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It is, indeed, a pleasure to present this special issue of The Writers’ Slate because it contains the 
winning entries of those young people who entered the 2013-2014 writing contest. This is one way 
that teachers can support writing in the schools by encouraging students to enter contests. We at The 
Writing Conference, Inc., hope that we can contribute to that effort by publishing the winning en-
tries.

These winners were chosen from a total of  220 entries. There were 116 high school students who en-
tered; 71 middle school students and 33 elementary students. We had entries from across the United 
States.

The Writing Conference, Inc. is very proud of those students who write and of those teachers who 
encourage their students to write.

Congratulations to the winners and to all who entered. May you continue to have success in writing!

We also want to thank the judges who gave of their time and talent to assess these entries: 

Megan Gearhart, Overland Park, Kansas; April Hawkins, Wheatridge Middle School, Gardner, 
Kansas; Bob Sailler, Eudora Middle School, Eudora, Kansas; Erin Foley Tegtmier, Julie Brown, Nata-
sha Van Dyke, and Brooke Kueser Basehor- Linwood Middle School, Kansas; Dan Doolittle, Eugene 
Field Elementary School, Ottawa, Kansas; Carolyn Doolittle, St Mary University; Jaime Meyers, Eu-
dora High School; Susan Alexander, Washburn University; John Franklin, Pittsburg State University; 
Kelly Doolittle, Baker University; and Stephanie Zecker, Auburn Washburn.

- John H. Bushman

Note from the Director
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Note from the AssistANt eDitor

- Michelle Gorges

viii

In my family, the words "I'm bored" have always been answered with "read a book" or "go for a bike 
ride." As a result, my parents produced two book worms and two athletes. If you have not guessed it 
already, I was one of the book worms. Since the age of six, my only unwavering love has been litera-
ture, and so you can imagine my delight when I was invited to work with Dr. Franklin to help foster 
that same passion in the next generation.

Working with Dr. Franklin has been both educational and enjoyable. He has guided me through the 
editorial side of publication, encouraged me to experiment with design (an aspect of publication I 
have always found terrifying), and kept me calm and organized in the chaos of approaching dead-
lines. Acting as his assistant editor and intern has been an honor and a delight.

Of course, this publication would not be what it is without the effort of the remainder of our team, 
and I would like to give a special thanks to my predecessor, Alex Sheppard. Although it has been said 
before, The Writers' Slate would not be what it is today without his bold redesign.

My final thanks goes to the young writers who have submitted their work. I know I speak for the 
entire Slate team when I say that reading each submission has been a pleasure. As part of my contri-
bution to this contest edition, I have created graphics that I hope represent each piece (and, of course, 
each student) as a unique and integral part of this publication.

To everyone at The Writers' Slate, thank you for this wonderful experience. I cannot wait to read 
future editions.
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Some share hair ribbons
others bedrooms or secrets.
Not us.
We share the vile inflammatory words of an argument and
the line in the sand we use to play war
with whatever’s handy. 

Our grades, our friends, our looks
are all great accomplishments
on their own.
But feel somehow better on a ruler
where they can be measured against the other’s.
We live for the moments when we 
Win. 
 
But do we?
I don’t remember the last time I asked you about your day
and didn’t compare it to mine. 
Even if I really just wanted to know how you were.
When we shop together, others think we’re at each other’s throats
even when we’re not. 
Sniping has become like a habit for us
and I feel like I have an opponent
when all I really want is a sister. 

Thicker than Water

Elizabeth Tucker • Olathe North High School • Olathe, KS
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competition
is sun
radiating
light
brilliant rays shining down
focusing on you
bask in
the praise
the glory

competition
is wind
a gentle breeze blowing on
the glowing embers
of dreams
rekindling them
turning yearnings
into reality

competition
is rain
rinsing away
the grime
revealing the
shining
gleaming
side of you

competition
is sun

beating down on
backs

burning holes
in confidence
with its glare

killing wishes
killing hopes

competition 
is wind

a cackling gust blowing on
the fading embers

of dreams
extinguishing them

forever
into smoky blackness

competition
is rain

sweeping away
the ground

in a single surge
leaving roots

unsteady
without a stable foundation

Competition

Iris Kim • Princeton Day School • Princeton, NJ

I. ANTIPHONY

competition
is snow
glistening
gracefully landing on
trees
coating everything
in powdery white
luminescence
making it soft and beautiful

competition
is snow

turning the air white
freezing the paths

can't see
along

the slippery way
coated with ice
too easy to fall

II. EUPHONY

competition
is a fragile balance

between
elation

and despair
victory

and defeat
a fragile balance

between
good

and bad
but not one or the other

without it
nobody would try

there would be
nothing that propels us

drives us
we wouldn't strive

to win life's
game
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It started as a dream,
the distance was great,
well that's what it seemed

I learned to be wise, learned to be quick
I learned that as bad as it seems, I can never quit,
I went from the playground, to walking on bars,
To swimming a mile, or running with all of my heart,

I was a little kid, but a kid with hope
With all the struggles I had I learned to cope,

Now I'm standing facing the field
Praying that with all of my strength my power I'll wield,
It was hard well that's what it seemed,
I'm all grown up, still following my dream.

A Dream

Maggie Scott • Bellevue Elementary School • Bellevue, NE



Vol .  29 Issue  3

10 11

Wildfire ablaze, 
  reflecting in his eyes.
 Fervor
tickles his limbs 
  …little by little…
 …by little…
as the other contenders
  slyly snicker.

But then, 
Time dances closer. 
A sharp kick of nerves 
nips at his heart.
Sweating. Unease. 
Panic swells in…
But what if?
failure. defeat.
utter humiliation.

No. 

Only to Endeavor

Mona Liu • Lakeside School • Seattle, WA

 A slow breath, 
to steady himself,
  a light breeze refreshing
 his mind. 
An opponent saunters by
 scrutinizing him… 
a crooked smirk,
  surfing into her chest,
 Arrogance. 
But he returns a Calmness;
no malice
      slithers 
      through his veins.

like an alarm clock 
 buzzing
in his ear, 
  the audience cheers 
as the start draws near.

