventures”.
What would they do next?
No one knew.

In those moments, we all saw
Destructive, unyielding chaos.
For if power and people are not 
checked,
We will see our end.
But during those moments, 
The rest of us watched, waited, and 
listened.

Abigail Abrahim

But was it not expected?
For unrest is common, 
Even if the calmest of places.
But this was betrayal unlike any 
other.
No one knows who to trust.

And in those dark moments, 
History had its eyes on us, 
Along with the rest of the world.
But what will happen afterwards?
No one knew.

And now, 
Where are we?
Will we be better?
Will we be worse?
Will we be the same?
Will we ever improve?

No one knows. 

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood 
And, eventually, a country took one.
But will it make all the difference?
No one knows.



Despair8th Grade Poetry
3rd Place

Providence
Middle School

sometimes it feels like i'm f
                                              a
                                                  l 
                                                     l 
                                                        i 
                                                           n 
                                                               g 
down an endless well of 
darkness, fridgedness, and 
despair. 

                                                     spiders sharp silky webs catch me. tied up like
                                                     a puppet. painted peachy cheeks and nose, 
                                                     clackity yellow shoes, sewn dress of silk that
                                                     holds me    up    now.
                           
                                                                                            better than falling, i guess.

Kharisma Pippen

Cole - Robious Middle School



The Boy8th Grade Poetry
Honorable Mention

Providence
Middle School

This boy, this boy is nothing close to 
ordinary

He’s the opposite of average
This boy is … unique 
He is not popular 
He isn’t liked by everyone
He doesn't have a lot of friends 
But, the ones he has are the ones that 

matter the most

This boy stands out
And not everyone likes that about him 
So they call him names 
They do whatever they can to put him 

down 
“weird” “fat” “ugly” “annoying” “stupid” 

“lonely”
He never thought that words could hurt so 

much 
But he tries his best to hide how hurt he 

really is 
He doesn't want to show that he's weak 
He doesn't want them to know that it's 

hurting him  
So he keeps it inside 

This boy has been through too much 
His sadness has been building up for too 

long 
And one thing has been running through 

his head his whole life 
“boys don’t cry” 
“boys don’t cry” 
“boys don't cry”
It never stops
All he wants to do is scream at the top of 

his lungs 
But he wont 
He’s afraid that if he cries or screams that 

someone will see that he’s not okay 
And the last thing he wants if for someone 

to get involved 

Ryan Nichols

All this boy wants is to be loved 
Loved for who he is 
But everyone keeps putting him down
He’s constant afraid that his friends don't like 
him anymore
He's constantly worrying about what others 
might say about him 
He doesn't even know if he loves himself 
anymore 
But no one even realizes what is even really 
going on 
He puts on a new face everywhere he goes so 
no one sees that he’s hurting

After everything, he still shows up
He goes to school
He hangs out with his friends 
He does his work 

He pretends 
He pretends like everything is okay 
But its not 
What is happening to him isn't right 
It isn’t fair

Why 
Why can’t others accept that he's different 
Why can’t people love him the way he is 
Why should he have to pretend to be 
something he's not 
All he wants to know why 
But he may never find out 

All he can do is hope 
Hope that one day he will be accepted for 
who he is 
All he can do right now is wait 



9th Grade

Leilani - Thomas Dale High School



Beautiful Love9th Grade Poetry
1st Place

LC Bird
High School

She’s beautiful.
No, she’s perfect.
The waves of her love,
crash against plastic and destruction. 
Her beautiful bundles of green?
Destroyed.
There’s creatures who can change colors,
and fish the size of a golden gauntlet,
but they’re homeless.
She is tired.
She is melting.
Her surface is about to break
on the verge of tears. 
She is sick, but continues to radiate love.
Suddenly war has a volume button
more powerful than hers. 
White fluff in her sky,
because her mind is beautiful,
but our intentions are not.
Trash tucked into her atmosphere,
but she still sleeps at night. 
You can hear her singing,
if you actually stop to listen.
She is beautiful,
and so is her love.

Bree Bozeman



I Am From Italian Portraits
9th Grade Poetry

2nd Place
Manchester 
High School

I am from italian portraits of a girl I was named after

and reading books outside

I am from the brown and white walls of my home

The sound of yelling and the feeling of guilt

It feels like the butterflies that swarm through the sky in the afternoon but don’t 

live long

I am a playground at a school that has so many memories attached to it 

in the glimpse of hoping Christmas will be spent together

 I’m from the bookstores that I go to to distract myself from what’s really going on

and Mark, a strange but wonderful soul

from watching movies on the couch till 2am

and the emptiness of the house that will soon be someone else's

But life is still what you make it

I  learned that not everybodys gonna like you

but also that people can rip out your heart and throw it and act like nothing 

happened, no guilt

Starita Stroud



I Am From Italian Portraitscontinued

From my classroom, the birds chirping in the morning, the smell of the wet leaves 

outside, the softness of my own bed,

 school hasn’t been easy at all

And if you’re from Henrico

you know that the smell is the most comforting thing, the smell of home and what 

used to be happiness

but this year everything's changed, everybodys moving apart from each other

Dinners of pork chops and mash potatoes

The smell of fresh meat that mom used to make all the time

and missing going camping as a family

I was raised on being able to believe what I want

but this year I learned how special moments are and how I shouldn’t take them for 

granted

That photo of the family all together in the back 0f grandma's living room on 

christmas

shows how life can change in the blink of an eye

And I’m hoping I can find happiness in this chaotic world

Starita Stroud



Blue Bird
9th Grade Poetry

3rd Place
James River
High School

She graces my window with a vivid blue tint
I hear her sweet call
She stays but only for a second, just long enough to make me miss her presence 
I hope today she comes back 
Not being alone lifted my mood, only for a second 
But that second made my sorrowful life look a little brighter
Maybe a little bluer

Caroline Walker

Santino - Carver Middle  School



Child Labor9th Grade Poetry
Honorable Mention

L. C. Bird 
High School

Nana is sick,
Papa is broke,
I work & work & work. 
All that I do is never enough,
So I work & work & work. 
To heal Nana,
And relieve Papa, 
I work 16 hours a day. 
Wealth gets you education,
But poverty gets you this.
The thing scarier than ghosts is society,
For it haunts me and becomes my reality. 
I wish to be happy,
But duty before self gets you money. 
Nana is still sick,
Papa is still broke,
What good is money when it’s rare for me?
I can’t even help my family!
“Love is all ya’ need!” they say,
But no, money is what I need!
Yawns, groans, tears, and sweat.
I’m working & working all day. 
Cuts, burns, troubles & fires.
“Work HARDER & FASTER!” they say!
I’m all alone now,
Nana has passed. 
I didn’t get to say goodbye,
Because I was workin’ & workin’ all day.

Bree Bozeman



COVID Year
9th Grade Poetry
Honorable Mention

Manchester 
High School

This year I am from the decorated cloth that covers half my face

    and the books I tossed onto a shelf after the third read

I am from the 2 story brick house set in the middle of long and flaky oak trees

The four walls that are comfortable, civil, yet lonesome

It sounded quiet to anyone who would pass by, but inside it looked as if monkeys escaped 

from the zoo

I am a blue bird

    in my Uncle’s childhood treehouse 

    I’d walk there whenever I felt alone

I’m from the snowman waffles I had to miss out on at IHOP on Christmas Eve  

     morning because of a cold

And the big red car I had to sit in at the hospital while my family rushed to say goodbye to my 

family member

    Charlie Hand went up to walk through Heaven’s gates just last weekend

And the trees were blurry through my eyes

But I will miss not seeing hospital bills, masks and hand sanitizer bottles 

    on top of the microwave every time.

Makayla Barroga



COVID Yearcontinued

I  learned that I need to fight for what I want

But that fighting a mental battle is harder than not fighting it at all

From my classroom where more tears have hit the paper than ink and where my chair 

squeaks and wobbles everytime I move

and that in school you just have to suck it up and learn

And if you’re from the Philippines 

you know that Hospitality and good food is the best thing to fix a broken soul

But this year I feel 

as if nothing can mend my broken self image and the negative thoughts 

    dancing in my head

Dinners of Mcdonald’s takeout and half burnt grilled cheese

-- the smell of electrified Sprite and half eaten sauces still linger in my nose

I was raised on church every Sunday School to praise the Man above 

    every Wednesday 

but this year I felt as if I’d lost him completely 

That photo of my little sister, Kennedy 

shows that miracles can happen 

And I’m hoping that soon the cat fights, dishonesty, and Bud Lites will stop so no more 

eggshells need to be stepped on.

Makayla Barroga



10th Grade

Eisley - Monacan High School



Do You Recall the Garden?10th Grade Poetry
1st Place

James River
High School

Do you recall the garden?
Where the wind carried mist and soft music in from our 
dreams?

Hours wandered by the pond,
we’d catch frogs in our hands and let them go.

You wanted to grow up so badly, do you remember?
We were afraid of putting band-aids on our scraped knees, 
and the monster under the bed-
We didn’t know adults were afraid of the dark.

The garden wasn’t neverland-
we all had to grow up someday.

An hourglass filled with sand,
we used to dream of all that time.

The moment before you fall asleep,
when you’re flying and falling at the same time-
that’s what growing up feels like.

It’s all the things you’ve never said and you’ll never get to 
say.

Even if you stop a clock, time keeps moving.
But I’d like to sit in the garden with you just one more 
time-
and catch frogs by the pond.

Tavi Berger



Of the Things She Creates10th Grade Poetry
2nd Place

Manchester
High School

I thank the Earth for her magic and materials, 

  For soft damp soil and warm dry sand.

     For gorgeous stone formations, crystals and stalagmites.  

Wildflower fields, rugged mountains, oceans cavernous.

  Her skin nurtures and is nurtured-- of greens, blues, and yellows.

     And her callused hands shape our very existence.

Every event leads back to her, 

  phenomenons, 

    disasters,

      miracles.

  All that is here, from fossils to clouds.

      Loud, silent; Large, dainty; Complicated, simple.

She creates and restricts, beauty both within her bones and atop her flesh.

Laci Powell 



Reborn10th Grade Poetry
3rd Place

James River
High School

I was accustomed to the cold swallowing me whole,
Small droplets of water fill the chasm in my chest,
Their fingers are set in rigor mortis, clenched around my neck.
Each breath was harder than the last
Yet somehow this became a safe place
A cradle that held my matterless form
Soothing my restless mind
Holding thoughts at absolute zero
I embraced the frost that gradually spread on the periphery of my vision
Until I could see no more 
The troubles I once had became buried under icebergs of silence
I allowed the life I cherished to crystalize
A kaleidoscope of memories,
I was willing to let go
A spark out of nothing
Warmth is somehow chilling
Melting the frost that had shielded my eyes 
I feel the icebergs that held the human condition melt away
Past fears, hopes and dreams became raging fires
A vision filling the void with a violent red
The water that filled my lungs evaporated with a painful breath
Breath, life, pain
For the first time in an a eternity I am afraid
I don’t want to be reborn.

Isabella Harris



No Need to Worry About Us10th Grade Poetry
Honorable Mention

Meadowbrook
High School

No need to worry about us, we know how to solve for X 

I don't know how to do my taxes or change a tire

But that’s okay because I know how to write an essay in an hour

I don't know how to file for mortgage 

But it's okay okay because I know the powerhouse of the cell is the mitochondria 

I don't know how to take care of a family

But it's okay because I know 5x4=20

I don't know how to write a check

But hey at least I know 𝑎2+𝑏2=𝑐2

I don't know how to change my brakes 

But hey at least I know the geography of Rome

I don't know how to buy a house or car 

But hey at least I can cram everything into my head like a jar 

Melly Thompsen



Bad Dreams… Again10th Grade Poetry
Honorable Mention

Meadowbrook
High School

“Oh boy, here we go again,”

I mutter as it starts.

The nightmare that will not end,

Let me go through its parts.

I will wake up to a tap,

Of course at the windows.

It is supposed to be a trap,

But only to dumb weirdos.

This dream does not scare me anymore.

All of these events are such a bore.

These things are so predictable,

And frights here are just pitiful.

Outside my door is giggling,

Like a clown that lost his nut.

His voice is very triggering,

I want to kick his McButt.

Samuel Cook

No more hockey masks and chainsaws,

Or slimy boogeymen.

Tell that shark to fix his jaws,

I rate zero out of ten.

This dream does not scare me anymore.

All of these events are such a bore.

These things are so predictable,

And frights here are just pitiful.

That is the dream in a nutshell,

Believe me, it's no treat.

But when you think it's done...well,

Wait for it to repeat.



11th Grade

Landon - Clover Hill High School



Seasons11th Grade Poetry
1st Place

James River
High School

It was bitter cold as we trekked up the mountain. 
Though my calves strained with each heavy step,
I was free as a bird, 
about ten paces ahead of my mother, who was 
red-faced and cursed our endless ascent.
I could hear her heavy breaths behind me,
they sunk into the snow with a comforting rhythm,
a dependable blanket of exhalations over a pillowy frozen world. 

The stark contrast between the pulpy ridges of the blue hills surrounding us
had been sharpened even further by the icy grip of winter,
the abrupt absence of leaves giving me nowhere to hide from the caw of the crows
circling morbidly overhead, their shapes like black houndsteeth against the bleakness of the 
sky,
wind vanes pointing in loopy, ebbing circles.

The bareness of our surroundings pushed my thoughts up,
out,
away,
and the wind carried my premonitions like a ballerina
lifting her arms into a graceful arch, only to let them waver down to her dainty side.
The natural cycles of the forest were comforting. 
Here, I was safe enough to remember
my pain, both internalized and inflicted, that which
strengthened, harmed, and humbled me
in the end, 
Here, with a flick of my wrist, I could parry away
the poisonous fumes of lingering self-doubt,
send my remissive thoughts scurrying off into the falling snow,
leaving only harmless footprints to prove they ever existed at all,
soon to melt away with the coming of spring.

This was home to me,
the one place I never hid,
and my mother had my back.
Just as I periodically stopped to let her reclaim her breath,

Samantha Cake



Seasonscontinued

she gradually moved up and 
away, 
through the clouds produced from our own warm breathing, 
through the clouds of a totalitarian January atmosphere
up and away alongside me.

But last summer,
during the month of June, the month that set the stage in
the theater where my suffering performed,
the sweltering stage of my own naive misfortune,
the world was still its own opposite. 

It was burning hot as we peddled through the thick sunlight,
the scalding air from the rushing motions of highway slammed into us with a merciless 
pounding,
I was burning alive, 
on the brink of combustion,
but nobody knew that just yet. 
I could feel my father behind me,
ambling along, sand in our tires, sweat on our brows,
nothing much to say about anything,
the lukewarm wind replaced any need for words,
it’s breezes caressing us with
loopy, ebbing circles.

I have slow-motion memories of my shoes
my calves pushing my ankles in perfect circles through wavy mirages of heat
the ticking grind of gritty gears,
the quiet comfort that has always surrounded my dad,
the smooth calm on his face before the storm inside me
stirred it all up, 
tossed around everything and everyone within a hundred-mile radius,
left the whole world ruffled where it had once been straight stitched… 
in that moment, though, 
we were just biking 
on a dusty beach highway,
and my father had my back,
his simple smile was not so hard to reach, and we ticked 
all the way home.

Samantha Cake
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All the way back to his home,
alas,
not to mine. 

I had not 
found it yet,
and there were untold dangers 
of being so
lost.

Now, as a hopeful spring approaches, 
as I gather my surroundings and
at last I find my reflection
in newborn glacial pools, I wonder 
what would my life have looked like
had I never met 
you?
Now, in the midst of the season of colorful resurrection,
now when my scars have finally stopped scabbing
and the marks
have started to sink back into my arms,
now that my heart beats rhythms of defense whenever I catch my thoughts stumbling,
now that my primary solace is to walk for days on end, alone, or sometimes 
alongside those who cradle my spine with 
purely holistic intent,
who hold gently but firmly,
with hands that never pry,
different from the hands of those that taught me to smoke and drink and cough my way
up past the tattooed wrists of,
up into the pitying arms of 
strange men,
I wonder where I’d be now if
you’d never given me a damn thing,
never slung your own arm around my silly fifteen year-old girl shoulders,
If once wrapped in the warmth of your borrowed coat
I’d realized
how much fire
you would create. 

Samantha Cake
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How long it would be
before I could once again see my own breath in the snow
and know that i’d survived it, survived you,
before I could once again know 
that i’d found 
home.

It was crisp and cool as the sunshine slanted
in bending arches across the forest floor,
eyes fixed on the beckoning trees,
the love of my parents and 
the lessons of my past
backing me,
I took the first sure steps
towards myself. 

Samantha Cake

Landon - Clover Hill High School



Kin11th Grade Poetry
2nd Place

Manchester
High School

An accolade to my family —

For stalwart-love at some of the trouncest times; 

For undeviating Sunday dinners keeping us immediate; 

Traditional-critics, smart-shoppers; football-fans, 

stupefying-cooks, 

Well dressed and educated— besuited, studious, and 

serene;

And all types, lively, sheepish and haughty. 

All styles sophisticated, urban, generic; 

Whoever is telling a story at the moment (trying to 

remember the next detail)

With delightful, coarse; young, old; conservative, liberal;

My family’s love-kindling, prying for the next family 

gathering:

                Thankful for my kin.

Jada Cobb



Contempt11th Grade Poetry
3rd Place

Manchester
High School

Today I woke up with a sloth around my neck.

Today I made breakfast, brushed my teeth, and let my dog 

out.

Today I went to the gym, made lunch, and did a lot of work.

Today I made dinner, watched a show, and went to sleep.

Today I woke up with a sloth around my neck.

Today I made breakfast, brushed my teeth, and let my dog 

out.

Today I went to the gym, made lunch, and did a lot of work.

Today I made dinner, watched a show, and went to sleep.

Today I woke up with a sloth around my neck.

Today I made breakfast and let my dog out.

Today I went to the gym, made lunch, and did some work.

Today I ordered dinner, watched a show, and went to 

sleep.

James Barnett



Contemptcontinued

Today I woke up with a sloth around my neck.

Today I let my dog out.

Today I watched a show.

Today I went to sleep.

Today I woke up with a sloth around my neck.

Today I went to sleep.

Today I woke up with a sloth around my neck.

Today I went to sleep.

Today I woke up with a sloth around my neck.

Today I went to sleep.

Today I woke up with a sloth around my neck.

And I cried.

James Barnett



12th Grade

Tim - Meadowbrook High School



In Coda12th Grade Poetry
1st Place

Manchester
High School

I bring out my dress from the closet

lace spiderwebs under my touch

you pull your hat down from the shelf

ribbon of tarnished gold on the brim

the gown doesn’t fit quite the same as 

before

your fedora a little too loose

but our smiles shine just as bright as they 

did

when we danced in our youth

You’ve grown a little bit smaller

my auburn hair has turned white

grins of porcelain 

we don’t move the same anymore

a different kind of grace

hands on my waist are frail

feather-touch

a whisper of the strength they once held

Kacey Randall

Put on our favorite record

comforting, obsolete sound

  “They still say “I love you”

   On that you can rely 

   No matter what the future brings 

   As time goes by” 

spin me around our living room

like you did in that faded picture frame

it felt like just the two of us 

then 

It is the two of us

now 

the record scratches

as it nears the end

you smile at the sound

kiss my crooked fingers

foreheads pressed together

remind me of dancing through life with you

in this world we have made for ourselves



Travels to Thailand… I mean 
Target

12th Grade Poetry
2nd Place

Manchester
High School

Your purse contains a ticket--

Not a plane ticket I’m sorry to say.

It’s a crumpled Admit One ticket--

A reminder of a better day.

You won’t be going to Thailand.

That much is clear these days. 

A  summer trip postponed--

Looks like you’re here to stay.

But you’re out of snacks 

And remember,

A trip to Target always made your day.

So grab your shades, your keys, and be on 

your way.

The sandy beaches of Phuket will have to 

wait.

The colorful temples of Chiang Rai will go 

unseen,

You’ll get there one day, no need to be 

green.

Kacey Randall

No it’s not as glamorous as Thailand--it’s just 

the plan today. 

But the vibrant reds, the white linoleum is 

quite alright

I’d say.

It feels like you won’t ever see an Asian 

elephant-

But I know for a fact that’s not true.

There’s a box of frosted animal crackers with 

your name on it.

Surely there’s an elephant in there, one, 

maybe two.

So go forth and shop

Oreos, olives

Oats if you please

No it’s not the tropics-

It’s a cool A/C breeze.



The Game of Gentility12th Grade Poetry
3rd Place

Midlothian
High School

Your elegance disgusts me. 
I can’t stand your unnecessarily ironed clothes.
Your elegance disgusts me.
I despise the way you stride with pride.
Your elegance disgusts me. 
I hate your “proper” tone.
Your elegance disgusts me. 
I hate how you think I love you. Yet I don’t.
Your elegance disgusts me. 
If only you knew.

Katherine Moser

Mikaila - Manchester  High School



Spy Rock12th Grade Poetry
Honorable Mention

James River
High School

Sun and moon 
In heart melting shades
reflect their light upon the glades 
As grand a scene as god has made 
Just beyond our reach displayed 

Suspension of a heavenly kind 
Holds the sun and moon in line
And each their appointed time 
Will make their day and nightly climb 

And if the trees part 
And the rock shines
If the birds call and the fox whines
Tiny shacks below the precipice 
Will receive their midnight kiss 
Moonlight hits the tin roof spines 
And in a manner most sublime 
Causes rusted tin to shine 

And if a noise would stir your rest
And rouse you from your wintry nest
Outside you’d find that day is night 
Red is blue and and black is white 

And trembling with fear and delight 
You scarcely would believe your sight 
The angel’s glow upon the brush 
As dawn plays hide and seek with dusk

And the branch cracks and the trees glow
And the screen door flaps and the wind moans
And the stars call out and the ice replies 
And the moon falls with the sunrise 

Chris Donaldson



Soldier
12th Grade Poetry
Honorable Mention

Meadowbrook
High School

You’re a Soldier, nothing changes that

You shall be trained to kill, to protect your home

You shall go to war and when you come back home with all your scars

I shall help you heal your scars

I know you won’t forget the war or the comrades you have lost

I just want to help you survive till you’re old and gray

When you are called back to war I shall stay here and pray you'll come back to me

You might not come back whole but I’ll still love you the same

Every letter you write to me I’ll keep them and read them every night

‘Til you’re back home safe in my arms

I won’t care if you’re missing an arm, a leg, or have a thousand scars

Yes, you may have scars but those shall tell me that you have survived 

Now you must also survive the memories of the war that may haunt you till the very 

day you die

I will wait for you here till you are back in my arms.

Until then I will pray to God every day for your safety 

Good luck and come back home safe and sound, Soldier 

Megan Sponaugle



Prose Fiction

Devaughn - Meadowbrook High School



6th Grade

Anabella - Bailey Bridge Middle School



Orbit
6th Grade Fiction

1st Place
Swift Creek

Middle School

When the 2,190th day of confinement began, I was asleep. I had been dreaming about 

Earth, reliving my few memories of it. The fluffy white clouds, drifting lazily across the crisp, 

clear blue September sky. The million little blades of bright green grass, soft but prickly, 

sweet-smelling, perfect for lying on. We have nothing like that here. Just the endless, dull, 

red-orange sheet pulled over this world, and the tan rocky ground, smothered in dust. I faintly 

remember that fateful day at the launch, standing at the window and watching the world I 

loved growing farther and farther away, taking the person I loved with it. I was terrified; just a 

seven-year-old girl launched into outer space, headed to a different planet. I vowed to keep the 

memories of my sister with me the entire time I lived in the Terraform 1.0.

Even now I can feel Louisa’s face fading from my mind, her curly hair and small hands 

sinking into the abyss. I lost my father and mother long ago to a fateful disease. But Louisa 

stood by me my entire time on Earth.

But why do you have to leave, Autumn? Why do you have to go away? 

Her desperate, tearful words rang in my mind the entire eight-month ride to Mars. But it 

was too hard to explain to Lousia that I was chosen, out of all the orphan girls in America, to be 

a test subject in the Terraform 1.0 experiment. It was too hard to tell her that the scientists 

wanted me and twenty-nine other girls because of our brain waves, nothing else. It was too 

hard to explain that she had to forget about me since she would never see me again. Because 

once you’re chosen, you disappear. All your medical records, gone. You become a ghost, taken 

away to a different planet and never seen again. For the salvation of the human species, they 

say. 

Sophie Parker
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To begin a new life on a new planet. But it isn’t true. People were fine before the 

Terraform 1.0 and its mysterious projects were brought to existence. And now I’m trapped 

here forever.

***

As I slip out of dreamland, I hear a low hissing sound that’s not out of the ordinary 

here, where machinery runs throughout the night. Technology regulates the air 

temperature, monitors our vitals, and other things all by itself.

I open my eyes enough to see a large crack in the paneling right above my bed. 

Great, another structure malfunction. It seems like everything here is breaking nowadays. 

They shouldn’t have built this structure in the first place. It’s unnatural, trying to construct 

a building here when the environment fights against it at every opportunity. 

Slipping out of bed, I shiver at the processed air coming from the vents, and press 

the button to the left of my door. It automatically sends a signal to the main building, 

where all the technology is connected to. Techbots should be here soon.

I know, I know, manual buttons are so 2090, but this structure is practically ancient. 

It was built in 2094, and we’re the first humans to inhabit it in more than 10 years.

To the right, the oxygen monitor is beeping erratically, warning me about the 

increase of Co2 in the environment. I guess the paneling leak is worse than I thought if it’s 

sucking in carbon dioxide from out there. I open my door and step out into the hallway. 

The sterile ceiling is inlaid with bright lights, which momentarily blind me as I peer out. 

Mechanical clicks sound, and soon three techbots emerge from around the corner, with 

bulbous titanium heads and sleek torsos. One of them drifts inside my room and scans the 

crack in the ceiling.



“Compartment breach found,” the automated voice states. “Initiating repair 

procedure.”

The other two bots glide in, and they all gather around the crack, metal arms 

protruding from their bodies, grasping tools.

“Okay, well, I have to get to the Facility,” I start.

The main techbot beeps in confirmation. “The breach shall be fixed within one 

hour.”

Nodding, I walk out into the hallway, heading to training. The walk to the Facility is 

short but disorienting. With hundreds of stairways, it’s easy to get lost here, but I soon 

emerge outside the large double doors. Pressing my hand against the scanner, the doors 

beep and slide open.

Inside, there’s a large expanse of flooring and exercise equipment. A huddle of girls 

wearing the same uniform as I am are seated in the middle, chatting away. The other 

subjects in this experiment. I’ve never really fit in with them, what with all my 

suspiciousness and curiosity. They just treat everything like a game. If they play well, they 

win.

I’m about to head over to them when I notice something out of the corner of my eye. 

A small girl sits on a stack of exercise mats, all alone. I study her quietly. She has wispy 

blonde hair and a fragile frame and looks about my age. She looks like Louisa, I think in 

surprise. Not physically, no. Her hair is pale while Lousia’s was brown, and her eyes are 

blue, a complete opposite of Lousia’s hazel ones. But this girl has the same curious eyes 

and innocent demeanor about her. Yet my sister was left on Earth, wasn’t she? I change 

my path and walk over to her.

Orbit 3
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The blonde girl looks up in surprise as I stop in front of her. “Um, hi,” she says 

quietly.

“Hi, I’m Autumn!” I smile at her. “Are you new to this program?”

The girl shakes her head. “No, I came here with the rest of you. I just haven’t been in 

the program.”

My eyes widen slightly. Not a part of the program? I thought everyone had to 

contribute to the “cause”. “Why?”

