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MARILYN ZHANG; GRADE 8
Prelude Street
The stars are especially clear tonight--everyone is stopping dead in their tracks just to gaze.
Yet I hardly even glance; it’s past my time. I’ve been there, done that. For days and weeks and
months I’ve stared into the stars, whispering to them, praying. Hoping that someday she’ll come
back again.
But it’s been 3 months and 6 days. And she still hasn’t come back.
So many times have I dreamed of those blue eyes--inquisitive, yes, but never piercing.
Usually there’s a strand of her golden hair skewed right across her face. It’s like I could reach out
and feel the smooth strands--she was that clear. Yet every time I wake up from the dream yelling
“Leaana!” she’s not there.
The pitter and patter on the muffled alley tell me that the rain’s coming down. Is the sky
crying--sharing my feelings? I’m desperate now. She has to come back. I turn away from Carpet
Square, away from the bustles and hustles of Wyanska, Illinois. There’s a dark alley down the corner,
and I turn there for some “quiet solace,” as my mother says. Or used to say.
Ever since Leaana left, Mother hasn’t said much. Actually, she’s pretty much said nothing for the
past two months. And she’s done nothing except let her tears fall relentlessly onto her clothes, staining
them with sorrow.
It used to be Mother taking charge, getting the kitchenware, cooking, and simply being just …
Mother. But two months ago, I took her place, and she took mine. Or something below mine.
Will the day ever come that I’ll see Leaana’s blue eyes again? I can imagine her bright smile. One
look from her, and everything will be forgiven. Everything will become normal. Mother will be Mother and
I will be able to look at the stars again.
Every passing day it’s hard to ignore the fact that Leaana is gone, erased from my life. It’s also hard
to ignore the fact here, in my own alcove on a rainy night. It’s Mother’s fault, really, that Leaana turned her
back to us and stormed out of our house one especially gloomy day--almost like tonight--and never looked
back.
I was nine, then, but now I’m ten. I suddenly realize that Leaana even forgot my birthday this year
– we have a pact for birthdays: Leaana lets me choose to keep something special that she has on my
birthday and I do the same for her. We’ve done this every year for my birthday and her birthday since I
was five and she was seven. Except for this year.
~ ~ ~

And I had already picked out my present-to-be for my tenth birthday, a glittery bouncy ball
with shiny red, green, and blue segments of balloon string carefully tucked inside. It was so beautiful,
so diligent, that I got the feeling that Leaana had made it especially for me. I’d found it by accident,
really, when we were scampering around the house playing hide-and-seek. Without meaning to, I’d
gone into Leanna’s room and had squatted down in the closet (in a position similar to mine right
now) and that’s when I had first glimpsed of the bouncy ball carefully placed in an ordinary
shoebox. That’s when I had chosen my present.
~ ~ ~
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It’s raining harder now, and the muscles under my knees are starting to get cramped and sore
from my squatting in this dark alley. I do my best to stretch out my legs and stand up, but that’s
when I realize that I don’t know where I am. I don’t know how long I have been squatting like that,
thinking about Leaana and those fun times with her before she left, and now it’s so dark I can hardly
make out each of my five freezing fingers.
I click and clack my boots along the hollow stones of the alley until I reach a streetlight
glowing a pale yellow. I figure I should probably look for the street name just because it might help
me get back home, but when I find out that I’m on Prelude Street, I know it won’t help. I’ve never
heard of Prelude Street, never been here before, and so I am lost for good. And yet somewhere in
the back of my mind, “Prelude” rings a bell, like I’ve heard of it before, but I don’t know what it
means.
~ ~ ~

Mother had been baking her famous soft and warm raisin bread the day Leaana left. I knew
the bread she dumped out onto the muddy pavement outside later that day after Leanna left was the
last she would make in a long time--dinner with me is always those packaged canned beans you get
at two-dollar stores. Thinking back, I really miss Mother’s raisin bread, not just because of its
softness or warmth, but also because eating it felt like...family.
~ ~ ~

I grope along the dark alley, turning right, then left, then right, then left again with my
instinct. I have learned to trust my instinct over the past few years, mostly because of Leaana;
everyday, every single time my face shadows with doubt, Leaana always says, “Trust yourself, trust
yourself, my little sister. And soon you will be a normal person, without your phobias.” I was born
to be afraid of myself. My literature teacher, Ms. Mackaney, calls it “autophobia”. But with Leaana’s
help, I am now more confident. My thoughts are confirmed when I see the red bricks jagging their
shape and piercing the darkness of the night. This is my street.
However, when I glance again at the street name, I read, “Destiny Street”. That’s funny.
They must have changed my street name in the eight hours I spent in Carpet Square. Maybe that’s
what happened with Prelude Street? Just to double check, I count three houses up the street to the
right, the smallest one on the street and also the one with a rickety window jutting out at an angle,
and yep, that’s my house all right.
I swing the door open, and close it without a creak (Mother dislikes those sounds). “Mother?
I’m home now. We’ll eat dinner in a minute okay?” I call out at nowhere in general. I get no reply,
so I step into the kitchen, and lo and behold, it’s an amazing sight: warm, soft, raisin bread.
Mother smiles at me, “Hello, Estella. Sit down to some bread with me?”
I guess I looked too happy, because Mother added, “Oh, Leaana’s not back yet. I’m just
baking a bit because you know, us two, we need to move on. We can’t let Leaana’s not being here
break our lives. We need to live a fulfilling life.”
I nod, glad that Mother is being herself again. Not the Mother she was when Leaana’s was
here, but a different version. Thinking of Leaana, I’m still not sure why Leaana left. I guess being
nine years old instead of ten does make a difference--you’re older and more mature when you’re ten.
At least I am.
Seeing that Mother has opened up herself, I ask, “Mom? Why did Leaana … leave?”
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I am careful not to say, Why did Leaana run away in the middle of the night with tears
rolling down her beautiful hair and her entire spirit screaming at us and abandoning us? Is there any
possible chance that she’s alive and will come back ever to give me my birthday present?
Mother finishes her raisin bread before speaking, “Oh, Estella. Have you noticed that you
and I both have silky black hair while Leaana has golden curls?”
I nod. I’ve noticed the difference many times, but never thought to ask. I had taken it for
granted that Leaana was my older sister and was supposed to be more beautiful than me.
“Estella...your sister Leaana’s adopted. She’s not your...real sister, not by blood. But you two
still are sisters. The only difference is that you’re not adopted and Leaana is.”
That’s not significant to me. There’s no doubt that Leaana is my sister. “Then why did she
leave?” I say.
Mother stares into the darkness, forgetting about the table she’s supposed to be cleaning,
while she tries to phrase her answer. “Because...I never told her. She’d always thought she was a
normal person part of a normal family. Not adopted. And it made a difference to her, that I never
told her. She thought that I didn’t trust her enough, or love her enough, to tell her the truth. So
when that day two months ago when I was making the same type of bread as we’re eating right now,
she came up and asked me about her hair. At first, I told her it was because she was special and God
gave her beautiful golden curls. But she was already twelve back then, and I couldn’t fool her, so
when she found out in the end, she nearly exploded.”
“So that’s why she left?” I ask, still not understanding the importance of being adopted.
“Yes, that is. I’m sorry now. I wish I’d told her sooner. I wish I’d told her the full truth
instead of trying to hide it from her. Looking back, Leaana deserved it.”
I understand that, though. “Yeah. She does,” I say. Leaana deserved every good thing in the
world--she studied when everyone else slacked, she smiled when everyone else lost hope, and she
walked in to be the best sister I could ever have just when I was believing Ms. Mackaney that I did
indeed have “autophobia”.
