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Lord Polonius:  What do you read, my lord?
Hamlet:             Words, words, words.
                          (Shakespeare, Hamlet)

“I know nothing in the world that has as much power as a word. Some-
times I write one, and I look at it, until it begins to shine.”
                        (Emily Dickinson)

“Literature is news that stays news”
                        (Ezra Pound)

While congratulating all participants in this year’s Penned Thoughts Com-
petition, it may seem banal to stress the centrality of words in their work. 
Yet, without that fierce word-focus Emily Dickinson mentions, writers will 
not produce language powerful enough to create what Pound calls “news 
that stays news.” Put another way, they will fail to create literature that 
will speak to future readers with freshness and relevance. Issues faced in 
our basic human condition have changed little since the dawn of creation, 
but we know whose accounts of them we choose to read and why.

Understanding this truth, competitors this year have laboured hard to 
force their words to work harder, to combine more aesthetically and thus 
to mould literature that is memorable and relevant. Hence, the poem “A 
Broken Masterpiece” offers not only a fresh view of wounded hearts (that 
age-old affliction) but effective paradox too and bullet-brief statements 
for forceful expression. Consider:

Suffocating yet breathing?
Blind yet still awakening?
Speechless yet still singing?
Heartless yet still aching?
…………………………

Foreword
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Actions already done
Feelings already felt
Smiles already dead

Elsewhere, with its scientific formula for love, the technically sound piece 
“Mathematical” recalls the metaphysical gymnastics of a Donne or Her-
bert, while in “Hearts and Souls” we find such arresting images as “And 
the poetry began to sing/ My heart was filled with dead roses”/ Souls stood 
together like magnets”.  “Heavenly Dish” not only explores a romantic 
theme and tone but also addresses the sonnet form’s difficult way with 
ten-syllable pentameter lines. “Obsidian” meanwhile boasts tight lines, 
sensual strength and memorable similes. Hence

Like new moons in the darkest night
Midnight coloured hair
Like a sea of comfort
Like a waterfall of euphoria
Upon my deserted heart

And one notices here in the closing line the weight of meaning loaded 
onto the phrase “deserted heart”. 

Nor has the familiar obsession with rhyme completely gone, as one sees in 
“Teenage Society”, where the poet addresses the contemporary yet peren-
nial problem of generational conflict:

But behind our doors you will not see
We are the age group of the Muse
We create what we choose

Conceptual and formal freshness will always delight and in “Wayside 
Prayer” the poem’s central image of rain-soaked buyers and sellers at dusk 
captures the ordinary in a special way while offering a new angle on the 
spiritual-material conflict.
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Article submissions also show our writers addressing not just contem-
porary issues but also the most important among them, such as mental 
health (“D for Dementia”), the perils of nuclear conflict (“War Bound”), 
environmental destruction (“Farewell Coral Reefs”), and the need to re-
place prejudice and xenophobia with a celebration of humanity’s marvel-
lous diversity (“In a World Full of Different People”). And if we moderns 
fear the exploding growth of metropolitan areas,  “The City” tells us that 
an urban environment is now as much a context for love as was the coun-
tryside for the romantic poets of old.

In the short story section, “Flowers Buried Alive” powerfully combines 
sensitivity with anti-traditionalism, while “The Five Signs” is skilful in its 
precise phrasing, meticulous punctuation (not a popular concern among 
our young writers!), and a challenging mystery it presents as to subject, 
though one suspects this might be the predicament of someone dying 
from a brain tumour.

Overall, then, the 2017 cycle reflects marked progress, thus increasing the 
treasury of work accumulated in previous years. This provokes a teasing 
question. If the Roman writer Pliny could claim Ex Africa semper aliquid 
novi  (“There is always something new from Africa”), will we soon, two 
thousand years later, be able to say Ex Oman et PTC semper aliquid novi? I’m 
sure young Ali Mehdi himself would have joined us all in hoping so. And 
now a final suggestion. Given the Arabic world’s historic achievements 
in translation (achievements indeed which fuelled Europe’s Renaissance), 
and given the discipline’s current growth in Oman, perhaps the time is 
ripe to find some of PTC’s best work translated into the national language. 

Adrian Roscoe
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We have reached another exciting conclusion of the Fourth Cycle of Penned 
Thoughts Young Writer’s Competition, and as always, huge thanks are due 
to all those who contributed tirelessly to make this event possible.  Our 
esteemed judges are the pillars of this competition; Prof. Adrian Roscoe 
and Drs. Adil Al Khafaji, Chandrika Balasubramanian, Faryal Ahmed and 
Dr. Susanne R. Shunnaq. Their work and exceptional dedication to the 
support and discovery of Oman’s hidden gems of talent is relentless and 
unwavering. Our sincerest thanks go out to them all. 

We are also honored to continue receiving the generous sponsorship and 
support of the National 

Youth Commission who are dedicated to youth empowerment and we 
are humbled that they choose to do so through this channel. Special 
thanks as always go out to the Cultural Club and all their staff for their 
generous sponsorship of this lovely venue which has been the home of the 
Penned Thoughts since its inception. Their support of the competition is 
appreciated by all members of the organizing committee. 

We would also like to thank English Teachers and Heads of English 
Curriculum in schools, colleges and universities around the country for 
encouraging their young talent to submit their work. It is your support 
which allows young talented writers in Oman to grow and thrive, and gives 
us an opportunity to read their wonderful works. 

This year has been wonderful to see young writers in action, during 
recitals, gatherings and other public events. Having the confidence to 
reach out and put their mark on the literary map in Oman. It brings joy to 
see young Penned Thoughts alumni reaching out and grabbing the chance 
to make their voices heard, their thoughts and talents shared with others.

Our sincerest appreciation goes to all who participated in this competition, 
competitors, contributors, supporters, sponsors and spokespeople. We 
wish you all continued success and ask the almighty Allah to shower you 
with His blessings. 

Ali Mehdi’s Family

Appreciation note
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The Judging Panel

Adrian Roscoe retired in 2015 after 
thirteen years’ work at Sultan Qaboos 
University, but continues to write. His latest 
books include Methodologies for Effective 
Writing Instruction, edited with Drs Rahma 
Al-Mahrooqi and Vijay Thakur (2015); Vol. 
I of The Common Touch: Popular Literature 
from Shakespeare to the Restoration, edited 
with Prof. Paul Scanlon (2014); and Focusing 
on EFL Reading, edited with Dr Rahma Al-
Mahrooqi (2014). He is currently working 
on Volume II of The Common Touch (nearing 
completion) and on a book about Roman 
colonial attitudes to Britain. 

Dr. Susanne Ramadan Shunnaq has 
been a full-time faculty member in the 
Department of English at Sultan Qaboos 
University for over four years. She is an 
English literature specialist who is also 
affiliated with Yarmouk University, Jordan 
where she holds the position of Associate 
Professor of Modern and Contemporary 
American Literature. She holds a Ph.D from 
The Pennsylvania State University, USA, 
where she was a Fulbright scholar between 
1995-1997.   A polyglot who loves learning 
languages, she has been a member of the 
Jordanian Translators’ Association (J.T.A.) 
since 1994.  Her most recent publications 
are on interdisciplinary teaching methods, 
English as an International Language (EIL), 
rhetoric in translation, and current interests 
in literature. 

Dr. Susanne Shunnaq

Prof. Adrian Roscoe
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Dr. Faryal Ahmed is currently working 
at Sultan Qaboos University, Muscat, 
Sultanate of Oman. She is teaching skill 
based courses at the Language Centre. Prior 
to this she was teaching Language and 
Literature to the undergraduates, graduates 
and post graduates at Kinnaird College, 
Lahore, Pakistan. She was also involved in 
developing courses in Applied Linguistics, 
Management Studies, Communication and 
Teacher Education. She has also taught 
English and communication courses at the 
Academy of Civil Services in Pakistan.

She has a Ph.D in Management and a double 
Masters in Literature and Educational 
Management from Nottingham University, 
England. She is a gold and a distinction 
holder. Other than teaching she has served 
on several committees and was part of the 
committee that prepared the strategic plan 
for the Language Centre from 2004 – 2009.  

She has devoted her career in building and 
developing human potential where she has 
excelled in utilizing her core competencies 
of problem solving, organizing, and focusing 
on quality. She has not only been a teacher, 
but a facilitator, program developer, and 
a coordinator for hundreds of students in 
Oman and Pakistan.

Dr. Faryal Ahmed
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Dr. Al Khafaji is Associate Professor of 
Linguistics and Translation. He obtained 
his M. A. in English as a Second or 
Foreign Language from the University 
College of North Wales, Bangor, UK and 
Ph.D. in Linguistics and Translation from 
Al Mustansiriya University, Iraq. He has 
more than 40 years of experience in ELT. 
He taught in Iraq, Jordan and, for the last 14 
years, in Oman. 

Dr. Al Khafaji is a former British Council 
scholar and has published on ELT and 
translation studies. He is the author of 
the Translanguage Hypothesis in Applied 
Translation Studies. He is experienced in 
program design and worked as a program 
reviewer for the Omani Ministry of Higher 
Education.

He is currently Head of the Department of 
General Foundation Programme of Al Zahra 
College for Women in Muscat.

Dr. Chandrika Balasubramanian is an 
Assistant Professor of Applied Linguistics 
at the Sultan Qaboos University, where she 
has been for three years. She maintains an 
active research agenda, and publishes on 
diverse topics including the relationship 
between Emotional Intelligence and student 
success in Oman, vocabulary instruction in 
English classes in Oman, and English as an 
International Language. She strives to help 
students see the connections between the 
topics she researches and their daily lives, 
both current and future

Dr. Adil Hassoun 
Al Khafaji

Dr. Chandrika 
Balasubramanian
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No. Cat-
egory Name Title of Entry Region Nation-

ality
Date of 
Birth Age Gen-

der

1 SS Aaisha Salim Khamis 
Al Alawi A Painting A›Dhahirah Omani 08/12/1994 22 F

2 SS Aburva Govindarajan Scintilla of Hope Al Batinah 
North Indian 25/03/2002 14 F

3 P Alaa Mohammed Taqi 
Al Jamalani

Hearts and souls 
began to paint Muscat Omani 03/07/1998 18 F

P Alaa Mohammed Taqi 
Al Jamalani

Preternatural 
World Muscat Omani 03/07/1998 18 F

4 P Alya Khalid Love Potion; a 
letter to “love”. Muscat Omani 05/08/1995 21 F

5 SS Basma Shamis Hamed 
Al Balushi 

In the Blink on 
an Eye

A›Sharqiyah 
North Omani 21/12/1993 23 F

6 P Claudine Paola Nava 
Urdaneta Obsidian Muscat Vene-

zuelan 24/03/2000 17 F

SS Claudine Paola Nava 
Urdaneta Starry Night Muscat Vene-

zuelan 24/03/2000 17 F

7 A Deena Shahrabani
D is for Demen-
tia: The Silent 

Sufferers
Muscat Omani 15/01/1996 21 F

8 SS Dvita Kapadia Fool Me Once, 
Shame on Me Muscat Indian 24/10/1999 17 F

9 P Fatma Saad Said Al Zakwany Wayside Prayer Muscat Omani 08/06/2001 15 F

P Fatma Saad Said Al Zakwany Ignition Muscat Omani 08/06/2001 15 F

10 SS Ghadeh Al-Murshidi The Five Signs Muscat Omani 26/03/2001 16 F

11 P Humood Khamis Al Saadi Self-Battle Al Batinah 
North Omani 23/03/1994 22 M

12 A Iman Hamdan Hilal Alhajri

English Teaching 
in Oman be-

tween Ideal and 
Reality

A›Sharqiyah 
North Omani 13/03/1994 23 F

13 SS Jinan Mohamed Alkamlki Room 103 Muscat Omani 11/12/1997 19 F

List of Penned Thoughts 2017 Competition Entrants
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No. Cat-
egory Name Title of Entry Region Nation-

ality
Date of 
Birth Age Gen-

der

14 SS Juhaina Khalfan Bani Oraba
Don›t Worry 
About Being 

Different

A›Sharqiyah 
North Omani 29/09/1997 19 F

15 P Liyutha Rashid Al Zakwani A Broken
 Masterpiece Muscat Omani 11/05/1998 18 F

16 P Mahnoor Anees Khan The City A›Dhahirah Paki-
stani 23/03/1996 21 F

SS Mahnoor Anees Khan Four Tickets A›Dhahirah Paki-
stani 23/03/1996 21 F

17 P Maryam Humaid Abdullah 
Al Mamari My Glasses A›Dhahirah Omani 15/10/1993 23 F

SS Maryam Humaid Abdullah 
Al Mamari

Spirit Lives with 
Us A›Dhahirah Omani 15/10/1993 23 F

18 P Najma Ali Al Rashdi Empower Each 
Other Instead Muscat Omani 14/10/1999 17 F

19 P Nasra Said Bashir Al Manji Teenage Society Muscat Omani 16/05/2002 14 F

P Nasra Said Bashir Al Manji War-Bound Muscat Omani 16/05/2017 14 F

SS Nasra Said Bashir Al Manji Numbers Muscat Omani 16/05/2002 14 F

20 SS Noor Mohammed Al Malki Sam Muscat Omani 18/06/2002 15 F

21 A Prameet Biswas Making Ripples Muscat Indian 26/03/1995 22 M

SS Prameet Biswas The Call of Life Muscat Indian 26/03/1995 22 M

22 P Rana Ahmed Al Saririya Mathematical Muscat Omani 04/10/1995 21 F

23 P Saada Mansour Said 
Al Mahrazy In Your Mind Muscat Omani 02/10/2001 16 F

24 P Salima Ahmed Al Rasbi True Beauty Muscat Omani 10/09/1998 18 F

25 P Shahd Younis Al Balushi This Mind Muscat Omani 15/11/2000 16 F

26 SS Shaima Amer Hamed 
Al Shamli

Flowers Buried 
Alive A›Dhahirah Omani 01/08/1994 22 F
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No. Cat-
egory Name Title of Entry Region Nation-

ality
Date of 
Birth Age Gen-

der

27 P Shameeem Mansoor Said Al 
Mahrazy

The Estimated 
One Muscat Omani 19/07/2000 17 F

A Shameeem Mansoor Said Al 
Mahrazy

In A World That 
Is Full of 

Different People
Muscat Omani 19/07/2000 17 F

28 SS Shehrbano Hasan Symbiosis Muscat Pakistani 11/07/2001 15 F

29 A Sheikha Hilal Al Busaidi Farewell Coral 
Reefs A›Dakhiliyah Omani 16/03/1994 23 F

P Sheikha Hilal Al Busaidi Heavenly Dish A›Dakhiliyah Omani 16/03/1994 23 F

30 P Sufiyan Omar Sulaiman 
Fadlallah The Doors Muscat Sudanese 09/07/1997 19 M
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With an attempt to encourage the literary talents of the youth in Oman, 
the Penned Thoughts Competition has continued with its efforts to 
provide an outlet for talented youth in the country by inviting entries for 
its 4th cycle for the year 2017.  The purpose of the competition is to give 
local youth the opportunity to demonstrate their creative skills as well as 
express their outlook on life and current local and global human issues.

This unique competition is a tribute the late Ali Mehdi who, with his 
vivacity and creative talent won himself popularity among the youth of 
his generation.  He was a columnist, a blogger, and a writer who set an 
example for his contemporaries.  Thus, the competition is open for all 
youth like Ali who reside in Oman and who meet the competition criteria 
for outlined for entrants.  As a part of procedure for this competition, a 
Panel of Judges was formed with five members: Drs. Adrian Roscoe, Adil 
Al-Khafaji, Chandrika Balasubramanian, Faryal Ahmed, and Susanne 
Shunnaq.  The judges’ panel was responsible for evaluating all entries, 
ranking them, and selecting the winners. 