 “I have arrhythmia,” she explains reluctantly. “That’s a problem with the rate of my 

heartbeat. It can beat too fast sometimes.” She sounds like she’s recited this many times 

before. “My name’s Kaylie, by the way,” she adds.

“Then why were you chosen for the Terraform 1.0?” I question. “The tests should 

have shown that you weren’t fit for the project.”

Kaylie glances around nervously and, when she speaks, it’s barely a whisper. “I’m 

not supposed to tell anyone about this, but there’s a reason I’m here.” She looks around 

again, checking to make sure no one’s paying any attention.

“When the scientists examined me, they found something different about my brain 

waves,” Kaylie says quietly. “Even though I had arrhythmia, they decided to send me here 

with everyone else. Every week I go to a small room, all alone, and a bot injects me with a 

serum. I guess it makes me pass out because next thing I know, I’m lying on my bed, back 

in my room.”

She shrugs, “I don’t know what’s unique about me, but whatever it is, the scientists 

want to know. I’m only here now because I’m allowed to visit once a month.”



Orbit 5

The scientists here always seem mysterious, doing their tests on us and checking our 

vitals every day. I don’t know what they’re doing to Kaylie, but I want to find out. This girl 

seems just like Lousia, and Lousia wouldn’t waste any time figuring out what’s happening 

with Kaylie. So, before the 2,190th day of confinement ends, I promise myself that I will 

figure out this mystery.

Bradley - Salem Church Middle School



The Sword of Starlight
6th Grade Fiction

2nd Place
Tomahawk Creek

Middle School

A blinding blue light filled the room as I shut my eyes from the brightness. Once my eyes 

were a bit more accustomed to the radiant glow, I stopped to take a look at what was before 

me. A magnificent sword with a blue sapphire cut into the shape of a diamond was right below 

the guard. The grip and the guard of the sword were made of smooth gold, so smooth it was 

like the side of a river rock. The blade itself was sharp and resembled the clear night sky filled 

with all the stars in the universe. 

“But Grandma, why are you giving this to me? We could’ve sold it to make a reasonable 

amount of money for Mom’s treatment and the rent.” I said in a mix of disbelief and shock. 

Mom’s treatment cost more than we could ever afford, and we were already on the brink of 

living on the streets even before she got sick. 

“ Rose dear, the Sword of Starlight is an heirloom so we couldn’t possibly sell it. It has 

been passed down to the women in the Wú family for centuries,” Grandma said in a gentle 

voice. 

“But why hasn't mom ever mentioned anything about a sword? ”I asked. 

“Her health was never really stable, so I couldn’t give it to her,” she explained. 

“What does her health have to do with the sword?” I asked. 

 “You see, the Shing family has always been looking for the sword. And their descendants 

will stop at nothing to get it,” she exclaimed. 

“ Why would the Shing family want the Sword of Starlight?” I said quizzically.

 My Grandma gave a deep sigh and said, “A long time ago our ancestor Akina Wú and her 

best friend Fuyu Shing trained to be the guardians who wielded the power of the Sword of 

Starlight together. They were supposed to guard it from a group of evil people, the Shinigami, 

Aleena Joseph
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but, on the day of the Ceremony of the Guardians, Fuyu Shing took the Sword of Starlight and 

fled. Akina wasn’t surprised by this because she knew Fuyu was greedy for power and would 

take the sword for herself. But she kept trying to bring her thirst for greed to an end. What Akina 

didn’t know was that Fuyu was working with Shinigami. Eventually, the previous Guardians 

found out what Fuyu had done, so Akina was named the new Guardian. Fuyu was enraged and 

tried to get the sword back multiple times, but her antics went in vain once Akina moved her 

family to a safer place. But that was still dangerous. She had to change her name, job, and what 

she looked like. That’s why we’re so poor. But now the Sword of Starlight is passed down to you, 

Rose. I will teach you how to use it and about the magic it has in due time. You can’t tell any of 

your loved ones that you have the sword. If you want to talk to someone, do it with me in private. 

And above all, guard the sword with your life. Do you promise to follow these rules?” Grandma 

exclaimed sternly. 

“Yes, I promise,” I said matching her tone. That night, I heard a knock on my window. Then 

I heard it again. I got up and went to the windowsill to see who or what was making the noise. 

“Hello? Is anyone there?” I whispered into the night. 

“Rose, I’m here! Meet me in five minutes. And be quiet, so you don’t wake anyone,” said the 

hushed voice. 

I closed the window and dressed into some more appropriate clothes. I tiptoed downstairs 

and out the back door. 

“Good. You’re here. Now follow me,” the cloaked figure said while handing me a cloak. I 

wasn’t sure why, but I went along with the cloaked figure. Something about the voice seemed so 

familiar, yet I couldn’t put my finger on it.

“We’re here. Now let’s begin.” I saw that the hooded figure was a familiar face. 
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“Grandma?” I asked astonishingly. 

“Don’t be so surprised, Rose. I told you I would come in due time. Now, do you have the 

sword with you?” she asked. Strangely enough, I did. I pulled the long sword out of its sheath and 

set it on the table in front of us. 

I directed my attention back to Grandma as she said, “ Imagine an object. Imagine 

something small that you could carry around everyday while thinking of the sword.” I gripped the 

sword and imagined a pen that had a golden clip with a blue sapphire shaped into a diamond, a 

starry barrel, and a golden tip. Slowly, the Sword of Starlight started to rise.  The stars on it 

swirled around changing into the pen that I envisioned. I was amazed at the sight, but I knew this 

was only the beginning. “Now hold the pen and imagine the Sword of Starlight to reverse the 

effect,” Grandma said. Once the transformation was complete, we started training. 

The Sword of Starlight could emit strong beams of light and  it could penetrate the hardest 

of materials. And it could change into anything imagined, not just a pen. If you imagined it to be a 

bow and arrow, the arrows would never miss their target. If it was a musical instrument, then it 

could play magical music that could manipulate other objects. And of course, the sword, and 

anything it changed into was impenetrable.

By dawn, training had ended leaving me exhuasted so I sat and drew the cherry blossom 

trees in the park. But as I was drawing, I thought I saw a figure behind the bushes that 

disappeared before I could acknowledge it. Was I being paranoid about the Shinigami and the 

Shing families?  It happened again when I was walking into town the next morning. Sure, my long 

black hair, brown eyes, and my Japanese background weren’t common in this area, but why was 

somebody watching me? Then, like before, the figure vanished but this time something was 
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left  behind. A small necklace with the name Yuki Shing engraved on it was on the ground. 

Someone knew my family and I were here.

Privately, I told Grandma after dinner that night. We decided that I would follow her and 

confront Yuki next time. That came sooner than I had expected, but I was ready. I had the sword 

in the form of a bracelet and changed the colors to be unrecognizable. She was there, and I could 

feel it. 

“ Show yourself, Yuki,” I said firmly. There was no one but us in the area. 

“Ah, so you found out!” Yuki said.

“ Yes, I did. You and the Shinigami won’t get the sword.” I transformed the bracelet back 

into a sword and pointed it right at her. 

“Oh, yes we will. We’ve been after the sword far too long to give up now!” Yuki exclaimed 

unsheathing her own sword. It had a sharp blade and she also had a metal shield.

 “Well, let’s begin,” Yuki said confidently. 

“Let’s!” I said just as confidently. 

It was a grueling fight with swords clanging. I had a scrape on my arm and two small cuts 

on my leg. I would have to switch back from sword to shield multiple times as Yuki came in for 

the blows. I changed the shield into a bow and arrow and sent three arrows her way. One hit her 

leg while the other two punctured her arm. Somehow, she managed to get on her feet, but she  

retreated.  This time, I followed her. 

She went to an abandoned cabin. I changed the sword into a magic map and, just like that, 

a map of Washington D.C. appeared. That’s where she will be and that area would be hard to 

navigate without one I thought to myself.  I marked Yuki’s location and headed home. I had won 

the battle, but now I was more determined than ever to win the war.



Garden of Memories
6th Grade Fiction

3rd Place
Swift Creek

Middle School

The patch of mint was my pride. The mint was coming of age to be plucked, and I was 

ready. My impatient little feet kept itching at everything; however, I waited until the right 

moment. There’s a vacant corner on my desk that has been waiting for me to decorate it with 

whatever my heart desires. For I desire mint. The mint will finish off my desk and stand out 

among the action figurines, toy cars and other trinkets I’ve collected and kept over the years. I 

keep these toys because they are my army, protecting me from the world. I’m only twelve and I 

have at least three things I must attend to each day. Sports, clubs, and dealing with my older 

sister. Mint relieves stress and anxiety. I seem to have quite a lot of it these days of April. I 

don’t know why I like mint so much. It could be the leaves’ designs or the anxiety relievers, but 

it could be because of my great-grandmother. She lived to ninety-six. She always kept a patch 

of mint in her back garden, along with other vegetables. I admire the fact that she grew up 

during World War II. I didn’t know her very well, but I did know her stories that my father told 

us. Apparently she was a nurse who traveled frequently. Throughout her time in the war, she 

explored all around the US. My favorite story of her was when a man was shot and she had to 

tend to his wound under the frigid temperatures that winter has. The man did live, and that 

man was my great-grandfather. After being shot he had to resign from the war even though he 

loved fighting for his country. After my great-grandmother passed, we stopped hearing about 

her from my father. I figure it’s easier to tell someone’s stories and not break down into tears 

when they are still walking the Earth with us. I only knew my grandmother when I was young. 

A vivid memory remains in my mind about her pot of mint, and me knocking it over and mint 

leaves spread everywhere. I remember picking one up and smelling 

Cara Barker
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it which made me feel better about the empty tin can of mint leaves. I love mint, and I loved my 

grandmother.

My backpack tugged at my shoulders, and it was a cool Thursday afternoon. School had 

ended, and I was marching my way home. I passed by the gas station, grocery store, and the 

empty lot. The only problem was the lot wasn’t empty anymore. The lot that I knew was filled 

with rusted fridges and garbage bags. This lot was full of plants and people. People I didn’t know 

and people that made me want to talk to them. I saw the lot had been filled with an assortment of 

different fruits, vegetables, and herbs. I had just been gone for a week to go visit some family in 

Maine, but how could someone do this in a week?

It had been a few days since I’d noticed the new and improved lot when I was sitting at my 

desk and began thinking. The organization was small, and probably looking for more people. 

People like me. Before I could even finish my trail of thought, my feet propelled me down the 

stairs. Years ago, when I first arrived at my school, we had a field day. Hide and seek was one of 

the games, and I wanted to win. Upon hiding, I discovered a tiny lot of mint, one that was five 

inches wide on all sides. That’s exactly what I would plantThe only thing that was stopping me 

from getting to my lot was my parental figure.

“Hey, Mom, I left my social studies notebook at school,” I said, going for the door. If I was in 

a rush, maybe she wouldn’t stop me. “Just going to pick it up!”

“You don’t have social studies on Monday though? Can’t you pick it up on Monday?” she 

questioned. I stopped in my tracks, thinking of something I could say. My mother had memorized 

my schedule which caught me off guard.
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“I have a social studies assignment, and my research paper is in my notebook. I also have 

some additional facts, and I can’t remember exactly what I wrote,” I paused. “Please can I pick it 

up?

She locked her phone and set it down on the side table. There were coffee rings scattered 

around the table from both of my parent’s early mornings.

“Fine, but don’t talk to anyone, just go straight to the school and straight back, okay?” Her 

eyes were set on mine. “No additional stops,” she added, her normal overprotective self.

“Will do!” I gave her a big grin and held out a thumbs up. “Love you, bye.” I said not 

turning back. I shut the door before she could respond.

After that I was off, going as fast as I could. I had a two-hour basketball practice yesterday, 

and my feet ached. I was running past the lot, and there were tomatoes at the very front. They 

were large and red, and looked to be the size of my palm. Seeing the tomatoes and how well they 

looked made me even more excited to plant a patch of mint.

I was still on the path to school when I decided I would run the rest of the way. I ran past 

the side of the school, and down to the back. There was a small stream, and right beside it was a 

tree. I turned to the tree, and there it was. My mint. It looked perfect now, like something used in 

those fancy hotels I used to visit with my family. 

I began digging. I had cut my fingernails the day before, which meant that dirt was less 

likely to get under my nails, so I could easily hide the evidence of where I actually had been. 

Despite all of these factors, when I was done digging and held a pile of mint in my hand, dirt 

somehow had managed to sneak under my nails. I sighed, disappointedly, and continued on. The 
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shorts I was wearing had pockets, but I didn’t want to risk damaging the roots of this  plant.

It had been awhile before I could be back to the lot. I found a quiet spot in the back where I 

wouldn’t be disturbed, and I began digging. I realized I didn’t have water, so every day at lunch I 

would have to spare a little from my sixteen ounce bottle that I took to basketball practice. As I 

was digging, I thought  Was this how my grandmother felt when she began planting her stock? 

When I still heard about her stories, my dad said she had her own separate garden to grow the 

leaves which she kept locked away from everything. Was I repeating what she had already done? 

I began thinking about when I knocked over her tin of mint. I imagined how I would be upset that 

the precious leaves of this plant could have been harmed. I remember the ones I accidentally 

stepped on while I put my hands on the floor and raised myself to my knees, and the torn and 

flattened leaves that had been caught under my fingers. 

“Well, Granny Grace,” I said smiling. “Looks like I can finally make this up to you.”

Stella- Tomahawk Creek  Middle School
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Two days after Christmas, Sarah and James Miller decided to go for a walk in the snow-covered

forest behind their house. “The forest is always so beautiful right after it snows,” Sarah

said. James didn’t reply, but just smiled and nodded. He always hated going into that forest. It

made him feel like he was being watched. The only reason he actually went on the walk with

Sarah was because he didn’t want to disappoint her.

Their father had cleared a path with a snow shovel a few hours before. As they walked

down the path, James began to feel like the forest was closing them in, like they were being

trapped by the trees. The claustrophobia became too much to bear, and James fell to his knees,

hyperventilating and shaking. Sarah knelt down beside him with a worried look on her face.

“James, are you alright?”

James looked up at Sarah. He felt bad that he was having a meltdown in front of her, but

he knew that if he didn’t get out, it would only get worse. “I want to go back to the house, Sarah.

I don’t feel well,” he replied. Sarah helped him get up, and they started to walk back the way

they came. When they got far enough down the path that they could see their house, things

started to go downhill.

The sun had already started to set when Sarah and James saw the candle-lit porch of their

house. James felt a wave of relief and began to run towards the porch. When he was about to step

foot on the grass of the backyard, the trees closed, blocking off the exit. James turned around,

expecting to see Sarah, but she wasn't there. The wind started to blow, and James could hear

voices, like whispers, whenever it passed his ears. He heard a distant laugh, and he recognized it.

“That’s Sarah’s laugh,” he mumbled. He ran back down the path, screaming Sarah’s name.

“Sarah! Sarah, where are you? Please Sarah, get out of the woods!”

Vanessa M. Netto
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After fifteen minutes of running and calling out for Sarah, James was hoarse and tired.

He sat on the ground and put his head in his hands. He heard footsteps and looked up. Sarah was

standing about four yards away. “Sarah?” “Yes James, it’s me.” James stood up and started

walking towards Sarah. “No. Stay where you are, James,” Sarah warned. James stopped in his

tracks and looked at Sarah a little more closely. She had walked straight out of the woods to

where she stood, but there were no footprints behind her. He looked up and down the path and

realized that the only footprints in the snow were his. When his eyes focused on Sarah’s face, she

wasn’t the Sarah he knew anymore. She wasn’t blonde like she used to be, because her hair was

blood red. Her eyes were grey like the sky above them instead of the light blue James thought he

knew.

He started to back up. “You’re not Sarah.” Sarah took one step forward, and the trees

drew closer to them both. “I am, but I am not at the same time,” she said. “You know the Sarah

that was shy, kind, and always asked for help. Well, I’m the Sarah that is outgoing, mean, and

very independent. The Sarah you knew is gone. That Sarah died when you walked into this

forest, James. It’s time for the new Sarah to take over.” Her hair turned to fire and the trees

around them started to burn. “I don’t understand, what do you mean when you say ‘that Sarah

died when you walked into the forest,’” James asked her while trying to look for a way out. “You

know exactly what I mean, James. It’s like you always wrote in your journal- fear the forest.”

James was blasted into the flaming trees. He thought he was going to feel the flames

engulf his body, but he didn’t. He was in his bed, drenched in sweat. He looked around, and saw

Sarah in her bed sleeping. She wasn’t the normal Sarah, though. She was the Sarah he saw in the

forest. James pulled on his coat and ran outside. He got to the edge of the forest. Written in

rocks, placed carefully in the snow were the words “Fear The Forest.”



Marlee - Swift Creek Middle School

7th Grade
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One can only dream of finding more than just work in a job, but luckily for me that 

dream came true. I didn’t go to find enjoyment. I didn’t go to find a passion for music. I 

didn’t even want to go, but who knew failing out of a music degree can land you living off of 

the hope that someone in our electronic-driven world needs a piano fixed. On that one 

frigid morning, autumn air used nature’s paintbrush to coat my cheeks with a subtle, warm 

rose color. Just like the roses scattered in the bushes, except those roses were either wilting 

or have already given up. The dull yellow house accompanied the roses with its dead look. 

Three knocks. Door open. I would have been inside already, but there was just something 

about that house.

Step One: Just a house. Just another piano to fix. Nothing more. Deny. Deny. Deny.

“Benji Miller,” I introduced myself as I took what seemed to be the mother’s hand, 

while her son stared into me like his eyes were daggers and I was the culprit. His eyes are 

more than weapons, though. They held a gloomy gloss over them, as if he hadn’t gotten any 

sleep in months due to something. Yet, I chose to accept it was just a normal family. 

“Sarah Void. Come inside, the piano is just over here,” a meek voice answered. Void 

was a perfect last name as it displays the hole in her heart, putting the same coat over her 

eyes her son had. 

“Oh. . .” I called out in disbelief. The piano was beautiful but so broken. Much like this 

two-person family. “I think this is going to need more than tuning.”

Step Two: Fix the piano and move on. More denying, less empathy.

“How much would it cost? Not to be a penny-pincher, but I don’t wanna go through if 

it’s a lot.” 

Abby Willis
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“My dad likes to keep things cheap and affordable,” I said, a little too coldly than I would 

have liked. Guess it was just the word ‘dad’ coming out of my mouth. 

“That’s good. Your father seems like a nice man.” That might be where she was wrong. You 

see, he’s enjoyable to others but not Mr. Benji Miller. 

“He can be.” Why did I have an attitude that matched the temperature outside? I wasn’t 

sure. Actually, I was sure. I just didn’t want to accept that the man I work for was the reason. 

Right after those three words, a small chuckle or was it a huff, came from a new mouth. The boy. 

Your classic moody, phone-faced teenager. Here’s the thing about teenagers, nobody ever 

wonders why they constantly strain their eyes with blue light. It’s just accepted, then judged. I 

walked over to the rose-engraved chestnut piano with grimed, once-white keys and grazed my 

fingers over the lid. The poor piano had a dented fallboard, a missing cheek block, severely 

chipped wood, and was way out of tune. A more interesting feature of this instrument was the 

frame face down on the top. Once my sage eyes laid upon the seemingly ordinary sight, curiosity 

drove my hands to lift it up. It’s almost as if my wonder-filled mind is linked with the gut that 

stands proud inside of me, waiting to act. The power pair has proven to be accurate. Especially 

this time. Shattered glass blanketed a picture of not a two-person, but a three-person family 

photo. As I was examining, a tender tap made me jump slightly. 

“Hey. . .can I. . .sorry if this is weird, but. . .can I watch you?” The voice from our broken 

boy asked awkwardly while showing a shy light from the tightly sewn seams we call moodiness.

“Yeah sure, but first, uh, who’s this? He looks like a nice man,” I probed, pointing to the 

unknown third person in the photo. Everyone looked different in that photo but not 

appearance-wise. The people in this photo were happy. I was definitely meddling too much at the 

time, but the instincts of having some sort of heart took over, and words overflowed my mouth 
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trying to figure out this mystery of a family.

“Oh. . .he’s my dad.” I could see all his muscles tense. Emotions I know all too well.

“I’m guessing he’s at work or something.” Oh, how easy it was for me to look clueless, like I 

had no plan in a strategic board game, but in reality I had control over all the pieces. 

“Actually. . .no. . .he um. . . he left.” 

Step Three: Forget steps one and two.

My body froze like one of those ice sculptures you see while watching the party scene from 

a movie. I knew it, but I didn’t want to accept this boy was practically a carbon copy of me when I 

was his age. Both of our eyes threatened to form waterfalls as we had a mini standoff. The boy 

thought it was just pity for him. Oh, was he wrong. 

“I have to go.” 

At that moment, it all finally made sense. Roses are a symbol of love, and when that 

family’s man walked out the petals of their love fell off leaving thorns of the betrayer to stab 

holes in their once-full hearts. Even when blood trickles from wounds, it’s ridiculously difficult to 

gain the courage to tear up the roots in the bulb of pain. Luckily I had a shovel.

Step Four: This is more than an instrument repair

Materials gathered. Car exited. Who knew the job I loathed tremendously could do much 

more than tune a silly noise maker.

“I never got your name, kid,” I uttered, breaking the comfortable silence, while my 

eyebrows furrowed at the task my hands maneuvered to accomplish. 

“Timothy,” this once-cranky fifteen-year-old admitted. Though the reason is still unsure, I 

believe Timothy started to let the termites take over the wood he used to build up his walls 

because of the glimmer of hope shining in my eyes. Guess he found warmth in the light that 
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peeked through the cracks in his foundation. 

Step Five: Slowly Start replacing the snapped strings with new ones

My hands moved rhythmically, patching up the piano that brought unlikelies that were 

more similar than you would see at first glance together. Since Timothy and Sarah’s roses 

succumbed, I decided to use my garden tools to plant new petals of revival, specifically the dainty 

petals of dandelions and hyacinths. Each stem engraved gingerly, paying attention to the finest of 

details as my chisel glided along the lumber. 

“Didn’t realize you noticed the whole flower theme,” jeered the juvenile with dark locks 

peeping through his hood. It was kind of hard not to. Dark blossoms rife the hallways in that 

mournful home, although I was determined to put the sun in their sunflowers again. After all, I 

once needed some water sprinkled on my seeds as well, and all it takes is to realize what that 

watering can is made of.

Step Six: Touch up the uneven edges

The wishes of the dandelions and the violet of the purple hyacinths all have their own 

messages hidden in their silky fronds. Once we blow our wishes into the sky, fragments of 

dandelions soar higher than the wind. To get where they want, they must overcome the rough 

coldness of the breeze that tries to hold the seedlings back. The bold plum color this type of 

hyacinth exhibits has its own story, too. When a blossom is pulled off their stem, they don’t just 

wait for the thief to give it back. They grow a new one. Hyacinths know that they don’t need to 

send the bees off to attack, but what they really need to do is forgive. 

“You’re trying to say something, aren’t you?” Timothy questioned, starting to realize that all 

the game pieces were mine the whole time. 
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“A person reads from left to right,” I started explaining, “Notice how the hyacinths are on the left 

and the dandelions are on the right? Before you can become a dandelion, you must be a hyacinth. 

In other words, you must open your heart to accept the person who hurt you instead of waiting 

for an ‘I’m sorry,’ if you want to overcome that hurt.” Right then and there, the haze over the kid’s 

eyes that seemed to dictate his joy dissipated. The same way mine did.

Step Seven: Be sure to leave some fingerprints behind

Did I mention I purposely failed out of that music degree? I kept my heart closed to the man 

I was supposed to call my father as he tenaciously tried to guide my roots the way he did to my 

mother. Once my mother’s foliage finally fell, becoming unable to collect sunlight for 

photosynthesis, he left, but not before he bent one last stem of mine to the college of his choice. 

Pesticides were all that filled my studies. Until someone with a garden hose showed me the right 

way my roots should grow, which was my own way, without pesticides. Now I work with my 

father in his music store. Our relationship isn’t perfect and we’re still pretty monotone to each 

other, but there’s no longer a hole in my heart from the thorn that stabbed me. After all, it takes 

time for flowers to grow. So there I sat, a flood of words greater than the one that made me 

interrogate Timothy, coming out of my mouth to Sarah and her son about how my roses started to 

turn into precious dandelions and purple hyacinths. I made sure they knew that they’re not 

alone. That I will hold their watering can. That their garden will never die again. I was there to 

tune a piano, but ended up tuning the hearts of a shattered family, and somehow, someway my 

heart walked out in tune as well. 

Step Eight: Don’t only admire the work in front of you, but also the work in you.
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Some call me a loyal protector. Some call me the king of the world. Some call me a 

stinker (it’s not my fault they made Beanie Boos taste so good). None call me modest. So 

what, I’m only a Yorkshire Terrier? Could you beat me in paw-to-paw combat? I didn’t think 

so.

My motto? “Seven-pound puppies can be superheroes, too.” Well, that’s the long one. 

The short one is probably, “Bark often; bark loud.” Or, “Stealing Beanie Boos is life.” That 

one’s good, too.

Anyway, I’m writing this so you can have a clear picture of what being a superhero is 

like. My powers are super speed, super endurance, and, my personal favorite, the super 

bark. Those are the perks of being such a tiny dog. I can run around all day without getting 

tired! Actually, that’s not true. I normally take a nap with Mom in the afternoon, and that 

gives me a lot of my evening energy.

My only weakness is the collar I’m forced to wear. (I’m also afraid of rain and the 

dark, but those shouldn’t count as weaknesses. I just prefer to go on missions in sunny 

places.) The collar beeps and shocks me if I get too close to the end of the driveway. Luckily, 

I’ve figured out that it is turned offline while I’m on missions at other people’s houses, and 

I’ve run up the street a few times at my dog friend Lucy Lee’s house. You get to her house by 

sitting in a small room with wheels that Dad calls a “van” for what feels like forever. When 

you get out of the said van, it’s much warmer outside. 

Sadly, after I escape, I am always caught. My humans just don’t understand that all I 

want to do is have a little fun! I mean, superheroes have to see the world if they want to 

save it, so don’t blame me for bolting out the door whenever I get the chance.

Isabella Sisson
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My core mission is to protect the Sissons. I have even gone undercover by adopting their 

surname and their ridiculous code names. Yes, I am also known as Pupcake, like from Strawberry 

Shortcake, but hey - a dog has to do what a dog has to do. 

I don’t have any cool gadgets, but other superheroes don’t, either. Take Spider-Man, for 

instance. Oh, wait. His web-shooters are gadgets. I should at least find an Etch-a-Sketch or 

something.

Here I must pause to explain my humans to you. Dad is the one that sleeps with me. He is 

very comfortable and doesn’t flop around in the bed as much as Mom. She is taller than Dad, and 

she loves snuggling up to me, except when I smell really bad. That’s when Dad forces me into the 

Bathtub of Eternal Doom. Isabella is fun to play with until she steals all my stuff or starts 

annoying me. Also, she always tricks me by saying she’ll give me a treat, and then she never does. 

That’s the definition of giving someone a taste of their own medicine. Lastly, Sophia is taller than 

both Isabella and Dad, but she’s the same age as Isabella. Sophia lets me lick food off of her, and 

she likes playing ball with me. She never stays still and always seems kind of afraid of me, 

though. Together, they make a perfect family - a family I’ve sworn to protect.

A typical day starts with waking up and being ushered outside. Some days, when it’s cold 

outside, I don’t feel like pooping out there. So, I come inside and poop on the front mat, which 

always makes my humans mad. Really, they should be thanking me. I didn’t make a mess on the 

living room carpet. I went on a mat, just like I’m supposed to. They’ll never understand.