Just Try. 
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Crackle,
Stutters the rope.
The children giggle,
Their hands tugging,
Their faces wrinkled in concentration.
On the left, the team gains full control and pulls hard.
Hysterically laughing,
They collapse in a heap,
Like a pile of dirty laundry.
The watching teachers grin,
As the victors beam and high-five
One another but not all.
The losers release the rope and massage their palms,
Friends lying on the gymnasium floor.
One wearing a pink track jacket
The hue of overripe strawberries,
Chuckles with the opposite team.
The rest do the same,
Unaware of future rivalries.

Boom!
Cries the starting pistol.
The runners spring to their feet,
Their legs brushing past each other,
Their feet grazing the ground.
Out of the human haze, the champion emerges.
Screaming with victory,
He reaches the finish line,
As triumphant as a war general.
The crowd explodes in cheers,
And camera light flashes from everywhere
But not onto everyone.
The other contestants pant for precious air,
Hands on their knees,
Knees on the rough redness.
One clad in a green jersey
The color of grass in Heaven,
Glances at the winner with disgust.
He clenches his fist,
Vowing for revenge.

Heat

Angeline Ma • Tredyffrin/Eastown Middle School • Berwyn, PA
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Competition is normally fun,
but if you cheat it discourages everyone.

Playing fair counts too,
I don’t want to cheat and neither should you.

Being a good sport is also important,
not winning the game is no reason to rant

When you win you should be proud,
although laughing at the other team is not what 

winning is about.
Bragging is not that professional either

‘cause every time you boast you only get meaner 
and meaner.

If you are at a cheerleading competition,
winning should only be half your mission.

Having fun is part of it too.
The whole team should have fun, even you.
Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose.

That is a destiny you cannot choose.
Compete Confidently, Compete Proud,

Compete with Determination, Compete Loud.

That is what a good competition is all about.

Competition

Kavya Kamath • Helen Morgan School • Sparta, NJ
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Do not touch the fire with naked flesh
Even as that fire stretches to any bared heart
Else you, my joy, will be consumed by death

Running through the cool air, sharp and fresh,
Watching astride in assured victory, arrogantly impart:
Do not touch the fire with naked flesh

Come off the running high, the mountain’s breadth
Come bodily together, away from the game, don’t depart
Else you, my joy, will be consumed by death

Your body is subsumed by the game, a-mesh
A mind not in contact with reality needs to restart:
Do not touch the fire with naked flesh

Exhale the smoke of your efforts, a deep breath
Turn away; fog the polished bronze, lost treasure, work of art—
Else you, my joy, will be consumed by death

Against the rules, chafe; within the game, thrash;
Remember this competition in this game of many parts
Do not touch the fire with naked flesh
Else you, my joy, be consumed by death

Burning Metal

Naomi Siegel • Manalapan High School • Englishtown, NJ 
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The spotlights
beat down on my head.
I can’t see the crowd.
ZZZZ!
A buzzer goes off
I look up
and see the despondent boy
sit down
in disappointment.
The girl next to me
stands up
walks confidently up to the podium
I wipe the sweat timorously from my forehead
and tug
at my collar.
I zone out
unable to hear her word
exhaling my stress.
I look up and focus on the judges
DING!
The girl walks over and sits down
smile a mile wide.

Untitled

Andrew Zook • Eudora Middle School • Eudora, KS 

I stand up
and walk
slowly,
slowly,
slowly.
I step out of the curtain of light to see
hundreds of people.
I think,
“My competitor is such a bookworm…”
My sweaty hands
grasp the podium.
I lick my chapped lips
and look up.
The judge looks to her paper.
I scan the crowd for my parents.
There.
Towards the back.
My mom is giving me thumbs up.
This won’t be like last year.
“Your word is…”
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Gearing up for the game,
Full of energy,

Unable to tame,
Focused,

Ready to go,
Not caring for friend or foe,

Pumping up,
Nerves building,

Warming up,
Almost time,

Starting as a benchwarmer,
Cheering,

Yelling,
Screeching,
Worked up,
Wondering,

Praying,
Game to close to call.

Compete

Makena Sobczyk • Two Springs Elementary School • Bellevue, NE 

Finally
I'm in!

Plus five others,
Nerves building,

As I make my first play,
Also the last of the game,

All eyes
turn

towards
of course,

Me....

Victory!
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 Frankie thought about killing herself a lot. Frankie thought about killing herself in the shower. Frankie 
thought about killing herself during the seventh question on her Calculus test. Frankie thought about killing her-
self while petting her dog. But Frankie thought about killing herself mostly when her voices spoke up.
 There were Andrew, Jet, and Lilith. Andrew and Jet were the abusive ones. Andrew and Jet liked to fuck 
with Frankie. Andrew and Jet were the first ones to tell Frankie to kill herself.
 Lilith sang mostly. Lilith sang happy songs. Lilith sang the instrumentals to the bagpipe album Frankie 
heard when she was three. But Lilith didn't tell Frankie to breathe when she was panicking. Frankie could tell 
when bad words or games were coming because Lilith's singing would stop, she would disappear, and Frankie 
would suddenly hear the low timbre of Andrew's voice alongside the condescending nasally voice of Jet.
 Frankie had had Andrew since she was five. She remembers five being a happy year because she finally 
had a friend to play with. Lilith came at seven. Lilith made her head crowded but there was music and that made 
Frankie happy. Then Jet arrived; two weeks after Frankie turned fourteen. Andrew and Jet immediately hit it off. 
They liked to play games with Frankie. They played who could be the first to make Frankie cry, who could push 
Frankie over the edge and make her cut herself again, who could make Frankie yell at her parents; their games 
never ran out.
 "Hey Franks, go get the lighter from above the cup cabinet and bring it back," Jet whispered starting off 
their evening with a game.
 Frankie's backpack had barely touched the ground.
 "No Franks, don't listen to Jet. He wants to hurt you. Go get the serrated knife instead," Andrew said hur-
riedly, making sure to silence Jet's next direction.
 Frankie shook her head. "No, no I don't think I'm going to be playing right now. I have to do homework," 
she spoke the words aloud with confidence. No one was home so she could talk freely. "I'm in my room," Frankie 
enunciated, closing her eyes. "I'm sitting in my favorite plush chair in my reading corner and I'm procrastinating 
doing homework. I don't want to get up so I don't have to. I just went pee and I've got all my bags, books, and my 
computer right here. I don't need to get up." With the final thought Frankie bobbed her head, punctuating her 
resolve.
 Doctor Fitz had taught her to talk herself to relative calmness. Hearing her own voice aloud had grounded 
her ever since Jet arrived.
 Andrew and Jet laughed and then quieted down to a steady chuckle. The worst thing about Andrew, Jet, 
and Lilith was that they didn't need to breathe. Lilith could sing for sixteen hours straight and never take a breath. 
Andrew and Jet would laugh or scream for days at a time, leaving Frankie nights without sleep.