We were heartened by the number of excellent submissions by young 
authors who provided engaging contributions that both entertained and 
enlightened. It was a joy to delve into the minds of young contributors. 
Well done, all.  The panel of judges received forty entries for this year 
among which 50% were poems, 37.5% short stories, and 12.5 % articles.  
The theme for the entries was open so as to give enthusiastic young 
authors an opportunity to express themselves freely on topics of their 
choice pertaining to the three genres suggested by the competition board.
When judging the prose entries, the panel considered many things 
that were all afforded a different ‘weighting’. Creativity, originality, 
experimentation, language, plot, characterization, and emotional 
impact, amongst others.  As for the poetry contributions, judges looked 
for uniqueness, creativity, rhythm, form, tone, expressiveness, figures 
of speech, imagery, and structure among other elements of poetry. 
The entries that came out on top distinguished themselves in different 
ways.  The pleasure in judging this competition was mostly in having the 
opportunity to read authentic contributions and in the reaffirmation of 
the importance of literary creativity.

Judges’ Report
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We have to admit that it was not an easy task to decide in which order to 
place the winning entries. At the end, however, judges reached a unanimous 
decision; the winners being those poems, short stories and essays that 
would give the reader continuous pleasure or intellectual stimulation no 
matter how many times they are read.

We would like to congratulate everyone who took part in the 4th cycle of 
the Penned Thoughts Competition and especially all the winners.  Thank 
you for your participation!  We would also like to encourage everyone to 
connect and continue spreading the word about this special competition.  
Let us celebrate the young inspirational writers of Oman and admire the 
budding talents among this country’s youth.

With my best wishes to all,
Susanne R. Shunnaq
Coordina tor of the Judging Panel
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CATEGORY: ESSAY

Title of Entry Author Rank Age

1 “Creating Ripples” Prameet Biswas 1st 22

2 “Farewell Coral 
Reefs” 

Sheikha Hilal 
Al Busaidi 2rd 23

3 “D is for Dementia” Deena Shahrabani 3rd 21

CATEGORY: SHORT STORY (AGE GROUP 18-24)

Title of Entry Author Rank Age

1 “Four Tickets” Mahnoor Anees Khan 1st 21

2 “In the Blink of an 
Eye”

Basma Shamis Hamed 
Al Balushi 2nd 23

3 “The Call of Life”  Prameet Biswas 3rd 22

4 “Flowers Buried 
Alive”

Shaima Amer Hamed 
Al-Shamli

Highly 
Commended 22

CATEGORY: SHORT STORY (AGE GROUP 14-17)

Title of Entry Author Rank Age

1 “Numbers” Nasra Said Bashir Al 
Manji 1st 14

2 “Starry Night” Claudine Paola Nava 
Urdaneta 2nd 17

3 “The Fifth Sign” Ghadeh Al-Murshidi 3rd 16

4 “Scintilla of Hope” Aburva Govindarajan Highly 
Commended 14

Penned Thoughts 2017 Winners



19

CATEGORY: POETRY (AGE GROUP 18-24)

Title of Entry Author Rank Age

1 “A Broken Master-
piece”

Liyutha Rashid 
Al Zakwani 1st 18

2 “The City” Mahnoor Anees 
Khan 2nd 21

3 “Heavenly Dish” Sheikha Hilal 
Al Busaidi 3rd 23

CATEGORY: POETRY (AGE GROUP 14-17)

Title of Entry Author Rank Age

1 “This Mind” Shahd Younis 
Al Balushi 1st 16

2 “Wayside Prayer” Fatma Saad Said 
Al Zakwany 2nd 15

3 “Obsidian” Claudine Paola Nava 
Urdaneta 3rd 17
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F igure 1- Comparison between the number of submitted entries over the four years
                  of the Penned Thoughts Competition

The assessment and review of each year’s statistics are a vital component 
of the competition to gauge the interest of the target group and the spread 
of the regions which Penned Thoughts has been successful in reaching as 
well as other parameters.  

Penned Thoughts 2017 Statistical Review

Figure 1 shows a significant drop in entries submitted in 2017 compared to 
previous years with a drop of 58% from 2016.  As entrants are allowed to 
submit an entry in any of the categories of the competition, a comparison 
of the number of contestants over the past four years of the competition 
is illustrated in Figure 2.  It shows a clear decline in the number of partici-
pants in 2017 than previous years with a drop of 62.5% from 2016.
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Figure 2- Comparison between the number of contestants over the four years of the
                 Penned Thoughts Competition

Figure 3- Comparison of the number of entries by age group

Figure 4- Comparison of the gender distribution of entries for Penned Thoughts 2017
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In line with previous years, female participation in the Penned Thoughts 
Competition continues to be predominant.  This is clearly illustrated 
in figure 4 (above) where male participants made up only 10% of total 
entrants.

Figure 5- Comparison of the number of entries for Penned Thoughts 2017 by Category

Figure 6- Comparison of the number of entries submitted by Region

Figure 5 compares the number of entries submitted to the competition 
in each category, where the majority of entries were in the Poetry at 50%, 
followed by Short Stories at 37% and finally Essay at 13%.

In line with previous rounds of Penned Thoughts, Muscat continues to 
take the lead in the number of participants, Figure 6.
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In our continued strive to improve the experience of participants taking 
part in the Penned Thoughts competition, it has become customary to run 
a short questionnaire amongst participants requesting their anonymous 
feedback related to their experience.  The questionnaire was divided into 
three broad sections: Communication, The Competition and Room for Im-
provement.  A total of 27 respondents took part.

Following are charts illustrating the results received on the dichotomous 
and multiple-choice survey questions.  The open-ended questions are, for 
obvious reasons, not included here.

Entrants Questionnaire Survey Results

Figure 1- Responses regarding the level of information provided on the website

Figures 1 through 3 indicated that most participants found the informa-
tion provided via the Penned Thoughts website adequate and helpful 
(92%), and their overall experience with the Competition positive (86%), 
so much so that they are “very likely” to recommend it to others (73%).  
This is especially important information for the organizing committee 
of the competition, particularly that Penned Thoughts is an online based 
competition and it is vital that participants feel they have access to all 
their questions and feel adequately supported.

Very helpful
44%

Helpful 
48%

Neutral 
4%

Not helpful
4%

Do you find the information on our website helpful in 
learning about the Competition and how to participate?
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Figure 2- Responses to rate the entrants’ experience with Penned Thoughts

Figure 3- Responses regarding the likelihood that participants would recommend the 
                competition to others

Figure 4- Responses regarding the means through which participants learned of
                 Penned Thoughts

Figure 4, below, shows that the participants learned about the competition 
almost equally through school/college, social media and word of mouth. 

Great!
54%

Good
18%

Neutral
9%Okay 14%

Disappointing
5%

Very likely!
73%

Neutral
18%

Unlikely
9%

How likely is it that you would recommend our 
competition to a friend or colleague?

How would you rate your last experience with the 
Penned Thoughts competition?
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Figure 5 indicates that most of the participants follow Penned Thoughts 
on social media (67%) while 33% do not.  This reflected on the responses 
to whether entrants felt they were kept adequately up-to-date with event 
proceeding as 77% responded that they felt adequately informed.

All in all, it was heartwarming to receive such largely positive feedback 
and we would like to thank our participants for taking the time to take part 
as it is through your valuable feedback that we can continue to improve 
and enhance the Penned Thoughts experience.

Figure 5- Responses regarding the means through which participants follow news of 
Penned Thoughts

Figure 6- Responses regarding whether participants felt they were kept up-to-date 
with event proceedings

Do you follow us on social media, typically 
which do you use most often?

No, i don't 
follow Penned 
Thoughts on 
Social Media

33%

Yes, Facebook
15%

Yes, Instagram
48%

Yes, Facebook 
and Instagram

4%
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WINNING 
PIECES
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ESSAY
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First Place :  Creating Ripples
Author :  Prameet Biswas

A little boy once threw a stone at a mango tree and in doing so, he 
saved a life.

Let me expand this. A little boy once saw a few ripe mangos on a tree and 
he was tempted to try a few. He aimed a small pebble and threw it at a 
mango. The stone hit the mango which promptly fell onto a bush.  A mouse 
that was hiding in those bushes was startled by the mango and scampered 
away to safety.  It crossed a woman who was carrying a basketful of fruits 
on her head to sell in the market.  The woman moved quickly to avoid what 
looked like a furry ball that streaked past her foot and lost her balance 
causing the basket to topple and fall. Cursing loudly, she got down, picked 
up all the fruits, and walked on to the marketplace. As she reached the 
marketplace she noticed a commotion at the place where she usually 
sat.  She was shocked to see a car that had lost control of its brakes; had 
crashed into a pole.  Had she reached her place on time, she would surely 
have lost her life.

On another note, in a recent study, people were asked if they had the 
option to go back 10 years in time and rewrite their lives, would they take 
it.  Many of the people opted to the idea of going back in time.  The basic 
conclusion was that people were not satisfied with where they were in 
their lives and many of them believed that they were cut out for greater 
things in life.  It was only the wrong decisions, the misdirection of fate, the 
cruel push of destiny for which they were stuck in their seemingly insipid 
existence. 

Fate, destiny, luck etc. are some of the few most heavily misunderstood 
concepts since time immemorial.  I myself was rather disturbed by the 
notion of destiny.  If it is in one’s destiny to be rich, one could achieve so 
doing absolutely nothing. And if it was in someone’s destiny to remain 
poor, then no matter how much one tried, one would remain poor.  The 
very essence of the concept seemed flawed to me.  Every successful person 
by definition would have to have been successful because of their well 
written destinies rather than their attitudes towards life.



29

As my young mind tried to understand how something so complicated 
like fate worked, I came across the story of the boy who threw a stone at 
a mango tree. It was a story that struck a chord with me because of the 
ending. It was amazing how the act of throwing a small stone managed 
to create a series of circumstances which eventually led to the woman 
realizing that she had almost lost her life.  This was a pivotal point that 
changed my way of looking at fate.

To understand the concept of fate, one must first accept that our lives our 
governed by two spheres. The first sphere represents everything in and 
around our environment that we can control. Anything akin to one’s name, 
one’s choices, one’s dreams etc. The other sphere represents everything 
that is out of one’s control. Something akin to one’s place of birth, one’s 
environment, one’s parents. These two spheres work together in tandem 
for us to lead on with our lives. 

In the story above, a seemingly small act of throwing the stone was 
done in the sphere of control. This in turn led to a series of events that 
escalated into something as momentous as saving one’s life through 
the second sphere. To put things in perspective, there are seven billion 
people on this planet! That amounts to 7 billion actions every moment. 
Another way to look at this would be to imagine a torrential downpour 
on the ocean surface. Drops would fall relentlessly causing ripple after 
ripple, cancelling a few and creating others on the surface. And this would 
undoubtedly shake the fragility of the entire surface of the ocean.

Our lives can also be somewhat analogous to the ocean. Each and every act 
that we do creates ripples in other people’s lives.  Imagine when a person 
secures a job in a company. This person has simultaneously affected the 
lives of all those people who couldn’t get the job because of him. This little 
ripple has struck all those people who make different choices now, causing 
more ripples; affecting more people.

It is the effect of these ripples that is what is felt by us in our lives and it is 
to these ripples that we attribute the name of fate, destiny and what not! In 
simple words, fate is the consequence of our actions not the consequence 
of our having an extra capacity for “storing luck.”
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Having understood this, the best way to live life is to create more of 
these ripples. This is achieved by doing new things, thinking of things 
differently, experiencing novel things. The more we act, the more ripples 
we create. Soon our ripples become powerful enough to counter the other 
ones that are intended to hit us.  And our luck itself appears to change.  In 
hindsight, all successful people seem to be having great amounts of luck, 
but the reality is they are just great at making ripples.

So the next time you feel down because life seems unfair, just remember: 
successful people make their own destiny! 
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Second Place :  Farewell Coral Reefs
Author : Sheikha Hilal Al Busaidi

Let us imagine one of these normal days when you are watching TV 
news, and you come across an oil tanker accident at the middle of the 
ocean where a special kind of coral reefs inhabits the seabed. You release 
a protesting sigh, and you shake your outraged head. What disaster are 
you beholding? What brutal tanker has just spilled its poison to the sea 
inhabitants, sentencing them to death? 

I can tell how much you detest those oil tankers, but I just want to tell you, 
in case you have not been informed before, that YOU are not any better 
than a crashed oil tanker.  Are you surprised enough? Then let me also add 
that YOU are even worse than an oil tanker.  Poor oil tanker just moves 
around without even knowing that it contains oil inside!  In fact, those fat 
neatly dressed people who are responsible for oil tankers’ accidents belong 
to YOUR greedy species!  YOU, smug hypocritical naïve one think that you 
do care about the environment and you are capable of saving Earth. Your 
concern will remain futile unless you stop thinking of protecting Earth as 
a public matter. Instead of blaming the world, Mahatma Gandhi suggested 
that you “be the change that you wish to see in the world.”

Let us be honest with ourselves, how on earth we can change the whole 
world? We never can. Nevertheless, we can contribute to the change. Start 
to think of your daily routine. How often do you use the elevator instead of 
the staircase? How often do you use plastic made forks, spoons, and bags? 
Have you tried in any way to get them recycled? Are you patient enough to 
walk for miles searching for the nearest recycle bin to throw your rubbish?  
Or you rather prefer to hide them behind a tree?  Do you usually make 
sure that you leave no rubbish behind you when you leave your spot on 
the beach?  You know, tides may drag them into the sea where your coral 
reefs live, and then you shouldn’t complain again about oil tankers.  You 
may consider these habits trifles, but remember, a person is called a thief, 
whether they steal a penny, or 100000 dollars.

Let me ask you to pause for a minute, and look at the matter from a totally 
different perspective.  Is Earth actually in need of your help? And do you 
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work on saving the environment because you really care about it?  In fact, 
earth doesn’t need our help because it is not going anywhere! We are the 
ones who are going to some future where there will be no place for us.  
Earth has the power to summon all of its glaciers to melt down covering 
up the dry lands, which is one of its smart ways to gain back its balance 
that we have played with.  If we are lucky enough to escape that, then we 
are going to be burned by the increasing heat caused by global warming. 

Plastic bags and carbon dioxide are not threating Earth! Let us put it in 
a clearer way. They are threatening our existence on Earth. Earth is not 
going to get sick and die because it has swallowed some plastic bags! Nor 
is it going to suffocate as a result of carbon dioxide! There are weaker 
creatures who are going to be victims of that. Yet, they think what matters 
to them is saving Earth. How about changing the universal slogan of “let’s 
save Earth!” to a more mature one “let’s save MANKIND!”  This may evoke 
some serious changes before we get extinct. Unfortunately, this is the only 
language which the greedy, self-centered species seems to understand.

This brings us to the conclusion that we don’t really think about saving 
the environment because we care about it. We care more about ourselves! 
And to prove that, let me remind you that we have done whatever we have 
done of industrial activities for our sake from the beginning without think-
ing a bit about the environment. We started to care about the environment 
once we started to feel threatened.  Nevertheless, some of our kind have 
reached a higher stage of selfishness in saying “why should I bother myself 
about the environment? I am going to live only one life!” What is there to 
be done to those for God’s sake?

You know my friend; it seems there is no way you can enjoy your coral 
reefs for a much longer time.  The best thing you can do for them is to 
leave them alone.  Just forget about them, and let us pack up our stuff.  We 
should be better leaving.  We have done enough and we have failed too 
much to correct our mistakes. 