Then, Dad turns on the remote-controlled fireplace. When it beeps and the fake log bursts 

into flames, I bark at it. I know there’s nothing there, but it’s always good to be prepared. My 

humans will thank me later.
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After a few seconds, I settle down. I lay on the hearth for around an hour until Sophia and 

Mom come downstairs. This is when the day starts to get interesting. You see, this past year, I’ve 

been hearing voices coming from a rectangle with an apple symbol on the back. My theory is that 

it’s a portal to another world.

Along with all the voices coming from the otherworldly device Mom calls a “computer,” a 

day never ends without her and Sophia getting into some kind of dispute. Even though my 

vocabulary contains a very limited amount of human words (come, treat, softie, trade, good, bad, 

fishie, ball, Bailey), it is still entertaining to listen to the two of them bicker. If only I knew how to 

make popcorn.

In the commotion of the day, someone is bound to leave the gate leading upstairs open. 

When they do, I race upstairs faster than a cheetah. I have totally perfected running up and down 

the stairs at top speed, but I still haven’t figured out how to do it silently. When I’m really lucky, 

my humans don’t realize I’m gone. This is when I sneak into Sophia’s room, climb the stairs to the 

top bunk of her bunk bed, and steal a Beanie Boo. 

Then comes a hard decision to make. Should I stay and chew it up, or should I go 

downstairs and trade it for a treat? On the best days, I get to do both. I scratch up the poor stuffed 

animal’s eyes, and then I run downstairs to trade it out for a softie treat. You see, the Sissons have 

to pay tax for all my hard work at protecting them. This is why I get a private selection of four 

Beanie Boo owls, one of which has a unicorn horn. The rest are assorted colors, handcrafted for 

my satisfaction.

Soon, I get super hyper. When I get too obnoxious, someone lets me outside. I shoot out the 

door like a bullet being released from a gun, and I almost skid down the ramp to the bottom, 

where I pick up the scent of a chipmunk. Then, I scratch at the ramp until I start to look insane 
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and I salivate so much that my beard is soaked. Mom says I’d probably dig at the ramp 

until I gave myself a heart attack. Maybe. Maybe not. All I know is that I have a severe obsession 

with chasing small animals, like chipmunks and lizards.

I only killed one once, and that was at Lucy Lee’s house. My victim was a lizard. I chased it 

around for about an hour, and then I trapped it between a pair of shoes. Then I chewed it up. The 

lizard didn’t taste as good as I hoped it would, but it sure was fun to carry it around in my mouth 

like a trophy. That day, I felt like a true protector. I had done my job right! Well, probably not by 

my humans’ standards, but they weren’t allowed to ruin my big moment.

In the winter, you can’t find many small creatures to chew up. That’s why when I’m outside 

in the winter, I spend my time barking at people passing by. As said before, you can never be too 

prepared. Anything could be a threat to the Sissons - a biker, a mailman, even a toddler. You 

heard me. Babies can be secretly evil. They could be supervillains in disguise.

When I come back in for the rest of the day, I am always rewarded with scratches, cuddles, 

and naps. Sometimes, I am even able to steal a little bit of dinner by climbing up onto the table.

Yeah, yeah, yeah. I might not be the best dog. Mom says that I just have a “personality.”

At the end of the day, my family is always safe. As I curl up under the covers in Dad’s lap, I 

always think the same thing. Well, two things actually. One is plotting how to steal something that 

isn’t mine. The other is thinking, “Another job well done.”
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The smell of fresh flowers in the spring. The sound of children laughing and playing. 

The look on her face when she’s admiring the flowers. I wish I could see that face more 

often.

“Ruby!” she called from across the field. “Come look at this one!”

I ran to her and that big smile on her face, crouched down looking at the flowers and 

bees.

“Oh, that’s a pretty one. It’s nice and big and a gorgeous pink… what is it again?”

She chuckled, “It’s a dahlia, silly, my favorite.” She plucked it from it’s spot in the 

ground and gently placed it behind her ear. She then slowly stood up and turned towards 

me. She put her hand on my cheek and looked into my eyes.

She pulled her hand back and slapped my face. “Tag you’re it!” She chanted as she 

ran away from me.

“Oh, you’re on!” I yelled back, stunned but competitive. We were dashing through the 

flowers like deer running across a road. I was surprised there weren't any bees chasing me.

I felt my foot catch on something. “Uh oh,” I said as my face was headed for the dirt. 

“...ow.” I could hear children in the distance laughing, they were probably laughing at 

me.

“Haha! Silly goose, did you fall again?” she called back to me. She started heading 

towards me and put her hand out to help. “Come on, get up clumsy,” she teased. “Fall again, 

and I might end up thinking you’re cheating on me with the ground.”

“Haha, very funny,” I said sarcastically as she pulled me up. “Oh hey, guess what,” I 

said to her.

Fiona Atherton
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“Hm? What is it?” she asked, intrigued.

I smirked, “Tag you’re it!” I hopped from my knees and started running the opposite 

direction. 

“Oh you!” she said giggling and running after me. I went in a beeline trying to shake her off 

my tail. She would stumble every now and then, which was adorable.

After running for a while, I noticed she was slowing down. Her face was pale, and it looked 

as if she was struggling to just breathe.

I ran back to her, hoping it was just a joke. “Hey, you ok?” I asked her.

“Mmhm. I’m fine. Fine. I'll be ok,” she sounded delirious. “Oh wait! Take my necklace! It 
has my grandma in it, and I think she would’ve loved you!” she said while fumbling to get her 
necklace undone.

She collapsed. Pale faced and lips turning blue. It's the middle of spring, the only cold is the 

breeze that passes by every two minutes.

“Uh haha, what's happening?! What do I do?! Molly! Molly!” I was shaking, bent over her 

body. Is she alive? Is she dead? If she is, how did she die?

I reached over and brushed her short, silver hair out of the way. I felt for a pulse. I couldn’t 

find one.

She was holding her necklace in her left hand, her other above her head. Her rings steady 

on her slender fingers. Her white, green flowered dress blowing the breeze up her skirt. Her 

silver hair cradling her head. Her green eyes half opened, the subtle breeze making them watery.

My tears landed on the skirt of her dress. I fumbled for my phone to call the police.

“I love you, Molly.”

“Hey, you ok?” my mom asked, placing her hand on my shoulder, a concerned look on her 

face.
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Her words rang in my head. “Hey, you ok? They just kept echoing, it was giving me a 

headache.

“Yeah, Mom, I'm fine,” I looked over to her casket. I should probably pay my respects now,” 

I said, choking back a sob. I wasn’t fine. It pains me to think about that day.

I started trudging towards her casket in a sea of black: past cousins, parents, aunts, uncles, 

classmates, all looking completely miserable. It’s not like she really talked to anyone, nor did 

anyone talk to her. But she was a sweet girl. She didn't deserve this.

I reached her casket. Her eyes were closed and her makeup was done just how she 

would’ve wanted it. Lips as red as roses and cheeks as pink as dahlias. She loved dahlias. She was 

as beautiful as always. But she was thin and pale and dead.

I cupped my hand over her cheek and started bawling. I stayed like that for a long time. 

At last, her mother walked up to me. She grabbed my shoulders and turned me to look at 

her.

She started crying. “I'm so sorry,” she said in between tears, “I’m so sorry! I should’ve told 

you she was sick! I should’ve let her tell you! I shouldn’t have kept it a secret! I should’ve let you 

be with her more! I just wanted to keep my baby healthy!” She collapsed and her hands ran down 

my arms to my hands. “I’m so sorry,” she hiccuped, “Please forgive me, Ruby.”

“It’s alright. None of this is your fault. I forgive you.”

She sniffled, “Really?”

Of course. Nothing can stand in the way of me loving her. Our forever love.
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Our forever love in the scent of fresh flowers in the spring. The sound of children laughing 

and playing. She was smiling at me. I wish I saw her smile more often.

I went back to admiring the flowers. I saw a dahlia so pretty I wanted to show her. 

“Ruby!” I called hoping to reach her on the other side of the field, “Come look at this one!” 

As she ran over, I felt a pain in my head again, but I didn’t plan on telling her. I just smiled and 

changed my gaze towards the flowers. 

“Oh, that’s a pretty one. It’s nice and big and a gorgeous pink,” she paused, “what is it 

again?” 

I chuckled at her state of admiration, “It’s a dahlia, silly, my favorite.” I’ve loved dahlias 

since I was a little girl. They remind me of my grandmother. She would always give me one when 

I would visit. 

I plucked the flower from the ground and gently placed it behind my ear. I tried standing 

up, but my legs were weak. I used her as a cover. I put my hand on her cheek as a sense of 

balance. “If I fall when I'm running she wouldn't suspect anything,” I thought. I pulled my hand 

back and slapped her across the face. 

“Tag you’re it!” I said with my only breath. I started running, but my legs were weak. It was 

obvious she couldn't see my struggle. She was only focused on chasing me. 

“Oh you’re on!” She said in her competitive nature. We were both sprinting through the 

field and I was losing breath.

I turned around for one second to see how far she was away when I saw her falling. Her 

heavy body hit the ground with a loud “thud.”

I turned around and started heading back to help her up. There were children laughing 

and looking in our direction, they were probably laughing at her.
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 “Haha! Silly goose did you fall again?” I called to her. Once I stood in front of her I held out 

my hand to pull her up. I don't know how I'd pull her up but I could try. “Come on, get up 

clumsy,” I teased, “Fall again and I might end up thinking you’re cheating on me with the 

ground.”

“Haha, very funny,” she said sarcastically as I struggled to pull her up. I couldn’t pull her 

from her feet, so she sat on her knees. 

“Oh, hey guess what?” she said excitedly.

Intrigued, I responded, “Hm? What is it?” 

I saw her smirk. “Tag you’re it!” She said, hopping from her knees and running in the 

opposite direction. 

“Oh you!” I said half giggling and half panicking. I started chasing her for a while. That's 

the last I remember. 

I remember her standing in front of me, and that’s it. But nothing, not even my death, can 

stand in the way of our forever love.

Isabel - Carver  Middle School



My Gladiatorial School Day
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Honorable Mention

Matoaca
Middle School

My school day started off like any other day. I went to the library to pick a book for a 

report, and I decided to do a nonfiction book. I went in, and searched through the books for 

something interesting. After a couple of minutes of searching, I found the perfect book, 

about the Roman Colosseum, and gladiators. I went to pick the book from the shelf, and 

when I did, a portal opened behind me. I had no idea what it was, but being the curious 

person that I was, I went in, and that one decision changed my life forever.

I exited the portal and saw that I was not in my normal clothes anymore, but in 

gladiatorial clothing, holding a sword, and I was also…. in the middle of the Colosseum? It 

turned out that I was transported to Ancient Rome, in the middle of a gladiator match. 

There was another person coming out to the main stage, and he started attacking me with a 

sword. I don’t like hurting people, so I was just dodging. Eventually, I realized that I had to 

attack, so I did, and I killed the person, only after realizing that I had no choice. This event 

both shocked me, and toughened me up, after realizing this was the only way to progress.

I started making my way through the other competitors, one by one, until there was 

no one who could face me. I had some close calls, and even gained a scar on the way, but 

now, I was with the best of the best. I thought that I would get out soon, but that was just 

wishful thinking. I was only with most of the beginners. I had just realized that when I was 

announced champion of the beginners. There were more ranks to go, but I was ready.

I made my way through the next rank, then the next rank, and the next, learning 

along the way. I was completely plowing through all of the gladiators, becoming a savage 

along the way, and gaining more scars. Soon enough, it was announced that I was to be 

going to the champions rank, where the absolute best of the best gladiators were duking it 

out, trying to be the best. 

Dylan St. John
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Everybody was big and strong in this new rank. I was scared of all of them, but I was ready 

to face them all.

I was defeating everyone from the champions rank, until there was just one person left. All 

of the people were big and burly, but this one took it to another level. He was the best, and the 

champion of the people. I was scared out of my mind, as this guy can cut people clean in half with 

just a single swing. I had no choice but to face him, and I was the most scared I had been. I 

doubted myself for a while, but I was ready.

The day of the fight came, and I was about to face this huge, scary man, about to fight him. 

The fight started, and he went on the offensive, so I started to dodge. To my surprise, I dodged all 

his attacks, and he got tired, so he had to go defensive. I started attacking, and he doesn’t dodge 

well, which must be one of the upsides of being skinny, as I dodge well. We both had some really 

close calls, and then lions were sent out. I was able to dodge everything and, at the end, stabbed 

him in the chest, and killed him. A portal opened up behind me, and I entered it.

I exited the portal, and my scars were gone, my clothes were back, and I was holding the 

book in the library. I then realized that I was transported into the book, and learned all about 

gladiators. What I thought was a horrible experience was a learning experience. I got the book, 

and did the report, getting top marks, and a scholarship to college at the end of the year. I went 

on to live a happy life as an English teacher, keeping my secret with me to the grave, until now.



Adriana - Tomahawk Creek Middle School

8th Grade



Unbreakable8th Grade Fiction
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Matoaca
Middle School

He was alone with his thoughts. His parents had left for dinner. He knew they 

wouldn’t be gone for long, but he was so grateful for the silence. He finally had a chance to 

relax, to think. He had been thinking a lot lately. The accident that had smashed the bones 

in his left arm had occurred almost exactly a year ago. There had been surgery after 

surgery, pins in place of bone, physical therapy and empty promises that things would soon 

be "okay" or "good as new."  He had tried not to think during that time. After all, thinking 

was dangerous. It brought up all the anger, the frustration, the fear that nothing would ever 

be the same.

 The anger came anyway. Everything that he had lost frustrated him to no end. He had 

everything going for him before the crash. The tennis scholarship he had worked his whole 

life for had been offered to him, but that didn’t last two days before he got into the wreck. 

He had finally passed his driving test and his newfound freedom had been so amazing! He 

always drove carefully because he had heard stories about people getting into wrecks and 

being badly injured. His friends even used to tease him, saying he drove like an “old man.” 

Now he could barely drive due to his PTSD from the crash. Then a drunk driver, a fellow 

student nonetheless, had plowed right into his car, crushing his arm and costing him his 

scholarship. It was just so unbelievable and unfair.

 He hadn't even looked at his tennis rackets in the year since the crash, they just made 

him even sadder and angrier that his tennis career was ended by something as simple and 

sudden as a car crash. He had wanted so badly to get back out on the 

Kessler Hedblom
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tennis court, but he had convinced himself that he would never be as good as he once was - and 

that he probably couldn't play at all. These thoughts weren’t unreasonable, as his left arm was 

very badly damaged. For a while, he could barely even lift things as small and light as a coffee 

mug without his arm giving out. He had told himself that the dream of playing professional 

tennis was over. When his physical therapist suggested he try to incorporate some exercises that 

would get him back on a tennis court, he dismissed the idea completely. Deep down, he wanted to 

get back out on the court so badly. He just wanted to pick his racket up and feel the familiar grip, 

the swing, the contact. But he scoffed at the idea. He knew he could never be good again, so why 

bother?

___________

 

“I’m worried about him,” his mom said to his dad as they were finishing their dinner. “We 

haven’t left him alone since the crash. Should we really have left him at the house all on his 

own?”

 “He’s almost eighteen, honey. He can do just fine on his own,” his dad said, trying to be 

more reassuring than he felt. “Anyway, he needs a little time alone, we’ve been smothering him” 

The truth was, he was also worried about their son. The past year had been an excruciating roller 

coaster of emotions. At first their son ignored the therapy and the idea of him getting better, and 

eventually became openly irritated, snapped at them, told them they just needed to accept that he 

would always have a useless arm. Their son couldn’t do normal everyday things, let alone play 

his beloved sport. He had lost not only the much more cheerful and outgoing version of his son 

that he loved so much, but his friend and playing partner. He loved playing tennis with his son, 
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and now his son refused to even pick up his racket. He knew he had become something of a 

helicopter dad, constantly hovering over his son. But he couldn’t help it. He wanted to help his 

son see that he was not permanently broken. That he didn’t have to be the best at tennis, just had 

to be willing to pick up a racket and see what he could do.

 “Sir?” said the waitress.

 “Huh?” he said confused, “Sorry, what were you saying?”

 “Sorry, I was asking if you wanted your check,” the waitress said.

 “Um, yeah, thanks.” He put his credit card in the little folder and handed it to her, and he 

and his wife left as soon as the waitress returned with the receipt. They were almost home when 

his wife finally spoke.

 “You know,” she said, “he used to love tennis so much, now he detests everything about it.” 

She went on, “He used to love everything, actually. Friends, being outdoors, spending time with 

us.  What happened to that boy?” After a few moments of silence, she continued, “Maybe we need 

to do something more, get some professional help, find a way to give him hope.”

They spent the rest of the car ride in silence, each lost in their own worry, regret, and grief, 

questioning if their son would ever act like the kid he once was. As they turned onto their street, 

they braced themselves for more artificial positivity, more energy spent trying to change their 

son's perspective. As they turned into their driveway, he stopped the car, and his wife looked up 

to see why he had stopped. At first they thought they were dreaming because of what they saw. 

Their son was at the bottom of the driveway, trying his best to hit a tennis ball against their 

garage door. For the first time in a very long time, they felt the fear give way to calm.  The tears 

came, but this time they were happy tears - tears of joy that their son would no longer be stuck 

fearing that he would never be what he once was, but would instead be striving to be something 

even better.



9th Grade

Alison - Meadowbrook  High School
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James River
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The soft, wet sound of my shoes sprinting through the abandoned tunnel echoed 

around me. My breath quickened as I heard the guards shout after me, they had caught up. 

Cursing under my breath I ran faster, barely noticing the lever sticking out of the damp, 

mossy walls. I grabbed it in an attempt to slow me down, not flipping it quite yet.

“Can’t you fools hurry up? I’m running quite late!” I yelled down the old corridor to 

the guards. I heard them draw their swords, which were just for show. They won’t kill me 

here, if I’m caught, I’ll go through torture worse than death.

One of the soldiers finally reached the landing I was waiting for. Quickly, I turned to 

the lever and pulled as hard as I could, it wouldn’t budge.

“What a pretty lady, let’s take her back boys.”

I assumed that was the captain speaking, and I smiled slowly, turning around where 

four brawny guards stood there.

“Surrender now and I won’t cut up that handsome face of yours,” I laughed at the 

Captain, inching my dagger out of its sheath. These four idiots were about to watch a show, 

although they wouldn’t enjoy it.

Leaping from my feet, I launched myself into a flip over the first guards head, 

pushing my foot on his back which shoved him to the ground. I used the momentum to 

force myself into the next guard and as my dagger slid into his stomach, he fell over in pain. 

Ducking as the captain attacked, I kicked up one of the fallen soldier’s swords and caught it 

in my left hand to block the other guard’s attack. Twisting my wrist around, I knocked the 

sword out of the guard’s hand while I moved my leg to kick the captain between the legs. 

Allison Hagemeister
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The first guard finally stood back up and I swirled around to stab him with the sword. I 

threw my dagger at the captain's head, aiming perfectly and finally turned around to the last 

soldier.

“Boo!” I whispered and his face contorted in fear as I walked towards him. He fell back on 

the ground and ran away.

No survivors can remain.

Picking up a crossbow from the captain’s back, I notched an arrow and aimed perfectly 

down the hall. I sighed as the swish of the release echoed throughout the tunnel.

Good. Don’t let them get that close next time.

“Shut up!” I shouted, regretting it immediately as a loud sound pierced through my ears. I 

screamed and fell to the ground.

That’s your punishment. I told you not to talk back to me. Now flip the lever.

When everything quiets down, I look toward the lever. I reached toward it and pulled. 

Everything seemed to slow down, speed up, and then slow down again. My vision turned black 

and I passed out.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

I opened my eyes to see dark panels trapping me. Chains around my ankles held me back 

but I could also see something familiar on some sort of screen. I moved as close as I could to see a 

view of the throne room from a human’s perspective. Didn’t I just escape from there? I even killed 

the guards! 

“I did it, My Liege,” a voice boomed around me and I recognized it as the daemon that 

helped me earlier. “I’ve trapped her inside. There is no possible way that she can escape.” The 

person who was controlling the perspective must have bowed as I was now staring at the floor.
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WHERE AM I?! LET ME OUT!! I shouted as loud as I could, but it only resounded in my thoughts. 

Ah, you are finally “awake.” Hm.. You’re stronger than I thought. Doesn’t matter, 

you’ll never escape, and the Queen is safe. 

YOU-! YOUR THE DAEMON THAT HELPED ME! LEON! You said that-

The puzzle pieces finally fit together. The Queen knew I was coming, I made sure of that. 

She must have-

“My Queen, may I request a change of plans?” I watched the screen intently as the daemon 

walked up and placed a kiss on the Queen’s hand.

“What were you thinkin, Leon?” The perfectly snobbish voice that only a queen could have 

came from what seemed to be speakers.

“We should kill her.” I widened my eyes and scrambled back from the screen. My head 

started to hurt as if I was being compressed and restricted. “If we remove the life essence, the 

soul will move on. Only angels are able to withstand that.”

“Hm. You’re right. Take away the risks and there will be no mistakes. Servant! Fetch some 

poison from Doctor Emil. The stronger, the better.”

I watched as the servant ran out, all hope lost. The daemon would be returned to his life 

form in hell when my body lost all life essence. The only way to survive was if I was able to 

control my body again.. I could even kill the Queen and then escape through a window..

“I must warn you, My Liege, she is stronger than she seems. If she were not a mere mortal I 

would not be able to control her. I would even have expected her to be a very powerful daemon if 

it were not that she is too old for her powers to awaken now.”

“Then we must hurry. SERVANT!” The Queen glanced towards the hall the servant left with, 
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but no one was there. “Must I do everything myself?!” I watched the screen as she reached to her 

left to pick up a long and elegant dagger. It was studded with rubies, emeralds, and diamonds, 

must have been pure silver, best to defend against werewolves with, and had the Queen’s symbol 

of Musketeers. She stood up slowly and carefully stepped down the stairs that led to her throne, 

moving towards the daemon.

I closed my eyes to ignore the screen, knowing any second, she could stab me. Summoning, 

all the power I had in my control, I tried spreading it out to force the daemon out.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Bright light forced my eyes open, which gave me just enough time to see the Queen raising 

her arm to stab me. I swirled to the side, and in a sort of dance, slid behind her, grabbing her 

hand and capturing them behind her back. I took the dagger out of her hands and quickly 

stabbed her in the heart.

The room fell silent. It was not expected that I would return, I know, but when no one 

rushed to attack me, I was confused.

“She-SHE HAS WHITE EYES! AN ANGEL! RUN!” A servant shrieked as they dropped the 

glass platter which clattered to the floor, while the nobles sprinted down the hallways. I glanced 

over my shoulders to see large, beautiful wings unfold on my back.

Suddenly the windows shattered to the ground and a wind swirled inside the room until I 

was staring face to face with Daemon Leon. He was wearing a pitch black robe and had black 

eyes and horns.

“I’ve defeated many angels in my days, and you will not be the last.” Leon growled at me.

“I’ve already defeated you once, and I have more power than you. I knew the queen was dumb, 

but to call upon a daemon instead of an angel..” I said, attempting to provoke him.
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Leon roared and launched towards me, unfolding his scarred wings and baring his fangs. I 

ducked under him and spun around on the ground, knocking his legs out from under him.

“YOU WILL DIE TODAY!” Leon rolled backwards into a standing position again and pulled 

out a staff, preparing to attack again. Before he could, I turned around, running at the wall to get 

height, using my wings to speed myself up. Leon saw what was coming miles away and leapt off 

the ground to meet me midair.

A loud cracking sound filled the air. Leon’s staff broke in the impact and while he stared at 

the wreck, I aimed the dagger and threw it.

Paige - Monacan High  School



Swan Dive
9th Grade Fiction

2nd Place
James River
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Wind-driven rain splashed against my windshield blotting out my view of the stormy 

coastline. As the rain vigorously pelted against the glass, I reached for the windshield wiper 

controls only to remember that they had never been properly installed due to my lack of 

knowledge surrounding cars. 

I slowed the car down and tried to look out of the window but I couldn't see more 

than ten feet ahead of me. As I put my hand to my face to shield my eyes from the rain I felt 

the car start to swerve. The blood drained from my face as my head grew light. I tried to 

move my foot to the brake but terror controlled my movements. My foot reached a pedal 

and I slammed my foot down. 

The next thing I remember was the shards of wooden railing shattering my 

windshield leaving spider web cracks to fill my vision. For a brief second, I hovered in the 

air before I was pulled into the jet black water. Before I had any time to react, a stream of 

piercingly cold water flowed through my open window. 

I pushed against the car door but the force of water on the other side kept it from 

opening. As I pushed my weight against the door, I noticed that the car was now completely 

submerged in the murky water. I grabbed onto the seal of the window and pulled my upper 

body into the water. The saltwater stung my eyes and clouded my vision as I waved my 

arms. I opened my mouth in a pantomime of a scream and saltwater filled my lungs. 

My hand landed on a smooth large object. I noticed the glint of an eye through my 

tears. The creature moved along my arm and my hand rested on a fin. As soon as my fingers 

had a firm grip, I felt my body being pulled upward. As soon as my head broke the surface, I 

gasped for air. 

My throat burned as I coughed up the salt water I had ingested. A smooth grey head 

broke the water's surface next to me. Tears streamed down my face as goosebumps 

appeared on my arms from the cool air touching my skin. 

I noticed the light of a fishing boat and heard people talking onboard. Unable to 

speak,  I waved my arms wildly trying to get the attention of the people on the boat while 

still trying to tread water. The rumble of a boat motor became audible over the sound of 

water lapping against my ears. 

Lorelei Wall
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As I was pulled onto the boat, I heard a shrill whine. I turned my head expecting to stare 

into ink black water but instead I was presented with the smooth grey head of a dolphin. I 

stroked it’s head with my shivering hands and internally praised it for saving my life. As I 

allowed the frigid rain to sting my face I reflected on how a simple creature had moved the line 

between life and death.

Abigail  - Thomas Dale High School



Him
9th Grade Fiction
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James River
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I wake up in the middle of an unfamiliar wooded area with a headache. “Where the 

hell am I?”

 I stand up and feel a stinging pain in my left leg. I sit back down on the ground and 

clutch my leg in pain. While clutching my leg, I feel something. 

“A bandage?” I look down at my leg and  notice a bandage wrapped around my leg. I 

assume it was white, but it was soaked in so much blood that it was stained red. “Why can’t 

I remember what happened to me?”

 I stayed seated on the ground for about 5 minutes trying to remember anything, but 

the only thing I do remember was waking up in my bed and hearing my phone blowing up 

with notifications. 

“My phone!” I go into my back pockets and look for my phone. I find my phone in one 

of the pockets, but the screen is smashed. 

“Damn it!” Out of a fit of rage, I throw the phone. “Okay, calm down Katie. Let’s figure 

out how to get out of here.” 

I try to stand up again, and gladly, I don’t feel as much pain in my leg. I stretch my 

arms out and look around trying to find some kind of exit. While my eyes were gazing at the 

woods, I noticed something shining in the grass a few meters away. 

“Hm?” I walked towards the glimmering object and picked it up. “A pocket knife?” 

I examine the knife. It had detailed carvings of hearts and the initials JWR. 

“Wait. I know this pocket knife.” I start to feel my palms get sweaty at the thought of 

the owner of this pocket knife being near. “I gotta get outta here.” 

Rebecca Robison
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 I put the knife in my pants pocket and started walking away, but I heard leaves crunching 

behind me. I stand still. The leaves keep crunching until they stop right behind me.