 "Andrew, I bet I could make her get off her lazy ass first."
 "Hah. Don't you remember who the first person was to guide the safety knife into her thigh?"
 "Jesus, let that go. That was three years ago. I've beaten you too. I got her to ask out that really popular guy." 
They both let out an explosive laugh making Frankie jump in her seat. She had been trying to ignore their side 
conversation with her low volume stream of, "I don't want to get up so I don't have to. I'm comfortable." But, as 
usual, they got a reaction out of her. She couldn't outrun them but she could ignore them as best she could.
 Frankie started reaching around for her iPod.
 "Hey Franks, are you trying to silence us?" Jet cackled.
 "No. Well yes. I'm just-I just want my music," Frankie mumbled.
 "Well my little duck that's a sweet bummer because your iPod is all the way ove—" Jet was cut off by the 
loud bass line of a dubstep song coming from her computer. Frankie liked dubstep the best because there were no 
words, so technically Andrew and Jet couldn't sing along.
 Frankie always thought that if she were to overdose on pills she would do so while listening to dubstep.
 Frankie placed her computer to the side and danced in her chair: side to side, arms flailing, head swinging, 
hair flying everywhere. Frankie liked listening to music because that usually brought Lilith back out. Frankie let 
the boom of the music buzz up her fingertips, tickle her elbow, wrap under her armpit, skate along her scapula and 
run down her spine. She was all consumed in her moment of voiceless purity. Then an anticipated shriek nullified 
the buzzing of the boom and took Frankie's attention once again, making her body go rigid: Andrew.
 Andrew only used to shriek like that when he thought he wasn't getting enough play time as Lilith, back 
when they played house under Frankie's sheets.
 Frankie was about to get up out of her chair to try to walk off the shriek, but then remembered the boys' 
bets. Frankie tried to refrain from giving into their stupid games as much as she could. She would try to leave her 
chair only when they had gone. "I'm still in my chair. I'm in my chair attempting to start my homework. I'm sitting 
criss-cross applesauce. Andrew and Jet have to leave some time. Lilith you don't like to be left on the backburner 
for too long. Come on Lil, sing me a song. How about track #4 from the bagpipe album?" But Lilith didn't appear 
and Andrew's shriek was still piercing the air two minutes after Frankie turned off her music. Andrew's shriek was 
thriving as she finally picked up her Physics homework at 5:47. And Andrew was still going when Frankie's moth-
er opened the front door at 8:12 causing Frankie to spring out of her chair, get her foot stuck in a plush fold, and 
fall face first on the ground.
 "I WIN," Andrew bellowed.
 "NO YOU DON'T. MY MOTHER'S HOME, I GOT STARTED. YOU DIDN'T WIN. YOU DON'T WIN," 
Frankie yelled right back. Frankie's hand clamped over her mouth. She hadn't meant to be so loud.
 "Franks, you alright?" Her mother's voice sounded from the bottom of the stairs.
 Frankie responded as she slowly removed her hands from her mouth, "Yeah Mom, no biggie, I just fell."
 Andrew and Jet were snickering.
 "Are Jet and Andrew bothering you again?" Her mother immediately asked.
 "Don't worry Mom, I've got it all under control. I'm doi-"
 "Are you doing the exercises Doctor Fitz told you about?"
 "Yes Mom." Frankie barely spoke as she pushed her body up from the ground.
 "Smooth move, little duck," Jet whispered.
 "I totally won that, Jet. She fell because I was screaming."
 Andrew and Jet were snickering.

Distractions

Zoe Rollenhagen • Newark Academy • Livingston, NJ
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 "Are Jet and Andrew bothering you again?" Her mother immediately asked.
 "Don't worry Mom, I've got it all under control. I'm doi-"
 "Are you doing the exercises Doctor Fitz told you about?"
 "Yes Mom." Frankie barely spoke as she pushed her body up from the ground.
 "Smooth move, little duck," Jet whispered.
 "I totally won that, Jet. She fell because I was screaming."
 "No, she fell because her mom came in the house."
 "No, because I was screaming."
 "No. Her mom."
 "No. My screa-"
 "I am in my chair, doing my French homework. I only left my chair because my mom startled me. Not 
because Andrew made me. I left because of my mom. And now I'm back. And I'm comfy. I'm sitting criss-cross 
applesauce again. I'm starting my French homework with my ballpoint pen. But first I'm going to braid my hair."
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Chapter 1 - The Girl and the Boy