So, it’s farewell coral reefs. Farewell MANKIND!
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Third Place :  D is for Dementia: The Silent Sufferers 
Author :  Deena Shahrabani

Dementia. A distant word you seldom hear in the Arab World. You may ask 
why that happens to be the case: Is it because there is a fundamental gap 
in people’s knowledge? Do doctors fail to reach a diagnosis? Or perhaps, 
is it simply not as prevalent in this side of the world? Three equally valid 
questions a person might pose in an attempt to connect the dots between 
the lack of public awareness and the reality of this devastating disease. 
Dementia and I first met in the year of 2012, as I was finishing my high 
school education and was about to embark on the next stage of my life. I 
was swamped with university applications and school assessments to an 
extent that I was almost blind to my surroundings, but more specifically, 
to the disease that was slowly yet steadily changing the path of our lives.  
As I look back now, it feels as if it all happened in the blink of an eye.  To 
my father, it was possibly the most destructive and unendurably gradual 
process that was slowly taking over his mind. 

It is said that dementia is where cancer stood 20 years ago: an incurable 
disease that affects millions of people worldwide. Luckily, decades of 
medical research and innovations have made the treatment of cancer a 
reality. However, with respect to dementia, researchers are still struggling 
to ensure that the advances that are made are effectively harnessed to 
transform lives. Not only does dementia research receive significantly low 
funding compared to cancer and heart disease research, especially given 
that dementia is predicted to affect over 1 million people by 2025, but 
dementia is also truly struggling to gain public recognition.  In 2012, my 
father’s mental deterioration forced him into early retirement from his 
lifelong passion – treating patients’ hearts.  In 2013, minor yet repetitive 
accidents lead us to prevent him from operating a vehicle. In 2014, my 
father could now only pronounce a limited number of words. Yet, there 
were no sentences. There was no structure. No meaning. No was a yes and 
yes was a no. During the early years where my father’s symptoms began 
to surface more vividly, I secluded myself, as I could not bring myself to 
come to terms with my father’s illness.  I found myself constantly ques-
tioning the reasons it had to be my father that suffered this illness.  Why 
did it have to be a man who has given so much to the world?  Why a man 
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who has dedicated his entire life to support his family by working count-
less days and endless nights?  Why a man whose name has been echoed by 
even the most remotely isolated people in the country?  I can carry on and 
on but for what purpose does it serve? This questioning approach I used 
to find answers to my many questions, yet could achieve nothing by it but 
bring sadness to my heart and tears to my eyes. It is said that dementia af-
fects the family more than it affects the patient, and I can assure you, it is 
like constantly living with the memory of someone even though they are 
physically there. 

Fast-forward a few years; amid the emotional breakdowns of clinging to 
the somewhat ‘normal’ past and the gradual deterioration of my father’s 
physical strength, I have come to terms.  It has not been an easy ride, nor 
has it been a fun one. Studying away from my family has been rather dif-
ficult, as I often found myself unable to focus. Thankfully, I opened up to 
friends and family at this stage and had the emotional support I needed to 
overcome all hurdles and graduate with flying colours.  At the mere age of 
21, I feel like the experiences I gained through this transformative period 
of my life have equipped me with the tools to face any obstacle the world 
might throw in my path.  In the words of Zig Ziglar, an established Ameri-
can author and motivational speaker, ‘‘ God gives his hardest battles to his 
strongest soldiers.’’ Holding on to one’s faith and maintaining a positive 
outlook is the essence of our survival. To address the initial questions, 
I must mention that whilst there still may be a gap in people’s general 
knowledge, I strongly believe that the root cause is more denial and one’s 
inability to comprehend the fact that mental health issues are scientifi-
cally proven. Although countries like the United Kingdom traditionally 
report higher numbers of people affected by dementia, the apparent dis-
crepancies witnessed in some Arab countries are most likely an issue of 
under diagnosis fuelled by the lack of awareness and unwillingness to seek 
professional help.  I cling on to the hope that one day the world will be 
more accepting, supportive, and understanding of people with dementia. I 
hope that one day I, like many other families, will not have to conceal the 
true nature of this disease. 

I am my father’s daughter. I always have been and I always will be.  No ill-
ness - no matter how debilitating - can ever change that. 

I love you dad. 
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First Place :  Four Tickets
Author :  Mahnoor Anees Khan

It was a love story you rooted for, you know. While it lasted, anyway. All 
it is now, are four little tickets in my hand. Four irregular square pieces 
of run-down thermal paper, with black and blue letters scattered. The 
dates on the tickets were the same, the times and the feelings held when 
they were bought – different. There were bends and lines running on the 
paper, as if someone had strangled it constantly and opened its airpipes to 
breathe, off and on. And by someone, I mean me. The heroine of this story. 
Not to be self-obsessed but I am the reason it went astray, did it not? Oh, 
let me begin from the beginning. 

Once upon a time, in a land quite different from ours, I was new and he 
was new too. We both were getting ready to start our future in a massive 
institution. His name is Fateh while my name is Aaleyah. I, am an avid 
book reader and someone who was in this new country to pursue her 
passions. He, a sportsman who was ready to break the structures of his 
family and be the first man to study abroad. This seems like quite a typical 
story, doesn’t it? Well, it probably is. But it’s also a little different. My 
diary was my companion throughout. I’ve pasted scanned pictures of them 
here. For once, I won’t think of it as an invasion of my privacy. I’ll allow 
it, because I want you to know how I felt about what happened. He might 
have a different take, and there is a very good chance he does, but I know 
what I did and what I felt. And here it is. The diary of a tested heart. 

Date: 3rd October 2016, Place: Break Time Café

The weather is surprisingly not that wet. I was told of this country to be a 
constant collect of rain and depressed people. I’ve been here for a month 
now and I haven’t experienced a moment that doesn’t alight me with joy. 
I’ve found a gang in the few days I have been here. I stayed over at their 
place after meeting them for only a few sections of the day. I stood near 
the benches, looking at my newfound friend - who shares my love for 
travelling (we were planning on heading to some form of a garden and 
an amphitheater in the city) and Harry Potter – Zanyah Furqaan. She was 
placing a purple flyer which had an invitation to a club night on her seat to 
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protect her clothes from getting dirty with rainwater. We all sat together 
and talked of the funniest differences of our culture to theirs. How they 
drank colorful drinks which made you happy and we just drank tea to feel 
joy. Then came Zanyah’s classmate and friend – Suleimaan Shah – with 
his army man swagger and a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. He lit it – 
even if Zanyah shrieked out her disapproval – and smoked as if his world 
could not get any better. Then came a platoon of young men who we didn’t 
recognize. Among them, came a guy wearing a green and blue jacket.

Date: 4th October 2016, Place: Break Time Café. 

So, I didn’t continue the story after we met Fateh (green and blue jacket 
guy). To be accurate, Muhammad Fateh Armaghan Hussain was the name. 
He seems like a nice enough person, probably because I mercilessly teased 
him and he took it without a complaint. His reactions are probably why 
I teased him. He even passed Zanyah’s test of good men because of two 
reasons – one, he gave her the amount of respect you would give a sister 
and two, he was the funniest person we had met so far. 

I’ve spent half a day with Fateh and I know most of his life story. He 
knows mine too. Strange, never really happened before with me or him 
(I’m assuming). We held a psychological counselling session where he and 
another friend of ours kept talking about their lives. I felt like he was sad 
and I just jokingly assured him that someone named Muhammad Fateh 
Armaghan Hussain cannot be sad.

Date: 23rd October 2016, Place: Basketball Court

My new best friend tells me I have a laugh that could make anyone laugh. 
He’s not exactly my best friend, but I think he sort of is the closest male 
friend I have here. Well, whatever kind of male friend a Muslim girl in 
the Western world can have. We had tea in the basketball court today. We 
spoke about everything and I told him about how I left my life back home 
and he spoke of how he left his. It was strange how close we had become in 
a few weeks of knowing each other. He felt that too. He always mentioned 
how he didn’t understand how time flew by so quickly when he was with 
me. That made me smile. It’s a sweet thing to say, isn’t it?  He’s a sweet 
guy. That is, Fateh. Just to clarify, that he’s a nice friend.
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Date: 5th November 2016, Place: Famous Sports Stadium

 
The look on his face. He was grinning from ear to ear. To take a sportsman 
to a place where he had dreams of being in, to take him there and to let 
him feel the grass with his feet – it’s a feeling I cannot describe. He was so 
happy. He removed his shoes and felt the grass. It made me happy to see 
him that way. And I think it made him happy too. I could tell – by the way 
he looked at me – I could tell he was happy with me being there with him.

Date: 26th November 2016, Place: Walk after the Theatre

I read a lot of books and I watch a lot of musicals. Tonight, it was one of 
my first music shows in this country. I had the chance to see one of my 
favorites and it was magical. The only thing I didn’t account for was how 
late it had gotten. I needed to get back home and I didn’t have anyone 
to take me. So, I told him I was going to a play and I didn’t have to ask 
him to come get me – he offered. I have nice friends, don’t I? Anyway, we 
were walking back home and we were crossing streets and drunk men were 
falling off their own feet. There was a man who was behind us and he was 
trying to touch my back and suddenly, I was being pulled away by Fateh. 
He grabbed my hand – just for a minute – and we walked on that way. I 
didn’t say anything, neither did he. We both just fell in the shallow pool of 
feeling something.

Date: 1st December 2016, Place: Basketball Court 

We both sat together, in silence, thinking of the feelings we were feeling 
since that day. We still spoke every day and every night. We still knew we 
were friends. But we were there. Jumping on the line that stands between 
friendship and the something else. Juggling questions in heads and sitting 
in places where something always touched accidentally. It wasn’t love, it 
wasn’t friendship. It was Fateh and I. 

Zanyah and I are in her room, talking. She was stuck with the most 
impossible group mates for her assignment and she was struggling. I 
offered my excellent company and just sat there, listening to music and 
talking to her. Suleiman Bhai (it’s what you call a big brother type person) 
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knocked and just came in. He’s sitting on the bed and both Zanyah and 
him started telling me about their college days. About how Suleiman used 
to have a way with women and yet he remembered his decency and never 
acted upon his claims. Zanyah and him were the best of friends. They made 
me think of Fateh and I. We would never reach that level if we crossed the 
line of friendship. We would break apart and probably never speak again 
– if we didn’t define the relationship we existed in. I would lose him as a 
friend and as something else. 

Date: 2nd December 2016, Place: The Hill

It was an event we had to go to. The day when we had to relax forcibly 
and not think of exams or impending doom. So, we went together. Me and 
Fateh. There was a hill we had to climb to get to the place. Well, the hill 
exists right in front of my accommodation which we have to walk up to 
reach anything. This hill, is the bane of my existence here. My calves are 
screaming at me when I reach the top, every time. Today, it was different. 
Today, I was wearing heels. And he was tired. What happened was, I was 
being my stubborn self and had decided that moving through the Hill 
was the best route to the party. And we started trudging on. I had begun 
to realize how difficult it was to climb steep heights wearing heels. So, I 
removed them. Very soon I understood why that was a mistake – the ground 
was wet and cold. Bitter cold. Fateh saw the change in my height and let 
out a yell of disapproval. This was the exchange between us verbatim:

Fateh: What the hell do you think you are doing?

Me: Removing these torture devices?

Fateh: Why’d you wear them in the first place?

Me: Why do you care so much?

He said nothing then. He just stopped and removed his own shoes and put 
them in front of me.

Me: What the hell do you think YOU are doing?

Fateh: Wear them.

Me: You wear them. 
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Fateh: I was wearing them.

Me: Why did you stop?

Fateh: Your feet will turn blue and fall off, Aalu. Please. Don’t argue with 
me and wear them. 

I didn’t argue, I just didn’t listen and I kept walking. So did he. Without 
his shoes. He called Aalu – which is his nickname for me and it also means 
potato. I will think of it as a coincidence as I didn’t want to puncture my 
self-esteem. 

Me: Your shoes, Fateh! 

He said that he won’t wear them and he’s just leaving them there. I went 
back to put them on and sprinted to catch up with him, slightly crashing 
our hands into each other. To which he looked at my feet and smiled 
slightly. 

Me: Why do you have to be so heroic?

Fateh: At least, you’ll know what it’s like to walk in my shoes for a while.

He said that, cracking a grin. It made me laugh and I started to feel 
something in the frozen tips of my toes – warmth. 

We got home late. Fateh and I went to what I like to think of (and to what 
he referred to) as our spot. We sat there with cups of tea and we talked. 
He was not very glad that I was heading home the next day and that he 
was going to have to be alone for a while. He saw my foot covered in warm 
slippers and asked if I was alright. I nodded and drank tiny sips of my 
tea. It wasn’t very cold, but I felt a shiver pass through me. He noticed, 
said nothing and a second later I saw a warm jacket being splayed over 
my back. A very cliché romantic moment, isn’t it? The jacket being given, 
the shy smiles being exchanged and just the regular moments of awkward 
silence and hearts beating faster. In that moment though, it felt cliché 
and it felt silly. But it also felt wonderful. He spoke little and I spoke a lot, 
he moved closer and I started speaking lesser. Then I stopped speaking 
altogether as he just looked at me and smiled. 

Date: 3rd December 2016, Place: Train Station 
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Date: 19th December 2016, Place: Train Station

It had been 16 days. I reached the station early in the morning and he was 
there. Standing in his black leather jacket and grey woolen cap. Oh, and 
ratty old jeans. His shoes were there too. The ones I wore so long ago. He 
told me he liked me, a few days ago. I knew that before but now it was 
confirmed, wasn’t it? I said the same, because I did like him too. I don’t 
know what we are at this point. Together? Friends? More than that? If 
we were more than that, what were we? Who has and who could define 
this abstract notion of “liking someone”? Isn’t that exactly why artists, 
singers, poets, writers and everyone else who can attempt at expressing 
this zig-zag myriad of broken lines and shady boundaries do what they do? 
Hasn’t the entire world capitalized everything on this one question – of 
what comes after friendship and before love?

I stopped writing after that day. It seemed enough. Because that day, namely 
the 19th of December became the day of the four tickets. It became the day 
I found and lost my best friend and the person I had come to romantically 
care for. It seems cruel to not continue with what I have started – even if 
my fingers tremble to a stop as I keep on typing – I will go on.

We got into the tram service and we stood. You would imagine I would sit 
down and probably be exhausted. But I wasn’t. That was the first ticket 
that I got. At 7:45 AM, ticket no. 27564 appealed to my cautious mind. I 
got it in a moment of extreme confusion and deliberation of what I will 
do next with the man who claimed to like me. He carried my suitcases 
to my apartment – where I sat down with him on the sofa. My flatmates/
friends were asleep so we were trying not to disturb them. We had some 
time before everyone woke up and we could just be with ourselves. 

“Do you want to go to the basketball court?” he asked, not meeting my 
eyes. 

“It’s too cold, isn’t it?” I responded with a deep breath hazing my reply. 

“Well, I could warm you up”, he replied with a grin – making me laugh. 
We chose to stay in instead and talk. I’m sure you were curious about the 
letters and what they said, but because it is his letter, I won’t divulge the 
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exact words he said, because it would be rude. But I will give you the gist 
of it – because it is needed to understand the rest of the story. In the letter, 
he told me he didn’t know for sure if it was love but he did know it was 
something. His letter informed me of his favorite moment of ours – which 
was us holding hands for just a minute when we were walking back from 
the play. He had never felt as protective for anyone else as he had that 
night for me. 

Simply passing on his comment, I walked over to my suitcase and brought 
along the present I had gotten for him. It wasn’t a very big thing. But the 
emotion and the message I had attached to it was sweeter than I had ever 
been or felt. 