“You have something of mine.” It was him. His voice was raspy and seemed to be out of 

breath. Has he been looking for me? Out of fear, I started bolting in the opposite direction of him. 

I was usually a pretty fast runner, but because of whatever injury was on my leg, I was slowed 

down. 

I kept running until the sun set and the woods turned into the setting of a horror movie. I 

sat down on a log to catch my breath. 

“Okay Katie. He’s probably gone.” I stand up once again and start looking around to see if 

there was any exit. “Come on. I need to find some way out.” 

I strain my eyes to try to see anything that could possibly help me. Suddenly I see 

something moving towards me at a medium pace.

 “Is that a flashlight?” I strain my eyes even more and I start to see a silhouette of a person. 

“Hello?” I walk towards the silhouette flailing my arms. “Please help me!” 

Suddenly, the silhouette stops. 

I cock my head in confusion. Then out of nowhere, I see the light from the flashlight 

heading toward me. 

“Ah!” I duck just in time to avoid getting a flashlight to the head. Then I realized.

 “No.” 

It was him again. In complete darkness, I heard rapid footsteps coming towards me. I 

swiftly turn around and start blindly running in the dark. 

“Katieeeee. Don’t run from meeee.” I turned around for just a second, to try to see where 
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he was, but as I was trying to see him, I rammed my head into a tree. The tree made me stop 

immediately and I fell on my butt. 

“Finally.” He grabs my hand and pulls me onto my feet. 

“No. No. NO!” I started screaming, but I heard a big bang sound and felt what I could only 

describe as a stinging feeling in my leg. 

“Now that will shut you up.” 

He kept dragging me. I didn’t fight anymore. It was over. This was how I was going to die. I 

was going to die at the hands of this man. 

Vinnie - Clover Hill High School
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Honorable Mention

Meadowbrook
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This is the story of  four childhood friends’ adventure just to get time back to normal. 

At this moment you may be wondering who is telling this story? Well, you will have to wait 

to the end to find the answer to that question. To begin we need to talk about the characters. 

There's Bright the amazing non binary kid, there's Kayla, Nathan, and then there is Sam. 

Now where these four kiddos live it's not like where you may be from. Where they live 

everyone has powers. But it wasn't always like this. On March 12, 2004 the unthinkable 

happened to a little town called Yorkstown. That’s where Bright, Kayla, Nathan, and Sam are 

from. In a laboratory 15 minutes away from town they had an explosion letting out acidic 

smoke into the air giving people powers or DEATH. Now the  population only contained kids 

and adults to the age of 25. To this day no one knows why only people under the age of 25 

survived this crisis. Now why is this important information? Well on that day Bright, Kayla, 

Sam, and Nathan were born only 10 minutes before the explosion happened. All of their 

parents were over the age of 25, leaving all of them orphans. Crazy, right? IK. Now that we 

have some backstory we can finally get into the actual plot of this story. 

“Wake up” screamed Bright. “It's finally only 24 hours till I turn 17. Come on guys 

WAKE UP!” 

Kayla jumps up and throws a pillow passionately at Bright’s head. “Shut up! It’s only 

eight in the morning. Let us sleep 10 more minutes,” mumbles Kayla.

“WHAT? Come on guys we have to go NOW. My birthday party’s tomorrow,”  Bright 

said with a huge smile on their face. “So come on! We need to get new outfits. I think I want 

a sick pants suit but instead of pants they'll be....SHORTS!” said Bright. 

Aniyah Overton
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“SHUT UP!” yelled Nathan, Sam and Kayla. 

“FINE I'll give you 10 more minutes and 10 minutes only. Okay your ten minutes are u-” 

said Bright but she realized they were already up and dressed. “Well that was fast,” said Bright. 

“We are going to the mall to get new outfits for my birthday party tomorrow” said Bright, “so 

come on. Sam can you teleport us there pleeeeease?” 

“Fine, I guess. Come on bring it in,” said Sam while they all came in for a hug. By the way 

his powers can teleport him and anyone he is touching at the time to anywhere he is thinking of 

at the time. 

“Ouch !! My ears always pop when we teleport” said Kayla. 

“Okay what store should we go in? You know my powers only last 15 minutes so we have to 

be fast, okay?” said Bright.  

“Uhm let’s go to Jackie’s. I think I saw a pants suit you may like there” said Nathan. 

“Okay Sam you got the timer?” asked Bright.  

“Check.” 

“You got the bags Kayla?”asked Bright. 

“Yurp I think we're good to go” said Kayla. 

“Alright let's do this” said Bright as they all came in for a hug. By the way Bright has the 

power to freeze time for the course of 15 minutes. In those 15 minutes she and anyone she is 

touching are the only people not frozen in time so they can basically do anything they want.  

“And we are set guys. Everything is now free” said Bright jokingly. They rush into the store. They 

grab hats, dresses, shoes,  jewelry and anything they wanted they grabbed. 

“Hey Bright! This is the suit I was talking about,” says Nathan as he points to a baby blue 

glittery pants suit with shorts just like Bright wanted.  “Oh..My..G.O.D....THIS IS PERFECT!” they 

all said excitedly as they stuffed it in their bag.  
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“How much more time do we have Sam?” asked Kayla 

“About 10 more minutes so we should start to wrap it up.” 

“Okay got ya. DID Y'ALL HEAR THAT WE HAVE 10 MORE MINUTES?!” said Kayla  “Okay do 

y’all have everything that y'all want?” 

“Yup I got this cute pink dress with this cardigan and pink sneakers.” 

“Yeah we didn't ask...how much more time do we have Sam?” said Bright jokingly. 

“Hey rude much?” said Kayla as she punched Bright in the arm playfully. 

“SAM! How much more time do we have?” 

“Uhm guys you may want to see this” said Sam nervously. 

“What is it?” asked Nathan. 

“Shouldn’t time have started back already?” asked Kayla. 

“Yeah it felt longer than normal” said Nathan as they all rushed over to Sam. 

“I've been counting how long since the timer ended and it's been about 10 minutes. I don’t 

think this is normal. This has never happened before” said Sam 

“And you are just now telling us this Sam?” said Nathan.

“My bad Nathan. I was trying to count how long we have been STUCK IN TIME!” said Sam 

sarcastically. 

“Okay guys, calm down. Bright probably knows what to do....right, Bright?” asked Kayla.

“Ummmm no. I’m kinda freaking out,” said Bright in a shaky voice. 

“Oh BROTHER! What are we going to do now?” said Nathan. 

“Do y'all remember last year when Ray froze the whole town and refused to unfreeze it 

and the only way to unfreeze the town was to kill the source meaning. you know, killing Ray?” 

said Bright.
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“Shut up Bright! We are not going to kill you just to start time back up. There has to be 

another way,” said Sam.

“But what if there's not?  I'm willing to do that for you guys,” said Bright.

 “Listen we are going to find a way to start time back up without killing anyone, okay? Let's 

just take a breather everyone,” said Kayla.

“We all know there is no other way... it’s okay. Let's just spend the rest of the day 

together...and when time starts back up I want y'all to celebrate. Don't be sad. Celebrate my 

birthday.  Don't be some bummers walking around all sad, okay?”said Bright before being cut off 

by Sam. 

“NO! There has to be another way. We cannot just let you die!” said Sam. 

“Guys there is no other way.  I want you guys to live your lives on. And if that means 

without me then so be it. I love y’all so plz don’t stop me. I'll do anything for y'all. Even die. You 

guys are like family to me, the only family that I know, so I would die for y’all with no regrets. 

Who knows? Maybe you will find a way to bring me back one day. But until then this is the only 

way to get time started back up,” said Bright as they all wiped the tears from their eyes. “It’s okay 

guys. You'll be okay. I'll always be with you in your heart...just don't forget me,” said Bright.

“NEVER! We'll never forget you” said Nathan, pulling Bright in for a hug, with Kayla and 

Sam following in for a group hug. Their last memories were with Bright at the end of the day, the 

time they were all dreading more and more. But time didn't go by. They even celebrated Bright’s 

last birthday and said their last goodbyes as they hugged each other for the last time and cried. 

“Don't say goodbye,” said Bright. “Just say ‘see you later,’ okay? I'll see you guys in another 

life. Now walk away. I love you guys.” Bright watched Kayla, Sam and Nathan walk away for the 

last time. Shortly after Kayla, Nathan and Sam walked away they sat in a park where they saw 

life going on again...kids playing, people laughing, talking and living life like nothing ever 

happened. But Kayla, Sam and Nathan knew it would never be the same without ME.
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“The forest held her darkest secrets, her lost dreams, and her unloving past.”

Tara could barely grasp the hidden memories in her brain from her life before. She 

remembers Mama stirring dry rice on the cracked pot on the stove, always complaining 

about tracking mud on the yellowing floor and the dirt that seemed to always find a place 

on Tara’s perfect skin. 

It started when her oldest brother, who’s name had been long forgotten, didn’t come 

home from town one evening, and then the next evening, and the next, and the next. Tara 

kept asking Mama where he went, but she always told her he would come back. Once the 

leaves fell and the grounds froze over Mama got word of a boy frozen to death and she felt 

her heart freeze over and shatter into a thousand pieces as if it was dropped onto the hard 

tile. Tara’s mother couldn’t stand staying in the shack they called home, so one day she did 

not return from the store. For weeks Tara waited on the slanted steps waiting for her to 

walk down the dirt path, but she never did. 

Years ago, a memory Tara can barely recall, she was outside dragging sticks in the 

muddy earth near the woods of the towering trees placed so close together it looked like 

night time. Suddenly, Tara thought she could hear the leaves blowing in the wind calling her 

name. It sounded like the trees were delicately whispering her name through the spring air. 

Tara was entranced by the whistling wind and her bare feet carried her to the soft soil 

resting under the mysterious trees and her bushy brown hair disappeared in the dense 

wood. From the outside the forest appeared dark and frightening, but once Tara stepped 

Mia Thornhill
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When her mother and brother were gone for good Tara heard the same whistling wind 

calling her name to the thick forest as she went to pick apples from the large tree nearby. Her 

weathered and tired feet carried her yet again to the damp soil and towering trees, and this time, 

instead of hearing Mama call for her and turning back, she kept walking. For hours Tara walked 

through the darkening forest taking in the sounds of birds in the high leaves and crickets dancing 

around her feet. When she grew tired and the light began to slip away she felt something tugging 

at her to keep going, so she did until she came across an old bridge swinging above a bog. 

Without a second thought Tara walked across the weathered planks of wood and she entered a 

place she could only dream of. 

The small town always wondered what had happened to the girl living in the shack down 

the dirt path. It seemed as though she had vanished, which she had. She was gone and no one 

cared to look for her. While the small minded people shared exaggerated stories explaining her 

disappearance, Tara learned the stories the forest held. The different shades of green on the trees 

taught Tara the secrets the worn roots held. The insects residing in the soft grass provided a soft 

hum, and the colorful birds above sang sweet songs. She left her past life behind. Tara had found 

the place her heart always ached to be. 
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"Dinner is served, my brothers!" Yellow Bird smiled as he placed the large covered 

platter onto the log table of the dining hall. 

"How wonderful! The Gods shall ever be pleased with our feastings," responded Blue 

Bird, who began to light one of the five candles that lined the center of the table. Green Bird 

laughed happily, clapping his large feathered wings in excitement. He was the largest of the 

Birds, standing at 9'2, resembling a forest tree. 

Orange Bird pondered his brother's acts and who the Gods were. He was the youngest 

of the Birds, only a handful of hundred years old. He watched as Blue Bird continued 

lighting the candles along the feasting table. Yellow Bird set plates in front of each of their 

seats, signaling that it was soon time to say the prayers of the Gods. Orange Bird sat in his 

seat at the side of the table, the ends being reserved for the eldest of the brothers. 

He waited patiently as Yellow Bird and Blue Bird spoke back and forth, their words 

becoming mere murmurs of background. Orange Bird simply didn't understand this 

practice, or any of them for that matter. Why were they eating such a large piece of game in 

honor of the Gods? How did it benefit them, what difference could it make? 

When Blue Bird finished lighting the candles, he took his seat across from Orange 

Bird. He gave a watchful eye to his younger brother, sensing some form of doubt in his 

mind. As Yellow Bird placed himself into his spot at the opposite end of the table to Green 

Bird, it was a silent announcement that the ritual would be commencing. 

Orange Bird snapped out of his internal thoughts as Green Bird made a loud rumble 

from his throat. As the eldest, it was his honor to officially begin the feast. Orange Bird 

Michael Thomas
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knew that Green Bird didn't speak, he only made primal noises and sometimes squawks, similar 

to how books wrote the noises of their ancestors. Yellow Bird once quietly told him that it was 

because Green Bird experienced unbeknownst horrors in his youth, things no individual should 

face. Green Bird’s rumbling ceased, proving that yes; it was time. Yellow Bird nodded with his 

eyes closed, before opening them slowly and starting to speak. 

"Brothers, it is time for the Wintertides feastings. We are ever grateful to be celebrating this 

lunar breadth, as the last Midsummer's moon was torrid and unforgiving." Yellow Bird continued 

on, speaking of the seasons shifting and how the banquet was important so that the Gods would 

treat them well in the coming months. Orange Bird was not paying any mind to his brother's 

monologue, it was a passage he heard many times during the past lunar cycles. Instead, he was 

again questioning their customs and how often they partook in them. His flock performed 

multiple ceremonies throughout the five seasons, but none of which compared to the Wintertides 

feast.

As Yellow Bird carried on with his disquisition, Orange Bird’s unease began to rise. His 

thoughts contended with what they were about to do, what lay under the large covered platter in 

front of him. He could see Green Bird and Orange Bird in his peripheral vision, they nodded 

every few moments in silent agreement to Yellow Birds testimonies.

Eventually, Yellow Bird closed his ceremonial harangue, and silence overtook the expanse 

of the dining quarters. Minutes passed before Orange Bird realized he was under the gaze of his 

brothers, being watched expectantly. Green Bird growled something low and unnerving, causing 

Yellow Birds stare to sharpen. Blue Bird shifted in an uncomfortable manor, head bowing slightly 

as he locked eyes with Orange Bird. There was a substance in his brother's eyes that spoke an 



Trail of Birds 3

implicit message, do not go forward with your thoughts.

“Is there something you wish to tell us?” Yellow Bird said harshly, his disapproving tone 

seeping through his voice. Orange Bird was aware of his thoughts, how there is an unwritten rule 

about challenging the creed of the Gods. When he was young and unknowing of the way their 

world worked, Blue Bird informed him of this statute. Since that day, Orange Bird never uttered a 

word of query to his brothers. But he could no longer sit submissively and follow the way his 

brothers led their life, the undoubtable evil of their actions was steadily consuming him.

Their home was hushed, and nothing but the murmur of the snow fallen tree branches 

could be heard. Orange Bird remained the center of conflict, still being surveyed by his kin. 

Until he spoke,

“Why must we eat the humans?”

Melanie - Manchester High School
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Mist settles against my skin, forming frozen teardrops that rest delicately on the highs 

of my cheekbones. Fog conceals the world around me; a place desolated,

deserted of any other life for as long as I have sat here. With every breath, my lungs burn 

from bitter air that seeps through my pores to infiltrate my very core. The Wind ruffles my 

hair like a mother's tender touch. My only comfort here is a companion that presents no 

empathy. Pathetic, yes, but I have come to rely so heavily on their presence that I can now 

no longer deny their comfort. 

There is nobody to bother me here. Speaking becomes meaningless when all you have 

is the Wind and eternity. Here, I’m surrounded by only the whispers of my own bodily 

functions and the gentle breeze of my apathetic friend. Dissociation, distancing myself from 

this eternal bleak reality, has left my intuition low. 

I have let myself become vulnerable. 

My body is weak, muscles eaten away by time. I am hardly even able to keep my own 

head on my shoulders anymore. I sit quietly, spending forever alone is incredibly 

mind-numbing.  A clear film blurs my vision as I stare into the nothingness. The Wind burns 

my eyes, making them water slightly, but I do not blink. I don't have any source of 

entertainment, so to keep myself interested, I, every so often, chose something to deprive 

myself of just to see how long I can go without it. The pain and irritation reminds me that I 

am alive.

I was, at first, oblivious to the intruder creeping, keeping just out of my line of sight as 

they cautiously stepped closer. They pause and sit just behind me, far enough that I am still 

unable to see them. As more time passes, with the sun's warmth just starting to peek 

 

Estebana Finley-Brook



Veil of Peonies 2

through the fog, they start to inch closer. 

My blood runs cold with fear as I notice their presence. My heart starts to ram against my 

ribcage in alarm like an angry child slamming their tiny fists on the floor in unbridled rage. I may 

have lost that innocence that children possess centuries ago, but the feeling of fear and the rush 

of adrenaline is eternal I guess. 

Puffs of warm air desperately escape through my numb lips. The breath holds no sound, 

but the feeling of moving air against my chapped lips comforts the beating of my chest. I try to 

rouse myself but only my eyes flit around in distress. 

I suddenly feel a warm breath whisper over the hairs on my neck. I let out a silent scream 

as fire alights my once frozen nerves when a warm body engulfs my own in a seemingly sweet 

embrace. It's the first touch I’ve experienced in a very long time. The soft caress of nimble fingers 

stroke from my collar bone to my cheek before patting the flesh there gently. The touch leaves a 

trail of fire across my skin. I want to let the touch melt me away, but I hear the Wind softly 

whisper a warning into the shell of my ear, leaving the hairs on my lobe raised in unease. 

I know the end is near. The world is grey and I am too numb to even think to fight back. 

While I’m not quite sure if I’m fully ready to go, it is not in my hands anymore. The person's grasp 

is rough against the bones of my sternum. Harsh in their movement, they grope until their hold is 

strong enough to bruise. I feel my breath hitch in my chest, my lungs refusing to exhale in their 

fear. There is silence… Until finally, they move. I see them out of the corner of my eye wind up 

and prepare before swinging towards my head.  I feel an impact to my temple and then the world 

I have known for so long fades to black.  
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11th Grade Fiction

2nd Place
James River
High School

She drifted... weightless. Her propped head was empty, only static existing behind her 

eyelids. Fog billowed over her seemingly lifeless body, curling around her supine form not 

unlike a cat's tail. Her silver locks floated delicately around her sweet face, swaying and 

tossing gently to an invisible force. 

I hesitated to interrupt her pleasant rest, but I knew her plush blue-tinted lips held 

secrets. Unfortunately, they were secrets I desperately needed to know.

I had been warned by others of her volatile, even aggressive, outbursts, but seeing her 

lie so sweet with my own eyes, I could hardly believe the tales. She looked as harmless as a 

dandelion. 

I, guarded and cautious, creeped closer until I was standing next to her floating body. 

Even so close, she looked like a doll, poreless and ashy-grey toned.

 I softly rested the tips of my fingers over the veins of her wrist. She was cold to the 

touch. It was almost as if I could feel frost climb up the ends of my fingers until they met the 

damp warmth of my palm. 

My clammy hands were undeniable proof that I was a bit nervous. This was not my 

first rodeo when it came to violent ethereal beings that I had been ordered to retrieve 

something from. But this was the first time they had been this pretty… this meek. 

I was unsure to say the least.  

The plan was pretty simple. Or at least more simple than other operations I had been 

involved in. They told me that all I needed to do was wake her and just convince her to tell 

me the information I needed to know. Easy Peasy… Right?  

Estebana Finley-Brook
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I took in a quick breath to calm the tremble in my hands and knees before kneeling down 

and pressing a quick soft kiss to the slope of her forehead. 

I waited a couple of seconds… nothing happened. Not even a quiver of a finger. Not even a 

small sound to break the silence surrounding me.  

Had I done something wrong? They had said it was as easy as a quick kiss. Perhaps I had to 

be a bit bolder to get her attention. Steeling myself, I leaned over once more. Gently cupping the 

side of her face, I pressed my warm lips against her freezing ones. I held still… 1… 2… 3.

I released my grasp on her face and stepped away, observing her for any movement while 

doing so. The silence was suffocating. Why wasn’t it working? I already felt pretty uncomfortable 

kissing her without her knowledge and I didn’t really want to experiment much more. 

I pulled out my phone that had been tucked away in my travel bag and tried to ring the 

higher ups for some advice, but the call refused to go through. I pulled the phone away from my 

ear and tried again only to have it seemingly die. I firmly pressed the home button, but the black 

screen did not fade. 

“Oh my. What do we have here? Did you come to visit me, love?” A silky high pitched voice 

crooned from behind. 

I stiffened before slowly turning around.

If she was pretty while sleeping, she was untouchable while awake. Large round innocent 

doe eyes stare back at me, with coal-dark lashes that brushed her cheek with every slow blink. 

They were captivating. It was like the only feature I could see were her depthless eyes. 

My stillness must have been humorous to her as she smiled in a way that skewed her  

demure appearance. 

“Quite gentle you are, hmmm? Most others have been much bolder with their ways of 

getting my attention. Hesitant are you? Is it because you fear me or are you just shy? 
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Nervous by her sudden attention, I stuttered out, “Oh! Ummmm… well no. I’m mean… I 

guess. I was just a bit unsure how far I had to go. The guide they gave me was not as clear as I had 

hoped and I didn’t want to cross any lines, you know… Ha ha?” I laughed awkwardly. 

“You should not have worried so much, young one. At the age I am with the years I have 

lived, I do not have many boundaries that you would be the first to cross.”

Her smile widened more.

“So far away are you? Won’t you step a bit closer? This distance between us makes it hard 

for me to hear you properly. I am quite old you see, and though I may look young, my hearing is 

not what it used to be”

I hesitated for a second, shifting my weight foot to foot as I considered whether I should. 

Best not to anger her so soon I suppose. 

Trying to seem sure of myself, I made direct eye contact and confidently walked until I was 

situated in front of her. 

“See, Isn't that better? Now I can see you so much clearer. Cute aren’t you?”

“Oh… Uh…  “ My eyes shifted around the area, uncomfortable with the comment. All 

confidence abandoning me. Why am I so unsure around her? It was like her otherworld presence 

turned me into a little lamb the closer I got. 

I shook my head a little to remind myself what I had come for. The fog that had clouded my 

sight disappeared momentarily as I looked back at her. Her smile looked a bit sharper than a 

moment ago. Had the area surrounding us always been that dark? Why did her nails look so 

much more like claws all of sudden? 

Quickly, the fog returned and my worries settled back down.

She raised her eyebrows and tilted her head before speaking again in that soft manner of 

hers, “Oh dear. I lost you for a moment there. Are you alright?”



Not So Sweet 4

I gathered my courage, straightened my shoulders, and tried my best to speak with 

conviction.

 “Oh. Yes. I am fine. I just got a bit lost in thought. I am here for an important reason you 

see. I need a little information from you. I’m sure you know what about.” 

“Ah. What a shame. No one ever visits me for fun things any more…” She pouted.

“I do know what you speak of, or course. But why should I tell you? Many others have 

visited me for the same ‘important information” and could not get it out of me. Why are you any 

different?” 

“Oh. Well…?” I hesitated, trying to form a response. 

She interrupted me with a wave of her hand and a sigh.

“As sweet as you are, I have grown quite tired of people like you bothering me. As much as 

I would love to tell you and finally end this incessant monthly interrogation, I quite literally can 

not give what you want. I keep trying to tell them so. Every month when one of their little 

sacrifices visits me, I use them as an example as to why they should give up. Yet, they continue to 

send more. I’m not sure what procedure I have to take for them to finally take a hint. 

Unfortunately, here you are. It is very much a shame cause I quite like you. But what needs to be 

done is simply out of my control. If I don’t kill you, they will send you again thinking I might have 

a soft spot for you. If I do, maybe they’ll finally stop. Probably not. But even so, I must try. Right?” 

Her movement towards me was slow, steps delicate, silent with her soles never touching 

the ground. I could not take my eyes away from her ghostly frame. My body was frozen, 

vulnerable. I knew my fate had already been decided, nothing I could do would change the 

course that she had in mind. I would die in her arms just like all of the others before me. Another 

little lamb sent as a sacrifice for the wolf to feed. My arms twitched trying to defend, cover, 

attack, do anything but stay still at my side. My eyes darted back and forth in my skull trying to 

look for a way out. 
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The dark that I was oblivious to before had crept closer and had reached my still self. I 

could see nothing but her. Her now glowing figure beaming into the darkness. Her canines had 

punctured her sweet lips in excitement. She was practically drooling. 

The flesh of my cheeks ached from my unconscious nervous nibbling. Wine dark blood 

trickled out through the gap between my lips created by my panting. Slow in its movement, the 

blood stained the corners on my lips creating the illusion of an elongated mouth. Sweat beaded 

down my forehead as I trembled. I willingly had walked into her trap and now I was just waiting 

for her to end my life. 

She, now standing in front of me eye to eye, took my face in between her hands and smiled 

at me sweetly, mouth full of barbed wire teeth. 

“What a shame. What a shame. You're so pretty I almost want to keep you. Your bones 

surely will not be as pretty without your flesh to decorate them.” She whispered, pulling my face 

closer.  

She huffs a breath that caresses the planes of my face before whispering to my lips. “I guess 

this is where I must say goodbye or at least a new hello. Your body will die here, of course. But 

worry not, you will stay with me until I also breathe my last breath. You will watch as mortals 

just like you succumb to the same fate. Just like all of the others. Warn them you may try, but no 

one will hear your screams. This is the end I’m afraid. I hope you taste as sweet as you look, 

hmm?”

Her grasp on my cheeks loosen, her hands migrate until she’s clutching my throat, her nails 

piercing, with no resistance, into the flesh. With my final breath escaping my lips, her teeth sink 

into my jaw. 

There is only pain in my last seconds. And then, there is nothing.   
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It wasn’t as if they’d known each other for an incredibly long time. It wasn’t as if they 

knew everything about each other, no one could really ever know a person completely. 

Right?

He sat on the roof, his legs hanging over the edge. The wind rustled his hair, sending his 

body into shivers.

The footsteps that approached him weren’t a surprise. He’d torn out of that apartment as 

fast as he could. It was suffocating him. He had to get out. Of course, the first place he went 

was the one place he’d been avoiding for weeks now.

“Don’t slip,” Opal said, sitting next to him. “I don’t think anyone could handle it if you 

were gone too.”

He huffed. Who cared if they couldn’t handle it? All he knew was that he couldn’t handle 

that she was gone. After months of trying to stop whatever she believed was coming, they’d 

succeeded just in time to see her fall. Fall away from him. From everything they’d built.

He blinked rapidly, refusing to cry. He’d done too much of that lately. He couldn’t, 

especially in front of Opal, who he knew was hurting almost as much as him.

“Do you miss her?” Her eyes were glued on the horizon, watching the sunset.

What kind of question was that? Of course he did. Why else would he be up here? Why 

else would he have snapped at the slightest smell of cinnamon?

However, he couldn’t bring himself to be angry. Not anymore. “All the time.”

Opal was quiet for a moment. “Me, too.”

It wasn’t a comfort, knowing someone else was suffering like him, especially when it was 

Opal. She didn’t deserve this. Neither did Olivia.

Kristen Johnson
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He wiped his eyes, trying to keep the moisture in them at bay. “There had to be another way.”

“You know there wasn’t.”

But there had to be. He’d been over the situation a million times in his head. He could have 

done something different, said something else, helped in some other way in order to save her. If 

he could just figure out what that was…if he could just think of it….

“What would it do if there was another way?” Opal questioned, apparently reading his mind. 

“It would just make you feel worse for not figuring that out in the moment. And who knows? 

Maybe your other way would have ended up with you dying instead.”

He cringed at her wording. “Better me than her.”

Opal grabbed his hand, holding on tight to it. “Look at me, Jay. Look at me.”