 It was the last day, and a gloomy one too. The smoky sky lay grey while thick fog blanketed the carefree 
atmosphere. Broad clouds covered the bright sun and rain pounded on the rooftops of houses. 
 However, aside from the other dwellings, one orphanage sat with all its windows open. Out of one window 
on the first floor, a girl with bright blonde, long, silky, and brown-streaked hair popped out her head, humming 
tunelessly. She looked around nervously and climbed over the window, eyes only half open. Brushing her hands 
swiftly against each other, the girl stretched at once and considered going back to bed. However, she leaped up 
instead and grabbed a granola bar that was marked “Karen White” on it with black permanent marker. Within a 
second, she was rushing off to the orphanage’s storage room. 
 Meanwhile, in the same castle on the fourth floor, a boy with shabby longish brown hair groggily yawned 
and got out of bed. Checking the calendar, the boy’s eyes suddenly flickered open. He realized that it was January 
1st; it was the last day to stay at his orphanage. He grabbed his knapsack and dragged it along with him on his way 
to a flight of stairs that led to the kitchen. The boy hurried to the stairs and rammed into a man, causing a flurry of 
papers. 
 “Sorry sir,” the boy muttered, getting up to his feet. 
 The man nodded, picking up his papers. “You ought to be more careful, Hale!” the man remarked.
 “Sir, I’d really like it if you called me just Cedric,” the boy insisted, pointing at a paper behind the man.
 Sighing, the man reached down for the paper, not facing the boy (named Cedric). “What’s that? Talking 
back to an adult are we, Cedric?” the man furiously snapped, facing back to the boy, but he was only talking to air. 
Cedric had already raced off to the kitchen, his eyes glued to the new coffeemaker. 
 While Cedric was gulping down a second cup of hot, creamy coffee, the girl stopped by the practice arena 
on her way to the storage room. With her fingers, the girl softly brushed an imprint of the words, “Karen rules. 
Follow her rules,” into the gravely sand and stood, smiling confidently. The girl marked her name, Karen White, on 
everything that she was allowed to write on. Karen was always pumped up and wanted everyone to know that she 
was strong, equipped with a mean attitude, but mostly, that she had been everywhere. She always wanted to travel 
the world and sign everything she laid eyes on.
 Shaking her head, Karen suddenly continued to race off to the storage room. It was the one place where 
she could do whatever she wanted and not have to care a bit. Though a visit there was forbidden to the children, 
Karen often broke the rules and sneaked into the storage room whenever she could so that no one would see her. 
She wouldn’t give anyone the chance to adopt her even if she were outside anyhow, because she would only accept 

her mother or no one at all. Karen hated everyone at the orphanage as well except for the manager who pitied her. 
The first years of her life weren’t so great, as she had to live with the thought, my own mother didn’t want me, run-
ning through her head daily. However, Karen didn’t let it bother her too much and enjoyed every minute of what 
she was doing. 
 She began this day’s enjoyment by snuggling up between four cushions. Karen snapped open her note-
book, flipped to the calendar, and gazed at the day. It was marked in highlighter, “Last day of orphanage! Time to 
get out of this dump!” Smiling, Karen started doodling the cats and dogs she saw out of her window, but stopped 
when she saw a figure appear at the small crack in the closed door. Quickly, she piled the cushions on her and got 
under them, keeping an eye out for the visitor to her hideout. 

Chapter 2 -  Is This Room Supposed to be Empty?

 “Karen? I know you’re in here,” the figure quietly said as he opened the door wider.  Karen peeked out from 
beneath the cushions and gave a huge grin to the manager. Suddenly, she realized that she wasn’t supposed to be 
there and hid again. “I’m looking for a-um, well- a b-ball? Yes, a ball, which I lost! It sort of rolled into here…” 
Karen’s muffled voice anxiously sounded from the pillows. If you were found here, there were serious consequenc-
es, and even a troublemaker like Karen remembered this daily-announced rule. 
 The manager laughed. “It only ‘sort of ’ rolled into here? Well let me help you look for it!” the manager 
pleasingly mentioned, pretending to look around the room. 
 Swiftly, Karen realized that if they looked, they would spend days looking for something that didn’t exist. 
“Um, no thanks! That’s really nice and all, but I think I can live without that ball! We’ll never find it anyway cuz’ it’s 
really, really small! Like this small!” Karen rapidly snapped, putting her tiny thumb and pinky finger together. “You 
can try to look for the ball if you want, but I bet you a gazillion bucks that you won’t find it!” Karen added, hoping 
for the manager to agree. 
 Shaking his head no, the manager chuckled and smiled boldly at Karen. “No thanks, I don’t think the ball 
is very important to us! Now Karen, get out of there. It’s all very dusty in there so you might get sick. No Karen, 
get out. I’d like to have an important word with you,” the manager seriously whispered to a frustrated, folded-arms 
Karen. “Follow me quietly. Come here Cedric, no need to be shy,” the manager noted, motioning for the ten-year-
old Cedric to come. 
 Karen confused, looked at the other boy. Oh yeah, he’s the guy who always sleeps his way through break-
fast…the poor guy, Karen thought as she sped up to catch up with the manager. They all took a last turn, got a few 
strange looks from a few other kids who whispered, “They must be in trouble,” and finally reached a room with 
yellow “caution” banners all over the door. The manager scanned a card against a screen with buttons that lay on 
the door.
 “You may pass,” a voice said in a monotone voice. Everyone heard a clicking noise while the manager put 
both his hands up to Karen and Cedric, signaling them to stop there. 
  Slowly turning the doorknob, the manager ripped a few banners and brushed away some dust that came 
from opening the door. Coughing slightly, Cedric gazed at the empty room while the manager rushed around the 
room wildly, looking for something. 
 “Is this room supposed to be empty?” Cedric asked dazedly while Karen thought about whether or not she 
should poke the boy that was struggling to keep his eyes open.
 “Yes Karen, I agree,” the manager responded, so captivated in his search that he didn’t seem to care about 
anything else. 
 Just as Karen was about to protest about his confusion, the manager seemed to finally find what he was 