I handed him a small letter and the tiny gift. He raised his eyebrows, clearly 
in confusion of receiving such a shiny blue package. It had a dark brown 
wooden frame, which held an hourglass with shimmering sapphire sand. 
He looked at it with such joy – I knew he liked these things – and then he 
looked at me. 

“It’s for a minute. The sand falls through for just one minute and it’s small, 
I know, but it reminded me of something. It reminded me of the favorite 
moment you spoke of in the letter. You held my hand that day – but just for 
a minute. I want more minutes with you. Because I know what I felt then 
and what I feel now. I need more minutes with you, Fateh.” I finished with 
a maneuver that landed my eyes looking at my jeans. I felt his finger pull 
up my chin and smile. He kissed my forehead lightly. 

And he simply said, “If I want today, will that be acceptable?”

I scrunched up my forehead to question the unromantic response I had 
received. 

“I’m leaving tomorrow for home”, he said, “And you’re leaving for your trip 
too. I just want a day with you. All day.”

My confusion faltered and my smile exploded on my face. I nodded. After 
resting for a while, I went about meeting Zanyah and Suleiman who 
were ecstatic that I didn’t wake them up at the unearthly hour at which 
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I arrived. We all had breakfast and then Fateh stole me away to help him 
pack. I knew I had to pack for my trip to Scotland the next day as well – 
but I decided to go with him anyway. And so, we set off on our journey. 
We walked for a while and caught the tram. As we were getting on the 
carriage, he caught my hand and helped me get in. That sparked a smile in 
the ticket collector’s eyes – probably of romance that she had felt a long 
time ago. Maybe that’s what we looked like to other people. As a couple 
carrying such intense allure for the other that we were oblivious to the 
entire world and we knew what we were doing. They couldn’t be more 
wrong if they were thinking this way. As the second ticket fell in my hand 
– ticket no. 59802 at 8:30 AM – I felt excitement replace the confusion I 
felt before. To the day that lies before and to the moments that we had to 
experience still to become what people thought they saw. He smiled as we 
got off and started walking towards the bus stop. 

“What was home like?” he asked, holding my hand again. 

“Cathartic,” I responded and tried to act nonchalant as I pulled my hand 
out of his.

“Is something wrong?” he asked. 

“No, just people can see” I responded, turning into a shade of rhubarb. 

We waited at the bus stop, talking about the stuff he was planning on 
buying at duty free. He planned on buying cigarettes and gifts for his 
family. I scrunched my nose at the mention of the deadly device he oved 
exposing his lungs to. He smirked and said it was because he wouldn’t be 
able to smoke at home. We got into bus no. 120 and got the third ticket – 
ticket no. 59918 – and sat on the top deck of the bus.  As we rode on, his 
hand snaked its way behind my head on the seat. I noticed, but didn’t say 
much. The familiarity and the inching closer wasn’t an entirely horrifying 
feeling – it was scary at the pace at which we were travelling – and I am 
not referring to the bus. 

“You see that house?” he said, pointing to a beautiful cottage – with red 
rose bushes outside it and enchanting green creepers decorating the walls. 
“It’s so beautiful. I love it” I replied.
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“So, you can say what you feel about estate, but not about me?” he asked 
frankly – leaving me stunned.

“If I could, I would. But I can’t, so I shan’t” I replied with a very confident 
air – which I know I did not possess internally. 

“I’m sure you can, what’s the point of you reading all those books then?”

“I can, but who says you’re worthy enough to hear my esteemed words?”

“I say I am. I am, after all, Muhammad Fateh Armaghan Hussain.” he said 
– as if this guaranteed him a title of importance.

I murmured my response in an unintelligible tone. He leaned in, grinning 
expectantly. 

“What was that?”

“I like you more than I liked you yesterday,” I said softly. 

He didn’t respond. He just put his hand back on my seat and we rode on. 
The large expanse of tarmac that lay before us with cottages scattered on 
the side – gave us time. Time to express what we felt for each other in utter 
silence. I could feel the bonds of friendship collapsing and rising again to 
form a different bond entirely. I didn’t know if it was the bond I thought I 
needed or the bond I did need. That was how my third ticket was bought 
– in a state of flux. 

We entered his apartment to find an absolute mess greeting us. He grinned 
apologetically and shrugged – saying that he had me now to clean up after 
him. Which, obviously, made me start a rant on feminism and what I re-
ally thought about his cleanup plan. He laughed and put his hands on my 
shoulders – telling me he had no intentions of making me do it. I walked 
out of his embrace – uncomfortable and quite flustered. 

“Let’s start packing?” I asked him. He smiled and started unloading his 
closet and filling his suitcase. We didn’t speak much during the packing 
session, and once we were done, I asked him for some water and sat on the 
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floor.  I just leaned my head against the wall and closed my eyes. 

I woke up after what felt like hours – turns out it was just for a few minutes 
– to see Fateh looking at me. 

“Do you always stare at defenseless women as they slumber?” I said to 
him, stretching out the kinks.

“You neither slumbered nor are defenseless – for that matter”, he retorted 
– landing himself to sit across me. His hand started playing at my knee – 
not speaking at all. Him, just letting me know, that he felt something for 
me. He hadn’t explicitly stated it like I had. 

“Do you like me, Fateh?” I regretted the question as soon as it slipped, his 
eyebrow responded by raising itself in confusion. “I mean, what are we 
doing here?”

“Here’s what I can do and what I can’t. I can be loyal to you. I can keep this 
interesting with your support. I can love you. I can try my best that noth-
ing hurts you. I can make you laugh”, as he said that he trailed his fingers 
on my knee – making me laugh. “Here’s what I can’t do. I can’t give you 
false hopes. I can’t lie to you. I can’t live up to all your expectations. I can’t 
guarantee you marriage because I am not ready to make that decision.”

I looked up as he said that. His fingers had found his way to my neck, 
his fingers tracing random shapes. I didn’t know how comfortable I was 
with what was happening – but I didn’t want to upset him. His other hand 
snaked its way around my waist and pulled me closer. I realized where this 
was leading to and I pulled myself away from him. 

“Fateh, no”, I said hesitantly. 

“Just wait, Aalu”, he continued with his motions eventually resulting in 
his palms pressing on my cheeks pulling my face closer. I knew I had to 
stop myself to be accepting of wherever this was going – but I didn’t want 
to hurt his feelings. 

His eyes closed as he leaned in closer and so did mine. As I closed my eyes 
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– I felt the eagerness of his hands pulling me closer and his lips forcing 
themselves to my proximity. I felt my heartbeat racing in both anticipa-
tion and fear. I felt no comfort or trust at all; I felt no unbelievable mo-
ment of revelation where I realized I loved him. I felt like my heart did skip 
a beat, but I couldn’t decide if fear made that decision or lust did. My eyes 
fluttered open as his lips were millimeters away from mine and I got up 
too quickly. Breathing heavily, I told him I had to go. He caught my hand 
and started apologizing profusely. 

“Aaleyah, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, “Please let’s just talk about 
this.”

“Fateh, I can’t. I need to go,” I said. 

“How about you sit on the bed and I’ll sit on the floor and we will talk?” 

I sat down with my hands folded in my lap, not understanding the emo-
tions running through me. It was so new – this feeling and so foreign that 
my expectations for him didn’t match his for mine. I wanted to run away 
but I wanted to stay as well. We talked about unrelated things for a while 
and as he was enacting a situation in his class, I noticed him inching clos-
er. His hands landed themselves on my knees and one of his hands then 
came up to my face. 

“Fateh, I need to leave,” I said softly.

“Just let me try this, Aalu. We won’t be together for so long and I’ll miss 
you so much” he murmured and pulled my face closer into a kiss. 

It felt as if nothing around us was necessary and everything would fade 
away soon. It felt misplaced, confusing, unbalanced but sort of right. I felt 
his hands push my body backwards and his body following suit. My hand 
pushed his chest as well as it could – he did not budge. Every thought in 
my head went wild into assumptions of what was about to happen. He 
knew I wasn’t comfortable or ready. What was I supposed to do next? 
Would I run from my best friend and the man I felt something for? Or 
is it the man I don’t know at all? I felt his probing fingers move on to 
places where they didn’t belong – forcing me to shut my eyes in defiance 
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and scream. He didn’t move or budge but his flesh managed to muffle my 
screams. His hands managed to control my flailing arms. His legs locked 
on mine and ensured that I didn’t move. His burning appetite managed to 
kill mine forever. 

In a moment of weakness, I pushed him off and ran out of the room. I 
rushed to the bus stop and got in the first bus I saw – bus no. 120 – and 
hoped it would take me home. I got my last ticket – ticket no. 23302 at 8:30 
PM – and sat on the blue spotted seats. As I grasped to my fourth ticket 
of the day, I felt exhaustion pull over me with its two friends – guilt and 
pain. The bus rumbled down the highway running past the cottages and 
moments I wanted to forget. 



48

Second Place :  In the Blink of an Eye
Author :  Basma Shamis Hamed Al Balushi

It was ten in the morning. I decided to call mom as it had been days since 
we had talked because I had stayed on the university campus and didn’t go 
back home for over three weekends in a row. My mother’s phone rang for 
a while, then she picked it up. The moment she said hi to me, I knew she 
wasn’t home. Her voice sounded different than usual as if she had caught 
a cold. I felt worried.  “Mom, where are you?” I asked. With her quietest 
voice that came almost as a whisper, she answered, “I am in the hospital.” 
With a concern, I asked again, ‘What is wrong? Are you ok?’ “Your sister, 
Jawaher, and her family,” she said and then cleared her throat, “They had 
an accident last night, and she is fine. I will call you later.” She hung up.

I sensed a heat running over my body although the air-conditioning func-
tioned perfectly in the room that day. My heart was about to skip a beat. 
How could mom break this kind of news to me in this way, then leave me 
clueless with just a single hint that “she is fine.” I wasn’t sure it was ac-
tually the truth she was telling me.  I called my older sister, my brother, 
my other brother, and my sister in law one after the other, but nobody 
answered my calls. I was worried sick. I wanted to know the core of the 
story. What happened to my sister? Her only one-month old baby, was 
he ok? Her husband, where was he? Were they all in the hospital? Tons of 
questions rose up in my head. My mind started to find its way to make up 
stories of what really happened and ran them through a maze of thinking.

My oldest sister answered her phone at last. I gave a big sigh before I bom-
barded her with my inquiries about my sister, Jawaher. She didn’t really 
provide me with answers, instead, she only informed me, “Jawaher is out 
of the hospital; she is in my house now with mum.” I requested immedi-
ately, “Could you please come and pick me up from the university? I want 
to see her.” She wasn’t able to come for me, but she sent her son to do so. 
The second my nephew stopped in front of the house, I rushed out leaving 
my handbag behind in the car. 

I saw my older sister and I hugged her. Then I saw mom coming toward 
me, “She is good. It is just a few…” She stopped there, took my hand, and 
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said, “Go and see her yourself.” I tried to act brave and hold my tears. Yet, 
what I saw was more than any strong heart could bear. There was she sit-
ting on the edge of the bed, while her sleeping baby was on the middle of 
it. I wouldn’t have recognized her at first glance. A shudder went through 
me when I realized that it was the new version of my sister’s face after the 
accident. I stand still in a complete mute. 

Her face was covered with scratches almost in every spot as if a savage 
cat attached her face with his sharp claws. The centre of her forehead was 
burned shaping a circle like a chocolate stained in there by mistake. Her 
eyes had thick red lines as if they were printed carefully.  She got a long 
cut just above her right eye and a bit smaller one toward the end of her 
left cheek which made her dimple almost disappear. Both her nose and 
her lips were swollen and appeared to be bigger than they really were. 
A couple of stitches sewed over her chin; it looked quite similar to the 
stitches my mother made to my childhood’s doll after it was torn by my 
naughty brother. 

I could tell she was looking at me, but the scars on her face, made it hard 
for me to tell whether she was smiling or not. All I witnessed was her 
arms stretched toward me from a distance of a few steps. “Come here,” 
she whispered.  I threw my body into hers and I burst into tears that ran 
all the way down to my cheeks and on to her dress. Mom got in the room 
and warned me not to hug tight for that my sister’s upper part of the nose 
was broken and both her arms and legs were bruised. She wrapped me up 
gently, “I will be alright in no time.” 

I knew that I was the one who should soothe her pain, but it turned out 
the roles had been reversed. I loved her beyond reason. My love to her 
absorbed all the strength I possessed and left me powerless seeing her in 
this condition. Her love to me, though, made her inhale every single air 
of strength that was left in her bruised body and exhale it out all at once, 
“There is nothing to be worried about. We should be thankful to God that 
my heart still pulsing.” Her voice echoed softly in my ears, “Thank God. 
Thank God.” Then she said jokingly, “Otherwise, you would never taste my 
delicious banana pie again.” I smiled in the middle of my tears. She was 
the best pie maker I had ever known. “Yes, thanks to God.” I managed a 
laugh while wiping away the remaining drops of tears. 
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Later at night, my sister told me the whole story of the accident after I 
asked her how it all happened. At first, she let out a giant sigh, lowered 
her head a bit, and then fixed her red eyes on mine. She started: “In the 
blink of an eye,--” she literally acted her words by blinking her eyes … then 
stopped and muttered: “It was the worst nightmare that I ever had.”  She 
continued, “It was one o’clock in the morning. We were in our way back 
home for the weekend. My husband, our baby, and I; the three of us were 
all in the car. The baby was sleeping peacefully in my lap; my husband was 
humming his favourite song, and I was opening a bar of chocolate for us 
both to eat.  Suddenly, in the darkness, I glanced something grey in colour 
walking in front of our car.  I screamed at the top of my lungs: “WATCH 
OUT! clutching my baby tight to my chest.  I knew something terrible was 
about to happen. All I thought of at that moment was protecting my own 
little angle.” She narrated the event so precisely as if she was reliving it 
in all detail. “My husband,” she said “tried swerve the car to avoid hitting 
the donkey that seemed to have appeared from nowhere. Unfortunately, 
the car hit the donkey and we lost control of the car. Instead of stepping 
on the brake, my husband pressed on the accelerator that caused the car 
to drive off the road and crash into a lamppost.”  She paused and breathed 
heavily. I got the feeling that I shouldn’t have asked her about the accident 
so soon. 

She plastered a sad smile on her face and went on, “I recall my tight clutch 
of my hands around my baby while my body was thrown from side to side 
until my face hit the windshield. I couldn’t open my eyes because slivers 
of glass had entered into them. Barely able to open my right eye, I checked 
whether my baby and my husband were fine. Nothing had happened to 
my husband, thankfully.  My baby, however, was all covered with blood. 
I wailed thinking that he was dead until I felt his beating heart with my 
fingers. I gradually realized that it was me who was bleeding. My baby, 
though, was still asleep as if nothing had happened. All I remember later 
was me lying in the hospital bed with mom next to me carrying the baby.” 
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. I felt so touched from inside. I 
leaned my head on her shoulder. She patted me on the arm and tilted her 
head slightly towards mine. We whispered together in one voice, “Thank 
you Lord.”

I had been with my sister all my life, but never really could see who she 
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really was. It is this incident that opened a new chapter in my sister’s life. 
I saw the courage and the patience that I didn’t know she had. She used to 
be a person who yelled at the tiniest pain and cried over the smallest prob-
lem. In the depth of her eyes, I saw the blaze of a mother’s sacrifice. The 
simplest thing she could have done was to protect her face with her hands; 
it is actually what we normally do as a reaction of defence, but a heart of a 
mother pulsated with care for her son more than for herself. I saw the an-
guish that had come into her scarred face. Someday, probably, these scars 
will narrate a story to a man who once was a baby on his mother’s lap. 