Right then and there, Mother and I share the next moment of silence together gazing at each
other and into our past. Now, I knew that Mother would never be the same again, that she would be
a better mom. It’s when I stand up to close the rickety window because I had noticed it was getting
chilly that I break the silence.
That night, I look out to gaze into the stars again.
The next morning, before I set out to school, I go to Leaana’s room to check on the glittery
bouncy ball. It’s still there, but there’s a note from Leaana next to it this time.
Dear My Wonderful Little Sister Estella,
Happy late birthday. I’ve known from the beginning that this would be your birthday present--don’t
you just love the segments of balloon strings inside? The red, the blue, and the green? When I think of it now, I think
of you, Mother, and me. Together. As a family. I would be red because I jump to conclusions too quickly and you
would be blue because you help balance me, believe it or not Estella. And Mom would be green because green is nature
and nature understands like Mom. I think that’s why they call it Mother Nature.
I heard you and Mom, yesterday. I guess I’m lucky that you two never remember to close that rickety
window until it’s starts to freeze through. I know now that Mom understands how I feel. I heard her say sorry and
that’s good enough for me. However, I’m going to stay away a bit longer, you know, just to cool off and take a step
back from this jumbled world.
Maybe I’ll see you in a few weeks. In the meantime, keep the three colors of balloon string safe inside
the bouncy ball. After all, we’re still a family.
-xoxo, leaana

3

Later that evening, I show it to Mom. She smiles, understands. I know everything will be
alright, in a few weeks. We’ll be a family again.
However, Prelude Street never leaves my mind, so when Ms. Mackaney tells us to write the
definition of a word we don’t know for homework, that’s the word I choose. I choose the simplest
definition and write “beginning”. Nothing could’ve been more true.
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MAHIMA SANGLI; GRADE 6
Poppy the Duck
Hidden by the reeds, Mother Duck and the handsome drake squatted, snuggled close
together. They watched with wonder as each of their large, round eggs began to crack, one by one.
First came the largest, Dick. He was the oldest, the first to venture out of his roomy egg. He came
out soggy, but would soon turn into a beautiful, strong drake with a sizeable amount of arrogance.
Next came Lulu, the sweetest of the bunch. She waddled up to her mother and cuddled against her
feathers to get warm. So thus, one by one, they stuck out their tiny coral beaks to sniff the air of a
new life; to explore a world that was unknown, yet enticing. However, one egg was still unbroken. It
didn’t move; the surface wasn’t covered in gentle cracks that would soon break open. Nope, it
stayed still, as if it were saying, “Are you crazy? You think I’m going to give it all up just to live in
that world you call Earth?” It saddened Mother Duck that the egg wouldn’t hatch because ever since
she laid eyes on that egg, she knew it was special. It was pink, not white like the others. It was the
most glorious rose color, with little red spots over it, and Mother Duck knew that she would love
the little chick popped out of that egg the most. So they sat, waiting in anticipation.
“Dear,” the drake whispered gently to his wife. “I think she’s a dud. Come we’ll tend to the
others.”
“You do what you want,” she replied, stubbornly. “I’m going to wait on this egg. She’s
special.”
It was as if those words were the magic spell: the egg cracked, the little orange creature
poked out, with first the damp head and then the rest of its wet body.
“You see!” Mother Duck said, her face glowing, “I told you she’d come. She just came nice
and slow.”
The drake rolled his eyes and strutted gracefully over to Dick who was poking his bill into
some interesting-looking fuzz nearby.
“Darling! What shall we name her?” she called
“Whatever you want,” the drake grumbled. “As long as you keep her out of the way!” he
said under his breath.
Mother Duck gazed at the duckling and a name came straight to her mind.
Poppy.
The next few days were fun for the other ducklings, but slow and difficult for Poppy. She
couldn’t understand why her father wouldn’t show as much affection towards her as her mother did.
But oh, how she loved her mother! She was a firm, yet graceful creature who always had an
honorable sense of right and wrong.
“Don’t strut like that, Dick, you look like a clown,” called Rose one day. An argument had
broken out between them yesterday and they still hadn’t gotten over it.
“Well who d’you think you are yourself, fluffing your feathers like you’re a swan or
something,” Dick retorted.
The rest of the argument went on like that, each line more and more feisty, until some
surprising news came along: from none other than Mr. Rabbit himself.
Mr. Rabbit was the most respected senior of all those who dwelled by the pond. Usually he
was the bringer of important news, and today the topic was ghastly and would panic the family for
sure.
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“Hear me! Hear me!” he gasped, for he had run the whole way. The ducklings scrambled and
shoved because they loved news.
“Now, children settle down and let the poor animal say his piece,” said the drake firmly.
“Thank you, and ‘tis good you are interested. What I have to say is very important indeed.”
Poppy, realizing she’d missed something, came waddling as fast as she could. She poked her
head through the little circle
“Tomorrow, a bulldozer will come and tear up our reeds. Sadly, my friends, ‘tis time for us
to relocate!” Mr. Rabbit announced dramatically.
The ducklings all started squawking at once. Where would they live? Would it be
comfortable? Was everyone moving? Poppy remained silent, though. She was scared for she had
lived around the same pond with the same reeds for her whole life. Would they really have to leave?
“Quiet children. Don’t you see the opportunity that could await us? It’s important that we
stay calm and positive,” Mother Duck said soothingly.
“Your mother is right. We will move to another pond, but ‘tis a little ways away. You must
stick together and not let your kin out of sight! Now if you’ll excuse me, I must be off again.” So
Mr. Rabbit took off, carrying the burden of sad new on his shoulders.
“Sshh, hush now, young ‘uns. You must walk together, and at an even pace too. Don’t get
behind!” the drake said softly to his panicked ducklings. They were moving today. He glanced
worriedly at his wife and Poppy. They would stick together of course. Why did his wife have to
waste her time on such a duckling? Poppy wasn’t worth it: she was slow, dumb, and scatter-brained.
With a sigh, he turned his back on them, determined to be a father and lead the group. “And amarch!”
So they marched. Poppy stayed close to the pack, like Mr. Rabbit said, but couldn’t help but
let her mind wander. She stared at her siblings standing nicely and neatly. They were all bold, all
beautiful, like her parents taught them to be. She was the only slow one. “You’ll learn dear,” her
mother would tell her consolingly. “You just wait.”
Then, one of her brothers would say, “Yeah, just wait. If you keep that up, you’ll end up
waiting till you die.” And it was then that Poppy felt the lowest, the loneliest, and the most stupid,
even with her beloved mother by her side.
Soon, it started to sprinkle. Then it started to pour. First Rose was off, screeching about how
her beautiful feathers would be ruined, and then demanding that they rest immediately. That set the
others off as well, so they came to a halt and took a break under a nice, dry tree.
“It’s a part of nature, children. We must get used to it,” said the drake, irritably. At the
moment, he was appalled at the fact that his pride and joy couldn’t brave the rain. But then
something caught his eye; there she was, smack dab in the middle of the road. There was Poppy.
She was twirling, her back straight, with a proud smile on her wee orange beak. The drake felt like
smacking himself.
How foolish I’ve been, thinking Poppy was a dud! Why, look at her, bright as the sun! She doesn’t care one
bit that it’s raining. Not like my other children acting like they’re the royalty of the land, thinking they can control the
weather, the drake thought to himself. So throwing all his care for his other children away, he danced
out to the middle of the road and swung around with Poppy. The ducklings stared, with their
mouths hanging open in amazement. Then throwing away their care too, they joined Poppy and the
drake. Mother Duck smiled to herself.
They’ve really changed. This is a new beginning, a chance to start fresh. Why moving to this pond was the
best idea ever! With no worries on her mind, Mother Duck pranced out to the road and twirled too,
feeling like a little chick again.