Reluctantly, his head lifted.

“Olivia knew what she was doing. Don’t dishonor her memory by blaming yourself. She 

wouldn’t want it.”

She was right. Opal always was, and he hated it. For once, why couldn’t something have been 

easy? His whole life he’d been fighting and losing and fighting and losing. He wanted to win. He 

wanted to be happy, but there was no way he could be now, not without her. There was barely a 

way he could breathe without her.

“Look, Jay,” Opal continued, “my sister made plenty of dumb decisions and plenty choices she 

regretted, but I know this wasn’t one of them. If she were here, she would tell you that she would 

do it again and again, no matter what.”

“That doesn’t change the fact that I would, too.” His voice was small, his eyes closed. “I wish I’d 

been quick enough.”

She squeezed his hand. “You’ll see her one day, Jay. You will.”

He held back a scoff. He hoped Opal was right about this, about yet another thing. If she 

wasn’t, well, then he wouldn’t be breathing then anyway.
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It was dark out, and you could see the twinkling stars. Chong breathed, his breath 

steaming out. He looked back down at the white and red battlefield of three days, hearing 

gunshots and screaming, with bursts of light sporadically appearing. He looked at the gun in 

his hands, only knowing how to reload, aim, shoot, and clean it. He lifts his gun, aims down 

the sights, and starts to shoot in the general direction of the incoming army. He doesn’t 

know how many he hit, or how long he’s been shooting. All he does is shoots, then reloads. 

He does perceive people around him falling, whether from a wound, hypothermia, or just 

sheer exhaustion; he does not know. Finally, the CPVF Ninth Army Group starts to pull back, 

while his division is ordered the same. As the rose-red fingers of dawn start to appear, he 

goes to his tent, where he washes up, and promptly falls asleep on his cot. 

Later that afternoon, Chong asked his captain, Lt. Gary Stevens, in his broken English, 

what to do. He told him to pack only the essentials, then burn everything else.

“Go and help pack up with the artillery afterwards,” the lieutenant added. A few 

hours later, everything was packed and ready to go. The dead were buried in the frozen 

ground, and the heavily wounded were put out of their misery. The jeeps started to move 

down the pass and the troops with them. 

After a day of plodding along the path, they finally reached Hagaru-Ri on December 

2nd. Chong’s division regrouped then set up their gear for a night of cold, restless sleep. The 

next morning, the sky was grey; you could see your breath. The buzz of activity and hurried 

speaking put tension in the air. Chong received his rations and hurried to help with what he 

could. 

“Sir! What should I help?” he asked the lieutenant.

Joshua Kim
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“Go help load the injured on to the plane,” he replied gruffly, then hurried off. Chong 

slightly paled, yet went anyway. He walked to the planes, already smelling the smell of death and 

seeing the red badge of courage. Chong started to assist in moving those on cots. The whole time, 

he didn’t face any of the wounded, knowing that he could have been one of them or worse. 

Another three days passed by with Chong helping the injured, still smelling death and only 

occasionally glancing at them.

The next morning, they marched at a grueling pace 18 kilometers south, towards Kot’o-ri. 

The army reached Kot’o-ri in midafternoon. 

“We will stay here for the night, then move in the morning, so get some rest!” shouted the 

lieutenant. As the division dispersed, Chong quickly scrounged up what blankets he could find, 

found a group of people already sleeping, and promptly joined them. The next chilly morning, 

Chong and his division packed up and started to march. Not even an hour later, they were in the 

Funchilin Pass. Everything slowed down to crawl. The air was thick with tension, and many 

people’s sweat packs were freezing, leading to frostbite in their feet. They marched, often hearing 

gunshots and shouts of the rear guard fighting off the CPVF. Finally, after marching for a day, 

they could see the chasm and treadway bridge. As they marched closer and closer, they could see 

something was visibly wrong. 

“Lieutenant, where is bridge that is here?” asked Chong.

“I don’t know. My best guess? Those damn Chinese took it out,” he replied. “Let me ask the 

higher ups what we’re going to do, we’ll find a way.”

So they waited for hours, until the lieutenant came back bearing news. 
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“They’ll be airdropping a portable bridge over to us, so we’ll hopefully be out of here 

before Christmas.”

The hushed whispers were excited, each one wanting to go home, safe and sound. As they 

waited for a tell-tale sign of a plane overhead, the tension in the air was slowly, but surely, 

dissipating to lower levels. Chong was no different, imagining going home, and seeing all the 

cheers and the village girls swooning. Suddenly, a sound in the air was heard, and the sparse 

amount of people with binoculars reported a mass of black falling from the sky. Cheers were 

heard throughout the encampment. When the pieces had landed, the soldiers got to work 

immediately. Little by little, the bridge was completed, satisfaction reigning in the cold, night sky. 

As the army was traversing the bridge, screaming and loud gunshots were heard. The CPVF Ninth 

Army Group had launched an ambush!

“Get in formation, and resist the opposition!” snapped the lieutenant. Chong’s division 

quickly shook off their shock and quickly fell in line. The edge of the chasm was lit up, as though 

fireworks were being ignited by the dozens. They loaded their arms, aimed down the sights, and 

fired. Chong just sprayed and prayed at the mass of black swarming the bridge. As the rose-red 

fingers of dawn started to appear, the army slowly managed to fend off the CPVF. The bridge, 

though a bit bruised and battered, had survived. A rousing cheer spread throughout the 

battalions, and the army started to tread across the bridge once more. However, the battle was 

not won without any losses. Along with the casualties, the rear guard had to leave behind seven 

tanks due to lack of manpower. 

A few days later, on December 11th, 1950, the last of the Marine Corps that were deployed 

arrived. Chong, who had already reached Hungnam, shouted and cheered with the others. They 

loaded in the transport ships and were sped off back to South Korea, ready to go home.
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In the middle of the woods, there was a small town, blanketed in a crisp, white snow. A 

figure could be seen trudging toward the entrance, where kids were running around, and the 

adults chatting. When the figure’s features were visible, the people hushed. A middle aged couple 

ran forward, embracing the figure. Cheering and whooping was heard from the townspeople. 

While there was still strife and conflict across the Korean Peninsula, Chong was content.

Selena - LC Bird  High School



12th Grade

Elizabeth - Manchester High School



Una Familia Rota
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 There was a full moon high in the sky when Child Protective Services arrived at the home. 

     The house was a one-story, leaning more towards junky and tacky than cute and 

modest. Vines twisted around the broken mailbox and kept it together like glue. Instead of a 

paved driveway, gravel lay in its place with misshapen rocks that got stuck in your shoes. 

The lawn was untamed and weeds stuck out like cowlicks all over the front yard. The plants 

bordering the house were dead and bare and numerous cobwebs trapped within the 

windows could be seen from outside. The curtains were shut in every window, cutting the 

small family off from the world. 

     At the moment the CPS vehicle crunched on the gravel and came to an abrupt stop, 

the mother was sitting cross-legged in the kitchen, cigarette between her fingers and glazed 

eyes pinned at a stain on the wall.  The mother’s eyes were ringed with dark circles, 

contrasting with an unnaturally pale face. Her daughter, a little brown girl with dark, tight 

curls sat at her mom’s feet, tossing a half-empty pill bottle between her chubby hands. 

     Occasionally, she peered up at her mother and said, “Mama?” like a question, but 

never got a response. 

     She continued playing with the items on the floor around her. She knew now to avoid 

the shards of glass littered across the house, but she loved shaking the pill-bottles. The 

sound of their collision within the bottle was music to her ears in the deafening silence of 

her home. Despite these attempts to get even the slightest reaction from her mother, her 

mom remained motionless unless she was blowing smoke out of her mouth. 

Maria Clark



Una Familia Rota 2

Her daughter didn’t even cough from the smoke anymore. The only time her mother paid the 

slightest attention to her was when her daughter said comida or  agua. At these words, the single 

mom glided like a ghost to the kitchen and presented her daughter with either a glass of water or 

some food. 

     Even at four, the little girl realized this and said these words even when she wasn’t hambre 

or sedienta. Her hunger or thirst for her mother far outweighed that for food and water.  She 

wanted her mother’s eyes on her, but they never swayed from that spot on the wall.  Her 

daughter never stopped trying to get her attention, up until the last second. 

      Unbeknownst to the small family, the doorbell had already been rung multiple times. 

When CPS didn’t get a response, they broke in and started calling out, “Miss Villaneuva? Miss 

Villaneuva?” 

       The little girl looked up at her mom, who remained stone still. Her daughter sucked on her 

chubby fingers, eyes trained on the kitchen entrance. A woman in a pantsuit strode in, her eyes 

searching the room until they land on the child. The woman was tall, with hair slicked back in a 

low bun and bright red lipstick. She knelt down to the child’s level and smiled kindly. 

      “We’re gonna take you somewhere fun, okay?” she whispered to the girl, who scowled up 

at the stranger. 

         The little girl’s mom inhaled more smoke, as though she could drown out the pain of past 

and current events in her mind and ears. Like somehow the smoke would make it to her brain, or 

her heart, and fog up her already twisted version of reality. 
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 Elena began screeching and shaking the pill bottle violently, “NO! Mama, no!” Her mother 

didn’t look at her, or comfort her. She simply returned to staring at the wall, her glossy eyes wet 

with tears that would never fall. 

Kayleigh -
LC Bird  High School



The Boy
12th Grade Fiction
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James River
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She walks with precision on the balls of her feet, making sure to make not a sound in the 
desolate grocery store. The overhead lights ahead come to life with an eerie electric hum for 
only seconds at a time making her heart sink every few moments in fear. But not once does 
she let her fear be known. Behind her a young boy clings onto a beaten down jacket the 
young woman wears. His steps are small and soft, but not quiet enough to meet the young 
woman’s standards. Montana found the boy a few months back alone and abandoned in a 
car that hadn’t run in years, it had been claimed as a place to rest safely at night for the 
boy’s family. But when Montana had stumbled across the car the only remaining member of 
his family was his mother’s rotting corpse only ten steps away from the safety of the car. 
That was the only time the boy had ever spoken in the girl’s company. 

As Montana had opened the car door cautiously she found the boy no older than five 
shriveling away in hunger. Though his wrists and ankles had thinned his youthful face that 
was caked in dirt somehow remained round and soft, but was tear stricken. His curly hair 
was matted in knots and what appeared to be blood or mud, maybe both. She had 
wondered how long he had been alone, crying in silence. 

“Hello.” She spoke quietly for what had been the first time in days. Montana had never been 
good with children, in fact she had a strong distaste for them. But she knew she couldn’t 
close the door and just walk away, it would have eaten her up inside. 

The young boy immediately flung after Montana causing her to jump back in initial fear and 
discomfort. With her arms spread wide and face recoiling in distaste the boy wrapped his 
legs around her torso and his arms clung hard into the clothing on her back, like a koala 
clinging onto a tree branch. She was stuck. Immediate regret plagued her for seeking out 
the car. Instead of finding food or a rewarding pack of cigarettes she found another mouth 
to feed, and it was a child’s at that. 

“Do you have a family?” Montana asked in a hesitant tone. Against her neck the boy nodded 
his head yes filling Montana with relief. 

The boy released his tight grip around Montanas’s body and he dropped easily to his feet. 
He reached for the woman’s hand sending a wave of nervousness across Montana as she 
realized where the boy was leading her. A corpse she had avoided as she approached the 
car was now approaching at her feet. And she could do nothing else but watch in despair as 

Emma Moore
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the boy pointed to the dead woman that was flooded with ants and buzzing with flies that ate 
away at her dismembered and discoloured skin. The scariest feature of her body were her eyes 
that remained open even in death, they beamed an unnatural shade of neon blue. It was almost 
as if two flashlights were hidden in her skull behind her eye sockets illuminating them like a 
neon sign. It made Montana sick to her stomach. 

“Mommy.” He said. 

That was the first and last time she heard the boy speak. Which at first served as a benefit. 
Montana did not wish to take in a child at any point in her life, let alone one that never stopped 
talking or asking stupid questions. But the boy never rambled on as any typical annoying sticky 
child would, he never asked any questions or threw any sort of tantrum. Instead he would shake 
his head or nod, he would tug on her sleeves to gain her attention and he listened to her 
commands. As time went on she grew attached to the boy, and his silence grew to be more of an 
insult rather than a gift. 

She remembered back to a night spent around a pathetic fire under the dark sky of what seemed 
to be a million stars. From a distance Montana found preferable she watched as the boy swiped 
his across the dirt to create a flat canvas. The boy loved to draw. So much so that Montana had 
taken it upon herself to widdle a stick to resemble a crayon. Her soft spot for the child grew more 
and more everyday. But no matter what she did, no matter what joke she cracked or game 
Montana taught the boy to play he wouldn’t speak to her. He wouldn’t even tell her his name. 

Montana took a moment to glance behind her and check on the boy walking at her feet as they 
made it through the grocery store aisles. He always seemed to look so calm, he was brave. 
Montana resumed back to her scouring, looking carefully and moving slowly with precision and 
balance as she made it through the store. Just as the pair turned into their next aisle Montana 
instantly stopped in her tracks and extended her arm across the boy behind her. Frozen in fear. 
Her eyes met with a towering man standing at the opposite end of the aisle. Everything about the 
man was unnatural and bizarre. He wore clean formal wear and shiny leather shoes. His dark 
hair that contrasted greatly to his pale skin was slicked back leaving no imperfect fly away. There 
was no trace of the current state of the world on his person, no tear on his suit jacket or stain on 
his ironed slacks or weapon at his hip. But his eyes glowed an unnerving shade of neon blue. 
Montana couldn’t help but think about her boy’s mother, her corpse that had been paired with 
the same dead eyes. And just as she had months ago she grew sick with nausea. 

Her body froze in place, but trembled in fear. The man began to smile a large toothy grin. And 
with the blink of an eye the man closed the distance and appeared inches away from Montana’s 
face. The gust of wind that sent chills down Montana’s skin was the only thing that proved that 
the man had in fact moved rather teleported like it appeared he had. 
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Montana refused to look up at the man. Her vision that remained glued on his chest began to blur 
as her eyes grew glossy with tears she couldn’t hold back. In her throat it felt like she was 
swallowing shards of glass and sand as she tried her very best to keep in the screams of terror 
that were bubbling in her chest that felt as if it was on fire. 

Behind her she felt the boy detach from her back sending her into instant fight or flight. 

“No!” 

She screamed scrambling to turn around and bring her beautiful boy into her arms and never let 
him go. But, as she turned to where he stood just seconds before he was gone. Panic sent her into 
a fit of hollering and shrieks as the tears began to roll down her face as she turned and turned 
and turned searching frantically with no boy to be found. 

“NO NO NO NO!” She screamed at the top of her lungs as she fell onto the tiled floor of the 
abandoned grocery store, bringing her knees to her chest. 

Terror shot through her in the form of a jump as she felt a hand appear on her face. And with a 
motion that could be described as nothing other than complete rage and utter defeat she opened 
her eyes to find the man crouched down to her level and smiling that same odd toothy grin 
making Montana recoil in disgust. She looked the man head on, taking in his peculiar eyes and 
accepting her fate. He reached out and brushed Montana’s long brunette hair gently behind her 
ears as Montana began to quietly sob. His fingertips moved down her face as if he was 
memorizing her features, tracing down the bridge of her nose and wiping his thumb across her 
full pout. And all she could do is sit and stare. Shaking violently as if a fever had overcome her, 
snot bubbling out of her nose and her heart pounding so hard she could feel it’s beat in every cell 
within her skin. 

She blinked and for a moment her boy took his place. His soft chocolate eyes and dark curly hair 
she had worked so hard to untangle all those months ago sat in front of her. His small youthful 
hands holding onto Montana’s face where the man that was going to kill her had had his own 
hands placed seconds before. She blinked again and her boy’s gentle eyes were now blue. But not 
any normal blue. They were glowing like small orbs of beaming light and this made her scream 
yet again. She blinked once more and as she opened her eyes for the third time a sharp and 
excruciatingly painful stab was inflicted into her leg. She looked down to find the man holding a 
knife that was dripping with her own blood just as he sunk the knife deep into her upper thigh 
sending Montana into fits of blood curdling screams. He stabbed her again in the shoulder, then 
again in the chest a few times, and finally into the neck. Blood poured from the girl’s body onto 
the grocery store’s linoleum floors and as her lifeless body finally succumbed to death the man 
watched as her eyes opened. Revealing two beautiful orbs of luminous blue light.
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SEVENTEEN DAYS LATER

The man approached the grocery store with caution. Normally he wouldn’t dare enter a building. 
Leroy was a lucky man with a beautiful wife who was blessed to own a secure flourishing farm 
that provided for him and his family as the world came to an end. But as a father to three teenage 
daughters he found himself not being able to give them everything they needed, tampons don’t 
grow besides the tomatoes. But as he entered the store he stood polarized in fear to what he had 
found. The stench filled his nostrils making him nearly throwup in his mouth. The puddle of 
blood that surrounded the poor girl’s body appeared to have become almost black from 
oxygenation. Her mouth hung open and he watched as the bugs crawled around her tongue and 
gums, buzzing in out of her throat. But the worst part were her eyes. He had never seen anything 
like it. The way they glew like blue stars in broad daylight, full of radiant life but screaming 
death. He couldn’t take it, he turned the way he had come and began to march out of the store. 

But as he began to run out of the store his large body collided with the body of a small boy. He felt 
the child’s hands grab on tight to his shirt as if Leroy was an angel sent from heaven there
to save him. Leroy could feel the child's body shaking in fear against his own and as he pulled 
away to look down at the boy his heart couldn’t help but ache for the child. His face was caked in 
dirt, his hands covered in aged blood, his curly brown hair matted with grime and gore.

“Are you alone?” Leroy asked quickly. 

The boy shook his head forcing Leroy to question the child again. 

“Where is your family? Do you have a family?” 

The boy nodded as a sign to yes this time and walked around Leroy back the way the man had 
just been moments before. Leroy watched as the boy approached the corpse rotting away in the 
aisle and raised his small hand up in her direction. He pointed his finger and looked back to 
Leroy. 

“Mommy.”



To Tie a Shoe
12th Grade Fiction

3rd Place
Manchester
High School

Setting: A quiet restaurant

Cast of Characters

Randy: Insecure and simple 20 something year old who doesn’t know how to tie his shoes

Cameron: Confident young woman looking for an honest relationship

RANDY sits at a table for two with CAMERON. They are on their first blind date and RANDY’S 

shoes are untied under the table

Randy: So… (shuffles his water around the same area of the table)

Cameron: (Lets out a small, forced laugh and smiles at Randy) So… You got a favorite movie?

Randy: You know that one where that guy covers his town in giant food?

Cameron: (excitedly) Oh yeah, Cloudy With a Chance of Meatballs, right? And he sprays 

shoes on his feet, or whatever. 

Randy: (Is now visibly anxious) Y’know what? Let’s not talk about the S-word anymore, it 

kinda makes me uncomfortable.

Cameron: S-word…do you mean shoes? Why, you got an ugly pair on or something?

Randy: (Tucks feet under his chair) No.

Cameron: It’s alright, man. Mine are super old, anyway. Now let’s take a look-see. (Lifts up 

tablecloth revealing Randy’s untied shoes) Oh, hey your shoes are unti-

Randy: (defeatedly) Okay, okay! I… I never learned how to tie my shoes!

Cameron: Oh, that’s it? Dude, it’s--

Randy:  And YEAH, I never learned how to swim either! 

Amira Allen
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Cameron: (Grimaces) That’s not even what we were talking ab--

Randy: And my mom still cuts my food for me, and I use the self checkout to avoid cashiers, and I 

got held back in the 7th grade, and---

Cameron: Okay, I get it, you’re all messed up!

Randy: (Tears fill Randy’s eyes)

Cameron: Hey, but that’s okay! I mean, we all have our quirks.

Randy: (Wipes tears) W-we do?

Cameron: (Sighs and stands up from the table to reveal her shoes) You see these shoes, Randy? 

Take a good look. Yeah, that’s glue. My shoes are soaked in Extra Strength Gorilla glue. I haven’t 

seen my feet in a year.

Randy: What? You glue your shoes?

Cameron: Yeah, man. The way I see it, shoes are a thing of the past. It’s kinda like dishes. Way 

back when in the 1800’s or whatever, people actually had to wash their dishes. Can you believe 

it? I’m just waiting for the technology to advance until I don’t have to wear shoes.

Randy: Yeah, but I’m pretty sure people still wash dishes.

Cameron: Well, your mom still has to cut your steak.

Randy: Low blow. (Beat) What kind of technology are you, uh, waiting for?

Cameron: (Lowers head closer to the table and speaks quietly) Well, you know, just any sort of 

supernatural cosmic event that would grant me the power to fly or float or whatever. Yeah, I’d 

then have to use said powers for either good or evil, which I’m still on the fence about, honestly, 

big decision, I’m sure you understand. There’s also the problem with super groups and I’m 

honestly not sure if I’d fit in, you know. (Shifts eyes around the room, looking for eavesdropping 

superheroes)
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Randy: (Beat) Uh, yeah, I think I get it. I think…

Cameron: (Scoffs) Well, what would you do with powers?

Randy: I’d probably learn to tie my shoes. 

Cameron: (Reaches into bag and pulls out Extra Strength Gorilla Glue) Have you learned nothing?!

Randy: (Checks the time on his watch) As much as I’d love for you to glue my shoes to my feet 

permanently, I actually have to, uh, go home because my… uhm… curfew.

Cameron: Aren’t you in your 20’s?

Randy: Yes, I am. (Quickly stands up) Anyway this was great! Maybe we’ll do this again? 

(Whispers to self) When you get your superpowers....

Cameron: What? We haven’t even gotten our dinner!

Randy: Oh no! That’s too bad! Okay, see you later! (Nervous Laugh)

RANDY leaves the restaurant and CAMERON is left alone in the restaurant with her glue. Lights out. 

Joshua - 
Matoaca High 

School
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The biggest moments of my life led up to this point, and I shook with anticipation. My 

breath clouded in front of my face, the foggy air around me curling and dancing, as if there 

was a melody only it could hear. I took a tentative step closer to the wooden swinging 

bridge ahead, its boards starting to change into a rusty red color, and moss began creeping 

across the edges. Thick roots tied together were formed in the illusion of handles, but I 

doubted their strength was the same as it had once been years ago. On the other side of the 

bridge was the one thing I spent the last year searching for. The one thing that would give 

me everything I wanted and needed if the myths were true. Seeing the towering tree 

looming across from me first-hand made me sag with  relief because, after all this time, I 

finally found the one thing that would let me see my father again. 

When my dad first got sick, he talked only of the positives, promising he would get 

better soon and told me not to worry. I listened of course, being so self-absorbed and in love 

with my social life that I went to every party and hung out with my friends every chance I 

got. When his condition became more serious, I quickly realized my mistake in missing the 

last month of energy my father had left, and spent everyday on his deathbed. I read him 

books and played cards on good days, but on bad days, I could only hold his hand and be 

with him. It was a bad day the day he died, and I was holding him when I heard the loud 

flatline of his heart giving out. I remember those moments in flashes, but the one thing I’ll 

never forget is the blinding pain that ripped through my heart when the doctor finally 

declared him gone, and the realization that I didn’t get to say goodbye.

I started across the airborne bridge, and the memories of the past year started 

flooding through me. The weeks where I couldn’t leave my bed, and then the overwhelming 

Elena Cario
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determination to find a way to say goodbye. I searched for this tree for months, following 

lead after lead on its true location. I read every myth and legend about it’s “magical” properties in 

bringing you closer to your loved ones that have died, and some even said they could hear the 

voices of the ones they lost speaking to them. 

I continued along the swinging old bridge, carefully placing my feet down on the least 

usable parts of the bridge. There was no way I was going to fall into the opaque fog beneath me 

seconds before I got what I’ve worked so hard to find. The thick branches hung low from the 

massive tree in front of me, its trunk sprouting roots, and knots swirling around it. I took heedful 

steps closer to the magnificent tree, breathing in the misty air and letting it coat my lungs. 

Only feet from the tree’s rough trunk, my eyes started to sting with unshed tears. The hope 

that all the myths about this enchanting place is true washes over me in a tidal wave and swims 

around my heart, brushing against the patched up stitching I did throughout this year in an 

attempt to heal. My fingers uncurled and reached out on their own accord, and the moment they 

brushed the trunk, air left my lungs in a gasp as the wind around me blew through my hair and 

caressed my cheeks. I closed my eyes, tears slipping free, and rested my forehead on the uneven 

surface in front of me. 

“Please please please,” I whispered, my voice breaking as the pain I had repressed over the 

past year started to consume me, “Please...I didn’t get to say goodbye.” 
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The Special Gift
6th Grade Nonfiction
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Middle School

My great-grandfather, Roy Lee Reed, lived in Hertford, North Carolina until he was 97 

years old.  The grandchildren call him Big Paw Paw.  When he grew up, he lived on a farm 

that grew cotton, soy beans, corn, and tobacco. His family did not have very much money, 

but he and his brother played outside a great deal. They did not have many toys either. As a 

special gift, his father who was my great-great grandfather had the local undertaker build a 

goat cart for his brother and him.   My great grandfather and his brother would hook up the 

cart to their ram and they would twist the ram’s tail in order to make it run all over the 

farmyard. Hanging on for dear life, they would laugh and squeal with excitement as the 

ram ran wildly around the farmyard. Surprisingly, nobody ever got hurt. It was one of their 

favorite activities when they were not doing chores or school work. 

My family was visiting my great-grandparents when I was five years old and my 

brother was two. One day, Big Paw Paw and my grandpa Paw Paw took a mysterious trip in 

the pick-up truck. They returned from town with the faded red goat cart that Big Paw Paw, 

PawPaw, my mother, and all of my cousins had played on throughout the years. My Paw 

Paw always pretended to be the ram, so he had to drag the cart full of kids around the yard. 

Maw Maw would be standing on the porch yelling at him to stay out of her flower beds!  We 

had a great time riding in the goat cart, screaming and yelling all the way!  After playing, we 

always took a family picture of the generations making crazy poses in and near the cart. 

This memory is a special gift we enjoy every year.  

 One day I hope to pass the special goat cart on to my children so that I can drag them 

wildly around the yard as I pretend to be the ram.  What gift could be more special than 

that?

Landon Ginetz
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6th Grade Nonfiction

2nd Place
Carver

Middle School

Ernest Lee Giles Sr. was born June 22 197, the son of Waverly W. and Evelyn Giles of 

Waverly, Virginia. Ernest is currently Sheriff of Sussex County Virginia, and the Chief of 

Police for the town of Wakefield, Virginia. He is acting as the Interim Chief for the town of 

Waverly, Virginia. Yet he has multiple titles of responsibility with different departments. He 

has one goal in mind. I think he will be important because he helps his community.

This transition has not been easy. There have been struggles with his race, age and 

credentials as some have criticized under his leadership. With him knowing these 

challenges, he took that negative and made it into a positive. You see, all those that made it 

hard for him, he still respected them, even though he knew at any time they were trying to 

bring him down. He strived to do his best. Ernest lived by what his father instilled within 

him; “Respect those who respect you, pray for those who don't; you are a child of God, allow 

NO MAN to order your footsteps except your Creator”. 

Ernest credits the strong family support of his parents and siblings always 

encouraging him to strive no matter what obstacles there are. Born in a rural community 

where sadly racism still exists, Ernest often speaks of the race relations amongst the 

community that are constantly changing.

He spoke of having friends of another race, and how they played sports in the public 

schools and out in the community. Ernest said even his father Waverly spoke of how he was 

treated and respected amongst his friends of another color in the most segregated and racial 

times. 