Chasing the Lost

Megan Ly • Pleasanton Middle School • Pleasanton, CA
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looking for. “Aha! Found it. Come here you two. That’s right! Now stand here and make sure everything is on it,” 
the manager approvingly said, pointing out where the two should go. 
 The manager flipped a coin in the air and the coin suddenly disappeared as a monotone female voice said, 
“Coin accepted. Enjoy your ride. From Transportation G-g-g-g-!” 
 They all stood cramped on a little light etched square on the ground, but soon, they were let loose as the 
square sank into the ground with the female voice still malfunctioning on her word, “Galore.” Fumbling, the chil-
dren both realized that they were floating on a tiny fabric square. Karen looked up and saw what she thought was 
the ground above her, and then waved to it. Cedric, on the other hand, was trying to do dangerous tricks on the 
flying square, like taking a foot off the square or jumping. 
 “That’s dangerous Cedric! Well, it is your first time… Karen, I don’t think that the ground will wave back, 
and it’s not worth losing your head to wait for it… ah! Now, we are underground to the Transportation Galore! It’s 
the best place for cheap, quick, rides!” the manager announced to Karen, whose head was so far back, it looked 
like it would just snap off, and Cedric, who stumbled on an attempt to spin around with one foot up, nearly falling 
off. They touched the ground after the speedy ride and got off, Cedric ending with a pose. Everyone, especially 
Cedric, was as excited as a flower in direct sunlight, for they could all feel an adventure stirring up when they saw 
glows of magical spells gleam. Everyone, even the manager, was sick and tired of the orphanage. The manager was 
standing in awe at Transportation Galore’s new winter-themed decorations while the children enthusiastically 
poked at ghosts and offended wizards when they took sticks maniacally yelling “ABRACADABRAA!!” At last, the 
manager realized why he was there when an angry ghost and witch confronted him with a strong body-binding 
spell.
 “That will keep you and your children’s dirty hands and sinning voices away from us. Stop tampering and 
playing with us! What part of ‘we are not toys’, don’t you understand? Honestly, you need the latest edition of Sim-
ple Phrases for the Newest Dummy! Anyways, don’t you have business to do?” the sassy witch fumed, flipping her 
long, purple hair while she straightened her black robe. 
 The manager, however, didn’t get to answer or even resist, for he was interrupted by yet another complaint. 
 “That reminds me! You are twenty minutes late so start moving and you better get over to your assigned 
location A.S.A.P! Really, I expected better of you, but it’s not like you ever did any better. So as I said before, get 
out of here. Now,” the livid ghost added, smiling curtly at the manager while shivering a bit from the kids’ earlier 
poking. 
 Shaking his head after he dissolved the spell and firmly sent a bone-melting spell to the witch behind her 
back, the manager apologized profusely to the two. Hurriedly, he rushed off to the children, clamping each of his 
hands on their shoulders.
 “No more poking or talking. You have already upset innoce-er, just some witches and wizards. Stop it now 
or else we’ll all get into trouble. We have already been personally sent a message to hurry up, I think... Now follow 
me and stay silent. Silent is what I say, not quiet or whispering, silent. If I hear a peep out of you, you shall have to 
find your way back alone. Now follow me, silently,” the manager angrily whispered. 
 The discontent children did as ordered and silently walked with their heads down, unsatisfied. Karen 
kicked at the floor loudly, but stopped when she caught a glimpse of the manager glaring at her. Aware now, Karen 
was scared that the manager would severely punish her and sighed, hoping that they would actually do some-
thing productive. Cedric stood as still as a dead stick and followed the manager without making a single sound. 
He wanted to start a (new) good reputation since he had to cover up for his current “sleepyhead” and “lazy bum” 
reputation. 

 Everyone was as quiet as professional mimes, which surprised the manager deeply, but they all didn’t just 
stand around pondering the quiet. Instead, the children were ordered by the manager to look for an unoccupied 
lightly etched square, called an air elevator. Air elevators were always everywhere, so you could see people rising 
and going down them at every turn.  All air elevators had signs next to them with the locations they led to. The 
manager was looking for one that said “Mountainside Coastal Beach.”  That beach was well-known for having the 
biggest and strangest rock formations and boulders. Many people loved to climb and explore, while others relaxed, 
taking pictures everywhere. That beach is perfect for the race’s first challenge, the manager thought, searching on 
a different area.  Once he found it just as he was about to give up, he clapped his hands twice and the children 
immediately followed him. Today, the air elevator went faster than its casual rapid speed, even on sharp turns and 
sudden height changes.  The ride wasn’t a good source of fun for the children; it was a great source of dizziness. 
When they reached the Mountainside Coastal Beach, the voice said, “I hope you’ve enjoyed your ride. The next air 
elevator back will be at your right. Good bye. From Transp-p-p-p-!”
 “Someone really needs to fix that,” the manager noted as they walked over to a purple boulder. 