Eventually, they made it to the new pond. All the ducklings were friends now. They no
longer singled Poppy out, or teased her to tears. They knew she was special in her own way, and that
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she had something that they didn’t have. She was brave enough to be herself, and to do what she
liked. Sure, she wasn’t the prettiest, or the strongest, or the boldest; but she was the oh-so special
Poppy, who popped out of her little pink egg.
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KATHERINE XIAO; GRADE 8
Revolution
Each time a man stands up for an ideal… he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope...build(ing) a current that can sweep
down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.
I was only a girl when Havok took over Ammitie. I remember my parents crying, with silent
tears escaping their eyes. What was once a bustling and vibrant city became silent, still. No words
could describe the emotions we felt. No matter how much old grannies complained or neighbors
gossiped, nothing could make up for all the confusion in our heads.
The whole event came as a shock. No one expected Havok to try to take over Ammitie, the
amicable country that declared itself neutral. It was simply absurd, but it was true, and there was
nothing anyone could do about it.
I tried patting my mother’s back as she sat expressionlessly at the dinner table, but I couldn’t
help but noticing the changes that had occurred: The streets were empty, and the stores were all
closed. It was a day of mourning for everyone. My dad complained about how his benign boss had
been replaced by a ruthless, captious Havok man, who lectured on and on about the tiniest things.
Security was tight everywhere, and it was hard to even enter a café without having to show a form of
identification.
Before this chaos happened, Ammitie was the only neutral country that didn’t wish to be
associated with the World War. We had seen the consequences of wars, and we knew that no matter
if you were the winner or loser, there was always a severe price that had to be paid. Thousands of
lives had been lost, economies had gone downhill, and the aftermath was altogether horrifying. We
were the smallest country out there, with Havok being the largest.
In Ammitie, we had tried to keep our society as harmonious as possible, and it was rare to
have any sort of crime occur. Our newspaper was dubbed “International News” because all it ever
wrote about was which other countries were waging war, but nothing about Ammitie. The up side of
it was that one page was added to the comics section.
School resumed after a month of closure, only because the government of Havok had to
explain to all the education enforcers about the changes that were to be made. I was scared, but at
the same time, excited, to attend school. I would not only be able to see my friends again after such
a long period of seclusion, but also have to face that condescending nation and its people as they
watched our every action.
While I was eating breakfast, the doorbell rang. I groaned. Please don’t let it be those Havok police
again. However, instead of hearing the sounds of screaming police, I heard the sound of my best
friend, Annabelle Charise, calling out to me, trying her best to imitate the Havok accent. “Chrissy
Bouleverse! You open the door right now, or you’ll be trudging through the snow by yourself!”
I laughed, “But if I don’t open the door, you’ll be trudging through the snow too!” I opened
the door anyways and let her in, letting a huge gust of wind and snow blow right in my face. “Bah!
It’s cold out there.”
“It sure is!” She giggled, the sound of her laugh filling the room. “Well, let’s go shall we?”
“Yep. Bye, Mom! Bye, Dad!” I grabbed my backpack, swung it over my shoulder, and
sprinted out the door. I was both excited and scared for the new possibilities, but still ran dauntlessly
forward into the storm, and into a new world.
“What do you think the school’s going to be like when we get there?” I asked Annabelle,
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while trying to balance on the edge of the sidewalk.
She shuddered, “I don’t even want to think about it.”
Trying to lighten up the mood, I changed the topic. “Remember when Tim tried to pull a
prank on the teacher and ended up getting suspended?”
Annabelle laughed, “That was his own fault. Mr. Lee’s not the type to enjoy walking in the
door with a huge splat of chalk dust falling on his face.”
“Yeah, I think he ended up getting a haircut the next day.”
I burst out laughing. “I remember that one! It was horrible. Remember-”
“Shh,” Annabelle said, interrupting me, “Havok soldier strolling by.”
We immediately ceased our conversation. When the Havok soldier walked by, they took out
their scanners, checked for our identification, and then walked away.
After another awkward silence, I spoke up when we were out of earshot of the Havok
solder, “Well, that was really weird.”
Annabelle sighed, “Yeah. I miss when we were still independent. Now everywhere I go, the
atmosphere is extremely heavy. When we were still independent, it was nice just to go outside. Now,
I dread it.”
I looked up at the gray sky, snow falling on my face. “Yeah, don’t we all.”
When I arrived at school, my jaw dropped, and my face turned as white as snow. Havok
soldiers were everywhere, at each and every corner, all wearing the same red uniform and black hat,
each looking strikingly similar to the Tin Soldier, my favorite fairy tale character, but they all had two
legs. If the situation hadn’t been so dire, I would’ve laughed, but it was impossible to do so now.
The atmosphere was heavy. They were watching us—our every word and action, and it was
impossible to escape; we both knew it. They were lions waiting to pounce on their prey—us. I
shivered at the thought.
“Why do they even bother to station so many soldiers here?” I whispered as soon as we
managed to find an area with no Havok soldiers stationed there.
“They’re experienced conquerors. In order for us to be intimidated and dare not rebel
against them, they’ve stationed soldiers here. Besides, ‘cause they have such a huge population, they
need somewhere to put them. They’re killing two birds with one stone, see?”
It wasn’t a typical school day. The teachers didn’t crack any jokes, and no students, even the
class clowns, dared to speak up. Our beautiful white and blue Ammitie flags were replaced by the
red and yellow Havok flag, and we had to memorize a whole different pledge. No one looked at the
flag; we all hung our heads, eyes concentrating on the cracks on our desks, or the hearts that had
been carved on by previous students.
And then I noticed something odd. On my desk, and every other desk I saw, there was a
word, “No,” etched in the lower right hand corner. It was a simple, but powerful word. It was the
word that was repeated over and over in our heads, every hour, every minute, and every second.
Underneath it, were seven numbers “2098437.” It was a phone number. A grin slowly crept onto my
face. Despite Havok’s attempts to make sure no rebellion would occur, one was already
happening—right under their watch. However, that grin quickly faded into a frown. They’re trying to
kill themselves. What if they get caught?
When school ended, I was more than excited to leap out of my chair and head home. It was
the happiest I’ve ever been to leave school. “Hey, Annabelle, wanna head home?”
Annabelle’s face immediately brightened, and she leaped out of her chair was well. “Of
course!”
During the walk home, we could hear faint shouts and screaming from people in the
direction of our houses. “A riot?” I asked.
“Probably. What else?”
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I shrugged. “Whatever. Let’s go.”
“Home? Or the riot?”
“Home, duh. Riots are dangerous. Haven’t you read about what happened? People DIE.”
“People die everyday, Chrissy, and this is for a good cause.”
I continued walking in the direction of my house, “Sure, sure.”
Annabelle grabbed me by the hand, jerking me to a stop. “Please, Chrissy. Don’t you have
any love for this country? Even though we’re small, we’re strong.”
I looked back, completely caught by surprise at her resolute expression. “Fine, just this
once.”
We ran off into the direction of the noise, and sure enough, it was a riot. I could see old
ladies shaking their fingers at the soldiers stationed there, little kids jumping up and down just for
the fun of it, and even kids from our school who were screaming with the rest of the crowd.
I had thought our country was peaceful, but looking at the mob, my whole perspective of it
changed. That’s when I realized We, Ammitie, would not step down to anyone who dared to control
our lives. Despite our peaceful nature, we could be lethal if anyone tried stripping us of our
independence. Annabelle was right. Despite our small size, we were strong and unyielding. This was
our time to prove to the world that no one, not even Havok, could ever fully take over us.
Soon, I was screaming as loud as I could, demanding for freedom, liberty, and justice,
alongside my fellow Ammitians.