Ernest Giles
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He continues to say that his philosophy on racism, inequality and injustice is that we must 

play an active role within ourselves and also in the community in which we live. “No matter who 

they are and where they come from, it takes everyone to make a change.” Ernest said that  we 

must encourage and teach our kids that it is okay to talk about racism. We need to help them to 

understand,  respect and appreciate the differences between people. There’s no right way to talk 

about race and racism, each conversation will be different depending on our own race, 

nationality and personal experience with racism, injustice and inequality. 

In his early career he expected to be underestimated because he had no goals set, but he 

made it his goal to meet and exceed expectations of others' perception of how he will be. He 

recalled the professor stopping in front of him who said, “Where are you going to work, 

McDonalds flipping burgers the rest of your life?’’ while having this smirking laughter thereafter. 

We are all only passing through, and we are often reminded as for those that believe in The Lord 

Jesus, WE BETTER GET IT RIGHT!!



Immigrants Need Rights
6th Grade Nonfiction
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Immigrants make up most of the U.S. population, but they still don't get the respect, 

and most of the rights Americans get. But there are a few changes our country can make to 

fix this. If you're interested keep reading to find out! Immigrants should have the rights and 

access to documents that American citizens have, because immigrants need a visa to travel 

in case they need to go back, immigrants need their drivers license, and immigrants should 

be granted a visa to travel, in case of emergencies. Immigrants' voices should be heard!

According to America’s Voice, “ there are millions of immigrants who have lived in 

the US for decades, who have worked hard and paid taxes and bought homes, who have 

US-citizen children, who make valuable community contributions — who have been 

deported, and forcibly separated from their whole lives in America, because they weren’t 

able to “get legal"." This has to be changed and quick, because if immigrants have visas then 

they can go back to their hometown in case of emergencies. And if they have a visa then 

they would be able to come to the U.S. legally, and not have to cross the border. Then there 

would be less people caught crossing the border, so it means that there would be less 

immigrants getting separated from their families. Immigrants' voices should be heard!

According to Migration Policy, “ The United States has been the top destination for

international migrants since at least 1960, with one-fifth of the world's migrants living there 

as of 2017... More than 43.7 million immigrants resided in the United States in 2016.” With 

this information, immigrants should be able to vote for big decisions, like voting for a 

President, mayor, and things that people might think are important. But for some reason 

Kaelyn Rodriguez-Mayorga
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they don't, but I want to change that! This country was built by immigrants for the colonies. 

Therefore, they should have a vote!

Immigrants need their drivers licence in case of emergencies. According to Lawyers.com,

“The ability to drive a car can be essential to getting many everyday tasks done: taking the kids

to school, picking up groceries, going to the doctor and, perhaps most importantly, getting to

work. Yet most states do not issue driver’s licenses to undocumented immigrants. This leaves

undocumented immigrants who have settled in the U.S. with a difficult choice: meeting their

daily needs or risking arrest for driving without a license. A driver’s license also makes a

convenient identity document (ID) with which to obtain many essential services and benefits.”

With this information, immigrants should have their licence and quick, because then they won't

have to be afraid to get caught driving and it will be easy to get to places beside walking.

Luckily, some states are already changing this. Hopefully other states will accept these new

changes.

So in conclusion we should allow immigrants to share their voices for multiple reasons.

They need to travel for many reasons, and they need to drive without being afraid to get caught,

this is another reason there are accidents. Finally we should let them just be able to have

important things that they need. If you think all these laws about immigrants should be changed,

then we should start making changes happen! We can still make changes if we all work together

to change these laws!



We All Have That One Story
6th Grade Nonfiction
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Rats. How could I have forgotten?

Today was presenting day, the day where all the kids--every single kid in my 3rd 

grade class--presented their slideshow that we’ve worked on for the past 3 weeks. Great. I 

am just so ready to have everyone staring at me while I stuttered over the simplest words. I 

was one of those kids who stayed in the back corner, that girl who never raised her hand to 

ask or answer a question, and the girl who hated to stand in front of a crowd to talk. “Mom, 

I’m not going to school today!” I shouted over the sizzling bacon and the smooth piano 

music my mom played every morning. 

“And since when did you decide whether or not you will go to school?” my mom 

replied. “You’re going, and that’s that.”

“Mom! We’re doing presentation speeches today in class! I am NOT going to get 

humiliated in front of- what? 27 people?” I yelled back. There was NO way I was going to 

present today. I heard my mom sigh and turn off the radio.

“We’ve talked about this before. You can’t hide forever. One day, you’re going to have 

to stand in front of a crowd and talk. It’s best if you learn how to do that now.”

“But Mom…” my voice trailed off like a train rolling farther and farther away until it 

could be seen no more. “What if… what if I make a mistake and get laughed at?” I finally 

blurted out. I’ll admit it. I’m scared of people’s judgement. Maybe I’m not as tough as I want 

to be.

“You’ve practiced hard. I believe in you. Plus, no one’s going to laugh if you mess up. 

We all mess up,” my mom looked at me right in the eye. 

Yun Zhu
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I was close to fighting back, but instead, I mumbled a “fine”, grabbed my sparkly pink bookbag 

and almost crawled to the bus stop down the street to make it go by slower.

I walked into my classroom. Everyone looked as ready as ever, and I felt like I could vomit 

butterflies right there in the room. Maybe my mom was wrong. She was probably just saying 

those things to make me feel better about it. “Alright, class! Get out your presentations. It’s time to 

show!!” my teacher exclaimed. I don't know why she was so excited about this. 

I could feel AND see my palms getting sweatier, as if my nervousness made some sort of 

faucet that poured its water onto my hands. I was frozen for a couple of seconds, so I didn’t 

realize that I was kind of just standing in the middle of the room. “Um… sweetie, you wanna sit 

down?” my teacher asked.

“S-sorry!” I stammered and put my backpack away. This was going terrible already! “So, I 

was thinking we could go in a different order today,” my teacher said excitedly. Again, I had 

absolutely no clue whatsoever as to why she was so pumped. What was she jubilant about? “We 

usually go in alphabetical order, A to Z, with our last names. Today, I was thinking maybe we 

could. . . switch it up a little bit.” My teacher eyed the room with her 

“you-guys-know-what-I’m-talking-about?” look. “How about, we go Z to A?” she finished. It took 

me about three seconds to realize what was going on. Z to A meant I was going… first? Oh, this 

was NOT good. First we’re going to get looked at by everyone while we nervously read our 

presentation, and now I’m going first. Isn’t today just the most wonderful day?

Everyone got settled down, and the teacher called on me first. “You’re up!” I couldn’t 

breathe. My lungs ran out of air, and I couldn’t move either. Okay, this was down to two choices. 

Ask the teacher if someone else could go first and push the plate to them, or go get this done. The 

first choice is like me, the girl who stays in the back corner, always. But the second option… 
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that was who I’ve always dreamed of being. Brave, brilliant, and better than average. Being 

able to stand up without being afraid. It was risky, but it might just be worth it. Then I 

remembered my mom’s eyes, looking at me, reassuring me that I was fine, and I was going to do 

great. This chance might never come again. 

I took a deep breath. Let’s do this.  

I trudged on, slowly making my way up to the presenting stand. “Alright, you can start 

when you’re ready!” my teacher smiled. I took a deep breath, pulled up my presentation and 

started talking about the Civil War, the topic I was almost tired of hearing after researching it for 

three whole weeks.

The minute I started talking, I understood that practice really did make perfect. The words 

that flowed out of my mouth were as graceful as ballet dancers. The rhythm, the articulation, all 

made those words into music that skipped around the room. Everybody listened to me as if they 

actually cared. I slipped through the slides, and this uncontrollable feeling crashed into me--joy. 

I finished talking, and let myself take in some air. It was over, and the presentation wasn’t 

at all what I thought it would be. Everyone clapped. The feeling lifted me and made me feel 

light-headed, but in the best way. 

I had done it! I overcame a fear, and I’m not the old me anymore. Instead, I now have the 

courage to stand up, be myself, and talk in front of a crowd of 27 people. It’s my first time, but I 

know that it won’t be the last. 

That day, I skipped joyfully from the bus stop back home, immediately screaming as I came 

through the door: “Mom! I KILLED IT!”



The Wonders of the World
6th Grade Nonfiction
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The world is filled with many things. There could even be things in the world that we 

don’t dare to think about or believe. Sometimes I like to think the impossible. Sometimes I 

like to dream the impossible. My mind is constantly thinking about what might be in the 

world. I wonder a lot, and I’ve come up with some ideas about space and the ocean. We 

don’t know about everything that is out in the world, and I have decided to share my ideas. 

You can call me crazy if you want to, but what if my ideas are reality?

Now, we know some things about space. Our solar system consists of stars, the Sun, 

Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, the asteroid belt, comets, 

moons, and dwarf planets. We know only what is within our reach. There could be 

thousands of other solar systems, or even galaxies. I have a question for you. How far 

exactly do you think our galaxy goes? There could be several wormholes leading to other 

solar systems and galaxies. The wormholes could perhaps lead to other dimensions letting 

us take a look at alternate realities.

Also, what if time isn’t the way we believe it is? What if every year is really three 

hundred and sixty-five seconds? Why do we even measure time the way we do? In other 

galaxies, what if time is measured differently? Time is a complex system that may change 

the way other things are in other dimensions. What if we could possibly alter time in other 

dimensions by breaking wormholes? Could we possibly, one day, control time with our 

minds?

Erin Willingham
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Continuing on the space topic, let’s talk about aliens. Aliens have been said to exist, and I 

believe that they do. If I were to ever meet an alien, I would have several questions. When we 

think about aliens, some of us seem to imagine them as monsters who will destroy our 

civilization, but for a moment, think about what would happen if they were nice. Imagine what 

aliens could do for us, what knowledge they could share with us, or what cures they may have 

that we cannot imagine.

The ocean is another topic about which I wonder. I believe that mermaids are real. Before 

you think about judging me, do you have any proof against me? You may say mermaids don’t 

exist and you have proof, but what about in the depths of the ocean? Mermaids could teach us 

several things. I also believe that there is such a thing as a Kraken. The Kraken could lurk in the 

deaths of oceans waiting to collect their prey. There could possibly be several million things living 

in the ocean like mermaids, the Kraken, Megalodons, the Loch Ness Monster, and many, many, 

many, more things.

Other planets or oceans could possibly have what we need to live or what we need to cure

illnesses. The world could possibly hold everything we need for solving problems. When I ask

you what space and the ocean are, you would probably say space is space and the ocean is the

ocean. Well, it’s much more than that to me. Space is a system of worlds, dimensions, time, and

wormholes. The ocean is a deep abyss that could possibly hold anything. Life is full of

mysteries. Some of which you think you have a simple answer to, but next time, think about it

more deeply and think the impossible.
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The Boston Marathon Bombing: The Truth of the Tragedy

Terrorism is a true threat to the safety of many in the United States of America. Many 

of the country's most horrific events were acts of terrorism. However, on April 15, 2013, 

America was in a state of panic, for there had been a very tragic incident. In Boston, 

Massachusetts, there had been a bombing. This bombing would later be known as none 

other than the Boston Marathon Bombing.

It is April 15, 2013. Adrenaline rushes through runners and athletes as they line up 

and prepare to run the most well-renowned annual marathon in the history of the United 

States. Twenty-six miles and three-hundred eighty-five yards till the end of the marathon is 

reached. Twenty-six thousand eight-hundred thirty-nine invited contestants eagerly stand 

as they wait for the “CRACK!” from the starting gun. This noise notifies the runners that the 

race has begun. This marathon will be broadcasted on live television throughout the world. 

Millions of people will witness what will go down in the future as one of the most tragic 

moments in the history of the United States.

The sound of the gun rings through the air. The runners speed past the live witnesses 

of the marathon as the breeze blows gently through the air. Whistles and cheers from the 

audience are heard all the way down Route 135, where the marathon begins. The runners 

dash down the highway, the faint breeze blowing past their soon to be exhausted bodies. 

The prolonged course ran by these athletes extends from Route 135 all the way to Boylston 

Street. You would have to cross the Golden Gate Bridge in California approximately 15.3 

times in order to run the full distance of this marathon. The beginning of the race also 

would mark the beginning of a day that is labeled in American history books as a day to be 

remembered.

Carson Hupp
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If you were to fast forward about two hours and ten minutes that day, you would witness the first 

three people to cross the finish line. As they cross the finish line, three later to be well known 

people cheer and joyfully watch these athletes finish the race. These three people include eight 

year old Martin Richard, graduate student Lingzi Lu, and restaurant manager Kristen Campbell. 

Now, you may be asking yourself why these three people are important. The answer to that 

question can be put into one simple word. This word is “tragedy”.

Thousands upon thousands of runners cross the finish line. All of the runners share 

exhausted and practically drained muscles after exerting all of their energy. Well deserved 

celebration and congratulations are exchanged among finishers of the race. The cheering and 

shouting of the crowd continues, as does the race, for hours. That is until 2:50 p.m., where it all 

begins.

There is an explosion. Not just one explosion, but two. Both of the explosions happen 

among the audience. Many are wounded. Horror spreads through the city of Boston as some flee 

the scene and others attempt to help the victims of the explosion. Among the people who flee are 

two brothers named Tamerlan and Dzhokhar Tsarnaev. The two brothers both had been born in 

Soviet Russia and had immigrated to the United States with their parents. The brothers both also 

supposedly had mental illnesses, which is what is believed to be the most likely cause for the 

brothers to cause the American tragedy known as the Boston Marathon Bombing.

As first responders rush to the scene of the bombing, the Tsarnaev brothers are nowhere to 

be seen. The police are unable to identify a suspect, but are determined to do so. President Barack 

Obama made a statement the day of the bombing, saying that “We will find out who did this. 

We’ll find out why they did this. Any responsible individuals, any responsible groups, will feel the 

full weight of justice.” The next day, nothing new is discovered, but on April 17th, the
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lid to a pressure cooker is found on a rooftop at the scene, revealing that the bomb included a 

pressure cooker. The Tsarnaev brothers know that they need to escape soon, but how will they do 

it?

On April 18th, the FBI revealed that the two alleged suspects were the Tsarnaev brothers. 

The brothers now decide that they must flee Boston. In their route to flee the city, the brothers 

rush through the campus of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where they kill a police 

officer who recognizes them as suspects. The brothers continue their route until they decide to 

steal a car. Police receive the report of the missing car and the murder of Officer Sean Collins and 

decide to connect the two crimes together. Federal law enforcement locates and pursuits the 

vehicle. The pursuit turns into a shootout between the officers and the Tsarnaev brothers. In an 

effort to run over police officers, Dzhokhar drives the car towards the police. He misses the 

officers and accidentally runs into his brother Tamerlan, causing Tamerlan’s death

Dzhokhar is in excruciating pain. He attempts to escape on foot while wounded from the 

gunfight between officers. He finds a boat with a tarp nearby and decides to hide under the tarp. 

A manhunt is conducted for hours. Officers, exhausted and frightened, go from door to door near 

the scene of the pursuit and search for Dzhokhar. One man, named David Henneberry, is 

determined to find the suspect. He checks in his boat and sees Dzhokhar, who was unconscious. 

Dzhokhar was able to be revived, and was sentenced to multiple life sentences for the crimes he 

commited.

The Boston Marathon Bombing ended lives, nearly ending many others. It also caused 

panic and terror for families affected by the bombing. However, the bombing also unveiled 

something great about America. The bombing showed that no matter what the United States may 

ever experience, justice will be served and unity among citizens will prevail. 
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The substitute teacher was angry.

The classroom was a zoo. People were throwing paper airplanes, spitting spit wads, 

screaming at the tops of their lungs, cracking funny-less jokes, mocking our teacher, and 

jumping from chair to chair like the floor was lava. Our substitute couldn’t take it anymore, 

and she pounded her feet as she walked to her desk, slammed her fist down and narrowed 

her eyes to look at the kids. We all knew where this was going as we paused, still in shock, 

waiting for someone to mumble a word. As we sat there, our teacher started writing names 

on the board of people who were misbehaving. Everyone held their breath, glancing up at 

the board in hopes of not seeing their name. After she had added about 11 more names in 

her red-ink dry erase marker, she started handing out detentions and office passes. The bell 

rang, class was dismissed, and our teacher fled the room, slamming the door heavily behind 

her, at the sound of freedom from our unbearable classroom environment. We never saw 

her again.

Katie Gephart

Gabriella - 
Falling Creek 

Middle School
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Writing is possibly the worst activity anyone could ever decide to do.

Four-hundred fifty-five days, twelve hours, thirty-seven minutes, and eleven seconds 

ago, I made the absolutely amazing decision to start writing a story.  I thought this would be 

a great experience.  My parents would be so proud of me- their daughter, only eleven years 

old then, was writing a story!  Even better, the story wasn’t even a school assignment- I had 

decided, all by myself, that I was going to get the characters and plot that had been living in 

my head, and put them all down on paper, and watch them come alive.

They were proud of me.  But that doesn’t mean they should’ve been.  Writing is hard.

I was not very good at it.

Though, I did think I was.  I heard rumors that writers often have to write second 

drafts before their story could be published, or even numbers far higher than that.  But me?  

I thought my writing was perfect the way it was!  I thought soon, I’d have a whole wonderful 

novel done, and I’d get it published by some well-known children’s book publishing 

company, and I’d be rich and famous.  I was blinded by the love for my own story.

Fast forward a year later.  Exactly a year, down to the minute.  December 23, 2020, 

8:27 PM, the date on my computer read.  I had finally finished the novel.  By now, I had lost 

all hope of being able to publish this draft.  Because it was horrendous.  About half of those 

ninety-five thousand words, I could not believe had been typed up by my own fingers.  

Beginning to read over the entire book, I noticed mistakes.  Both mistakes that I’d been 

aware of since they’ve existed, and mistakes I didn’t even know I could make.

Missy Stephenson
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It was as this moment, I realized, “wow!  Writing is horrible!”.  Well, I didn’t exactly realize it 

then, I realized it months before, but this is when I realized, “wow!  Writing is really horrible!”

Firstly- plots are very hard to come up with.  This is why I’m writing about how much I 

don’t like writing, rather than some cute little fiction story.  From the beginning to the end of my 

first draft, the plot wildly changes, since I was so unsure of what exactly it would be.  These 

changes range from little things- like a certain character’s name changing, or just small 

improvements to the story- to big things- like giant plot holes being resolved in the second half of 

the story, yet still existing in the first half.  If plots weren’t so difficult to think of, I wouldn’t even 

have to write a second draft- the first draft would’ve just been perfect from the beginning, and I’d 

know exactly what would happen from start to end as soon as I started.

Secondly- characters.  Characters are annoying, because in your brain, they seem very real, 

but when you try to type their personalities down in a story, they seem bland.  Maybe that’s just 

me, because I wrote them and I’m not surprised by anything they do, but it’s still frustrating.

Last- it’s very, very time consuming.  First off, I refuse to write on a school day- I either 

have to be on some kind of break, or it has to be the weekend.  Second, I have to feel like writing.  

That’s only easy when I get to a certain exciting point in the book, but not the rest of the time.  

And then, after waiting for the perfect conditions, it takes probably about twenty minutes to 

write each sentence.  Most of the time, I’m staring at the screen, at the words I’ve already written, 

daydreaming about a scene that’s ten chapters away.  So, with it taking me exactly a year to write 

my first draft, I only wrote about eight-thousand words a month.  That’s not a lot- this document 

is about seven-hundred words.

Right now, I’m on the second draft.  Which goes along the same story, but it’s written a 

thousand times better.  Yes, writing is hard, but I like this story a lot.

Despite all this…  I think ending up with a story I love might be worth suffering for.
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A few months ago I left my comfort zone to go with my family on a trip to the nearby 

zoo which had a “treetop safari” where visitors would climb across challenges and ride on 

ziplines. It was great! But I was scared. Too scared. I was terrified to zipline. I did the 

challenges well, and pretty soon I was at the first zipline, but there was no way to get down, 

so I knew I had to do it, as that was the only way my family behind me could proceed. So I 

did, and it wasn’t too bad. It was really simple, basically for beginners, but it was not the 

training zipline. The zipline was only a few yards long, and it only lasted a few seconds, so I 

handled it with ease. 

But right after the first zipline was the second zipline, and this one was bad. Not only 

was this zipline thrice as long, but it was uphill so after pushing myself off and coasting 

halfway, I had to pull myself up the zipline. I was terrified. But again, I did it. And right after 

I did, there was the first checkpoint, the first option to exit. But now, with my pride still 

intact and after handling two ziplines, I knew. I told myself, I got this. I already did a few 

ziplines, and I know what I have to do. I’m am not going to quit now, having only just started. 

There is no-way I am going to disappoint my family already. So I didn’t get down, ‘cause, well, 

I didn’t want to disappoint my family. But then came the ladders, two of them, one after 

another, and they were long, slippery, and with gloves on, hand-holds were hard, plus, a few 

of the rungs were loose and spun in the frame. I climbed up the first ladder, but after 

climbing it, trying to dismount was difficult, as the platform was very small, and so 

therefore I had a difficult time getting off of the ladder. But I did, and then I waited for my 

dad to ascend the ladder  so that he could catch me, and then I ascended the next ladder the 

same way, with the same difficulties.

Steven Birk
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Then came the hard part. The second fastest-moving and definitely longest zipline. I was 

petrified. It was so long, and there were so many trees, I couldn’t even see the end! I couldn’t go.  

stood there shaking. but there was no checkpoint to bail the course until after the zipline. So after 

my dad came up, I let him pass in front of me, and my sister stayed behind me. So my sister said, 

“Here, I’ll hold the zipline hook in place so that you can sit down to get ready, and when you are, 

just say ‘Ready’.” 

“Got it.” 

And I sat down, and she said, “Ready?” 

“Ready….. NO WAIT!” and I got up because I was nervous. Repeat times 5, and finally  

“Ready?” 

“Ready….. NO WAIT!” 

“Too bad,” and she let go, and I just had to go. 

So exciting! I really flew! But then were 3 more consecutive ladders, and just like before, 

they were difficult, but I did it. Then, after I climbed the ladders, I found my father waiting for 

me, and he -- incredibly graciously -- let my pass in front of him. And now was the fastest and 

second longest zipline, but it was so beautiful, and it went over the lake, so it was nice, and not 

too hard, but I did not brake enough, and had a bit of a...hard landing. Ouf. So I went on the 

zipline, it was calm and nice, and it went over the zoo’s monkey house, which, by the way, my 

older brother accidentally kicked. Then I walked on the challenge, carefully, so I did not fall like 

my brother’s friends had--luckily the safety line caught him. I proceeded to get on the next 

zipline. However, by this point my family had gotten caught behind the family in front of us, and 

I did not hear my parents call out that I could not take the zipline, and so I accidentally barged 

onto the platform. This broke the zoo rules, stating that only three people could be on a platform 
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at once, by having me be a fourth. This was fine. It was a small mistake I did not get in trouble 

for, but it did cause a small congestion. 

So I did the challenges, and when it was time for the final zipline into the starting platform,  

I did  it. It was over. And I realized something: I didn’t die. I didn’t get hurt. Nothing happened to 

me, and I completed the course just fine. I realized that I didn’t have to be scared, that I could 

trust my family to catch me, and the company’s equipment to save me. I realized, if I could trust 

my family (hard sometimes), that I did not need to be scared of anything. And, 

also...I...had...so...much...FUN! After our family’s braving the challenges of ziplining, we returned 

twice since then over a course of about ⅔s a year, and will be returning so*. I learned something 

really strange that day: you can’t run without first walking, but sometimes, the best way to walk 

is to fly. And I know, because a few months ago, I did just that!

Olivia - Providence Middle School
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There is a man I know that I can always count on. Born in 1947, my grandpa Richard 

Clark Burdine has lived a long and fascinating life. At the age of 19, he joined the military. 

He was in the Army for 3 years and in the National Guard for 9 years. During his service, he 

was an infantry man, paratrooper, expert rifleman, ground surveillance radar operator, 

and drill sergeant. He served during a troublesome time and was on National Guard duty 

during the D.C. riots following the assassination of Martin Luther King jr. He even had to 

sleep with a gas mask on. He always has the best stories, like how he’s been shot 5 times! 

Once in Germany, he was shot in the head while being robbed on New Year’s Eve. All the 

guys in his barracks thought he was dead when they saw him in the morning.

Even though he's had an exciting life, his time with his grandchildren is more 

precious to him. He always makes it a priority to spend time with me. He goes camping, 

hiking, and canoeing with me and my family. He teaches me about rocks, insects, animals, 

and plants. Almost every time I ask him a nature question he knows the answer. He gives 

me all kinds of rocks for my rock collection. We like to go hunting for fossilized sharks teeth 

together at Westmoreland State Park’s fossil beach.

Without my Grandpa, I wouldn’t know a lot of things. He has taught me about cicadas 

and how to identify different types of plants, but more importantly he taught me that family 

matters. He spends lots of time telling me stories about my ancestors. He knows that they 

are important to our family’s history and we should not forget them. He loves spending time 

with me and my family, and we love spending time with him. He comes over for dinner 

every Sunday when he’s in town. He’s loving and caring and would do just about anything 

for me. You can always count on family, and my grandpa is who I count on.

 Joseph Burdine



8th Grade

Malcolm - Robious Middle School



Animal Testing: Harsh and 
Inhumane

8th Grade Nonfiction
1st Place

Tomahawk Creek
Middle School

Did you know that over 26 million animals are tested on every year for commercial 

and scientific purposes? Innocent animals have been used for testing medications and 

vaccines for centuries. This not only harms the animals being used, but can also be 

extremely unreliable when it comes to making sure that medical treatments are safe. 

Animal testing should be made illegal because it cruelly harms animals and is unreliable 

and unnecessary.  

Testing scientific theories and practices on animals dates all the way back to around 

500 BC, with scientists such as Aristotle and Galen using animals to dissect and conduct 

experiments on in order to study human anatomy. This was considered popular 

entertainment back then, as many people would gather to see scientists perform these 

dissections. Nowadays, the the Animal Welfare Act, passed in 1966, regulates modern 

animal testing in the U.S. The AWA protects all warm-blooded mammals, excluding mice 

and rats, and establishes that every institution that practices animal testing have a 

Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee made up of three members, one of which 

must be a veterinarian with no ties to the institution, in order to regulate testing for the 

facility. The AWA also requires that every animal used for testing have proper and clean 

housing and transportation. However, the AWA only protects 5% of animals tested on. 95% 

of all animals tested on are birds, mice, fish and rats. The AWA also doesn't regulate the 

experiments animals are used for, making it questionable as to whether or not the AWA 

properly regulates animal testing.

Testing on animals is harsh and inhumane. Many animals who are used for testing 

are not properly cared for. These animals are not given enough food or water, the 

Charlotte Lowery
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basic needs of any living thing, to survive. Animals can be burned, injured or have pain inflicted 

on them purposefully while being tested on. Some animals have also been purposely or 

accidentally killed while being tested on. The U.S. Department of Agriculture reported that over 

400,000 animals can have pain inflicted on them while be testing on in a single year alone.

With today's modern science, alternatives to animal testing have been developed, making it 

unnecessary for determining the safety and effectiveness of medical treatments. One alternative 

method, called in vitro testing, involves testing treatments on a few human cells in a petri dish, 

and has been found to be less expensive than animal testing in almost every case. Artificial 

human skin has also been developed and can be used to test chemicals rather than applying them 

directly to animal skin. Tissue bioprinting (copying) can be done on human organs in order to 

test drug toxicities safely. All of these alternate methods of testing medical treatments makes 

animal testing no longer needed in today's world. In fact, the Environmental Protection Agency 

has said that with these alternative methods, animal testing could be reduced by at least 30% by 

2025 and completely ended by 2035. 