Chapter 3 - Climbing and Sightseeing
 The air got more serious when the manager cleared his throat and pushed aside the odd-colored boulder. 
Underneath was a piece of parchment that was rolled up. It seemed to be worn down, even as parchment, but 
when the manager touched it, magic dust flew out of it. Slowly, the sides seemed to regain shape and the parch-
ment rolled open by itself. 
 The manager read the black ink on the page carefully, then announced to the children, “It is about time 
I told you why I summoned you, and only you, here.” He paused to see the children’s reactions, but continued, 
“According to this paper, you two are, well how do I phrase this…ah, yes, ‘destined’ to go on a quest. This quest 
involves absolute courage and pride. You two have been picked for you really seem just the type! One of you must 
win in this quest, however it’s not easy. This quest is a race and a competition. You shall stay in a castle called the 
Quest Castle, for the occasion. In order to get to the end, you must get past these dangerous shortcuts, or paths, to 
a pit stop that is close to the end of the race. When you reach a pit stop, there will be a metal sign with the words 
‘end of path’ on it, which holds a box. Inside the box will be two items. Take one and you’ll be transported back to 
the Quest Castle. In order to go to the next path or task, you must have that item as proof that you’ve been to the 
previous paths. Every week, you’ll go through different tasks that will give you more knowledge, more tools, and 
you will get closer to the end of the race. You’ll get a nightly break of eleven hours, in which you can sleep or do 
anything except go back to a path. Now are you ready?”
 The children gaped at the manager and couldn’t believe or understand a single word. They had already 
seen magic, wizards, and ghosts. Now they were being told that they were in race and were going to stay in a castle 
to only sleep for eleven hours or less. This was quite the disappointment for Cedric. Karen was very concerned and 
not thrilled at all, which was abnormal.
 “I can’t even believe this. What exactly are we racing for?” Karen asked as Cedric stifled a yawn.
 “Oh yes, you’re off to your parents. My organization called Quests and Contests has sent them all letters 
that were supposedly from their bosses in their jobs. The letter states that their businesses have shut down so they 
are to work in a factory to earn money. They’re actually just held captive by Quests and Contests. Their real bosses 
have forgotten that your parents work for them due to a temporary spell I have put on them, so don’t worry. Did I 
not tell you?” the manager said, rolling up the paper. 
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 This was enough for both Cedric and Karen to faint. 
 The manager snapped his fingers and the parchment stuffed itself into the manager’s robe. He didn’t seem 
to care much about the children’s reactions and seemed like he was used to seeing kids almost faint.
 “So why can’t you just give us our parents so everyone can relax?” Cedric asked, like it was the most obvi-
ous thing in the world. 
 “Well, you don’t just get your long-lost parents for free; you have to work for it! I'm not that nice after all, 
huh?” the manager answered smiling.
 The children shook their heads and broke into sudden thoughts about the manager. It had lasted for a 
while, but the manager waved his hands over the dazed children’s faces and they started the race. 
 Mountainside Coastal Beach was a beautiful sight and it was the perfect place to host a challenge. The soft 
sand was tan and spread everywhere like syrup on a pancake. Little blue waves softly fell while large indigo waves 
crashed down gracefully for the wildest of surfers on another side of the water. Trees of all kind shaped the beach 
from odd-shaped trunks that twisted and turned, to even trees with bark as smooth as velvet. Umbrellas were put 
up everywhere and the sound of bright laughter rang in everyone’s ears. The constant sound of cameras clicking 
and the sight of people posing or splashing would be casual scenery in Mountainside Coastal Beach. Boulders of 
all kinds blew minds and set records. If you had turned towards the trees, you would see tons of little rock parti-
cles and multi-colored boulders shaped like animals or plants. When you turned to the right of the trees, closer 
to the water, you would see grey boulders and mountains with green moss and specks of random colors. These 
mountains and boulders (known as Mountainside Coastal Beach’s “Rocky Plaza”) were the toughest, roughest, and 
some of the tallest, boulders known in the magical world. Where would the children go for their first challenge in 
an amazing race for courageous people with the greatest of pride? What better place than the Rocky Plaza?
 The manager guided the children to the Rocky Plaza and smiled at their horrid looks. He remembered all 
the children that had also been told this and had a seriously surprised reaction. It was always funny to see children 
completely devastated by going on a difficult life-changing mission. Suddenly, the manager smashed into a boul-
der that was part of the Rocky Plaza and his thoughts were broken. 
 “Here are your pickaxes,” the manager started, handing some to Karen and Cedric, “and this emergency 
bag of fairy dust. It only has three ounces so use it wisely!” The manager patted them both on the head and created 
a pair of binoculars to appear with an amazing whip of a wand. Raising the binoculars to his eyes, the manager 
said, “Good luck!” and made a shooing signal with his hand. The manager kept the binoculars at his eyes until he 
realized that the children weren’t moving. Slowly, he lowered the binoculars and stared at the children. “Well, go 
on! Hurry up!” the manager ordered, but was answered with a strange stare of confusion. “Oh, just climb the stu-
pid thing. Get across Rocky Plaza by climbing on boulders and mountains in Rocky Plaza. If you just walk around 
the mountains, you’ll be disqualified! If you use the fairy dust and try to get up, there will be a void that will keep 
you away from moving up. You must climb the mountain! Do not cheat! The fairy dust is only for falling emergen-
cies! Now hurry up!” the manager explained, frustrated. With yet another brilliant wave of a wand, he disappeared 
to the other side.
 Cedric tossed the fairy dust pouch around in his hands and tied it firmly to his pickax with a sturdy rope. 
Finishing the figure eight knot he made, Cedric wrapped the rope that was attached to the pouch around his 
pickax a second time and started to bolt towards a mountain in Rocky Plaza. He started rapidly climbing on the 
mountain like a spider. Excitement rushed through him like it had never before and Cedric smiled. He breathed in 
the fresh natural air and chipped off a very small piece of the mountain into his pocket.  
 Securing the sharper edge of the pickax into a boulder, Cedric sprinkled a bit of fairy dust on him and 

spun off the boulder, gliding in flight, as he yelled to Karen, “Get up here!” He knew he was only to use the fairy 
dust for emergencies, but he would never get a chance like this to be so free ever again. Slowly, Cedric flew back to 
where he had been before and waited for Karen to get up while he gazed at a soaring bird.
 “I can’t do this! How do you climb it?” Karen whined, immediately regretting saying it. Now she sounded 
dumb, like she always needed help. She grabbed a loose piece of rock and started an attempt to climb, but the rock 
broke off, leaving a moaning Karen buried in sand.
 “Use your legs! Try doing this…” Cedric suggested, representing what he wanted Karen to do. He mo-
tioned to Karen to say, “Your turn.”
 Karen let out a big huff of aggravation, but started to try to imitate what Cedric had done. She was sur-
prised that whatever he had taught her was working and felt embarrassed that she hadn’t been the expert that 
time. She was already a little less than halfway up the mountain. Fluffing up her hair, Karen whipped her pickax 
at the boulder with anger. Why does Cedric need thanks? I should’ve been the one explaining to him the right way to 
climb a mountain! Disappointed in herself, Karen looked up at the speedy Cedric. 
 “Excuse me Cedric; you don’t have to be such a show off! I know that you’re completely selfish and you 
seek attention. Don’t you think you know everything Cedric! Hasn’t your mommy taught you that you’re not per-
fect?” Karen offensively screeched, twisting a brown curl of her blonde hair. She climbed a bit further to savor any 
scared emotions Cedric showed, but Cedric did not turn his head.
 “My mother is dead,” Cedric blankly said, his voice trembling a bit. “I shall not,” Cedric started with a 
strong voice that showed that he meant what he said, “lose to you! I shall never help a monster like you! From this 
day on, I will win all the challenges and see my father again! A terrible thing like you was never meant to exist! 
You don’t deserve to see your mother! I will not lose to you!” Cedric roared, scurrying up across the mountain. He 
felt that Karen was always better than him, so he would beat her for once.
 Huffing, Karen punched a rock (which gave her a terrible pain) and watched as Cedric stopped. “What 
now? Scared?” Karen asked, but saw Cedric turn his head with a snarl painted perfectly across his face. Slowly, 
Cedric gave a little kick to his pickax that was still in the mountain and said, “Oops,” innocently as he laughed on 
his way up. Karen yelled in horror, “I’ll get you for this!” and shrieked as the pickax got closer to her.  
 When Cedric finally reached the end of Rocky Plaza, he was covered in scars and a bruise on his ankle that 
Karen had given him when she had caught up to him. He found a sign that said, “End of Path” and reached inside 
the box attached to it. Although the weed he found in the box had a strong, terrible odor, he was still grinning 
from the sight of Karen with weed in hand, hair stuck everywhere, nose scrunched up, foot with a deep but small 
gash, and leg with a long, thin, slash. 
 “Be careful with your stupid pickax, dummy. I could’ve been killed before we even saw that Quest Castle,” 
Karen grunted, angry as a bee with a disturbed hive. Cedric couldn’t have been happier. 