Realizing that cajoling the crowd wasn’t enough, Havok turned to violence. They seized one
of the people in the front lines, but all that did was cause a massive uproar. However, the racket
ended eventually, and we parted ways.
The next day, a government official of Havok posted new laws, each one a whole page long,
concerning new security and taxes. It was horrible. My dad stared at his hands, then got up, saying,
“Something has to be done.”
Suddenly, I remembered the phone number that had been etched into every desk at school. “Two,
zero, nine, eight, four, three, seven.” I don’t know how I memorized it, but it just spilled out of me.
My dad looked up, a sudden look of hope replacing his worrisome face. “What was that?”
“It was a phone number on our desks. It had a ‘No’ on top of it.”
“So that’s it! That was the sign all the townsfolk had been talking about! You said it was 209-8437,
right?” I nodded. “Thanks, Chrissy!”
“What are you going to do, Dad? You could get in trouble.”
“Trouble? Nah, I’d be jailed for sure! Something needs to be done, don’t you agree?”
I smiled, remembering the riot. “Yeah.”
My dad beamed, and then looked at my mom for approval. With a firm nod of her head, he got up.
“I’m going to call that person, see what’s going on.”
I couldn’t believe myself. I was getting involved in something that would change the future of this
country, of this world even. I never would have dreamed of joining in something so perilous, where harm
was inevitable. But I had to do this. I had to stand up for my ideals, for my family, and for my country.
And, for the first time in my life, I knew what I had to do—I had to stand.
~ ~ ~

I watched as years passed, flying right by me. Riots happened all the time, which were
responded by Havok with more taxes and laws. After a while, no one even cared about the new
laws. They were all the same—anyone who defies the government or shows any form of rebellion
will be immediately arrested. However, they never acted upon it, seeing how utterly hopeless it was.
Our covert organization became the revered leaders of the country, one of them being my
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dad. They led us forward, constantly urging us to stand up and fight. No matter how much Havok
tried, they never found out who was a part of it and when their meetings were conducted.
I was proud. We weren’t just Ammitee anymore; we had changed. Peace and conciliation
was one thing, but there was something more important than that—the pride of our hearts, audacity
of our souls, and perseverance of our union. We had to fight back for the sake of ourselves and for
our future generations.
A revolution had begun.
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MAHIMA SANGLI; GRADE 6
Recommencer
I looked up from my mother’s shoulder
To see a place over yonder
Waves bumped our boat to the dock
And slowly my family and I found the courage
To step out of comfort
We ambled on
Till we saw a big, green lawn
With a whole house to boot!
We stumbled inside
Was this really ours?
It was a strange space
As if the perfectionists that once dwelled in the abode
Had never really lived
For there were no stains
Or timeless knickknacks that crowded the dusty shelves
But still we felt something
It was not expected
It seeped through the white walls, the seamless floors, and the spotless windows
We all sensed it: opportunity- a new beginning!It had found us, here in our new home.
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KATHLEEN CUI; GRADE 8
Ephemeral Beauty
White as the morning fog, it won’t last long
Yellow as a dandelion, waiting on its belated transformation,
Orange as my childhood sand toys, wet and sticky with salt,
Red as the velvet of a princess dress, to be worn just once,
Purple as a fully bloomed orchid, petals reaching for unknown nothingness,
And black as the granite mountains, secluded by rich swooping dales.
It won’t last long, it won’t last long.
I wish you could see
The sunset of the Grand Canyon
But come, come quickly
It won’t last long.

PHOTOGRAPH TAKEN THAT INSPIRED “EPHEMERAL BEAUTY”
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MEERA SRINIVASAN; GRADE 7
Another Life
The human giants are all asleep, but not me and my fellow rats. We're wide awake, and
looking for food. People often consider us pests or lazy creatures, but if you could peek inside our
colony for even five minutes, you'd be surprised. We're gravely underestimated! We make awesome
pets and are the antitheses of lazy, as one of the best survivors in the animal kingdom. Few humans
actually believe in us, though.
While all the other rats are foraging, I have to stay home and take care of my newest litter of
rat pups. They're tiny things, hairless and pink with their little eyes that are still shut closed. The
biggest pup opens one eye, then carefully opens the other, staring up at me with an innocent look.
No one's ever scarred her, no one's ever let her down, I think. I wish I could start over like that and erase all the
horrible things from my past. Like when my parents and brother died from rat poison.... Just the thought of it
nearly brings tears to my eyes, but I quickly blink them back.
I look back at my pups. The remaining five have opened their eyes, taking in all the new
sights, sounds, and smells. I smile to myself, proud that my first litter had all survived birth.
The other rats finally come back, and they deliver some food to my nest. My pups can't eat
solid food yet, so I have to keep nursing them. It's boring work to just sit around with nothing to
do, but I'll manage.
My mate and I are sitting in our nest when we hear a sound. "BAM! BAM! BAM!" To us,
this is nothing, just human footsteps. But to sensitive rat ears, they sound really loud.
We grab the pups and huddle in the back of our nest, away from the humans. If those twolegged giants find us, we'll all be dead, and no one wants that. Not all humans are like the ones who
live in our house (who claim it's theirs, even though we were here ages before they were). In fact,
some humans can be extremely kind to rats. I think it was just bad luck that made us live with this
particular family...
It's almost too late. One of the two-legged giants looks into my nest. I can see her huge blue
circle-shaped organ (is it supposed to be an eye?!) blocking the hole we use to enter our nest. Then
there's her shrill voice screaming, "Honey! Come over here right this INSTANT! This house is
INFESTED with RATS! Call the exterminator!"
We rats are clever enough to understand most human speech. From what I've heard, she
wants us dead. And that's not going to happen.
The other two-legged giant yells, in his low voice, "Mr. Smith, the exterminator, is a good
friend of mine. He’s on vacation now, and he won’t be back anytime soon. BUT don't worry, dear, I
have some mousetraps that are bound to work."
I recognized the word "mousetraps" and knew that we'll easily be able to save ourselves.
Mousetraps are easy to spring, and also very noticeable. Besides, they contain cheese, which is
actually bad for us rats. However, I’ll have to teach all my kids to get past the mousetraps. And that
won’t be too easy. They’re so innocent and young, and learning this at an early age could spoil the
innocence of their whole childhood.
With little reason to worry, however, my mate and I play with the pups. They're so adorable
and helpless, and I can't imagine that eighteen human months ago, I was just like them. After playing
in our nest, we decide to take the pups over to my sister's nest, so they can play with her pups, who
are slightly older. However, there was a mousetrap right outside our door. I quickly find a splinter of
wood and use it to set off the trap, letting us cross safely over.
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We get to my sister's nest and see that she and her mate are there, as well as all four of their
pups. My pups, eager to have some cousins to play with, eagerly run over and try to talk to my
sister's pups. (Rats have our own language, which consists mainly of body language, squeaks, and
tooth grinding.) Their attempt at conversation is so far from fluent that I can’t help but laugh out
loud. They crawl off with their cousins and start playing, and I can hear happy shrieks of laughter
and more charming conversations. While they play, my mate and I have a quick snack of sunflower
seeds that my sister had collected, then talk to my sister and her mate about the Mousetrap and
Exterminator Problem. My sister says it's nothing too bad, that the exterminator isn't coming
anytime soon, and the mousetraps are so easily avoided that they're practically pointless. I agree with
her, but I still had a flick of fear left in my tender rat heart. I don’t want my day-old children to be so
exposed to the dangers of the world. And, most of all, I don’t want to my pups or me to die. My
mate, our pups, and I head back to our nest. I find time to nurse the pups and tell them stories. It's
so close to bedtime that they fall asleep, and eventually, that's what my mate and I do too. I can't
sleep well, because of the fear that we'll all die out. But a sliver of bravery in my heart takes over, and
I am sure that we rats can take any challenge the humans give us. However, my second side refuses
to believe this. We’re probably going to die, it thinks.