In the blink of an eye, three souls were about to be swallowed up by the 
dark. Yet, some sort of a miracle had taken place and had given them new 
lungs to taste again the air of life.
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Third Place :  The Call of Life
Author :  Prameet Biswas

It was a wonderful Tuesday morning. Clouds were scattered across the sky 
promising a brief shower or two. A soft breeze blew across the city, rustling 
the leaves of the trees. Birds called out to one another to announce the 
arrival of spring. It was as if Mother Nature herself had ensured the 
clemency of the weather.

However, all of these bounties were lost on me and my batch-mates as 
we all mentally prepared ourselves for the standard 12 Board Exams. 
All of us stood outside in a single file and clasped our hands in prayer in 
accordance to the teacher at the assembly. For a change, though, there 
was neither any dilly-dallying nor any fumbling; we all stood firm praying 
to all the gods above for leniency and benevolence. I, myself, closed my 
eyes and fervently prayed that should I do well in the Mathematics exam, 
I would most definitely give up eating meat and would spend a chaste and 
fulfilling life. All my prayers were cut short with the unpropitious sound 
of the assembly bell. 

As I sat down in my assigned seat, I reminded myself that this was the 
last exam and within three hours all my troubles would be over.  I looked 
around for the invigilator who was going to start distributing the question 
paper. My neighbor caught my eye and wished me luck. I gave a wry smile 
and returned the gesture. In a few moments I got the question paper and I 
feverishly began to go through it. The quiet room suddenly exploded with 
the sounds of pens scratching on paper and the occasional cough or two. 

I focused my attention on the first question and began solving it earnestly. 
The solution was quite simple; a little too simple perhaps? I checked it 
again and discovered that in my haste, I missed out an important part 
of the question. I crossed out my answer and began solving it anew. The 
fact that I had blundered on the very first question itself seemed ominous 
and did nothing to reassure my nerves. I looked at my watch- 7 out of my 
precious 180 minutes had already passed and I was only on the second 
question. As I began to work my way through the paper I felt morbidly 
aware that I had forgotten some important formulae and I began to note 
down all the formulae I knew on the back of the paper. With a sickening 
lurch in my stomach, I discovered that although I remembered many of the 
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formulae, I had overlooked memorizing the operands that were scattered 
across most of them. 

Time passed swiftly as it always does when you don’t want it to. Minutes 
turned into hours and when I reached the last set of questions, I only had 
half an hour to try and redeem my injustices on paper. I tried very hard to 
attempt all the questions, but within a few moments (or so it seemed) the 
exam bell rang; its shrill overtones condemning me to failure with every 
ringing beat. As I rushed through my paper, adding a number here, a unit 
there, the invigilator came and pulled it away. I looked at him carrying 
my paper away and I felt an inevitable sense of doom surround me. My 
batch-mates were smiling; free at last they were from the burdens of 
the cumbersome trials. The class topper was animatedly discussing her 
paper with her friends. I tried not to listen as I walked past her but I heard 
snatches of their conversation anyway,

” Yes, the 5th one was a tricky question, but I’m sure that the correct answer 
is 5 cos theta”.

 “5 cos theta!” I thought to myself “My answer was nowhere close to that!”

I walked past a jubilant crowd, trying to maintain a brave façade, but my 
insides were rolling with turmoil. I felt sick. I knew that I would fail. FAIL- 
the word echoed in my head as I contemplated the reactions of my parents. 
They had spent a good amount of money on tuitions, books and school 
fees throughout the year. When I pictured telling them the truth about my 
exam, their shocked faces came to my mind. I didn’t mind the scolding or 
the anger on their part; I probably deserved it; but I kept thinking about the 
disappointment and at that moment tears began to flow freely on my face. 

***

I reached home and greeted my mother.

 “How was the exam?” she asked me with bated breath. 

“Oh! It was pretty good. Some of the questions were pretty challenging 
but I attempted all the questions” I lied.

 My mother gave a sigh of relief and said,” That’s good. You deserve a treat 
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for all your hard work. Look at what I ordered today!”

 She smiled and took me to the lunch table where my favorite type of pizza 
lay. Normally a sight like that would have filled me with delight, but today 
I felt nothing but anguish.

“But ma, we just managed to pay my school fees. Why did you spend so 
much on a pizza?”

 “Look at you, worrying about money” my mother chided, “You just do well 
in the exams and get admission in a good college. That’s all. I don’t need 
anything else.”

Minutes later the doorbell rang and my dad came in from work. He looked 
weary enough to sleep for the whole day, given a choice; but all he got 
from work was an hour’s worth of free time for lunch. Today though, none 
of it mattered; he came straight to me and asked,

“So! How was it??”

And with the same listless tone I repeated my lie to him. A smile of pride 
coursed through his tired face and I felt a throb of guilt. He took out a 
small, carefully wrapped package from his bag and he handed it to me.

I opened the package and I saw that an expensive watch lay inside the 
cover. I was overwhelmed just looking at it; knowing that I did not deserve 
any of it, but on the outside, I smiled and thanked my dad.

“Don’t thank me, beta, you deserve it” he said.

***

By the time I went to my room, I was a mess. Every step I took prompted a 
fresh wave of guilt. I put the watch inside the cupboard where I wouldn’t 
have to look at it. As I lay on the bed, I began screaming at myself in 
my head; asking, demanding, why I hadn’t been able to do well. I was 
reasonably smart enough and I was sure that I had done well in the other 
subjects. But math was the one thing that I was really poor at. Part of the 
blame lay in the fact that I never told my parents that I didn’t want to be 
an engineer. The reason I never stood up for my dream was because I never 
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had one. I never knew what I was going to do in life. I wasn’t good looking 
or well-built. Neither did I possess any special talent or skill, nor did I 
come from a wealthy family. So when the time came to choose a career 
stream, I accepted my parent’s choice for me to be an engineer without 
any qualms or hesitation.

As time passed however, I only realized that being an engineer seemed like 
a daunting task. I longed to find something that I was good at. With this 
mentality, coupled with my attitude towards math, I had written what I 
could say as the worst examination of my life. Never had I ever considered 
myself failing an exam before; and when faced with the indomitable 
prospect of doing so, all hope left me and I was left helpless, feeling that 
life had lost its meaning. Visions of my parent’s ashamed faces loomed 
before my eyes and I felt something break in me. 

I decided to end my life.

***

Morning came yet again, with its seemingly beautiful allure. But I felt that 
no amount of brightness could illuminate the dark place I was in. I looked 
at my surroundings and felt a stirring of the gloom that had eaten me up 
the night before. I mentally thought to myself that I was going to end it all 
later. I decided to go out for a walk to just be rid of my thoughts for some 
time.

***

 As soon as I returned, my mom greeted me saying,

“Go wash your face, you look like a wreck! Oh, and by the way Kishore 
Dada came by; he wanted to use your computer”

I froze. I had left my computer on after having used it the previous night. 
I didn’t want anybody else to see my search results. I rushed to my room, 
hoping that he hadn’t used my computer yet. 

Kishore Dada was the son of the Kapoor family- our neighbors. As a child, 
he used to be rather mischievous, his antics garnering the attention and 
reprimand of almost everyone in the colony. As he grew up, he became 
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increasingly free spirited and wild. At the age of 21 however, he joined 
the Indian army, and within sometime, he transformed into a person who 
was mature, thoughtful as well as disciplined. Suddenly, everybody in the 
colony began to look up to him, mothers telling their sons to be more like 
Kishore Dada; young maidens stealing furtive glances at him; and even 
praise from the other men.

I went into my room and Kishore Dada looked up from the computer,

“Arrey! Come, come. I’m seeing you after such a long time.”

He pulled my hand and gave me a firm handshake; something he had 
picked up in the army no doubt. He looked at me and smiled. 

“So what’s up? What’s new? Auntie told me that your exams are done. You 
must be pretty psyched. Yeah?”

“Yeah, yeah, It’s all good” I muttered distractedly. Inwardly I was relieved 
that he didn’t see the search results yet. 

“What next. You’re done with school. What do you want to do in life?” he 
asked, looking at me.

“I’m not sure. I haven’t decided yet.” I replied.

“Hmmm. I’m not sure that you’ll have a lot of options, if you kill yourself, 
though.” He said.

My heart skipped a beat. So he had seen it.

“Hey relax. I’m not going to tell anyone. I just came here to send an email 
to a friend. I didn’t expect to see that, though!” He cajoled me.

I was still in a daze.

“Really? You mean it? You’re not going to tell my parents?” I asked.

“What am I? Your mother? No! You’re done with school now and are 
somewhat mature enough to make your own decisions. If you decide that 
you are done with life, who am I to stand in your way? But yeah, if you feel 
comfortable enough, I would like to know what’s making you think like 
this. Whatever it is, just talk to me about it. Who knows, maybe there’s 
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something we can do about it.” 

He sounded sincere and the fact that he didn’t tell my parents made me 
trust him a lot more. My head was a mess and when I opened up to him, I 
told him everything. After listening to me carefully he said,

 “I was about your age, when my father and I had an argument. My father 
wanted me to study commerce, so that one day I would be able to take 
over the family business. I however had no notion of joining the family 
business, whatsoever. When I told my dad that, we had a huge fight and 
in the end he told me: Son, it’s very easy for you to disinherit my legacy, 
but it’s only because you haven’t earned it. In life, whatever you are right 
now, it’s only because I could get enough money for your stay, your food, 
your studies and your pleasure. You don’t want to get into the business. 
Fine! But I won’t spend another rupee on you. If you really want to be 
something else, you go ahead and earn it for yourself. But I doubt you can 
really achieve something on your own.”

“I never realized with what a heavy heart he told me these words, but I 
was a very hot headed fellow back then, and I jumped at the opportunity 
to prove him wrong. I packed my bags and I left my house. I went to stay 
at my friend’s house. Days passed, and I didn’t get a single job. I began to 
panic. My money started to run out and my friends became “busy.”  A day 
came, when I was just wandering the street, with my luggage, having had 
half an apple for breakfast.”

I was taken aback hearing this. None of us ever knew about any of this and 
from the looks of it, Kishore Dada was probably telling his story for the 
first time. He continued.

“Although the days passed, I couldn’t bring myself to swallow my pride 
and go back home. A day came, when I was so starved, I ordered food at a 
restaurant and ate it all without paying up. Cops came and they arrested 
me. The entire night, I spent in a lock up, just thinking about the kind 
of person I was becoming. I saw the way the cops looked at me. It didn’t 
matter that I came from a decent family. They didn’t respect me. The next 
day as I was going to be released, the Chief Inspector came in, and all the 
cops stood up saluting him “Jai Hind.”  It was then I knew what to do.”

“I enlisted in the army. I figured that if I was going to play around with 
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my life, I might as well get some respect out of it. It was very hard at first. 
I wasn’t really known for my obedience. But as time passed, I learned a 
lot of things and I earned commendations, friends and respect. That day I 
went back home, and when my dad opened the door, I didn’t have to tell 
anything to him; he just knew. My parents were proud of me!”

I was moved by his story. I had never seen this side of him. He showed me 
a photo of a house.

“Look here. Do you see this house? An old lady lives here. Every day she 
waits at the gate for her son to come back.”

“Where is her son?” I asked.

“Dead” he replied. “He died defending our country. He was a good friend 
of mine. His mother still hasn’t lived down the shock. Every day she stands 
there just waiting. Her younger son works at a retailer’s store. He earns 
very little; and what he does, is spent for her medicines. Yet every day he 
continues to do so, without complaint.”

“Life is unfair” I commented reflecting back to my own troubles.

“That’s my point. Life is unfair or rather life SEEMS unfair for everybody. 
But that isn’t an excuse to lose hope. When I left my house it seemed 
plenty unfair to me that because I came from a wealthy family, people 
didn’t respect me; they respected my dad’s wealth. But I couldn’t give up 
hope, because of my pride. They always say, pride is a sinful thing, but in 
my case, it changed my life. Similarly, life may seem unfair to you too. 
I can understand how horrible you feel. But there’s a chance you can be 
something; a chance you can be someone big; a chance that you can touch 
a thousand lives…. But you won’t ever get that chance, if you quit life 
itself”

My eyes brimmed with tears as I absorbed the wisdom of his words. 

“But what about my parents? I cannot bear to see them disappointed. I 
can’t stand to see that shame.” I asked.
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“Your mother carried you around for nine months in her body. You caused 
her a lot of pain. But at the end of it; it was worth it. Your dad supported 
you all this time; he gave you all he had. It pained him; but it was worth 
it. Your parents are much stronger than you think. Give them time. They 
will understand you. But if you choose to end your life, remember; the 
strongest man will bawl like a baby if he has to see the corpse of his son. 
If you think that your life is unfair, don’t take the easy way out. Change it. 
Don’t worry about a failed exam. Your grades are nothing in front of the 
kind of person you are. Big companies will hire you; heck! You’ll start your 
own business and while you’re at it you’ll invent something huge. But all 
this only if you choose to live.”

I felt a sense of calm. His wisdom had touched my very core; my essence. 
As I thought about it a strange feeling enveloped me. I felt invulnerable. 
I could do anything; I could achieve anything. All I had to do was: LIVE!

***

15 years later

“Why did you have to be late today?” shouted my wife.

 “What can I say dear, I have a bunch of people working with me, but none 
of them have any sort of idea how to handle a project. The Vice President 
himself wants me to spearhead this, so I couldn’t say no. Anyways I’ll be 
taking a 2 month paid leave in a few days, so stop fretting, everything will 
be fine.”

After half an hour, the nurse came out with a bundle in her arms. I smiled 
at the sight of them and she smiled back.

“You have a very healthy baby boy. Have you thought of a name yet?”

I smiled and said,” His name is Jeevan.”

***
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  Highly Commended :  Flowers Buried Alive
Author :  Shaima Amer Hamed Al-Shamli

In the early morning, Amal went outside home after she showed her 
parents a fake smile which she labored much to make. This day, her mood 
was not enviable, that mood which expelled the sleep from her eyes last 
night and colored her bright face pale. She closed the house’s door and 
walked holding her school bag with a strong fist, but suddenly she swerved 
through the school’s way. She headed to the trash container, quickly 
turned left and right, to make sure that no one was in that place. With a 
feeling of disgust, she pushed aside some of the garbage,   and looked again 
left and right. Her face was covered by a mask of fear and panic, and her 
heartbeats a rataplan. When she was sure no other creature was in that 
place, she opened her purse and like a lightning speed, took out a dark bag 
which was knotted strongly enough hiding what’s inside it. She threw it in 
the trash container bottom, and covered it with piles of garbage. For the 
third time, she turned left and right before returning to the school road. 
She continued walking, pulling her lumbering steps, and her mind had 
been dominated by the ghost of frustration.

She arrived at the school door and sat to contemplate the place and 
remember the first beautiful days in it with her best friends Ahlam and 
Baraa. She was saying to herself, “wonderful days and memories! As if 
they happened yesterday. This time had passed too quickly, and now I will 
not be able to make more with those memories within the walls of this 
showplace.”

Suddenly a sharp voice came from behind Amal and cut her memories. It 
was screaming “my sister Amal, why did you walk fast and didn’t wait for 
me? I wanted to walk to school together as we do every day, I’m fed up with 
you and I’m not going to talk to you for ten hours.” She was raising her 
hands up to ten fingers to indicate the number of hours. This was Amal’s 
young sister, her name was Noor, and she was eight years old.

Amal turned towards Noor, held her young hands, and said “my dear 
Nour, I’m so sorry. I had some work to do at that time.  You should have 
continued eating your breakfast to stay strong and healthy. I decided to go 
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ahead. I’m sorry, I won’t do it again, are you satisfied now?” 

Noor replied, “I will accept your apology on one condition and that is that 
you don’t repeat it and buy me sweets after we return from school.” 