Chapter 4 - Recovery

 Karen lathered some healing gel that the nurses had given her on her cut and gash. Slapping on a lengthy, 
slim, bandage on the cut, Karen ran her foot through some water in a tub. Finally, she took her foot out and 
applied some ointment on as the nurses had instructed her. As Karen was opening a cupboard to find another 
bandage for her foot, she heard the medical room door open.
 “So we had quite the day! We climbed a mountain, spat out some particularly nice insults, had a great 
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laugh-!” Cedric began, about to go on a rampage. 
 “You mean you had a good laugh and my insults were very nice, yes, and caused absolutely no harm,” Kar-
en interrupted casually, taking a bandage out of a shelf. 
 Cedric laughed and took off the ice and towel on his hand. He was covered from head to toe with tiny 
white bandages. “Thanks to your cruel remarks, I let out my anger on rocks at Rocky Plaza! I hit them and kicked 
them and rammed into them! Oh, the pain! By the way, I really liked how you kicked me. That’s a lovely shade 
of purple that bruise is turning!” Cedric said, throwing the ice into a garbage can. He sat down on a chair and 
seemed to be waiting for something.
 A nurse quickly walked up to Cedric with a bag of ice and a petite, pink, wash cloth. “Here, take it on and 
off with a fifteen minute break in between each interval of time that you have been using the ice,” the nurse ex-
plained, handing Cedric the ice and cloth. 
 Cedric muttered under his breath, “Pink was the best color you had?” but still took the cloth and ice with a 
polite, “Thank you.” Starting a timer on his watch, Cedric put the wash cloth with the ice on top of it, on his ankle 
and asked Karen, “Hey, can you hand me a cushion or something?” 
 Sighing, Karen mouthed the word “pink” at Cedric and got a pink, fluffy cushion from a closet. Laughing, 
Karen dropped the cushion and put Cedric’s ankle on it. “Pink is so dainty and frilly! It’s the cutest of girls’ favor-
ite color! Pink is the best color for any girl, even ones that have outgrown adorableness! Pink is the color of sweet 
sugar and candy, the color of wonderful dreams and fluffy cotton candy! Pink is the color of strawberries and 
exquisitely elegant pillows! Pink is the color of a tutu and grand ballet slippers! Pink is the most girlish color of all! 
Oh, Cedric, I'm dearly sorry…I didn’t realize that you were a boy! Don’t worry, pink suits you very well Cedric!” 
Karen rambled on, choking on laughter and clearly having fun. 
 Annoyed, Cedric ignored Karen and looked at her cut and gash. Before, the injuries seemed mild and 
covered in dirt, but now, their true colors showed. Cedric suddenly felt guilty and regretted hurting Karen, but 
knew that he could do better than she. The level of the urge to apologize was kicked down greatly as Cedric left the 
room. 
 Karen trailed quietly behind Cedric on her way to the girls’ dormitory. Punching in the password that the 
manager had given her, she entered the room and was greeted by a loud clamor. 
 “Look, it’s the new girl!” a little girl shouted.
 “We’ve been expecting you,” a teenage girl calmly said.
 “Karen! Come, come! Come right in!” an adult warmly welcomed, ushering Karen into her bed.
 Completely baffled, Karen followed her guide and plopped herself down on her rouge bed. While Karen 
listened to the wild commotion, she observed the room. Although there was a rowdy environment, the wall was 
covered with pictures of ferocious and elegant people, some dressed in dirty worn-down clothing, and others 
wearing graceful ball gowns. Beds didn’t lay messy or ripped; they were neatly folded and as clean as spring water 
that had been filtered over two hundred times. Sheets of red and pillows of pure white lay perfectly. Dark brown 
chairs with fancy designs and green velvet cushions sat straight up next to glass tables that had teacups and porce-
lain plates that held biscuits. The ground was made of polished brown wood and the walls didn’t even show a sign 
of graffiti or damage. The dormitory room door was a light shade of brown, had an oval of see-through glass on it, 
and swans were engraved on the border of the glass. Karen was amazed at the quality of the dorm and decided to 
try her best to keep it that way. She got off her bed and tried to walk, but gasped as she could feel the pain of her 
foot and leg. 
 “You had better get some rest, dear,” the adult suggested, motioning to her bed. “You all should get some 

rest. You’ve got a big day tomorrow!” she said, clapping her hands twice. 
 Just as the adult was about leave the room, Karen couldn’t help asking, “Who are you?” 
 The adult turned around slowly and Karen expected anger, but instead a kind smile showed. “I'm dearly 
sorry Karen! I haven’t introduced myself yet! My name is Madame Aurelia and I am head of the girls in Quest 
and Contests. I watch over the girls’ side in the Quest Castle! Now, now, I must be going! Good night to you all!” 
Madame Aurelia explained as she waved and closed the door quietly. 
 The second the room got quieter, Karen finally could relax and got comfortable in the bed, which was 
hard. It wasn’t easy for Karen to get used the incredibly bouncy and fluffy bed since they had been living with the 
orphanage’s rough beds. The blanket was too furry and hot, while the pillows bounced and never stood still. Both 
Cedric and Karen struggled to get a good night’s sleep, but tried anyway. It would all be over the next morning. 