I try to sleep. My attempts are interrupted by my sister, who stormed into my nest. “Wake
up, Silvertail!” she hisses at me. “We’re moving to the house next door. The humans here found a
new exterminator, and he’s coming tomorrow!”
Exterminator. That's the reason my parents and brother died that early, my conscience tells me.
Blinded by fear, I wake up my mate, pick up the pups, and move out. Everything I had once known
has been left behind. But change isn’t always bad. Maybe the new house is inhabited by kind humans who
love rats and are just waiting to welcome us, my brave side tells me. And I believe it.
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RAJITA PUJARE; GRADE 7
Waiting
We waited anxiously as the line ahead trickled away slowly, fidgeting with the handles of our
suitcases and glaring impatiently at the large clock high up on the wall as if we were reminding it yet
again that it was time to hurry up.
We waited as the doctor probed our arms and examined our hair, scrutinizing us with a
distanced efficiency that intimidated little Svetlana. She was not used to such aloof behavior.
We waited... as the doctor started to frown and mutter under his breath while he checked
Mother's eyes, peering uncomfortably close.
“We need to further inspect her eyes. For trachoma," the doctor finally told us, removing the
ugly, black tool he had placed on Mother's eyes. We stood blankly, interpreting the foreign syllables
as meaningless gibberish.
The young man standing by the doctor translated for us, his heavily accented Russian stumbling
and tripping, almost as clumsy as Svetlana dancing.
Trachoma. I had never heard of it, but just its sound was menacing; the mocking tra and elegiac
choma.
The doctor smoothly twirled the piece of chalk between his bony fingers and quickly reached
forward to mark Mother's intricately embroidered linen rubashka with a large, threatening "CT."
The powdery white substance stained the beautiful redness of her shirt, which was supposed to
symbolize the dignity and emotional restraint so prided in women. It was tainted now, with those
two horrid letters, and as I looked up and saw Mother's flowing tears, I knew that her dignity and
emotional restraint, too, was tainted.
And they took her away, forcibly by the hand, and Svetlana and I started sobbing with her
amidst the thundering chaos. "Don't worry - she'll come back!" someone called in broken Russian,
and we helplessly watched as the throng soon swallowed her.
~ ~ ~

Next was Father’s interrogation. After waiting for ten minutes in another long queue, we were
called up by an official. Still shaken up by Mother’s sudden departure, the exchange between the
translator, the interrogator, and us was difficult and confusing. Twenty-nine simple questions, and
Father dragged his answers out sluggishly, as if in a daze.
Finally, out the Registry Room and up the left aisle of the large staircase.
Svetlana tugged urgently on my finger. "Mother?" she whispered, her barely audible voice feeble
with fright.
I shook my head painfully, hating that I couldn't comfort her.
"We'll stay at the gates until Mother comes," Father told us with a dangerously expressionless
face. When Father didn’t let his emotions show, it meant something unpleasant was boiling under.
"We'll miss the train to Boston."
We waited outside at the steps that led to the ferry, uncomfortably close to the "Welcome Man"
at the gates who yelled, "Welcome to America!" (the few words in English that I knew) with a
dramatic flourish of his hands. Every now and then, he'd stare quizzically at us and raise his
eyebrows. Why are you folks waiting out over here? He seemed to be asking. Look beyond - America! But he
kept silent.
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Hours passed. It was comfortably warm, and the sight of the Upper New York Bay kept me
entertained. Soon dusk painted the brilliant midsummer sky a dark indigo. For some reason, it
fascinated me that an American sunset was no different than a Russian one.
The bustle was starting to quiet down.
Suddenly, I remembered Mother’s face, glowing with delight, as we had boarded the ship in
Russia. How excited she was, to be coming to America. But now that dream was possibly shattered.
She never imagined that she’d be detained in Ellis Island. She never imagined that we would have to
wait here, maybe all night, for her to come.
She wouldn’t like that, I realized. Not at all.
"Father," I said softly, as the chill night brought along with it started to nibble at my fingertips,
"We should leave."
His head jerked up quickly, eyes furious. "Are you crazy, Aleksei? How-"
He stopped as he saw the tears on my cheeks. "How long more can we wait here? It's been so
long. Who knows if they will even send her back? Because of that- that trachoma thing.” I took a
deep breath, feigning maturity as I tried to set my face straight. I felt utterly despicable, a traitor,
even though I knew full well that this was what Mother wanted. The pain was overwhelming, a
carnivorous wave threatening to swallow me whole. “If Mother does get through, she'll know
where we are. In Boston, in one of the apartment homes.” My attempt at optimism was pathetic,
but I kept my voice cheerful.
Svetlana gave a loud, exhausted yawn from below, oblivious to our heated sentimental
argument. Father leaned down, his movements weary, and picked her up with his strong arms. She
immediately succumbed to sleep, her head lolling back on Father’s shoulders. Her dark hair was
mussed and disheveled, and she looked like the homeless child of a homeless man, standing outside
in the merciless cold and darkness.
“Aleksei, my son.” Father stared up at the emerging stars. “You’re right. We can’t be waiting
forever, and we both know it, but...I can’t accept it. I just can’t.”
I nodded knowingly. My heart too cried out in protest, racing inside my chest.
Father choked back an involuntary sob. “Let’s...let’s go.”
~ ~ ~ Ten Years Later ~ ~ ~

I marvel at the rough paper I have trapped in between my fingers. Two more months, it tells me,
and you’ll be twenty-three.
It’s hard to believe even the calendar. Ten years, it’s been, since we came to America. Since the
day the ship had docked, and my awestruck family stumbled into Ellis Island, blown away by the
Lady of the Mist’s towering silhouette. Since the day we stepped first stepped foot onto the banks
of New York, the perfect, jubilant family…
Only incomplete.
We had waited. Waited, and waited, and waited. In a way, we're still waiting.
And that's what we were doing all along, weren’t we? Even in Russia, waiting the perfect
opportunity. Waiting as we tried to accumulate enough money. Waiting for four vacant seats in the
heavily booked ships to America. Waiting in lines, in mobs, in the cold, in the heat.
All for this. I suppose it's been rewarding enough. I was lucky to receive an impressive
education, and now fluent in English, am attending a university. Svetlana, still a girl, is finishing
school. Father has managed to find a well-paying job, and we all live peacefully in a cozy, little
apartment. It seems like we have forgotten, the way we tread lightly on Mother’s disappearance. It’s
because we are used to it, the waiting. And we’ve learnt that if you wait long enough, what you
want will come, especially when you least expect it.
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It’s January 23, 1924. A whirlwind of snow outside the window thickly obscures the beautiful
view of the undulating, blue Atlantic Ocean. Svetlana is in the library, hidden somewhere in an
unobtrusive corridor behind a mountain of books. I lie by the fireplace, watching the snowflakes
drift and fall out the window and gently tracing my finger over the cover of my deteriorating
textbook.
“Aleksei.” I hear Father’s footsteps down the hall and I groan, slowly sitting up. “There’s a
letter for you.”
“From who?’
“Your...your mother!”
I blink rapidly at the floor before looking up. “What?”
Father’s mouth hangs open with disbelief as his eyes scan the letter. “She says...she says...she’s
coming back.”
“Coming back?” My voice is shrill.
"She had trachoma."
I rub my temples, remembering. "And was sent back?" The extreme guilt I felt when I had to
bring myself to suggest leaving Ellis Island comes rushing back, leaving my forehead pounding. I
waited for this, but now that it has come, I don’t know how to face it.
"To Russia. She was cured there."
"And why didn't she contact us?" I explode without warning, suddenly aware of the dampness
in my eyes.