Amal smiled and said, “but, baby Noor, these are two conditions not one. 
I will accept them, but you have to do a very small task. Go inside, find 
Ahlam and tell her to come here now and quickly, and tell her that my 
aunt came.” 

Noor looked very surprised at Amal and said, “But my aunt did not come!” 
“Just go and tell her this, she’ll understand what I mean. And don’t tell 
someone else about that, or I’ll kill you.” Amal said that with a tone of 
anger and a lack of patience. “Okay!” Noor responded as she was running 
inside to find Ahlam. At that time, fear, panic and conflicting emotions 
came back to erase the beautiful smile from Amal’s bright pale face.

Noor found Ahlam, and once she uttered “MY AUNT CAME,” Ahlam 
gasped and raised both her hands to cover her face. Then, she said to Noor 
“well, go now to your class so that you will not to be late for your lessons, 
and I’m going to see Amal.”

Noor replied with a dissatisfied “very well” with question marks all over 
her face.

Ahlam ran fast to Amal,   hugged her and said: “Don’t worry. Don’t be 
afraid, everything will be fine.” 

Amal replied with an intermittent voice, her eyes filling with tears: “How 
will everything be fine?! My life will be destroyed now, and all my dreams 
and aspirations will evaporate.”  

Ahlam asked, “When did IT come?” Amal answered “last night.” 

Baraa caught them from a far, came speeding, and asked, “What happened? 
Why are you crying Amal?”

“My aunt came,” Amal answered with a broken voice.
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 Baraa said, “Oh this old authoritarian came to disturb your home again 
and throw commands, orders and ...” Ahlam interrupted her, “Stupid girl. 
Amal didn’t mean her father’s sister in the literal sense, but she meant her 
PERIOD!” 

Baraa gasped sadly and hugged Amal strongly. 

Amal, Ahlam and Baraa are three blooming flowers, aged thirteen. They 
were living in one village located on the border of the country. The laws 
of customs and traditions were fully controlling people’s minds in this 
village, and bounded them to stay in the dark ages, depriving the youth 
from their dreams, and the flowers from seeing the light. One of these 
unjust laws was throwing its poisons on the little innocent girls. When 
the menstrual cycle comes to a girl, she will have reached puberty, so she 
must leave school immediately and prepare for marriage with one of her 
relatives. Through this marriage, she will save her honor and family’s. Girls 
in this position should not object to marriage, and if they did, they would 
be forced to marry or their father would kill them. Most of the ignorant 
parents believe that having a girl is a great burden which will only be lifted 
when she marries one of her relatives. They did not care about genetic 
diseases which were spreading because of kin marriage. Moreover, they 
believe that the marriage dowry is a good opportunity for the father to 
benefit from in his own business.

Ahlam asked Amal: “Have you make sure you hid all the evidence so your 
mother will not see them.” Amal responded: “Yes I did, and I threw them 
in the garbage of the other street. But sooner or later, they will know about 
it and force me to marry my cousin whom I DO NOT LIKE. Oh, they won’t 
let me go to school again, and I won’t be able to see you guys. Oh, and my 
dream of becoming a teacher is shattered, I want to die and not live this 
agony.” Amal was crying so hard. Baraa said with tears: “Don’t say that 
again, Amal, we all will face this fate as our mothers and grandmothers 
did before us.”

After deep thinking, Ahlam said “NO, I won’t face the same fate. I have a 
plan to get rid of this torture and be able to achieve our dreams.” 

Amal and Baraa were so amazed that they screamed together “what’s the 
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plan?”  Ahlam replied “we will escape from our village, cross the border 
into the neighboring   country, and continue our lives there. As we know, 
that country is full of justice, and there are no customs and traditions like 
the ones here” 

“But I heard that the road of borders is full of mines and explosives, we 
will not survive!” Amal said.

Ahlam said, “These rumors are adults’ lies in order to cultivate fear in 
our hearts and prevent us from approaching the border.  Our plan will 
definitely succeed if we have the courage and honor.  Trying to escape is 
better than agreeing to become the scapegoat to the unfair customs and 
traditions.” She grabbed the hands of   Amal and Baraa, and said, “Let’s do it 
after two days, on Tuesday night, after everyone goes to sleep, approvals?” 
“Yes” Amal and Baraa replied.

This was the big secret, only between those three girls, in their own 
convictions, but apparently some walls had eyes and ears. Ali, an old man 
working as a guard for the school, was asked by parents to work as a spy 
and convey them their daughters’ news. When he heard the girls’ plan to 
escape, he ran immediately to their parents and told them everything they 
planned to do. Parents erupted like a volcano, and sparks blew from their 
eyes. They met together to decide what they would do to thwart the girls’ 
plan. Then they agreed to call their relatives whose children were going to 
marry these girls. They agreed with them that the girls were mature and 
ready to marry tomorrow. 

The girls returned from school and they imagined what freedom and 
happiness would await them in the neighboring country. Too soon these 
rosy dreams were dashed. When they arrived at their homes, their fathers 
took them with beatings and insults, saying: “Do you really want to be 
prostitutes in the neighboring country? Do you want to bury my head in 
the sand? And sally the family honor!”

“My child Amal,” said the mother, “that’s the way of the world and this 
path is inevitable. You have to accept this marriage. Your cousin has a 
good job and has a lot of money.  He will buy you whatever you want and 
make your life happy and wonderful.” Amal shook her head in approval, 
with feelings mixed with desperation and dejection.
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Ahlam’s mother was dumb since childhood, because of a trauma that 
happened in her marriage. She was unable to speak but pointed with her 
finger to tell   Ahlam that she must give consent and in order not to be hurt 
like her. Ahlam said nothing. She was only looking at her mother with 
compassion.

Baraa screamed at her mother, “Mum please do something. Don’t let me 
live the same torment which you lived before me.” These words shook the 
mother’s heart, so she stood in front of her husband and said, “I won’t 
let my daughter marry now, she is not ready yet.” The husband’s anger 
flared and he said “so you are the one who planted these dark thoughts 
in her head, I will kill you now to rest from you forever.” He pulled out a 
gun and directed it to the mother’s head, but before he pulled the trigger, 
Baraa screamed: “No father, please don’t!  Leave her alone and I’ll agree to 
marry. I swear to you.”  He grinned with satisfaction.

On the wedding day, the marriage ceremony was planned. The   helpless 
brides   left their mothers with a look of despair as they were leaving their 
unlived childhood and unfulfilled dreams behind. 

The desperate Amal entered the house of her husband with no feelings, 
no emotions, and without the slightest reaction like a dead body without a 
soul.  Baraa tried to resist and not to enter her husband’s house, screaming: 
“Let me go, I DO NOT want you! I’m still A CHILD!” The unjust usurper’s 
reply was: “Today, you’re my wife and mine alone.”  Ahlam, however, 
still wanted to execute her plans.  She first tricked her husband with her 
calmness and then hit him on his head with a stick when the opportunity 
came.  When he lost consciousness, she ran as fast as she could towards 
the border thinking about her desired future.  Fate, however, was not on 
her side.  She stepped on a mine and her weak body was blown into pieces.
The following day, a border policeman found her body and a paper stuck 
to her dress where was written: “Every day, a HOPE killed, an INOCCENT 
raped and a DREAM shattered by the toxins of unfair customs and traditions 
which restrict the minds and tear the feelings from hearts. The honor of MY 
attempt will not be in vain, but will be the beginning of change.  May the 
restrictions be broken and justice be revived. Ahlam will never die; she will 
remain immortal in everyone’s memory.” 
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First Place :  Numbers
Author :  Nasra Said Bashir Al Manji

The shoes William wore were polished too excessively. It irked him; it 
irked him that every time he looked downwards to his feet, a glistening, 
tidy reflection would stare back at him. 

This was all Nick’s doing, of course, the immaculately-tailored suit and all. 
The white shirt, waistcoat and jacket wrapped themselves immaculately 
around William’s thin waist. Unlike all his other clothes, these were pressed 
and uncreased too perfectly that it made William feel odd. The suit, kudos 
to his fiancé’s excellent colour coordination, was a mixture of different 
degrees of grey, to match the ribbons in the wedding hall, they insisted 
that the tie should be purple, or as they keep correcting him ‘mulberry’. 
His curly brown locks, with the help of various hair gels and products, sat 
tamely on his head, with no odd bits sticking out.

Even though he was slightly worried it might attract bumblebees, the 
boutonniere on the left side of his chest, a pale violet garden rose, calmed 
him down. The garden rose reminded him of Katherine because they’d 
picked it out together when they were making the flower arrangements, 
the flower was pinned right on his heart, were Katherine had always 
been. Even though it sounded disgusting to say aloud, the thought of that 
simmered his irritation a bit. 

William felt a slight rush of asphyxiation at the thought of Katherine and 
decided to loosen his tie. 

It was all too much, the wedding. Months of meticulous planning, 
of making sure the ribbons of the hall chairs matched the ones on the 
invitation cards, making sure the undertones of the bridesmaids’ dresses 
matched the shoelaces of the groomsmen’s boat shoes, making sure every 
single detail was perfect, otherwise, Katherine’s friends and family would 
grow to hate him for all eternity. It had to be as damn near perfect as 
possible. 

The mulberry neck-tie felt like it was suddenly strangling him, so he 



6767

loosened it and took a long airy breath, leaning against the large arched 
window of his brother’s manor house, gazing out at the viridescent 
courtyard. Right then, he had a sudden urge to do it, even though Nick 
had warned him not to. He couldn’t help it. He reached into the inside 
pocket of his waistcoat and pulled out his emergency cigarette packet, for 
extreme nicotine-longing. This seemed like an emergency to Will. He took 
one of the white sticks out and lit the tip of it hot with a lighter he kept 
concealed in one of his other pockets, he pulled the cigarette to his lips and 
took a long draw, trapping the smoke inside for a few moments, feeling as 
though his lungs were being embraced in a coat of warm smoke, and then 
he puffed it out in a plume of grey smoke. A relieved sensation came over 
him. But before he had the chance to take another draw, a steady hand 
grasped his shoulder from behind him. Without even turning, Will knew 
it was Nick. 

“William, we agreed, not today” Nick looked at the cigar between his 
brother’s fingers, snatched it from him, threw it on the polished timber 
floor and then stepped on it with the heel of his shoe, probably assuming 
one of the maids would pick it up later or something.

William straightened up and peered at his brother.

Nicholas and William Bernard, sons of Anthony Bernard, the Bernard 
twins. 

“You are both my boys, I do not favour one over the other,” was what their 
father kept repeating every time they had a quarrel as kids. Well, until 
William was diagnosed, of course. After refusing to eat his school dinner 
because the carrots and the peas were mixed together into one disarranged 
mess of green and orange, and after he kept repeating the same sentence 
multiple times for no apparent reason, and when he was constantly tapping 
something with his left finger because he could never sit still; after all 
the meltdowns, he was diagnosed. Things took a 180-degree turn after 
Will was diagnosed with an irregular mental state.  Nick automatically 
appeared more handsome and more well-mannered next to William. 
Nick was seen as the gentlemanly son of Anthony Bernard, Nick who rode 
horses and fenced and talked to people, all that while Will was treated like 
an inconvenience because he preferred sketching or reading alone in his 
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room when the rest of the family went to the boat show, or because every 
time their father made them play rugby, Will used to curl up into a ball in 
the middle of the field and scream with his palms clapped over his ears. 
His father treated him like vermin.  He treated him as though he chose to 
be born with this mental state. 

But being born with multiple psychological differences wasn’t the only 
thing that made Will abnormal. Apart from having attention deficit, 
obsessive compulsive and aspic outbursts, there was something else that 
was odd about Will. 

It was simple but complicated all the same. He saw numbers. He saw small, 
translucent numbers hovering over people’s heads. Whenever or however 
he looked at you, there would always be a digit levitating above your head in 
Will’s point of view. The numbers were just there; they were always there. 
Most of the time, all he saw were zeros, just a round circle on people’s 
heads, but with some people and particularly infrequent situations, he saw 
some ‘1’s and ‘2’s, maybe more. 

The sour truth was, he still had no clear concept of what the numbers 
meant. Although during his twenty-three years on this earth, he has made 
a couple of strange hypotheses on what these numbers actually meant, 
even after spending countless nights at the Grangetown pub, where he 
sat with his eyes glued to the door, eyeing everyone who walked in-and-
out, trying to deduce why the numbers differed. Why did some men have a 
nothing above their head while other men had numbers up to five? He never 
quite figured it out. Living under the fear of being called schizophrenic or 
something, Will didn’t tell anyone but Nick about the numbers. That was 
very long ago. 

All of the people Will knew especially well had the number zero above their 
heads- all except Katherine Edwards. Katherine Edwards, his exquisite 
fiancé, the art-student who plucked him out of the crowd at university, 
had the bold number ’37’ airborne above her petite head. Will didn’t know 
why and frankly, he didn’t care. 

The thing is, Will could’ve ever imagined someone like Katherine would 
have ever even stepped foot near someone like him. Firstly, Kath was a 
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historical art student. Will studied quantum physics, practically completely 
parallel universes.  Secondly, Katherine definitely gave the impression of 
bossy and prissy behaviour when you first met her, the type of girls who 
would opt for a muscular, straight-jawed and well-spoken man, Will was 
too tall, too lanky and says ‘err’ way too many times in one sentence. But 
Will likes to think of it as fate. They accepted each other. He was marrying 
her. Today. 

“Ready?” Nick flashed his white teeth, smiling excitedly at his brother. 

William smiled back genuinely, took a breath and replied, “Ready.” 

They both walked out to the circular driveway, where a matte black 
Mercedes was parked. Of course, Nick drove because the sunken nervous 
feeling in William‘s throat prevented him from arguing today. He kept 
drifting back to Katherine. 

Will rested his temple on the glass window of his brother’s car, watching 
as they drove out of the street and into the main road. The weather wasn’t 
as bad as the forecast said it would be, the sky wasn’t speckled with a 
single cloud and the sun was warm, how typical Brits hope June is like. Will 
thought it was weird that Nick hadn’t tried to make conversation until 
now, usually, he’d never shut up. He’d talk to him about Amanda or Janet 
or whatever girl he was seeing at the moment, or golf and other things Will 
found deeply uninteresting. He didn’t lecture him either. Will presumed 
he’d say something about smiling or not making awkward poses in the 
pictures, but he didn’t; he just left Will to his thoughts. 

The blurry city flashed before Will’s eyes. People walking about their 
normal day, while everything Will was doing didn’t seem normal at all. 
Marriage isn’t normal, is it? They took an odd turn at the central library, 
an odd narrow street with crumbling pavement and dainty-looking, old 
houses. The street was deserted. There was a corner shop open at the side 
but other than that, there was no one there. Will found that strange but 
still presumed not to pay attention and think about the upcoming hours 
ahead- all until it happened. 

Nick was driving at an abnormally slow pace as they passed by two 
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men who were crammed in the alleyway just beside the car. One man 
was a small, scrawny man with stained clothes, he looked hollow and 
frightened as another man towered over him, large, brawny and wearing 
an impulsively aggressive look on his face. They seem to be in a heated 
inaudible argument, the raincoat man was practically smashing the other 
man’s head on the brick wall by the neck of his shirt. Nick turned towards 
them and started slowing the car down. 

“What’s happening over there?” He said slowly, squinting to get a better 
look at them. He always did this, nosing into people’s business in good 
nature. 

“I don’t know, seems to be some sort of fight” Will said quickly, trying to 
usher Nick to keep driving. 