Animal testing is not only unnecessary, but also extremely unreliable at times. As Thomas 

Hartung, a professor at John Hopkins University aptly stated, humans "are not 70 kilogram rats." 

Just because a drug passes animal testing, does not make it safe for humans to use. Take the drug 

Vioxx, an arthritis medication, for example. While the drug had a positive effect on the hearts of 

test mice, Vioxx caused over 27,000 heart attacks before being discontinued in the early 2000's. 

Other drugs, such as thalidomide, have also had similar story where the medication was 

completely fine on test animals yet had a negative effect on the humans that used them, further 

proving that animal testing should not be used in commercial or scientific cases.
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Those who argue for animal testing say that it is crucial to ensure the effectiveness and 

safeness of medicines. But, the development of the COVID-19 vaccine proves that animal testing is 

not needed to make sure vaccines are safe. Due to the high demand and urgent need for the 

COVID-19 vaccine, animal testing was skipped altogether and the vaccine went straight to human 

volunteers for trials, further proving that testing on animals is an unneeded step in making a 

vaccine or other medical treatment.

Millions of animals are tested on every year. Harming animals pointlessly to test medical 

treatment when there are better, more reliable ways to do so has got to stop. In the end, all those 

animals who are tested on every year do not deserve what happens to them; and many will die 

pointless deaths in the process.
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Nearly 2,000 years ago, there lived a man by the name of Quintilian. He had a lot to 

say on a multitude of topics, but what he is most well known for today is his Institutio 

Oratoria. In it he outlines his entire philosophy of education, and most importantly for the 

purposes of this paper, says that people will only learn what they want to learn. At first, I 

agreed. But as I started to really think about it, some holes in the statement started to 

appear. For example, if this is true, why do people take classes that they have no interest in, 

but have to in order to earn a credit? Or in some cases, even go to school at all? These are 

the questions that drove me to think a lot about the fundamentals of action itself, and 

ultimately create my own statement, one better than Quintilian’s.

It goes like this: As people, every individual thing that we do is driven by a desire for 

something else, and even if we don’t want to do the action, our desire for whatever the aim 

of it is can be strong enough even to do what we don’t want to. Let’s break this down piece 

by piece. 

First, everything we do is driven by a desire for something else. Though it’s a bit hard 

to swallow at first, it stands nearly every test you can throw at it. Why do I take a shower in 

the morning? It’s not because I really want to take that shower, it’s because I want to be 

clean. That was a simple one, but it works on more complex things just as well. Why are you 

reading this paper? Probably because you want to honor a commitment you made to judge 

it. Even the reasons for our actions have reasons of their own. Why do I want to be clean? 

Because I would not like to stand out in public negatively. The way I see it, this goes on and 

on and on, until you are finally left with one action that there simply is no answer for 

Joshua A. Wiseman
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(These are almost always fundamental facts of life). It’s easily visualized like a pyramid; at the 

bottom it’s at its widest with the most reasons, but as it goes up, higher and higher, it becomes 

thinner and thinner, getting more and more intricate and presenting less and less answers, until 

you reach the top. These pyramids rise deceptively high, and there is little to gain from scaling 

them, as we know what they will look like without even seeing the top; layers upon layers of 

reasons, so tall that they quickly escape any practicality. 

Coming back down to Earth, the other part of the statement is the one saying that even if 

we don’t want to do something, our desire for something else will lead us through it. This fills in 

the big holes that Quintilian’s statement had with a relatively simple idea. Everyone learns all 

kinds of things they don’t want to in their lives; in school it’s usually because they want an easy 

class or a credit, at home it might be because they don’t want to get yelled at, and the examples go 

on and on. Life is filled with things that aren’t very appealing, but in order to reach our goals, it 

only makes sense if we have to grit our teeth and do what we don’t want to for a while.

With that under our belts, there still remains one penultimate question: what can we do 

with this information? Though I don’t agree with Quintilian’s statement, what really gave it 

importance was how he backed it up, and gave details for how we can practice its concepts in our 

own lives. Following his example, I intend to do the same thing. 

If we do everything for some sort of goal, then it would only make sense to have these goals 

for which we work to be good ones. It’s all too easy to find ourselves doing things that we really 

don’t want to for no particular reason, such as how the subject of the sunk cost fallacy continues 

to pour money and effort into a cause long without meaning. These situations leave you feeling 

drained and hopeless, so it is of the utmost importance in cases like these that we reevaluate our 

goals. If a certain aspiration has fallen out of favor with us and is truly beyond a state of being 
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savable, then it only makes sense to find a new one. Though we do things that we don’t want to 

for our goals, there comes a point where what was once enduring becomes more of pointless 

suffering. By frequently evaluating our goals, we can ensure we are working towards things 

which we find value in gaining, and are avoiding falling into the various traps that our lives can 

fall into. 

We can also apply this concept to how we plan for our lives to go on a much larger scale. By 

identifying what our greatest ambition is, we can much more easily determine what paths we 

need to take to get there. We can start as large and ambiguous as we want, and as we work our 

way down it becomes much more practical, identical to the pyramid visualization from before. 

No one can be expected to know exactly how they will achieve happiness, fulfillment, or 

whatever their ultimate goal might be. But by breaking it down into smaller steps, we can chart a 

course of action to follow through our lives that will surely help us to get there.

Having explored this idea thoroughly, backing it up and showing its practicality, there is 

but one thing left to do; actually practicing it. This paper isn’t meant to talk about some law of 

human nature way up in the clouds; it’s something that’s down here with us, something that is to 

be taken as a means to better our lives. So seize the reins of your life, and steer them where you 

please. Set some goals that are meaningful to you, and do what you need to do to accomplish 

them. Aim your sights high, and your desire will surely get you there.
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Hillary Clinton won 65,853,514 votes in the 2016 Presidential Election. Her opponent, 

Donald Trump, won only 62,984,828. Despite the fact that Trump had almost 3,000,000 fewer 

votes than Clinton, he was declared the winner and became the President of the United 

States. Why did this occur? Why were the votes of millions of voters suddenly nullified? 

This happened because of the Electoral College system. With the Electoral College in place, 

it’s not the people who choose the President. Instead, the power to decide who will lead a 

nation of 328 million people falls to a group of 538 electors. The Electoral College is an 

outdated, inaccurate, and undemocratic method of electing the President.

As times change, old rules become irrelevant. The Electoral College was established 

by the Constitution in 1788. That's more than 200 years ago!  Most of the Founding Fathers' 

reasons for creating the Electoral College have become invalid in today's modern world. For 

example, the authors of the Constitution hoped that by having a group of experienced 

politicians decide the presidency, they could prevent the relatively uneducated public from 

making a misinformed choice. However, in today’s world of widespread digitization, 

everyone has access to news. Everyone has the ability to do research on candidates and 

issues before casting a vote. At the time of its creation, the members of the Electoral College 

were supposed to be uninfluenced by outside forces. Alexander Hamilton saw the electors 

as “free from any sinister bias." Now, the reality is that electors are specifically selected to 

vote along with a political party. As we progress forward, we can’t let ideas from the past 

drag us backward.

As demonstrated in the 2016 election, the Electoral College can fail to accurately 

produce the outcome that the people want. It’s very simple: more citizens vote for one 

Reese Wu
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candidate than the other, therefore that candidate should become the winner. Given the 

“winner-takes-all” system that is used by all states - with the exception of Nebraska and Maine, 

many citizens feel like their votes don’t matter. For example, in California, a state that 

consistently votes Democratic, Republican citizens will think, “Why should I even cast a vote? In 

the end, I know the electors will vote blue, and my ballot will be canceled out.” In order to most 

precisely determine what the citizens want, we need to stop using the Electoral College system in 

our elections.

The Electoral College creates a disparity in influence between states of different sizes. 

Certain states, called swing states, are prone to hopping from one party to the other every 

election cycle. As a result, candidates will spend the majority of their time campaigning in those 

areas. Smaller states with fewer electoral votes and larger states, like California and Texas, that 

always fall to one side tend to get ignored because candidates view them as less important. 

Professor of Political Science George C. Edwards III describes this occurrence eloquently, "... the 

Electoral College distorts the presidential campaign so that candidates ignore most small states – 

and many large ones – and pay little attention to minorities." As a democracy, we can’t let the 

Electoral College continue to allow politicians to ignore certain groups of citizens.

Some opponents worry that if the United States used the popular vote method for elections, it 

would result in a tyranny of the majority. They claim that members of the losing party would be 

silenced by those on the other side. However, the laws written in the Constitution would still 

apply to everyone. All citizens, regardless of what candidate they support, would still have the 

freedoms listed in the Bill of Rights. Also, just because the executive branch is controlled by one 

party does not mean that citizens can’t find representation in other places, such as Congress.  
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The Founding Fathers designed our government to protect us from situations like the one 

described by supporters of the Electoral College. Therefore, the advantages of using the popular 

vote system in elections clearly outweigh the disadvantages. 

The system we use to elect our President must represent the will of the citizens accurately. 

The Electoral College system does not do this. Our nation should abolish the Electoral College and 

use the popular vote method to elect our President instead. The basis of our nation is that all 

power comes from the people. If We, the People, don't have the ability to select our own 

President, can we really call ourselves a democracy?
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Picture this, green gunk spewing out of pipes into our beloved oceans, polluting them. 

Garbage catching your gaze no matter which direction you look. Disgusting, right? Doesn't 

seem real? Well, it is most certainly true, a matter of fact. In some areas of the Earth, this is 

the scenery that we're presented with. There are numerous places in the world that are 

filled to the brim with trash and other items. Observe another part of the planet and find 

carbon filled smoke rising into the air, leaving a musty, grey atmosphere. In thousands upon 

thousands of cities across the globe, that is what the citizens see. These atrocious things also 

happen to contribute to climate change. And what do these things have in common? They're 

made and emitted by humans. That's right, we're destroying our own planet that houses us. 

Our obscure actions are making the planet's climate intensify more and more every passing 

day. We do this by burning fossil fuels, cutting down rainforests, and farming livestock.

Burning fossil fuels is detrimental to our planet's health. When fossil fuels such as 

coal, oil, and natural gas are scorched, they release nitrogen oxides which get trapped in the 

atmosphere, causing the world to heat. Burning fossil fuels by driving a car or other 

methods can also release greenhouse gases like methane and carbon dioxide, and those 

gases also get stuck in the air. This is called the greenhouse effect. Oh, and guess what; the 

burning of fossil fuels is also a human activity. That's right, the leading cause of smog is all 

due to human beings. Not only does the burning of fossil fuels make smog, they contribute 

to extreme drought and the rising of ocean levels as well. Did I forget to mention that the 

burning of fossil fuels accounts for an enormous 70-80% of global warming. Yep, the smog 

floating all around our air is not only vile and ugly but also mutilating the Earth by heating 

it.

Mia Wrenn
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In addition, cutting down rainforests is also a human contributor to climate change. As the 

days fade away, more and more rainforests get chopped down. Because of this, homes are 

demolished, animals are on the edge of extinction, and copious amounts of our oxygen supply are 

being depleted. For what-- more room? This is completely irresponsible and aggravating. Not only 

does this devastate the animal kingdom, but it is ruining the future of humanity along with it. 

With fewer trees discharging oxygen, there is more room in the atmosphere for greenhouse 

gases. This ultimately ensures the rising of our global climate.

Not only does cutting our trees and rainforests contribute to climate change, but our 

dependence on farming livestock does as well.  As the human population increases, there's a 

demand for more food; therefore, the livestock business expands. Livestock animals are just like 

humans or any other living thing; they need water to survive. Livestock farming takes a majority 

of our fresh water. This depletion of water can dramatically increase greenhouse gases in our 

atmosphere, causing a warming effect. Dolefully, those cute, itty-bitty or not so itty-bitty farm 

animals we all know and love can actually be a hazard to our Earth. Around 15% of greenhouse 

gas emissions stem from farming livestock. Those precious animals being locked up in cages and 

slaughtered against their will are making our planet boil.

Some might argue that humans aren't the primary cause of climate change or that we don't 

affect it at all. They might say something like the Earth's temperature has always fluctuated, and 

this may not be the warmest the climate has ever been. The Earth has morphed and changed 

many times in distant history, but those changes have always had a cause; therefore, the cause of 

the rising temperatures we're facing now also have a source. The supplier of these dangerous 

temperatures must be humans. There is an immense amount of research behind this. Procon.org 
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informs us, "According to many peer-reviewed studies, over 97% of climate scientists agree that 

human activity is extremely likely to be the cause of global climate change." All the greenhouse 

gases we put into the atmosphere and all the trees we strip of life causes warming of the planet. 

Yes, this isn't the hottest our planet has gotten. When it was warmer, ocean levels rose and an 

overwhelming amount of animals died out. We can already see this starting to happen once 

more. We must put a stop to this however we can.

In conclusion, the majority of our highest educated individuals on the topic of global 

climate change agree that humans are the primary cause of global warming. We cannot let this 

analysis go to waste. We have to cut back on burning fossil fuels, plant more trees, and consume 

less meat. Any person can do these simple tasks to help work towards the goal of ending climate 

change. Our Earth is our responsibility and our future. Do most people want to live in a world of 

trash and chaos? Or do they want to live in a world of small sacrifice with colossal pay back? This 

is our choice to make. Only we can make the change and rescue our planet from impending 

destruction.
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There are many things that are hard to wrap your head around. Theories, laws, 

principles, ethics, reality, knowledge. But, in my experience, the hardest thing for humans to 

do is to understand. Sure, there are brilliant scientific minds, literary geniuses, hypnotists of 

speech, and multitudes of gifted people. The one thing that I find the hardest is: to really 

know what is and what isn’t. What spark, what idea, what thought, what being. As a result, 

people are different, torn. People are segregated, discriminated, bullied. But this also 

creates something; it creates personality, creativity, thought. My questions are: Should we 

strive to be understood? And, should we strive to understand?

     Well, I’ll just share something about me. I’ve always felt trapped. Not between people, 

places, things. I’ve been trapped in something I have complete control over. I’ve been 

trapped inside my mind. I have the luck of being in an upper middle class family all of my 

life. I don’t know the struggles of poverty or single parenting. I consider myself to be blessed 

to have such a good life. Ever since I was little though, I've always thought. Thought too 

much, one might say. Thought about reality, truth, science. Thought and thought and 

thought and thought and thought. Contrary to what I just said, is the fact that I couldn't quite 

think. I would confuse myself, figure things out that I couldn't explain, so I kept thinking. I 

am a person who is intellectual and creative. Introverted and extroverted. Openly caring, 

but reserved. Easily trusting, but cunning, sly, and wary. I'm not one thing or another. I can't 

be read. I can't be placed. I can't be understood. This brings me to my statement of: The 

(Mis)Fortune of Not Being Understood. I'd say, that to truly, fully understand something, you 

have to comprehend every aspect, every single miniscule detail.  If you didn't, then you 

wouldn't have the complete thought or idea. I, for one, sometimes 

Sydney Nutter
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wish to be understood by my family, peers, and mentors but, then I realized, to be fully 

understood, people have to know everything. Every single little thought, idea, mentality, feeling. 

If everybody else knows how everyone thinks, judges, creates, then how are we our own? How do 

we differentiate our opinions, ideas, strokes of genius from the ones created by our peers 

mentality? Here's the answer: you don't. There's a reason that all of our brains aren't connected. 

Contrarily, people knowing how you think, what your actions might be, they can understand how 

you feel and comprehend what you are trying to say. You can explain without having to. Your 

thoughts, actions, and ideas are known. You are known. So, the question you have to ask yourself 

is: would I rather be individual to myself, or would I rather be understood. For me, my answer is 

easy: I would rather have the fortune of not being understood. I like not being able to be placed. I 

like the gray. Do you?

     Now, to answer my question about understanding, I have to travel to the in between, the gray 

area, the undecided. I have to go into the realm of philosophy. Theoretically, there is no basis of 

knowledge, nothing is definite. Everything is perception and perspective. Language, math, 

science mean nothing without thought, ideas, and perception so, essentially, seeing is believing. 

For those who thirst for knowledge, who think and contemplate and theorize, understanding is 

key. To know and want to know more and more and more. For those people, to understand is a 

need. But if you're not like that, should you strive to understand? That's your decision, but I will 

tell you a few things. Understanding is knowing. But unlike knowing, understanding is knowing 

everything about something. To fully understand, you have to know. You have to know an 

exorbitant amount of knowledge. Thus, I'm going to ask you: do you want to understand, and be 

basking in knowledge, or do you want to think, feel, and learn your way through life? I would 

rather learn and learn and learn, but also discover and theorize, than to overwhelm myself with 

information, but the choice is yours. 
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We have all faced adversity in our life whether it has to do with moving, trying to find 

friends, discrimination... The list could go on and on. But I'm going to be sharing something 

very hard that has recently happened to me. My best friend and I had a fallout in our 

relationship and it was very devastating.

We had just spent a wonderful week together in Emerald Isle, NC. My best friends 

Jessica and Amelia joined me on this trip. As we pulled up to Jessica’s house at the end of 

our vacation she got out of the car and waved goodbye. I hollered, “I'll see you soon!” 

She was walking up to her front stairs when I sat down and let out a big sigh. I turned 

and looked at Amelia sitting right next to me. “She was being really rude to us during the 

trip,¨ I said to Amelia.  

Amelia agreed and said, ”Yeah she was, the matter of fact I was getting so mad at her 

over this trip so I wrote down every rude thing that she has done to us over this past week.” 

She took out her phone and went to this long list of bullet points. 

I pointed to a bullet point on the list, “ Wow, wait when did she do that?” 

“Oh when we were at that restaurant last night when you went to the bathroom,” said 

Amelia. We were scrolling through the list and talking about how mean she had been and 

we realized that Jessica had been a toxic mean friend to us. I talked about this to Amelia and 

I was glad that we were agreeing. 

Elizabeth Thompson
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We stopped talking and all you could hear were the cars passing by and the AC going. I 

looked out the window and watched the cars zoom past our car. I could sense something off like 

something bad was about to happen. I looked up at my little sister and she had a little devilish 

look like she was almost proud of something that she had done. I thought to myself, “shoot what 

did she hear, what did she do? Did she hear everything? Oh no she probably thinks we were 

gossiping about Jessica.”

I whispered to Amelia, “I think Mia texted Jessica.” 

Just at that very moment, I got a text from Jessica saying “so you're just gonna ignore me like 

that will make it better.” 

My heart sank to the pit of my stomach, my ears and my whole face turned red, my eyes 

started to water and I felt like I wanted to scream. I looked at my sister and I said in the lowest 

tone in my voice to my sister, ¨what did you say to Jessica?¨ 

She looked at me with a scared face and said nothing. Amelia looked at me and asked me 

what was going on? I showed her the text from Jessica and I started to tear up. My mom looked 

back at me from the driver's seat and asked me what was wrong. I tried to hide it for a minute 

and said nothing was wrong but then everything spilled out of my mouth and I told my mom the 

whole thing. I told her what Jessica said and that Mia had texted her. My mom took Mia´s phone 

away from her and read what Mia said to Jessica. At this point, my mom was furious at Mia that 

she violated my trust and went behind my back and told Jessica the wrong things. 

My mom read Miaś text out loud and read, ``Just so you know Lizzy and Amelia are 

gossiping about you right now, just wanted to let you know.” And then Jessica responded with 

¨thank you.¨ 
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We all sat in silence. I was thinking about what was going to happen next. I was fearful of 

Jessica. Knowing how volatile Jessica is I knew how she was going to react to me. I was sincerely 

scared of her. I knew she was going to get mad at me for sharing my opinion but I also knew that 

I couldn't save this friendship and we weren't going to be friends again. 

We ended up fighting for a week and not talking again until about a week ago. The whole 

thing left me with emotional trauma and I remember I was getting really depressed for a long 

time during the summer before school started but then my real friends showed up and helped 

me. Eventually, Jessica came around and sincerely apologized to me and apologized for the way 

she treated me and Amelia throughout our friendship. We definitely aren't as close as we were 

before but we still occasionally talk. This was a good lesson for me to know who my true friends 

are and most importantly how a good friend should treat you. 

As I reflect back on my experience this summer, I wish I changed how I reacted when 

Jessica was being rude to me. I wish that I stood up to her from the beginning and defended 

myself. I wish that I could have solved this and tried to communicate more nicely with my friend. 

And I definitely should have told her everything that I didn't like about our friendship instead of 

letting it build up. I didn't really get to tell her everything I wanted to and I wish I could change 

that. In the end, I am relieved that I got this sorted out instead of letting this keep 
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The sun shines down onto the trees, pockets of light leaking through and touching the 

ground. A bit of sun touches down on a rabbit’s fur as it nibbles silently on the grass in my 

backyard. Suddenly, the rabbit turns into a grey blur as it speeds away. My dog races by, 

chasing the rabbit to its burrow under the shed stairs. To her dismay, the rabbit disappears 

from sight. She races back toward me, stopping suddenly halfway back. The rest of the way 

back to me she limps slowly. She struggles to climb the stairs up to the deck. 

A visit to the vet revealed she had torn a muscle in her back leg. Younger dogs 

normally get surgery, but Roxy is ten. The doctor says to keep her resting and let it heal. 

Now she won’t go outside alone. Her normal lively stride is crippled by the injury. Months 

go by. Her leg isn’t healing. 

More vet visits gives us more information. Something is off with her liver and the 

pain meds for her leg are worsening it. The doc says not to worry and to keep letting her 

heal. No matter how much medicine she takes, I can still see the pain in her eyes when she 

slowly maneuvers her leg to sit down. I see the struggle it takes for her to reach the top of 

the stairs. 

Dogs may not talk, but Roxy is communicating. I can see the way she thinks. I know 

the way she feels. The way she lays her head against my leg when we’re sitting on the couch 

tells me that she knows. She knows she’s getting old. The way she leans her body weight into 

me when I sit next to her on the floor lets me know she understands. She understands that 

her time is running out and that soon she won’t be there anymore. 

She knows but isn’t scared. Even though she’s the one who is in pain, she is 

comforting me. She comforts me with the way she stays next to me on the couch for a few 

Ashley Tyson
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extra minutes before going upstairs to bed. She lets me read aloud to her, even though she can’t 

understand the story. She trusts me to support her head as she sleeps. She stays by my side, even 

when there are other people to go see. 

She used to help me keep my head about me and I used to help her keep her youth. Now 

I’m trapped in the house and my mind is slowly deteriorating. Quarantine drones on and there’s 

no way to help me anymore. She tries to keep me sane but it slowly stops working. I tried to keep 

her young but I can’t stop the process of aging. She did her job to the fullest and now she’s taken 

on a new one. Now she slowly helps me through the loss of her.

I haven’t lost her yet but we both know it’s coming. She’s wiser than me, no matter how 

much more advanced humans are. She’ll always be my everything, even when she’s gone.

Clinton- 
Meadowbrook 
High School



How Silence Feels10th Grade Nonfiction
2nd Place

Manchester
High School

I walk out of my room after I hear the back door shut, a loud thud followed by 

deafening silence.  A sigh of relief exits my lungs, pushing out my previous anxieties in the 

process.  I’m finally alone for a few hours.  

Starting at the beginning of the global pandemic, my extroverted qualities began 

quickly disappearing and my outlook on life shifted drastically.  As the year went by, I 

became less tolerant of the barking and jumping of my two dogs.  In fact, I took a particular 

liking to cats and fish.  One of the reasons I believe my extreme introvert qualities came 

about is that I’ve become even more closeted than ever before.  A whole new level.  A quiet 

and calm environment before was welcomed with a soft smile and opened arms, now, it’s a 

must.  Loud voices and certain noises hurt my ears and cause a pounding in my head, the 

whining and talking doesn’t cease to annoy despite the topic of conversation.  

When the dogs in my house start howling, I find myself overthinking, picking at my 

cuticles unconsciously.  “The day I sit in a house or apartment with a book in my hand and a 

cat in my lap in silence is the day I’ve made it.  The only sound I want to hear is rain and 

music.”  

Solitude isn’t a negative in my head.  It’s a positive in the little world I’ve created for 

myself.  A bookshelf, some coffee, and some feline company is all I need in this quiet little 

world.  

Though, my dreams are pushed to their knees when I realize that you can’t live life 

adventurously or quietly while working a minimum wage job.  You can’t live off the grid or 

Laci Powell 
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travel, unseen and alone, because the government assigns you a number from birth, makes you 

pay taxes, and determines how your life plays out.  

You can talk about living far away, alone, and pursuing your raw dreams to your families, 

but most will just reply with “so you’re not going to college?”.  You could explain that you don’t 

need college to be successful, because nowhere in the definition of “successful” does college 

appear, but you just look away and avoid the question because you know the conversation will 

always end the same.  

  Being an introvert may not suit others, but for me it’s a little bit of paradise and peace in 

my basic suburban neighborhood.  

Michael - Monacan High School
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Dreaming of Traveling the World
10th Grade Nonfiction

Honorable Mention
Meadowbrook

High School

There are several places I would love to visit around the world.  When I’m older and 

have the money to be able to afford it, I want to visit places in Europe and Oceania.  Seeing 

the Northern Lights in person has also always been a dream of mine.  I hope to at least be 

able to travel to all 50 states and Canada during my lifetime, even if I don’t get to see the 

places I’ve always dreamed of.  Cool architecture, cultures, and natural landscapes are the 

reason I want to visit all of the countries I do.

In Europe, I would like to visit France, Italy, Greece, and Croatia.  In France, I would 

go to Paris, Marseille, and the French Riviera.  I’ve always wanted to see the Eiffel Tower, 

Notre Dame, and eat authentic French food at a French café.  Marseille and the French 

Riviera are on the list as well because I have done school projects on them before and they 

seem like very interesting and beautiful places to visit.  Also, I would love to use the French 

I’ve learned in school in the real world.  

Italy is on my list because it has some amazing architecture and I would love to see 

Rome, Florence, and Naples.  Roman architecture, like the Colosseum and the Aqueducts, is 

a major reason why I want to go to Italy.  The Renaissance started in Florence so I think it 

would be cool to see some of the first Renaissance works in the world.  Naples is also 

considered the birthplace of pizza and it is near Pompeii, which I have always been 

interested in seeing.  

I want to go to Greece because Greek history is fascinating and I know they have 

some really cool buildings, especially in Athens.  I also want to go to Santorini island 

because it looks beautiful and has cool architecture.  Grecian architecture is very interesting 

and it would be an impressive thing to see.  

Grace Davis
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The last place on my European countries list is Croatia.  Croatia looks like it has a beautiful 

natural landscape and has some interesting places to visit.  I would visit Plitvice Lakes National 

Park, Zagreb, which is Croatia’s capital, and I would visit Zadar.  Zadar looks beautiful and there 

is a sea organ that sounds like it would be interesting to see.  When the waves wash up on the 

organ, it produces the sounds and I think that it is a cool concept.  Plitvice Lakes National Park is 

made up of several lakes and waterfalls that flow into each other and I love watching and 

listening to waterfalls.  Overall I think Europe would be a cool place to visit and I definitely want 

to go there when I get older.

I would also like to visit certain places in Oceania.  Australia, New Zealand, and Polynesia 

are at the top of the Oceania list.  I want to visit Australia mainly because I want to see the Great 

Barrier Reef.  The Great Barrier Reef is the world’s largest coral reef and is one of the seven 

natural wonders of the world.  The Great Barrier Reef is located near Cairns which also houses 

the Daintree Rainforest, which would be cool to see.  I also would want to go to Blue Mountains 

which is a resort that is near Sydney and has amazing rock formations.  