"She tried, Aleksei. She tried. For some reason, her letters never seemed to reach us. I don’t
think she ever had the right address." He solemnly peers at me over Mother's letter, once again
disguising his emotions under a mask of indifferent hardness. "Aleksei, Aleksei! Where are you
going?"
Already on my way out, I wildly grope for my coat on the rack and quickly shut the door
behind me. The bitter wind whistles into my eyes, tiny spears of cold piercing my bare skin.
"Taxi!" I scream, once, twice, three times. Finally, one of the large yellow and black vehicles
skids by the curb next to me.
“South Station," I gasp to the driver, and we speed off.
It’s a long way from our coastal home to the center of Boston, where the train station is.
Twenty excruciating minutes. I grip the smooth leather of the car seat in frustration.
The train station is crowded today, as the driver tries to maneuver his way through a swarm of
people. It’s difficult, and I offer to get out right in the middle of the road, impatient and desperate.
Strangely, there are less people inside the station. Grateful for the air, I take a satisfying breath
and find the waiting benches.
A jolting toot pierces the air, and I instinctively flinch. A flashing train dashed by on the tracks.
It’ll be a long time, I think, before the train from New York comes. I’m in for at least three more hours of waiting.
“Aleksei?” I sharply turn around, and find Svetlana standing behind me. Her tall, slender form
is quaking.
I hesitate before I ask. “Did...did Father tell you?”
She simply lowers herself next to me. “I was so young,” she mused, “but I still remember her.
Everything about her.”
Our eyes meet, and we share a rueful smile.
“Don’t worry, Svetlana,” I mutter quietly, the sound imperceptible amidst the deafening trains.
“Once Mother comes...we’ll no longer be waiting.”
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RAKSHA NARASIMHAN; GRADE 7
You’re Not Perfect
Who are you
To point your finger at me
When your own
Isn't even clean
And who are you
To point out all my mistakes
Like you don't have more
Than I do
I know I have my faults
You know you've got yours too
But you’ve got everyone fooled
Thinking you’re Miss Perfect
Well, we both know
That's not true
I don't always make
The right choices
I know I have many flaws
And I know you love
Pointing them out
But I can see them just fine on my own
Thank you
I'm not always the smartest
And I don't claim to be
So why do you act like I do
I know I'm not perfect
But neither are you
So stop talking
And start listening
Next time
Before you point your finger at me
Make sure your own is clean
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ASHWIN NATHAN; GRADE 7
Remember To Be A Child
I notice that change has come upon this small town. The air is crisp and cool, and the
transition from summer to fall has begun. Warm colored leaves cover the ground, and there is a
sense of tranquility about. It’s a magnificent autumn day. I glance at a small boy sitting on the
swings. Laughter fills the air, and it feels like a warm breeze. His face is a mixture of delight and
bliss. He yells to his mother in that childish voice of his “Faster, faster!” His cheeks are rosy as the
swing propels him towards the sky. I smile, just a little smile at first, but as it grows it wrinkles my
old skin, and slowly reveals my crooked yellow teeth. I remember my time of youth, the time where
I imagined that I could do anything. I once was a child. In those days I was happy. I would run
around pretending that I was a hero, and would laugh till my ribs hurt. I wish now that I could still
be that adventurous child. Yet I stand to be that old fellow whom many would describe as the
debilitated man at the bus stop of uncertain age, who is certainly not a day below 70. Through the words of Tom
Sawyer, Mark Twain said, “…the elastic heart of youth cannot be compressed into one constrained shape long at a
time.”
So why do people change as they grow? This boy wants to fly in the sky. I take a look at this
boy and wonder if he will grow up and forget about the fun he had as a kid. Why have I changed?
Being a child is and was the greatest part of my life. Now, I can’t seem to be like a child. I go up to
the boy and say, “Hey, kid, have fun while you can. Treasure these moments, as childhood is the
best part of life.” I leave with the fact of knowing in my heart that I have maybe changed that boy’s
life forever. I have told him to remember how it’s like to be a child. When he grows up, he’ll enjoy
life just as he does now. I take one last look at the boy on the swing. His mouth is agape, and there’s
a blend of emotions upon his face. I can tell that he’s thinking about what I just told him. I laugh in
my head saying, Good, that means he’ll remember. He will remember to be a child. After all, being a child is the
greatest part of life.
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ADVAIT PATIL; GRADE 7
A Fall To A New Start
I didn’t care,
I had no worries.
I was so young and innocent.
Then I began to see others blooming,
While I stayed a mere bud.
I got up,
Gave it my best,
But there was always someone better.
I realized ignorance was bliss.
I was swept away with sorrow,
I wanted to hide or run away.
But I didn’t give up,
I kept trying until I succeeded,
Through pain came skill and knowledge,
And my brightness was revealed to the world.
Then the newcomers bested me.
My skill began to wither away,
My shadow I etched began to fade.
I’ll fall away and be forgotten,
And I won’t stay for very long.
But I’m not afraid,
I’m not afraid,
Because every end comes with a
new beginning.
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MYTHILI BHETHANABOTLA; GRADE 7
A Sensational Swimmer
It was the summer of 2004 and I was 8 years old. I was standing next to the water and was
about to start my swim lesson. But what was so different about this lesson was that a professional
would be training me. “Good morning I am Mr. Jones,” my coach said. I looked up at him and
replied to him with a handshake. “Now since this my first time training you,” he continued, “I will
have to see some of your strokes. Get down and do 100 meter freestyle.” I slipped into the water
excited, but at the same time nervous, and immediately started swimming. I wanted to make a good
impression on him so I swam as fast as I could with my hands moving in a continuous cycle and my
legs kicking in a blur. I went down the lane and by the time I was back I was exhausted.
When I looked up I saw Mr. Jones staring at the stopwatch with a contemplating look. “Is
everything okay?” I asked. “It is fine it is just that in all of my years of training I have never seen
such a good 100 meter time for your age. Forget about training for your school team, I say you
should go to the Olympics!” he replied. I couldn’t believe what he was offering.
A world professional coach was saying me, a small, little unknown person should go to a
world-class competition! “It would be an honor to participate in the upcoming Olympics. But I’m
afraid I won’t be old enough by then.” I said.
“Don’t worry about that. I‘ll take care of everything, to make sure they let you compete. All
you need to do is practice, a lot! From now on every day you will have practices for 3 hours, and on
weekends 5 hours. We have to get you ready as best as we can!” he exclaimed.
I couldn’t believe it. A world-class coach was saying me; a small child, could get a ticket to
the big time! My heart sored with glee into the sky and beyond. That was the best day of my life.
So it was settled. For the next 4 years I practiced my best. Every day I would keep
swimming laps over and over and over again. However during practice I didn’t only do the 100meter and freestyle stroke. I tried many other strokes and distances too. After experimenting a long
time I realized that I had a competitive performance that was better than my time in the 100-meter
freestyle, and it was the 400-meter individual medley. This type of competition is where you swim
100-meters of each different type of stroke.
After years of practice it was finally time to perform at the Beijing Olympics in 2008. The
race was about to start. I was a nervous wreck. I already passed the preliminaries and the semifinals. Now it was time for the finals. I knew had to get the gold. I practiced more than anyone
else.
“Take your marks,” the announcer said. Then the whistle blew. I dove right into the water
and started swimming. I kept my eyes focused on the lane in front of me, not paying attention to
my surroundings. 50 meters had passed and then 100. Before I knew it the last 50 meters of the race
were right in front of me. I kept swimming, and the best part was that this was my best stroke. I
could feel the pressure inside me. I was going to win gold. I just knew it. I touched the wall and
did fists pump in the air. I looked up at the scoreboard, anxiously, but with hopes high, and realized
something awful. I had gotten 6th place. I couldn’t believe it. I trained so hard and all I got was
third-to-last place.