Nick stopped the car. The two men were at each other’s throats, the thin 
one was practically sprawled out on the floor as the other man hung over 
him. Nick got out of the car and walked cautiously over to them. The weak 
man’s bloodshot eyes kept darting from Nick to his attacker, as if asking 
someone to succour him, to help him. The raincoat man might have been 
drunk; he definitely didn’t think that Nick’s presence made a difference. 
From the car, William could see Nick waving his hands towards the floor in 
a seemingly calming motion, maybe asking them to calm down. 

That’s when it happened, suddenly, Nick’s hands were in the air and a 
gun appeared in the hands of the big man. William bolted out of the car, 
jogging over to the alleyway were his brother and the two strangers were. 
“Let’s just calm down now, shall we?” Nick said, slowly walking towards 
the armed man, his voice an edgy whisper. 

“Take one step and I’ll decorate this wall with the insides of this man’s 
‘ead” The big man said through clenched teeth as the other one whimpered 
beneath him. 

William felt like he was walking on coal, like any step could be a big 
mistake. The men were only two meters away from them and Nick showed 
no sign of backing away. 
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But it was too late to do anything, without a warning, a loud, cacophonous 
sound broke the silence of the quiet street and the gunshot sound echoed 
and rang through William’s ears. Without consent, his hands flew over his 
ears and he clasped them shut. The bullet shot from the silver barrel and 
into the small man’s skull, he collapsed and a pool of crimson red liquid 
started pouring out of him like a waterfall as the light left his eyes.

A deafening white noise rushed through his brain. It was as though a part 
of him had died, something inside him was plummeting into a pit-less 
pit. Nick was shouting something but William couldn’t hear him. William 
was choking, out of breath, moribund, he was petrified- not because the 
sight of murder frightened him, but because of the numbers. Because the 
number on the killer’s head suddenly changed from ‘0’ to ‘1’

Katherine…37…
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Second Place :  Starry Night
Author :  Claudine Paola Nava Urdaneta

She beckoned me from the building’s roof. Red head band snapped 
on ginger hair, eyes intense and fluorescent, she directed a cold stare 
towards the pitch black skies. The skirt of her dress flowed angelically in 
the direction of the wind that blew against her, waving out in rays, like 
sunlight. Ever so slightly, she turned her head towards me and planted me 
with her gaze. 

The stars have disappeared. 
A whisper. A memory. Her voice called out and trailed off. 
I was too far gone.

They decided it is the doing of the upset gods. Astrologists and astronomers 
shook hands and absentmindedly pushed back the rencor they’d so long 
held against each other. Chaos ran through the streets. Nonbelievers 
collapsed on their knees and for the first time in their lives said their 
prayers. One by one, the people of Aster offed themselves like dominos 
tackling each other down the line. All because of a lack of twinkling in a 
sky we’d so carelessly polluted over the years. Desperation took charge. 
The city of Aster, the glistening erudite society which once took pride in 
being, was on a one way trip to its permanent, hysteric undoing. 

They said it was punishment for our sin of isolation. Whether it was the 
astrologists or the astronomers that prophesied this, I no longer know. 
They said it was our own doing, that we damned ourselves the very day the 
titanium walls at the roots of our dome encircled our city and we separated 
ourselves from a crumbling world that needed us. They said it was because 
of our attempt to take nature into our own two hands, to select only the 
enlightened to carry on the name of humanity. The sun dial that once 
hefted itself with such pride at the center of the city was now covered 
in shameful scaffolding, as if any further attempt of Asterians to prove 
themselves larger than life would only worsen our condition. The large 
diamond script that once read Aster across the fifty-foot amethyst dial had 
been covered. Fires caused by the constant candlelight of lawless street 
gypsies had spread throughout the city the last couple of months since the 
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Starless Night, as dubbed by the locals. They could take the moon next, the 
whispers called from alleys. This was the best they could come up with.

So much for enlightenment. 

After my peculiar dream, I got through my day as I regularly would have, 
even throughout this madness. Days became gradually shorter, and school 
was cancelled so often it felt more like summer than early autumn. I 
followed Eliza’s orders and jostled through the manic crowd to my living 
quarters. Head down, quick pace, shirt buttoned all the way to the top. 
Mother was the head of the health administration of Aster ― she ran the 
hospitals and care homes. So, naturally, she was never home in the way 
mothers often were, or “should be.” It had always been that way. I never 
got necessarily lonely, however, because of Eliza. 

Eliza was never my babysitter, (we didn’t pay her, and she was only two 
grade levels above me) but she surely went out of her way to act like one. 
She’d always somehow find a way to get home from school before I did 
and greet me at the entrance of our compound. We lived at the very edge 
of Aster, our building located on the Southern Aisle. We had the loveliest 
view of the Milky Way and Andromeda from our secret base at the rooftop. 
Being the son of an esteemed member of Aster’s government, I scored 
mom’s keys to the roofs. Our city had always been reluctant in allowing 
us to see what lay beyond the dome; they wanted our focus to be on only 
what lay above. Meaningless symbolism about reaching for the stars, I 
believed. But one night Eliza turned up out of the blue at my doorstep 
with tears streaming down her face.

Uneasy, I asked her why she was crying.

“You got home before me,” she sobbed, “I wasn’t there to make sure 
you arrived safely.”

Mind you, I was weirded out beyond words and didn’t particularly crave 
her company after an already tiresome school day; but there is something 
about seeing a pretty girl cry that tugs at the heartstrings of even the most 
heartless. 
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I let her know about the keys I found in mother’s room the other day, and 
lead her to the spot that had been my hideaway. The latch that opened to 
the rooftop was reached atop our attic. Living at the building’s highest 
apartment granted us this privilege. Ever since that night, Eliza and I built 
a routine of going there every evening to watch the sun dial slowly begin 
to shine and the stars to begin dotting along the sky and we stuck with it 
for the years to come. 

Thus, Eliza acted upon the sharp increase in danger which had been 
nonexistent in Aster prior to the Starless Night, and gave me a set of rules 
to follow. I understood why she wanted me to walk quickly and keep my 
head down, but what intrigued me was the part about buttoning my shirt 
up. Eliza was the closest thing to a friend I’d ever had, but we were never 
close enough to reach a point of physical intimacy. 

The Starless Night was different in several more ways than was obvious. 
For the first time in my entire life, mother came home early. She frantically 
checked the locks of all our windows and doors before taking me in her 
arms and holding me tight. 

“Sweetheart, thank goodness.”

I had almost forgotten what she looked like; her life was a busy one, so it 
felt odd to have her hold me, more so with such vehemence. She checked 
below my collarbone, almost as if her memory had failed her and there 
truly was no birthmark there. 

But she looked down and choked out frightful sobs, because as present as 
my breath was, so was the dotted line of brown that shaped itself into a 
star on my chest. 

“God, they won’t let it go if they see.”

It was all I remember her saying. Mother cried throughout the rest of 
the night and made some phone calls behind her locked bedroom door. I 
pressed my ear against the door, but she kept her voice hushed, so I headed 
off to bed. Looking up at the pitch black sky from the window of my room, 
I felt a nightmare as did the rest of the city. 
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If they knew, they’d condemn us both, regardless of how ludicrous the 
basis of their argument would be. She’d be the traitor who refused to give 
up what could be the cure to Aster, and I’d be the sacrifice first offered to 
the gods. They’d quite literally thirst for my blood. So yes, it was best to 
button my shirt all the way to the top. But how could Eliza have known? 
Before I knew it, my memories were snapped in half, and the school bell 
rang signaling the end of the day.

Head down, quick pace, shirt buttoned all the way to the top.

There had been a riot near the Southern Aisle, but I did not know of a way 
that could get me back to my living quarters that didn’t involve cutting 
through the main street, so I simply made a point of lying even lower. 
I stuck to the edges of buildings down the sidewalk; head more down, 
pace quicker, shirt buttoned tighter. I could almost see Eliza’s face, could 
almost see her eyes light up as she saw me walk by, before a strong arm 
took hold of my shirt and pulled me sharply to my left, making me land 
hard on my knees. 

“You there. Do you not agree we must put an end to this insanity?” he 
yelled. I looked up at him. His shirt was torn, his pants tainted with paint, 
his edges tattered, his eyes brimming with levels of dementia the Mad 
Hatter himself would envy. Inside my head, I replied to him that maybe 
the first step to end the insanity would be for people like him to get their 
act together. I sat cross legged and stared him down.

“Can you not speak?” 

No, genius, I signed and and sighed. An advantage to Aster was that sign 
language was a mandatory subject in schools. As was braille. Instantly, 
his eyes took a pitiful shift, which I was used to, and he let go of his death 
grip on my arm. Pity certainly looked more sane on him than desperation, 
and he offered me his hand, which I took to steady myself and stand up. I 
nodded at him and began to make my way back to the sidewalk. If I did not 
get home soon, Eliza would seriously panic. 

“Wait!”

I stopped and allowed my eyes to roll before turning back to face him. 
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This must be why Eliza was always so hesitant when I showed any signs of 
interest in going to places besides school and our living quarters. People, 
to put it simply, were mad. But if one is the single sane person in a world of 
madness, where does that put them? Mad in their own way, too?

Before I could sign at him to leave me alone, a bright flash blinded me 
temporarily. I rubbed my eyes on instinct and opened them. Instantly, I 
wished I hadn’t. Above me, on each screen where advertisements once laid 
themselves out, was a picture of me. Shirt. Unbuttoned. 

Like a pack of lionesses spotting an injured impala, every pair of eyes 
up and down Southern Aisle drilled into me. Months of confusion and 
remorse now honed in on me from all backgrounds, heights. Terror settled 
itself behind my chest, under my throat, inside my arteries and across my 
stomach. Like someone was taking my entire chest cavity and squeezing it 
inside a huge metal clamp. I couldn’t breathe nor think. The star below my 
collarbone was not only present, it was glowing. And it reeked of guilt. My 
eyes snapped back into focus; the signs of shops and hotels no longer read 
their names to me. They instead read “Run.”  So I did. 

I ran through the narrow streets in between buildings that Eliza had so 
often warned me of. T]I ran through every alleyway and dead end the city 
could present to me. I ran. My knees gave out behind the store two blocks 
away from our living quarters. Darkness began to creep its way into my 
line of sight when I was again yanked by my arm to my feet by a hold that 
although firm, didn’t hold the amount of accusation the previous one had. 
I looked up into a pair of light brown eyes. Eliza. She fastened a blue scarf 
tightly around my neck and straightened my shirt.

“They found out, didn’t they?” I stared at her. 

“We have to go.”

I made no move to do so. Instead, I signed: how did you know? She heaved 
an exasperated sigh and pleaded for me to follow her. She said she and 
mother had already made plans to escape. No, tell me. Is it my fault they’re 
gone?
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Eliza simply looked mortified and shot me a pained look.

“Save the questions for later.”

I was going to continue to try to elicit answers from her when her eyes 
shifted to something behind me with horror. I tried to turn around, but 
narrowly missed that chance when a heavy blow struck me on the side of 
the head, knocking me back down and sending me into unconsciousness.
 
...Ever so slightly, she turned her head towards me and planted me with 
her gaze. 

The stars have disappeared. 

I made my way over to her, and stood at her side. Scanning her face for any 
hint of poignant feelings towards the situation, though, I found nothing. 
She caught me staring and, hiding behind a Mona Lisa smile, traced her 
hand and eyes along my collarbone before nudging back towards the sky. 
She was right, I noted. No matter how hard I tried to squint, no heavenly 
body materialized above us.

You can bring them back, but...

I woke to sharp gusts of wind levying my body and pitch black skies 
crowding my vision. After twenty minutes of struggle, I managed to sit 
up. Roughly twenty minutes in my mind, of course. All notion of logic had 
vanished within me as it had within the rest of the city. The marble floor 
was cold, dusty, and a throbbing pain seared through my skull. Scanning 
the rest of the scene as the black spots slowly dissipated, I concluded I was 
alone. I tried to stand, but was knocked down forcefully by an agonizing 
sting across my collarbone. I dared myself to look down and saw a gash 
of red drying across my birthmark. Memories of being knocked out when 
Eliza found me returned, and for a brief moment, I panicked. I heard a 
falsely enthusiastic voice hover from behind me. 

“Administrator’s son,” bellowed Aster’s mayor. I cringed. Him, too? He 
represented a beacon of intelligence to the city, and it was pathetic that 
him of all people would succumb to this madness as well. I signed a cordial 
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greeting to him and tightened the scarf around my neck.

“Do not attempt to hide it. We know,” he shrugged, and his voice dripped 
with disdain. “Too bad about your mother. She was one of Aster’s 
backbones.” 

Does that figure of speech make sense? I signed. 

“Save the wit, lad. Don’t you want to know what happened to her? Or to 
that girl you always hang out with? And what awaits you?”

Not really.

“A disappointment. You’ve got exceptional IQ scores. Despite your speech 
disability, you were quite adept to provide greatness to this city. Onto 
more pressing matters: what was your method of usurping the stars, if 
you’d be so kind to share?”

I yawned, feigning boredom. If I was going to end my uneventful life 
tonight, I at least wanted to get a kick out of pulling his leg. 

“Let’s get this over with,” he said, sighing deeply. Placing his hand on 
my shoulder, he guided me to the edge of the roof and told me to look 
down. Below us was the Sidus Pond, the large body of water surrounding 
the sun dial. Dozens of expensive decorative lights lined themselves along 
the edge, and all the scaffolding and covers had been removed from the 
dial, allowing the light to pass through and refract on the dial’s crystals, 
putting a pulchritudinous spectacle to (almost) make up for the lack of 
constellations above the dome. The lights had been lined around the pond 
to form the shape of a star. 

So I jump? I signed. The mayor gawked at me.

“Are you not the slightest curious as to why----”

I shook my head and signed my question again. Glancing down, I realized 
the roofs were not as high up as I’d given them credit for. Either way, my 
mind was not the most trustworthy at the moment. I climbed up and sat 
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on the ledge, my legs dangling. Do I get any last words? 

He began to nod, but was knocked forward by what I would have first 
assumed to be a sharp gust of wind. Hearing the heavy thud he made when 
dropping to the ground followed by the pool of blood surrounding him, I 
realized it was a bullet but had little time to react. Whoever the murderer 
was held me by a tight grip on the shoulder. I turned around. 

“Isaac,” she said, voice breaking halfway through my name. Red head band 
snapped on ginger hair, eyes intense and fluorescent, she directed a cold stare 
towards the pitch black skies. The skirt of her dress flowed angelically in the 
direction of the wind that blew against her, waving out in rays, like sunlight. 

“The stars have...we’ve been over this, have we not?”

I tilted my head and faked confusion. 

“They fed you lies, Isaac. They knew all along this would happen.”

More confused by the minute, I frowned. 

“The dreams, Isaac, the dreams...that’s all they wanted from you and your 
mother, a scapegoat, can’t you see? You can’t bring the stars back, any 
more than I or anyone in this insane town would. They needed a victim 
to pin the blame on so they could resume their cooped up little lives,” 
begrudgingly gripping the gun at her side, which I had just noticed, she 
glanced over the edge.

“Ridiculous,” she sighed, “they decorated it and everything. As if it was 
some event.” 

Where’s mother?

I couldn’t let Eliza get more caught up in this any more than she already 
was. Grabbing the gun from her, I quickly stood up on the edge. 

“Isaac---- what are you----”
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Tell them it was me. I signed, in a frenzy. I shot him, then jumped. You 
were nothing but a witness. Go to mother and tell her the same story. 

“No, you don’t understand, we can escape, we can-”

Never live normally. Listen. Let me do this. 

She reached for the cuffs of my pants in a desperate attempt to stop me 
and cried out, frantic. I decided a jump would be too much, so I just shifted 
my weight, slowly, until I felt myself not standing on solidity anymore, but 
in a state of freefall. 