In New Zealand, there are several national parks that I would like to go to and see as well 

as Piopiotahi.  Piopiotahi is a fiord that has several waterfalls, penguins and seals.  I would love to 

see that because it could be really gorgeous.  

Places like Bora Bora, Tahiti, and Fiji are the reason I would like to go to the Polynesian 

islands.  Polynesia contains a lot of New Zealand and the Hawaiian islands which I have always 

wanted to see.  The Polynesian islands look so beautiful and I would love to see natural 

landscapes there and see some of the Polynesian culture.  Oceania is home to some beautiful, 

tropical destinations and I would love to see them.
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Most of the places I’ve said I wanted to go to are popular tourist destinations but there is a 

reason they are so popular.  I love taking pictures so most of the places I want to go are good 

places to take pictures.  Learning about other cultures and languages is fascinating and I want to 

continue to learn about those things even after I’ve graduated from high school and college.  

While the reality might be that I only get to travel to one or two of these places, I still dream of 

being able to travel the world when I’m older.

DeLainey - Thomas Dale High  School



First Day of School
10th Grade Nonfiction

Honorable Mention
Meadowbrook

High School

Hello, my name is James Sognikin and today I am going to tell you my experience 

with Meadowbrook Highschool on my first day of school in 9th grade. It was 7:15 am 

September 9th or 10th. I couldn’t remember. My Mom was calling me to wake up so I could 

shower and get ready for my first day of school. I got up ever so slowly because it has been a 

while since I woke up so early, but eventually I made it to the bathroom and I took my 15 

minute shower.

Afterwards I went upstairs and I put on my clothes; I made sure I used the new 

clothes I got from my Mom and my new shoes I bought the week before. I had everything 

ready in my new backpack and I came downstairs ready for high school. 

My Mom forced me, my older brother David, and young brother John to take a before 

school picture which I hope she didn’t post on facebook. Five minutes later my Dad came 

with his new Cadillac to take us to school. He dropped off my little brother first at Linwood 

Holton Elementary, he then dropped David at L.C. Bird, and he dropped me at 

Meadowbrook last. 

I waved him goodbye while I was walking towards the entrance, and I opened the 

door to see a couple of kids walking around the school. Most were 9th graders since the 

10th, 11th, and 12th came the day after, but a group of sophomores who were IB showed me 

around the school and where my classes were. They were pretty helpful.

I had to attend my first class, so I went upstairs to room 803 I believe, and that is 

where I met my English teacher. I was the second person in the class and I sat down in the 

seat far to the left in the middle. I had no friends at the time since I came from a school in 

Richmond called Lucille M. Brown and all my other friends went to different schools. I met 

James Sognikin
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some people and the other IB freshman so it made me feel better I guess. 

Afterwards I went to the rest of my classes for the day and boom it was 2:30, and school 

was practically over. My Dad picked me up from school late since he had to pick up my brothers 

first and we went home to end the day. 

I went to my room and started to take out all of my syllabuses to get my parents to sign it so 

I wouldn’t forget later on. I set the papers on the dining room table so my Mom would see it once 

she got home. I then played on the Xbox and my laptop for a couple of hours until my Mom made 

dinner. We ate Fufu1 that day, and when I finished, I grabbed the syllabuses that my Mom signed, 

and I put them in my folder to give to my teachers the next time I saw them. I then went to brush 

my teeth and head to bed.

Savannah - Clover Hill High  School
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Daisy - Midlothian High School



Mini Memoir
11th Grade Nonfiction

1st Place
James River
High School

Sitting at a table barely two feet off the floor, Crayola marker in hand, I meticulously 

scribbled the finishing details onto my Kindergarten masterpiece. Mildly annoyed that 

another classmate of mine was using the peach-colored marker, I angrily settled for a bright 

orange marker to color in the face of my self-portrait. Upon a sheet of pure white paper, was 

a picture of a girl vaguely resembling the likeness of my six-year-old self, however in my 

eyes it was still yet to be completed. Contemplating what details I could add to make my 

picture even more personal, I picked up a pencil and drew a speech bubble with three 

words, “I like birds.” You see, from a very young age I was intent on becoming an 

ornithologist when I was older and I was absolutely fascinated by birds. I admired 

everything about them, but I was most envious of their ability to fly. I was enamoured by 

flight and I often daydreamed of soaring through the open air. Flight was liberating, and I 

desperately craved to float carefree through the pristine blue sky. Although I was not able to 

fly at the time, I believed that if I studied birds (like an ornithologist would) I could discover 

the secret to aviation and live out my desires to glide through the sky. Unsurprisingly, my 

hypothesis about flying was grossly incorrect. However, when I look at the past and the 

foolishness of this belief, I am reminded of how my self-proclaimed life’s purpose has 

changed throughout my life. 

For almost three years, I was committed to becoming an ornithologist. I religiously 

watched the birds in my backyard and soaked up as much knowledge I could about them, 

for example, did you know that birds have hollow bones? I craved information and 

regurgitated facts, constantly pestering family members with trivial bits of knowledge. I 

took immense pride in my extensive expertise, and even at such a young age I was 

determined to pursue my dreams. 

Elizabeth MacPhail
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Instead of asking for a Barbie doll or a bike on my birthday, I remember pleading with my 

parents for a pair of binoculars to aid my backyard bird observations. Needless to say, I was 

beyond thrilled when my demands were satisfied and I received a pair of orange and black 

binoculars for my subsequent birthday! Whenever I tightly pressed the malleable rubber of the 

binoculars against my eyes, scanning the grassy patches of my backyard for signs of wildlife, I felt 

like a professional scientist and I was content because I was indulging in my passion. Although it 

seems silly now, becoming an ornithologist was my purpose; I always felt a sense of fulfillment 

whenever I took part in an activity relating to nature or science. Through the eyes of a child, the 

natural world was secretive, and each discovery or piece of information I collected quenched my 

insatiable thirst for knowledge. While this feeling hasn’t left me yet, over the years it has evolved 

into something more complex as the blissful ignorance of adolescence dissipates. At exactly what 

age, I don’t remember, but my passion took a turn and I moved past my dreams of becoming an 

ornithologist to pursue something that incorporated more creative curiosities. 

Around third grade, I became infatuated with the arts. From watercolor to oil pastel to 

paper mache and collage, I loved it all and wanted nothing more than to divulge into my creative 

side. While it may not be a surprise, remnants from my ornithology phase spilled over into my 

artwork, often I found myself doodling pictures of birds and feathers or flying mythological 

creatures. Art gave me another window to express my inquisitiveness and desires, realizing that 

human flight was still impossible, I instead turned to sketching images of humans mid-air or 

inventing imaginary contraptions that would grant the ability to fly. Transferring my thoughts to 

paper in the form of images came naturally to me, and yet again I felt inspired to give chase to 

this newfound obsession with an unceasing enthusiasm. By the age of nine, I was dedicated to 

becoming an artist. Almost every day, I overflowed the pages in my notebook with marker and 
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pencil illustrations, and when the reserves of loose leaf paper met their capacity my work 

spilled over onto sheets of homework, backs of napkins, and newspaper scraps! The artists I 

learned about in my elementary school art class served as inspiration for my creative endeavors. 

Works of Frida Khalo, Salvador Dali, Andy Warhol, and Keith Harring all emboldened my 

enthusiasm, and I admired the beauty and uniqueness of each artists’ style. I aspired to be like 

these artists, I longed for my work to be world renowned. Emulating their famous techniques 

and individuality, I dappled in various different styles and mediums and meticulously played 

around with color. During this time, I shifted my perspective and took on a new purpose, to 

create beautiful and inimitable art that I took immense pride in. 

Up until I entered middle school, I was consumed by the arts. As time progressed, instead 

of being gifted binoculars for my birthday I ardently received paints, pencils, and sketch 

notebooks. I was so fortunate to have those around me support my dreams of becoming an artist 

and I was committed to constantly improving my work and expanding my horizons. Looking 

back, I recall the days I would spend hunkered in my room penciling in sketches of my favorite 

animals, motivating myself by remembering that my favorite artists all had humble beginnings 

as well. Besides being an outlet for my creativity, art gave me the transcendent sense of 

fulfillment I described earlier. Knowing that I was diligently working toward a future goal of 

mine calmed the burning exigency for fulfillment within and gave me a purpose, to achieve my 

goals. 

Sixth grade introduced me to numerous new concepts, people, and lifestyles. Upon my 

arrival to middle school, I branched out from the sheltered bubble my parents had kept me in 

and realized that the world was so much more complex than I could’ve envisioned. Whether it 

was learning the basics of algebra or hearing all the curse words imaginable, every day I 

seemingly learned something new. However, one of the most impactful learning experiences 

was my first 
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was my first time attending a meeting for the Robious Middle School STEAM club. It was there 

that I discovered a new passion, one that combined all my interests and curiosities. Engineering 

had massive appeal to twelve year old me because it was the consummate culmination of my 

favorite things: art, science, and math. Civil engineering in particular stood out to me, the 

thought of designing roads, bridges, and buildings presented challenging obstacles to overcome 

but nevertheless it seemed enjoyable. Taking part in the activities of STEAM club was immensely 

rewarding and fulfilling, whether it was creating popsicle stick bridges or skyscraping paper 

towers, I felt a profound sense of personal achievement. Pursuing engineering became my new 

sense of purpose and throughout the rest of my middle school experience I broadened my 

understanding of the discipline, I even went so far as to consider making an application to L.C. 

Byrd High School! However as eighth grade rolled around and it became time to start making 

decisive decisions about the practicality of my future education and career, my interest in 

engineering declined and my understanding of purpose along with it. 

Today, my sense of purpose has been redirected once more and I now find myself lacking 

the confidence of my younger selves. Through the eyes of a small child, the world is simple, 

one-dimensional. You either like something or dislike it, you are told what is acceptable and 

what is not, and you have yet to learn about the ambiguity of life. While I may still be young, the 

complexities of the world become more apparent in my life each day. As I’ve grown older, 

experienced more things, and formed my own opinions, my purpose has shifted as well. I am no 

longer self-assured in what I want to devote my life to, but I still find myself using the past to 

guide my equivocal future. Ornithology no longer has the same appeal to me as it did, however 

nature still continues to fascinate me. Occasionally, when I peer through my kitchen window 

with my orange and black binoculars I am reminded of my childish desire to learn. And when I 
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lazily flip through my old sketchbooks, I am reminded of the incredible imaginative creativity I 

once possessed. And when I dig up the battered maroon colored shirt reading: “Robious STEAM 

Club,” I remember the thrill of excitement that ensued overcoming an obstacle during club days. 

The focus of my life has shifted, but the major aspects of my former interests are forever 

imprinted in myself. I may not know what I wish to devote my life to at the current moment, but 

I know it will be something that allows me to preserve the natural world while approaching 

problems with creative solutions. We all may not be sure as to what our purpose is in this world, 

but I urge you to let your past help determine your future. 

Chandler - Manchester High  School



Anything But Me
11th Grade Nonfiction

2nd Place
James River
High School

Reading has always been my first love. It has been a constant in my wayward life and 

become so deeply ingrained in me so that not even childhood amnesia could remove the 

feel of my chubby fingers eagerly turning pages, the security of a hardback novel, and the 

crisp smell of book pages from my memory. At the tender age of eight years old, I was 

already an avid bookworm and reading had become my favorite hobby and coping 

mechanism. However, despite my intense love for reading, I grew bored of rapaciously 

devouring one book after the other, I wanted more. I started to look at some of the elements 

behind reading and in the end, I decided to introduce myself to writing. 

While they were closely related, writing turned out to be the opposite of reading. 

While reading helped me stay grounded and assuaged my anxiety, writing was exhilarating 

and launched me into a state of euphoria. The power I had with just a pen and a piece of 

paper was unrivaled. The world of words was at command and I was determined to master 

this newly found hobby. I started to spend my nights hidden underneath my purple, 

polka-dotted comforter just writing. The air was always stuffy and hot and the light from 

my Gameboy, that I used as a flashlight, was never bright enough to fully illuminate the 

pages I was writing, but I didn’t care. I was too captivated by the characters I was crafting. 

Unfortunately, that feeling didn't last long. The night after I finished my first short story, my 

relationship with writing was forever tarnished.

I woke up that morning feeling extremely proud of myself. As I was getting ready for 

the day, the only thing I could think about was how I had really written my own story and 

by the time I made it to my third-grade classroom that morning, I was already ready to 

leave. I just wanted to go home and write. The sun, however, was ready to savor the day 

and took its sweet 

Elizabeth Lipscomb
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time moving across the sky that afternoon. Even recess, the most entertaining part of the day, felt 

like it was lasting too long. Three hours before the school day was about to end, my teacher told 

us all to quiet down and gave us the instructions for our next activity. “On a blank piece of paper, 

write down three facts about yourself. Make sure it’s in full sentences and that it's something that 

you haven’t shared with the class before.” At this point, I now considered myself a novelist and I 

was determined to prove it by writing the three most magnificent sentences known to man. But 

as more and more students began to turn their papers in, mine stayed blank. Writing about 

myself had to be the easiest writing topic in the world. I could spin your life to be way more 

exciting and elegant than what it was or even make something up and nobody would ever know, 

but I couldn’t do it. I just stared at the blank paper and soon I started to cry. The faces of my 

classmates and the spring decorations that littered the classroom became blurred by my tears. I 

couldn’t see them but I could feel all of my classmates turning to look at me and I could hear 

them murmuring “Elizabeth? Is she really crying? Why?” I felt so pathetic because, at that 

moment, I came to the realization that I would never be a good writer.

I remember reading that a creative of any kind, always imbues a piece of themselves in 

their work. Their personalities shine through mediums and that’s what makes their creations so 

unique and special. My life could be fit into three categories: things that weren’t interesting to 

talk about, things I didn’t want to talk about, and things I wasn’t allowed to talk about. I had 

nothing to instill in my writing because I wasn’t special, I couldn’t even write three facts about 

myself, so why would my work be? My writing was worth nothing and it never would be. I threw 

away all of my journals as soon as I got home and I promised myself that I would never write 

again. In the end, it was a promise that I wouldn’t end up keeping.
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It would take a few years but soon the itch to put my thoughts and ideas on paper would 

return. It was so difficult at first because writing didn't feel the same. The confidence I had before 

was no longer present and the seeds of imposter syndrome, which I would end up watering for 

years to come, were already set. However eventually, my daily musings would find themselves in 

diaries and I would write over a hundred love letters, to a boy who would never read them. Soon 

I finally felt like I could write about anything. I could tell you how your memories are in the 

hands of two seahorses or how wolves, waves, and wisteria can reflect human emotions, but if 

you asked me to write about “Who is Elizabeth?” I’m not sure I could write a response.

Mellany - Meadowbrook  High  School



Life Before and After COVID
11th Grade Nonfiction

3rd Place
Manchester
High School

Before: February 2020

The first thing I hear every day is one of the most annoying sounds in the world, my 

alarm. It goes off at 6:30, giving me about an hour and a half to get ready for school. I slump 

over to the bathroom, shower, get changed, and eat breakfast, usually 2 bowls of cereal 

because I know that besides a sandwich for lunch, I won't eat anything else until dinner. By 

the time I'm done with all that, most of the sleepiness has hid itself for the time being, and I 

feel ready enough to go to school.

I hop in the passenger's seat of my mom's Jeep and sit in relative silence for the 5 

minute drive to school, still trying to wake myself up. 

“Have a good day” my mom tells me as I grab my bag. “See you later,” I say as I shut 

the door. I begin to walk to school as Jack Frost tears away at my hands.

I burst through the double doors trying to get away from the cold of the morning and 

do a few laps around the hallways since I have a few minutes before class starts. I get to the 

first block, which is my favorite class since it’s the only one I have friends in. I walk through 

the door seconds before the bell rings and mosey on over to my desk. The class goes by 

fairly quickly, since my friends and I talk to each other most of the class, not paying too 

much attention to what our teacher is saying. The rest of the day I go through the motions. 

Once it’s over, I seem to forget all that has happened.

I go to class, do worksheets, and the same endless cycle keeps happening day after 

day. 

Dylan Grasso
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As I walk out of the double doors I entered through six hours ago, I can’t help but seem 

drained, both mentally and physically. I walk over to my mom's Jeep, hoping that someday soon, 

things could change, that maybe, some excitement can break this routine.

After: September 2020

The first thing I hear every morning is silence. Nobody up, nobody outside, no cars, no 

planes, no trucks, nothing. 

I look over at the clock on my wall as it blinks a red “7:30.” I don't use my alarm anymore; 

my body always just seems to wake itself up at the right time. I slowly walk to the bathroom, look 

in the mirror and shrug. I never need to look presentable anymore, so I put the shower off until 

tonight, and brush my teeth.

I walk down the stairs and reach for my cereal. I pour only half a bowl as I know if I get 

hungry during the day, that I can just go downstairs and get something else. I go back to my room 

with the sun now peeking its head over the horizon and lie down on my bed and take a deep 

breath. I pick up my phone and put on some music to keep me occupied for the next few minutes 

until class starts.

I gaze over at the clock now as it reads 8:18. I force myself out of bed, slip into my slides 

and sink into my computer chair as I turn on my screen. The dim glow of my Chromebook 

illuminates my face as I go through the motions throughout the day.

 I load up the Google Meeting page as I quietly mutter, here we go again. I log into class, do 

an online assignment, and then go on to the next. Always doing the same thing.
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It’s not even three weeks in and the charming feeling all this once had when virtual school 

first started has disintegrated into nothing. I sit there looking at my screen, wishing that I could 

push through those double doors and see those busy school hallways one more time.

Brian - Manchester Middle  School
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Elizabeth - Cosby High School



A Reflection of Birds
12th Grade Nonfiction

1st Place
Manchester
High School

I trudge my way through the zoo, grumbling under my breath with each step. I am 

left, once again, to stand at the entrance of the parakeet exhibit for five mind-numbing 

hours. It is a mindless job, requiring no effort, save for ensuring that no nine-year olds 

sneakily shove birds into their pockets.

 I assume my position at the tall, chicken-wire-and-wood door to the aviary, a 

kaleidoscope of parakeets whistling happily behind me. Today’s crowd of people is sparse 

but eager, wide eyes and freckled necks straining to get a glimpse of a jewel-toned wings. I 

smile at their excitement. It must be nice, to spend an entire day caring only about whether 

or not you’re first in line to see the beautiful birds. I haven’t been so eager to do 

anything--except maybe turn in an assignment on time--in years. 

Surveying the waiting crowd, I groan internally as a mother pushes a blue stroller up 

to the door, stopping only when she notices the sign tacked up at eye level: No strollers. Keep 

our birds safe. 

She asks me to make an exception. Her son can’t walk, doctor’s orders. I let her in.

As I continue to work, I keep finding myself drawn back to the woman and her son. 

The contrast of the pair is almost startling. He’s pale, so pale that the circles under his wide 

blue eyes look like bruises. His hair sticks out in white blond curls, slightly matted in the 

back. He can’t be more than ten years old. His mother is the complete opposite, tan and 

freckled and warm, the sun incarnate. She catches bird after bird, gently passing them on to 

her son. Even with no birdseed left, they still come to her, almost like they sense how 

different this pair is, how a visit like this one is a special, rare occasion, almost as rare as the 

wide smile on the little boy’s face. 

Kacey Randall
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As I watch them, I start to consider the last time I smiled like that, so exuberant and full of 

unbridled joy, at something so small. How long ago was it that I was like him, staring in wonder at 

the small beauties fluttering past me? When did I last gasp in amazement at the simplest of 

things? Why did I stop stretching my arms to the sky, determined to catch sweet moments like 

these and save them in my pockets? Those memories were mine, to savor and take out and relive 

whenever I wished. I didn’t have to share them with an unappreciative boss or a group of 

underachieving classmates. 

When did I stop appreciating the little things?  

The boy is stuffed into the plastic stroller, long, skinny limbs hanging out at awkward 

angles and back hunched to fit under the sun shade. His shirt is fitted to allow easy access to a 

chest port, a detail that breaks my heart. He sits contentedly in his too-small stroller, watching the 

birds fly freely above him. He is grounded, and has been for a long time, but still laughs loudly 

with his head thrown back every time a bird dips to fly past him. I consider how mundane the 

soft chirps and fluttering wings have become to me. They have become another noise in a 

cacophonous world, drowned out by responsibilities and stress.

Hours later, I walk up to the office, a noticeable bounce in my step. As I walk, I think about 

the encounter I’d had earlier that day, at the happiness on that boy’s face. The realization that I 

want to be that happy flows through me in a warm wave, filling me with determination. I’m tired 

of living life in a cage. It’s time to start laughing and flying and taking risks.  I smile at the 

menagerie of animals around me and stop to stare at the vibrant sunset. Tomorrow, I decide, is 

going to be a very good day.
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2nd Place
James River
High School

Catching small fish doesn’t necessarily make one a bad fly fisherman. Large fish fight 

harder, look more impressive, and make for better fish-tales, but I have found that small 

fish help me to explore the world by appreciating its intricate details.

I came to understand this on an arduous hike with my father to a secluded lake in 

Washington’s North Cascades National Park. Over several hours, we ascended eighteen 

hundred vertical feet and nearly thirty switchbacks to reach Cascade Pass. Instead of 

following the main trail to more scenic overviews, we diverted onto a steep, overgrown path 

that plunged several hundred feet to Doubtful Lake.

Hiding in the shadow of near-vertical cliffs sat the lake, deep and dark. Above the 

cliffs, patches of snow were at last beginning to melt, turning into cascading waterfalls. 

Opposite the lake lay a meadow, ringed by small clusters of pine trees, each stunted by long, 

harsh winters and the punishing wind. Despite the beauty of my surroundings, that wind 

put a damper on my mood; I feared it would prevent me from casting my fly rod. A single 

cast proved that my fears were well-founded and that Doubtful Lake’s name was apt. The 

only viable option left was to fish the seemingly barren alpine creek that drained the lake.

 As a fly fisherman, I strive to make my fly appear helpless atop the water, the perfect 

morsel for a hungry trout; however, this is easier said than done. The high lakes and 

streams of the Cascades are home to cutthroat trout. Like all trout, they have a picky palate 

and are easily spooked. I took a moment to study my surroundings, then chose an attractive 

fly. Slowly approaching the stream, I stooped low behind the shrubs to avoid the watchful 

gaze of the trout. Stripping some line off my reel, I made a short, accurate cast and landed 

my fly just upstream from a log that protruded into a deep pool. As I watched my fly drift 
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helplessly along with the current, my hands and arms tensed.

Suddenly, a flash darted from beneath the log. Without even realizing it, I set the hook. The 

fight lasted mere seconds. Once the fish was in the net, I noticed its size. The cutthroat was tiny, 

mere inches long. Yet, it was beautiful, with its tarnished-golden body, black and grey spots, and a 

vibrant streak of red beneath its jaw. I released it after a few moments and watched it return to 

its ice-cold home, a little more wary of the food floating above. 

Within minutes, I had caught a second fish, quickly followed by a third, and by the end of 

the day, I had caught eight little cutthroats. Despite their size, each fish was unique, with different 

combinations of colors and spots. I could have kept catching and looking at those beautiful 

mountain trout all day long, but there was a long hike back to the car and the sun was 

significantly lower in the sky. My father and I retraced our steps, wishing we could spend just a 

moment longer in this beautiful place.

I learned something about myself that day. To understand the world, I have to experience 

it, down to the smallest details. For me, this means not only climbing to grand vistas but also 

wading into tiny streams. It's more than just the number or the size of the fish. I need to touch 

them, look at their colors, and study their differences. I need to figure out how fish interact with 

their environment, solve the puzzle of how to catch them, and then let them go. 



An Unending Waltz
12th Grade Nonfiction

3rd Place
Manchester
High School

In the emptiness of early morning, I sit on my bed, staring at the half-written 

sentence, its ending unknown, its meaning nothing. 

The beginning is elegantly written: Bonnie sat along the cracked stairs of the old 

Baptist church, a cigarette held in lips coated a devilish red. She watched as night settled into 

the countryside, as…

 It established the character and the beautiful world in which she lived. It was a 

textbook beginning for a story. 

Still. 

It wasn’t the right beginning. 

I press the backspace button in annoyance, watching each of the letters vanish.

Once again I’m alone with the cursor, its slender body taunting me with each of its 

steady, monotonous blinks.

Once again, for the fifth time since opening the document, I’m staring at an empty 

page. It was all I’d been seeing recently: the empty pages of failed past works, of tales 

half-spun. I’m a graveyard for ideas, where they are thrown onto a page to die and never be 

revisited. 

I close my computer with a final slam. The idea I had failed to write was still buzzing 

in my mind like a bout of tinnitus, persistent and angry. There was nothing I could do to 

shut it up except to write it down, to follow its thread until it stopped. And even that was 

beyond my reach at the moment. 

I gaze across the dark room, my eyes landing on a dead eyed plushie, a smile sewed 

onto its face. Something about it, the way it’s cotton-filled body leans against the colorless 
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wall, the way its head slumps, as if weakened by exhaustion, against its chest, knocks loose an 

idea. 

I immediately grasp the thought,—that fleeting, blurry image—strangling it in desperation. 

A new thread!

A cease in the endless nagging of a rotting idea. 

I begin typing feverishly, my fingers barely at pace with my bounding thoughts. The blank 

void of the page fills with strings of words, creating a tapestry of a story. And then, as quick as it 

came, the thought disappears. The cursor stares innocently through the soft glowing screen, 

dangling from the end of a sentence, once again unfinished. My hand hovers over the backspace 

button once more. The cursor resumes it’s monotonous, almost expectant, blinks. I hit the 

backspace furiously. 

What’s the point of being inspired when writer’s block keeps you from writing? What’s the 

point of even writing when at the end of the hour, the page would still be empty? What’s the 

point in calling yourself a writer when all you have is a portfolio of half-written junk? 

All the guides, all the books, all the “How to Be a Writer” lists and all those videos from 

accomplished authors always say to “keep writing, just keep writing. No matter what it is, write, 

write, write!” They all suggest journaling or keeping a diary or following prompts. And it makes 

sense; you’ve got to unblock all the crappy stuff from your brain and make room for new stuff. 

So I follow the tips and tricks from those guides and books and “How to Be a Writer” lists. I 

write the crappy stuff, find the nugget of gold among the stones, run with it and end up in the 

exact same position: sitting on my bed at three in morning, staring at the lone cursor flaring 

among the paragraphs of nonsensical junk. Just me and that darn cursor. It’s grown accustomed 

to this song and dance. 
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The cycle between a writer and writer’s block is as old and natural as the flow of time. It 

has the volatile emotion of the woman’s menstrual cycle, the consistency of the phases of the 

moon, and the overall beauty of the leaves turning orange and brown in the fall. Hindsight shines 

on it a beautiful glow, though the journey through is always dim and grey.  

And the journey itself is long and strenuous, unending so long as the will to write resides in 

your heart, each idea, each word (written or unwritten, trapped in the mind or freed on the page) 

making the journey longer, and the eventual hindsight more and more brilliant. 

And that brilliant hindsight only flickers, like the sun’s beam through the branches of trees, 

or a lightbulb partially unscrewed, or the LED light at the end of a hallway in a horror movie. It’s 

so fleeting that most people miss it, or look away from annoyance or ignorance. 

But it is always there. 

I never did finish Bonnie’s story, the story of a girl trying to make a change for herself. A 

story about confronting one’s past and paving the way for a brighter future. A story blossomed 

from recesses of memory, of those early morning’s sitting in church, those darn pantyhose 

making the sermon much much longer to a six year old girl. 

Yet another story, thrown into the graveyard of Google Docs. 

Yet another hesitant step in the Unending Waltz. 
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