I was so depressed, but all that depression started changing into something else. Anger. This
won’t be happening. I trained day and night and this was the result! My body was on fire. Those
agonizing practices, the suffering I went through it was unbelievable. I had to win gold.
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So then this time I put my mind towards it. Every day I trained for 6-8 hours for the next 4
years. I didn’t take a break. And when I wasn’t in the pool I was at the gym building my muscle and
endurance.
The year is the summer of 2012. I am 16 years old and I am going to the Olympics again.
This time in London.
The participants were lined up in lanes including me. I had been training for the past 8 years.
And I wasn’t going to mess up this time.
“Runners take your marks,” “Get set.” And the whistle went off. I dove right into the
water and took off. We were doing the 400-meter medley again. The starting stroke was butterfly.
With legs together and my arms wide I did the stroke. My chest was pounding as I was doing it. As
I came up to breathe I looked into the lane next to me and realized there was no one there.
Wondering what happened I looked ahead and saw that everyone was already ahead of me. ‘This
can’t be happening.’ I thought. I can’t lose again.
After what happened in Beijing I had to win at least 3rd place here. I trained so much and
put my hopes so high. I was so sure I was going to win 1st place. But looking at the way things were
I might not win any place at all. I tried to catch up, but my efforts were useless.
All through the butterfly, breaststroke, and backstroke I felt like I was pushing myself
through wet cement. Sooner or later it would harden and I would be stuck. Even though I was so
disappointed I still had to finish the race. Fortunately, it was time to do my best stroke, freestyle. I
kicked my legs as hard as I could and moved my hands like propellers on a plane.
I began to get closer to the other participants. We had just finished 350 meters and the last
50 were right in front of me. I pushed myself off of the wall and began swimming as fast as I could.
I was still in last place, but something inside me told me to keep going and not give up. I passed one
person and then another. The pressure was building up like water boiling on a stove. My heart
pounding fast, my legs losing their feeling, I was getting closer to the finish, am I going to make it? I
touch the wall and it is official. I, Mythili Bhethanabotla, had not only won gold, but I had broken
the world record in the 400-meter individual medley!
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MYRA CHENG & VIVIAN HUANG; GRADE 7
The Music Box
Madeline pressed her nose against the shop window, her nose making little smudges every
time she exhaled. It was a music box. One with a ballerina that spun around and around every time
it was wound up. She reached into her pocket feeling for the several coins that she had saved just for
this. She pushed the door open, and a little bell, hung on a rather threadbare scarlet string, jingled,
signaling the shopkeeper that someone had arrived.
“Why hello, dearie. How can I help you?” said the old lady as she reached out one long, thin
finger and nudged her glasses up. Madeline pointed to a ledge with her chin. She was considered
short for her age of four, and it didn’t help that the music box was placed on a thick ledge high up in
the wall, far beyond her line of sight.
“Oh, this music box. Imported straight from Austria. Very lovely, for a very lovely girl,” the
woman added with a kind smile as Madeline plunked down her quarters.
“You’re one quarter short, but I’ll give it to you anyway,” the woman decided, giving the
frowning child a quick wink. She delicately placed the pale pink box into Madeline’s hands.
Madeline’s stout legs pumped as fast as they could, barely being able to wait to show Mommy her
new music box.
“Faster! Faster! Spot your head, look at it in the mirror! Are you blind? Down, arabesque...
no, no. Stop, Madeline!” Miss Grace, her dance teacher, sighed heavily. “You must have the arms.
Straight and firm. Poise, girl! No flopping, now.” Miss Grace’s body went limp in an exaggerated
imitation of what Madeline was supposedly doing. “This session is over. Madeline, you have to keep
your knees straight or you will get absolutely nowhere. Do you think you look graceful like this?
Your thighs are already like an elephant’s, don’t make them bulkier!”
Madeline couldn’t resist a smirk, as Miss Grace was quite a bit overweight.
Miss Grace, seeing the look on her student’s face, proceeded to attack Madeline more
harshly. “You’re going to have to quit soon if you don’t put some effort in, lazy girl. I’ve taught you
for ten years. Four days a week, you’ve come here for nearly your entire life with that silly little
music box you like to carry around. And now, it seems you’ve stopped trying. What is wrong with
you?”
Madeline walked with her head down to the family car, hearing Mademoiselle’s voice in her
head over and over again, telling her to stop dance.
“So, I heard that your audition for next year’s placement is coming up soon, my little
Maddie! What are you going to do?” her mother asked, sipping a large cup of cappuccino with
whipped cream on top. If Mum hadn’t been so obsessed with caffeinated drinks, a small tire would
not have crept up on her originally slender waist. Her addictive habit had only started when
Madeline’s father left their little family. It was her private escape - one that was considerably safer
than smoking or overdosing on alcohol.
“I - I don’t know, Mum.” It was true that she had no idea what she would be doing. Every
time she went for a private with Mademoiselle, she came out feeling beaten down. Feeling
exasperated. “Can you wait for a second? I forgot something.”
Her mom rolled her eyes. “Sure, Maddie. Next time, be more responsible.”
She dashed back into the studio, feeling the skirt of her leotard flounce up. Mademoiselle
was sitting at the desk, her head blocked by the sleek screen of her laptop. Madeline grabbed the
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little pink box sitting on the edge, and as her fingers reached to grasp it, it tumbled onto the floor.
The fragile box spilled its innards, a loose spring bouncing on the hardwood floor. An unexpected
tear fell from her eye; the shattering of her most precious possession was more than she could take,
especially after being insulted ceaselessly by Miss Grace.
She took the three pieces and hustled back to the van, sitting in the seat beside her mother.
While the latter focused on the traffic lights, Madeline was trying her best to piece the cracked box
back together. It was as if her dance life depended on that little container and the petite, infinitely
twirling ballerina inside it. She finally managed to hinge it, and a subconscious flood of relief washed
over her.
“Madeline, we have to go! It’s time.”
Madeline quickly wound up the music box and sprinted for the door. “Coming, Mum.”
“I’m going to Starbucks to pick up their new, seasonal pumpkin spice latte. I’ll be back in
time, I promise,” her mother, ever the coffee aficionado, assured Madeline once they got to the
almost-empty theatre she would be performing in. Madeline heard the van’s tires make little
plunking noises in the puddles of the parking lot.
She walked, alone, to the entrance.
In approval of the previous dancer, the ten middle-aged judges clapped politely, and her
heart began to flutter rapidly. She would be on in a few minutes. Her fingers unconsciously flew to
the music box on the little table beside the stage, which she had placed there timidly a few minutes
ago. Its tiny, broken melody rang out, thankfully overpowered by the dancer’s forte piano music. She
could feel the heat of the spotlight from the little area behind the curtain.
“For the final performance of this evening, we have.... Madeline H. trying for the Senior
Division.”
She walked onto the stage and suddenly, everything made sense. All the grueling years of
training, the hours and hours spent in pointe shoes that made her toes ache. Before she knew what
was happening, her feet led her onto the stage. She felt the stares of the audience and froze in place.
The phrase flashed in her mind like a bright neon highway billboard at midnight. Stage fright.
Madeline took a deep breath, feeling her chest slump for a second. The few onlookers’ glances were
fixed on her, their faces expressionless and faintly bored. The calming strains of the music box,
woven through the soft beat that the accompanist had begun for her number, calmed her rapidly
beating heart. She absorbed the music and remembered the character she was portraying. Extending
a leg, she began to dance. The performance passed by in a whirl, and her body seemed to move on
its own. Madeline forgot about her nagging dance teacher and her high expectations. She pirouetted
without bobbling. Her tilts had no wobbles. Her leaps were flawless. Gasping for breath but with
the most amazing feeling of euphoria, she exited the stage in the end, seeing the smiles of her little
audience.