The lights whooshed past me, a beautiful sight akin to the stars so long 
desired.

I was not only holding her and mother’s best interest in mind, but the 
city’s and my own as well. They’d get their sweet relief for a couple of days 
before realizing it truly wasn’t the reason, and after that, would return to 
the realm of logic they were bred to engage in. As for Eliza, give or take 
half a year of grief, would integrate herself with a more normal group of 
friends, and by the time she reached grad school, I would be but a waning 
memory she held no particular affinity to. Mother, well, she’d suffer most, 
but distracted by her work, she’d move on, too. 

As for me, I simply knew better.

“You can bring them back, but...”

And bring them back I would. Just not in the way expected. 

Before I hit the ground, I swear to you I saw them, like little white dots of 
paint splattering across a black canvas, seeping slowly back into the sky. 
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Third Place :  The Fifth Sign
Author : Ghadeh Al-Murshidi

The first sign was always her toes. They’d start to tingle and ache, in a 
way that was not painfully unbearable - but hideously uncomfortable. 
She wouldn’t notice at first, too indulged in the little things around her, 
like the music in her head or the paintings smeared across her hand. But 
then, it would escalate gradually - slowly moving up her body and into her 
nerves. She knew something was wrong; something was bothering her, she 
felt it in the whispers of her mind and in the base of her bones. She felt it 
seep into the colors in her hand; emerging with the paintings as if it was 
there from the start.

The second sign was always her mind. It bustled around, her thoughts 
frantic and irregular, tripping over one another as they fought for atten-
tion, for dominance. Questions would rise one after another, struggling for 
an answer that was never there. The collision of thoughts sent her head 
spinning and gaze blurry, left her blind and vulnerable to life. It was the 
longest, too. It was persistent, relentless, and every other word that fits 
the description.

The third sign is simple. Just like an earthquake, it is quick, sudden and 
cannot be predicted. Just like an earthquake, it leaves behind a trail of 
chaos - and it would be up to her to pick up the debris. It is the sudden re-
alization that something is undeniably wrong. That the hairs on her arms 
aren’t rising because its cold, that the sweat gathered on the edge of her 
brows doesn’t mean it is hot.  It just strikes - like a fact. Like a simple equa-
tion where x= one number only. The planets orbit the sun. Mitochondria is 
the power root of the cell. And she’s losing it. It’s a fact.

Now, the real action starts in the fourth sign. It is her where her mus-
cles began contracting instead of her brain. She was all blurred fists and 
scratchy screams. She was moving so fast; you almost couldn’t see her. A 
whirlwind, a tornado, a flailing pair of limbs. 

One minute she was there; a living proof of existence. Another minute she 
was not; a trick of light. Powered by the adrenaline in her veins, all she did 
was leave chaos in her way.
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And now darlings, we finally arrive to the fifth sign. It is nothing yet ev-
erything at the same time. It is the flow of lies pouring out of the delicate 
shape of her lips. It is the glassy eyes and reassuring smiles. It’s the shaky 
hands under the table, and bouncy knees against the chair. The questions 
have stopped; or blurred, she couldn’t really tell. The screaming in her 
head had subsided into faint background music, and was replaced by emp-
ty space. She could almost see every atom that made up life. Almost.

What is most significant about the fifth sign, you say? Well darling, it is the 
beginning of the end.



83

Highly Commended :  Scintilla of Hope
Author :  Aburva Govindarajan

The aroma of incense filled the air in the bedroom. Golden hued rays of 
sun kissed my cheeks to make the start refreshing. Glancing through the 
window that had the glimpse of morning life.  I felt lucky to be in this 
house as it gives the agglomeration of modernity with th earching outlook 
of nature as the seashore is just a couple of yards from the highways 
connecting the gateway to Muscat. Resting on my favorite coquelicot 
couch, I tasted Khajoor and Kahwa - an Arabic blend of sweet and strong 
drink. The glimpse of the radiant sun with the coffee mug are my healthy 
addictions during my dawn routines.  

Today is an important day in my career which has been plagued with 
struggles, losses, hard work and finally a bit of success. The elite business 
awards’ 2016, the most reputed one in the country, bring the leading 
business people to limelight and provide international outreach. The event 
culminates with trophies to be awarded to the winners who are selected by 
readers of newspapers and distinguished jury members. The event is about 
to have a kick start in a couple of hours from now. 

This tossed me to have a look at the photo album to evoke nostalgia.  I 
was pictured with awards, memorabilia, proficiency stripes and even 
old geeky spectacles. In one of the dust laden photos probably at fifth 
standard, I had an adorably chubby face. I kept that photograph besides 
the woman’s face in the newspaper which reads Marwa, the nominee for 
young entrepreneurs of the year. 

In this span of 30 years, things have changed completely. From a playful 
and carefree childhood, to baffling adolescence, to matured married life 
with loads of responsibilities, pursuing ambitions and carrying forward 
with arduous tasks. Oops. What a struggle! Life is beautiful but the journey 
is not easy. Felt enjoyably tiring.

This voyage looks ecstatic now but was filled with lots of issues and agony. 
Failures were my friends to begin with. I started a business owning a 
boutique shop with just little inputs that I could gather then.  It was an 
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utter failure due to the competition with many well established players 
in the town who had done business for generations.  Ultimately, I had to 
settle with zero income from business and managed with paltry earnings 
from my previous job in a private firm. I applied for a position in a ministry 
after a few months and by God’s grace, got the job that provided a soothing 
time to recoup myself. 

Optimism was the lifeline for my intention of doing business. Two years 
time was well utilized to hone my expertise. Increase in bank balance and 
strategic working were the essentials for this enterprise. I bought a new 
business from someone who wanted to leave the country for betterment. It 
was all about catering marriage needs. At present, I am one of the leading 
entrepreneurs in Oman with business wings spread across many countries 
which can easily be spotted on the golden globe. 

After reaching the hotel for the mega event, I saw someone looking at me 
with a blushing grin who was none other than my ex-college Ziva. 

“Ziva… What a surprise?”  Ziva had been a smart and intelligent girl in 
my class. She looked charming with an enviable radiance and a gleeful 
stance just like someone who had spent considerable time in penance on 
the Himalayas.  We exchanged pleasantries and had finished our mutual 
enquiries which always take a significant amount of time in our culture.

Over a cup of coffee, she jumped to interview mode and was curious to 
know what had transpired me to this level from a commoner.

“Look Ziva, in life at times we get motivation from little things. Mostly 
we did not care to zoom our lens into things happening at pint scale. 
My example is none other than that of my old aunty. She was selling 
frankincense in Sohar souk and was the sole bread winner of the family 
after the tragic demise of her husband.  She was tireless and always 
focused on her tasks with a positive attitude. As a result, now her children 
and grandchildren are well placed. My voyage to the brighter side of life 
also started recently after the birth of my second child.” 

“Dealing with a multitude of things is never easy. I worked and continued 
with my business simultaneously till that evening, when my manager 
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yelled at me asking me to set my priorities right and only concentrate 
on my job not the business. I was badly embarrassed in front of all 
my colleagues.  Many consoled me; others felt I deserved that harsh
treatment.” 

“My intention was just to take care of my personal needs through my 
job and step forward in business. I realized tha I was unable to continue 
in such a way. I quit my job the week after. My husband was neutral to 
my drastic step of stepping back from a well-established job. I could 
have applied for leave for some time, but decided to stay focused and 
avoid multitasking for a while.” 

“Marwa, it was a brave move but many of us would not have taken this 
decision if we had been in your shoes.” 

“Decisions take us to our destinies.  I was very confused at the time, but 
took a bold decision to concentrate on my business.  My business, in spite 
of my presence, did not do well as one would have expected. One habit 
which I developed during these years was to listen to people. It is not about 
hearing things, but listening to people. I mean to take their suggestions 
wholeheartedly.  This time, I did not close my options as I was eyeing an 
excellent venture to slip in.  Indeed it worked out well.” 

I was talking to my neighbor who is an octogenarian living few meters 
away from my house.  He worried about how the modernity slashed the 
tradition and culture. He had a gift shop of handicrafts in which he used 
to sell traditional dhow, Khanjar, stand, Omani sticks, Kumaha and other 
traditional stuff.  The influx of goods from Chinese markets at lower prices 
and the lack of interest for traditional goods among the young generations 
forced him to close his business. He was worried about the cultural identity 
of our country since local handicrafts are disappearing due to this aspect 
of globalization and trade liberalization; a phenomena not only peculiar 
to Oman.  

The announcement at the gala event had brought me to present tense. That 
moment came when the convener stated the importance of sharing the 
vital role played by entrepreneurs and its positive impact on the oil driven 
economy of the Sultanate of Oman. He also elaborated the encouragement 
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given by the government to transit people from job seekers to providers. 
Then he announced to the delight of the audiences amidst loud cheers 
that the next award is for a young entrepreneur of the year. 

I was waiting anxiously whether my name would be announced for the 
award with my heart beating lub-tub clearly audible with prayers on my 
lips. 
Then came the announcement that “The best young promising 
entrepreneur award goes to ………………..   Marwa” 

After that for almost a minute I was on cloud nine. 

He continued with the citation and read out my profile.   

“Marwa was sailing from a family with no background on business. She 
was an unassumingly sober person who led a typical womenfolk lifestyle 
with her early marriage and two children before joining for a job at  a 
private firm.   She then moved to a government job with one foot in her 
business, inspired by her aunt.  Not able to cope with work and business 
in addition to shouldering family responsibilities, she moved out of 
the job to focus on her business. She ventured into a novel business of 
running a traditional boutique shop which makes custom gifts reflecting 
the most respected of Oman’s traditions and rich heritage. She started 
the operation in Salalah, and has now shops in every major town of the 
country apart from having her business centers across the USA, UK, GCC 
countries, India, and China. She is the role model of every Omani’s citizen 
with her pursuance, perception, commitment, and determination to grow 
big. The organizer of todays function is pleased to give this trophy to her 
and this is her sixth major recognition as organizations from overseas 
have recognized her on five other different occasions.”

Now Marwa will receive the award from the chief guest of the today’s 
event ….. 

At the backdrop, thunderous applause and standing ovation were heard.  I 
reached the stage and exchanged pleasantries with the chief guest of the 
evening at this mega event. Then I took hold of the trophy with pride that 
is absolutely not for me but for my role-models, well-wishers,  my fellow 
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womenfolk of my country, and all those who believed in my abilities more 
than myself.

With tons of gratitude manifested through moist eyes, there lies the 
scintilla of hope, way forward and fresh air. 
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POETRY
(AGE GROUP 18-24)
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First Place :  A Broken Masterpiece
Author :  Liyutha Rashid Al Zakwani

Suffocating, yet still breathing
Blind, yet still watching
Speechless, yet still screaming
Heartless, yet still aching
It’s dark. It’s cold. It’s small.
Is this where I’m bound to be?

Living in a generation where being in love is a game,
A game that everyone wants to win.
The heartbreaks of others are what keep us going.

Choices already made
Actions already done
Feelings already felt
Smiles already dead
It’s dull. It’s broken. It’s wrecked.
Is this the end?

Living in a generation where breaking someone’s heart is just a topic of 
laughter,

Where scarring our bodies and hearts become artworks that soon make 
our bodies 

A broken masterpiece.
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Second Place :  The City
Author :  Mahnoor Anees Khan

I fell in love with you in this city;
It helped me like you more.
I walk now on these cobbled streets with pity;
It also helps me feel no more.
I remember the weather when I first walked with you,
With our shoulders colliding at moments we didn’t intentionally fabricate.
It was cloudy and the cold rain drops fell as they do,
The sunlight was there too, as it tangled in your hair like the headphones 
in my pocket.
You walked up the hill that day and asked for my hand.
I walk up the hill now handless.
Our eyes scatter from meeting as if you were banned,
From looking at me. Even a second is excess.
The point near the garden that is so alone now,
Was once filled with the peals of our laughter.
The shade under the tree that never knew how
To shadow the gleam in your eyes after
Every touch, every kiss, and every moment.
I trudge the pavement now – each memory screaming in my mind.
I walk the same alleys where I walked with you – each accidental shoulder 
impact in my head.
I used to feel beautiful and happy when our glances aligned.
Now I feel beautiful and happy with these memories dead.
Because,
I loved you in this city,
This city helped me love you more.
I don’t love you anymore,
And this city helped me love you less.
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Third Place :  Heavenly Dish 
Author :  Sheikha Hilal Al Busaidi

It still flashes upon my inward eye,

The day I left home for a lonely cry.

Sneaking by myself in the realm of night,

I saw a figure, round, sweet and bright.

“What makes her rejoice in the dark?” I thought,

“May all the light on this beauty be brought.”

It wasn’t so wise to wish that wicked wish.

The sky whitened then, erasing my heavenly dish!

Frightened, I cursed what I had wished for. 

That fine and full fairness, I shall see no more.

Upon my tears, nightly curtains fell soon.

She arose then, singing in a lovely tune,

“Without darkness dear, I can be no moon.”
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POETRY
(AGE GROUP 14-17)
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First Place :  This Mind 
Author :  Shahd Younis Al Balushi 

It fears a beast that roams the land,

Destroying everything in sight.

Everything that is alive.

It runs into wreckage on every turn 

There’s no escape from this 

Blessed curse.

For a greater terror has consumed this mind. 

Peace, So calm and sublime.

Pretty lie though it is,

How it must drive this mind to 

Madness. Panic imploding, hysteria

Exploding. So alien so foreign. 

This just can’t be

Possible, I don’t believe.

This mind, my own, will see

That suffering was doomed to happen.
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Second Place :  Wayside Prayer 
Author :  Fatma Saad Said Al Zakwany

It poured,

In that hot summer night;

Water droplets,

Splashing across the skins,

The wayside seller was packing,

While the buyer was counting;

As the rain poured down,

Both looked up;

A glad and an alarmed face, drew up;

Rain , let it rain!!!”

Exhaled the buyer;

Rain , not now!!”

Inhaled the seller;

Packed, tightened, and given

They both said their byes.

         “Now what?”

An alarmed a passerby.
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Third Place :  Obsidian 
Author :  Claudine Paola Nava Urdaneta 

Cold embrace

Of slumber’s hands

Allows dreams

To sweep my mind,

Recreating every detail,

Every feature

From your eyes.

Like new moons in the darkest night

To your midnight colored hair,

Like a sea of comfort midst all;

Yet you shine

As moon of my night. 

Warm envelop

Of consciousness’ fingers

Enables my eyes

To realize

That no dream,

No matter how meticulously vivid,

Matches the way

Your laugh resonates

Deep within me,

Like a waterfall of euphoria

Upon my deserted heart
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The National Youth Commission

Overview

The National Youth Commission was established in accordance with the 
Royal Decree No. (117/2011), pursuant to the wise vision of His Majesty 
Sultan Qaboos bin Said emphasizing the vital role of the youth in building 
societies and with the aim of achieving important objectives and targets 
that benefit both young citizens and the country. These objectives and 
targets include: opening channels of meaningful dialogue with the youth, 
promoting their sense   of identity and citizenship, increasing their aware-
ness toward various national and international laws and legislations, in-
vestigate their needs and aspirations of for the present time and in the 
future, and develop/promote their skills and talents.

In October 2016, NYC announced its 5 years strategic plan which focused 
on 5 strategic projects including youth economical empowerment, youth 
education and training, youth health and wellbeing, youth participation in 
the society, youth skills and abilities development, and youth patriotism 
and nationalism. All projects aim to enhance the role of youth in Oman’s 
sustainable development plans through complete integration of resources 
and initiatives among different governmental and private bodies in the 
sultanate.

NATIONAL YOUTH COMMISSION
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