She changed into regular clothes with a grin on her face, no idea of what had occurred as she
was plié-ing her heart out.
A woman dressed in a crisp business suit stopped her as she was walking out of the lobby.
“Um, sweetheart. I have some... news for you.”
Madeline’s heart raced. Had she not gotten in? Her smile faltered as she listened to the
woman’s monotone voice, and she managed to hear only chunks of it - Mother. Car crash. Slippery
roads. Ambulance. Broken legs.
She practically begged the woman to let her go to the hospital. She called a taxi on the street,
and the one that stopped for her gave her a suspicious look, as she still had the stage makeup on.
Madeline gratefully paid the driver a large sum of her pocket money and dashed to the entrance of
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Carter Hospital and Medical Treatment Center, her panicked voice nearing to a yell when she talked
to the elderly man at the front desk.
Madeline burst into the little white room where her mother was lying down. Mum’s gasps of
pain faded. “My little Maddie, come here.”
After they embraced, the doctor assured both of them that Mum would be fine - not
anytime soon, as she had fractured both thigh bones, but eventually. Madeline noticed that the
doctor hadn’t mentioned when her mother would be fully healed. He kept using the same vague
words - eventually, soon, sometime.
Madeline had made the second cut for the audition, and she felt a chill run through her
bones. Peeking from behind the curtain, the face of a stern-looking woman was focused on a
ballerina with long legs and a graceful bodyline. Miss Grace would love her, Madeline thought bitterly.
The rest of the previous girl’s audition seemed to drag on and on. The clock ticked away,
each timed jerk one second closer to her opportunity. One second closer to the chance of her
forgetting the number.
She glanced at the music box, which had been sitting on a raggedy chair, the seat that should
have been taken up by her mother. All the times she had spun the music box flashed through her
mind. Before and after each and every practice, so much that it was always in her mind, and when
she was younger, it would calm her fluttering heart down. It wouldn’t help now, though - her
mother was lying down on a crisp white bed, unable to get up.
Despite her current anxiety, she managed a grim laugh. She had been so stupid when she
was little, believing that a wooden container would bring her fortune.
It was a spur-of-the-moment action, and without thinking, she tossed it into the bin. Twice
she bent over to pick it up again, but each time, she withdrew her hand, as if her fingers had
accidentally brushed the scorching hot coals beneath an open fire.
You shouldn’t rely on such foolish superstitions to do well. The woman called her name and
she walked into the room. Madeline would excel - not with her small case of imaginary luck, but
with the very real spirit of her very beloved mother.
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ESHANI MEHTA; GRADE 7
The Crystal Ball
It was a bright, sunny, Saturday morning. The pale yellow sunlight streamed in through the
window. I yawned and got up from the bed. I got ready and soon sat down alone on the dining
table. My parents and sister had gone for a vacation and I stayed behind, as I didn't want to miss my
unit test. As I ate, I heard a creepy noise. I turned around hesitantly but found nothing. Thinking it
was the wind I started eating again. Then I heard it once more. A shiver ran down my spine. I
realized that it was just a knock on the door, as our doorbell was not working. I sighed, relieved, and
went to open it.
Outside was the strangest man I'd ever seen. He wore a bowler's hat and had a long beard,
which touched his toes. He had letters sticking out from all over his body. He bowed gallantly at me
and indicated that he brought a letter, without speaking. He shook his head when he looked at my
surprised face and introduced himself (in the funniest accent) as "the messenger". I smothered a
giggle and took the parcel and letter. I said thank you and shut the door. I was most interested as to
what was in the parcel and whom the letter was from. Inside, in untidy handwriting was a message
that read: Our land is in trouble and we need you. I stared at it in surprise and decided it was just an
anonymous, prank letter. But what was in the parcel totally changed my opinion. There was a stick
(with my name on it) and a post-it attached to it said: Take Care Of Your Wand. Wand? I tried it out,
saying, “I need a glass of water,” and there popped out a beautiful glass with crystal clear water in it.
I gaped at it with my mouth wide open in shock. There was also a piece of paper that said that their
land, the land of “Sunshine” had lost their crystal of power and I had to find it. They could not get it
as they were forbidden to do so. A clue and a wand was all I had to begin the most exciting
adventure ever. I stepped out of the house knowing I had just taken a step into the world of magic
and surprise.
I crossed the street and took a left. The clue had said that the place to go to was a place
where animals’ noises filled your ears. The only place I could think of was a farm, which was quite
close by. I saw that no one was there and took slow, hesitant steps looking around myself at all
times. The farmer was an old, grouchy man and I was in no mood to be scolded by him. I used my
wand to make a hole in the door. As soon as I entered the open barn door, I knew I had come to
the right place. I was hearing all types of animal sounds. I started to walk around thinking where to
go. Suddenly, out of nowhere, a cow appeared. I thought it was a nice one, and reached out to pat its
head, when it charged. I screamed in astonishment and started to sprint across the barn while the
cow followed. I tried my best to confuse him: left, right, left, right; but it followed me wherever I
went. Then suddenly I found the perfect place. I went into a small hole. I heard the cow's angry moo
and sighed in relief. Then I realized that I had no way out of this stinky place. I knew the cow would
be waiting outside. Then I saw my only hope, another hole, on the opposite side from where I
entered I squished in and found myself behind large, red curtains. I peeked out through a gap and
my heart skipped a beat. I was sitting in a room of beastly, horrid, terrifying witches.
They were as ugly as they seemed to be in picture books. The description of the witches in
"Macbeth" suits perfectly. Perhaps Shakespeare too had seen witches in real life. I tried to find the
hole through which I had come through but it had vanished. I tried to stay as quiet as possible,
behind those giant curtains. I looked through the curtains and saw a witch (possibly the head) talking
to everyone. I shivered. Then, I saw the crystal ball I needed, in the hand of a witch in the front row.
I had to get it. I slowly crawled out and moved from corner to corner, hiding into the shadows when

27

I heard any movement. Then, suddenly I got the distraction I needed. The head witch’s left arm had
started melting. The lady with the crystal was looking at the empty socket like everybody else. I
tiptoed my way to a good spot and holding my breath came out into view. I was confident no one
would look at me because everyone's attention was still on the confused head witch. I used my wand
to get the crystal to me and made my way slowly toward the back curtain. When I was halfway there,
I heard a scream. I didn't turn but just ran. All the witches’ eyes' were on me. I knew I couldn't
escape but I ran fast. The witches were surprisingly slow. As I pushed the curtain open, I was
praying fervently that the hole would be there. It was! I jumped through and ran toward the barn
door, the crystal in my hands. The witches followed but stopped as soon as they reached the farm
door. I guess it was magic because no matter how hard they pushed they couldn't get through. I ran
across the street and took a right, then left.
I opened the door of my house in a rush and ran to the dining table. I sat down and sighed.
Then what I saw made my heart leap out of my body. A witch was sitting across the table with an
evil grin on her face. Then I saw her remove her face (it was actually a mask) and there sat a pretty
girl. She told me her thanks for saving their world and asked for the crystal. I gave it to her. She said
as a reward I could keep my wand. I thanked her with all my heart and when she left I went back to
sleep. I was very tired and when I woke up I thought that it was all a dream. But when I saw the
wand on my nightstand, it set me thinking...
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ARTWORK
ANIKETH UMESH; GRADE 6
A Prelude...to the colorful flight of life
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EMILY YE; GRADE 7

30

RAKSHA NARASIMHAN; GRADE 7
Colors of a Paintbrush
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ESHANI MEHTA; GRADE 7
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KATHLEEN CUI; GRADE 8
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