Chapter 5 - Rotten Luck

 Cedric groaned with all his fellow dorm mates when his alarm clock rang. It was eight in the morning, and 
that meant that he was late. The manager had told him and Karen to meet him at seven o’clock. Exhausted, Cedric 
got out of bed with an aching arm that had been slept on all night. Realizing that he didn’t have a change of clothes 
or any items, Cedric got out of his bed and hit a suitcase. On it, was a plain piece of paper that said, “Cedric, here 
are all your belongings and more. Meet me at the Quest Castle’s transportation area. -Manager” When he opened 
the suitcase, he saw familiar items and some new ones. There were his clothes, and some pouches. One pouch 
contained money and another had a pocket knife. Flinching at the sight of the knife, Cedric quickly closed the 
suitcase and fastened the clasps on it. As he buckled the last buckle, Cedric headed out the door, suitcase in hand. 
 The manager was at the transportation area waiting for the children while he was eating an apple. When 
Cedric arrived, breathing heavily, Karen was sitting on her suitcase. 
 “Well you’re here early,” Karen teased, picking up her suitcase. 
 “Come on Cedric, we’re late. An hour and thirty minutes behind schedule! Let’s get out of here,” the man-
ager complained, dropping the apple core on the floor.  
 The unpleasant sound of an angry employee who rambled on about littering rang through the three’s ears. 
Karen and Cedric followed the manager’s suit, as they were always seen together. They rushed over to an air ele-
vator marked “Canouah Forest,” and hopped on. The ride was the longest ride that the manager and children had 
ever taken. 
 Their arrival to the forest was significantly appreciated by the children after the long ride. That day’s chal-
lenge was fairly simple, or so it seemed. It was the same as the Rocky Plaza challenge; get past it with a few items 
(in this case it was a banana and again, three ounces of fairy dust) and don’t cheat. However, instead of there being 
the high chance of rocks to jab you, or for rocks (or you) to fall, there was the possibility of a dangerous animal at-
tack. It didn’t help that the forest reeked of rotten fruit and a tropical leafy smell, but mostly that the banana didn’t 
just lure animals away, it also attracted them. 
 Karen was halfway into the forest and her head was covered with the slimy juice of some unknown fruit. 
She smelled strongly of decayed food and was covered in dirt from a trip she had earlier. Her banana had been 
fought over between some monkeys and she had spilled an ounce of her fairy dust when she had an encounter 
with a genet. Part of Karen’s left boot had been chewed up by a lynx and her other boot had been stolen by the 
unknown during her effort to gather her spilled fairy dust. Now she knew what the manager had meant when he 
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said, “Be careful. It’s a wild world out there.”
 Cedric was also struggling to get through the forest and had worst luck than Karen. He had used half of his 
banana to lure off a group of birds, used the other half to quench his mild hunger, got in a fight with two cats of 
some sort, got lost and tumbled off the path, and now lay in soft grass with only his fairy dust. Cedric knew he was 
doomed and lay on the grass, unable to absorb its beauty or wonder. The second Cedric heard a rustling noise; he 
raced up into a tree. Scared that he would be tormented by some animals again, Cedric watched out for any crit-
ters in the tree or on the ground. He watched a small rodent climb out of a bush and watched it waddle down the 
grass. Cedric felt like he didn’t have fuel to keep him going, so he poured the fairy dust on himself for help. Most 
of it fell on the floor and some fell on the rodent. Suddenly, Cedric was lifted and dropped to the ground. He felt 
a strong urge to follow the rodent. The rodent scurried hastily on the grass, taking swift turns.   Although Cedric 
thought that following the rodent would get him nowhere, he knew that the magical fairy dust would somehow 
help him, so he let the urge to follow the mouse fill him. Gradually, the sight of a sandy tan path appeared. The 
magical mouse had led Cedric back to the path. Thanking it, Cedric walked along the path, rubbing his scars from 
the cat fight he had been in earlier.
 By this time, Karen was finished and Cedric was only a little more than halfway through. Karen pounced at 
the “end of path” sign and eagerly opened the box, hoping it wasn’t a stinky plant. To her relief, there was no living 
thing in the box that had a reeking smell. Instead, there was a small candle that was unlit. It did smell very nice, 
like a gourmet vanilla chocolate. Karen put the candle in her pocket and was transported back to her dormitory in 
the Quest Castle. 
 While Karen snacked on some spicy chips and talked about her latest adventure to her new friends in her 
dormitory, Cedric arrived at the sign. As angry as the big bad wolf, Cedric huffed and puffed, snapping open the 
box that was attached to the sign. Grabbing the candle without a care, Cedric smacked the box back closed and got 
teleported to the boys’ dormitory in the Quest Castle.
 Today had been different from yesterday. This time, they didn’t have something to push them harder. 
Unlike the time when they could communicate with each other on Rocky Plaza, the children were separated in the 
forest. To really put in effort, Karen and Cedric needed each other because they both thought that they could do 
better than each other. Their effort levels would be low without that something and no one tried as hard as when 
they had insults thrown at them. The insults made Karen and Cedric feel like they could beat an insulting person, 
and therefore they worked harder. The children’s rivalry urged them to push harder and beat each other. Every sec-
ond of this war gave them something to work for, something to fight for, but for Karen and Cedric, the war gave 
them something to enjoy.

Chapter 6 - Meiko’s Magic

 After many days and months, Karen and Cedric’s suitcases were packed with items they had gotten from 
their challenges. They had both gotten more injuries from each challenge and came back to the Quest Castle with 
either a thought of pride or a thought of loss. Cedric was more powerful over others and his choices. He was con-
fident and knew he could do whatever he was doing from finishing a tart, to destroying a goblin. Karen stayed the 
same, but learned that she wasn’t always the best at everything (although she still wanted to be). She perfected ev-
erything she could and tried her best (which was usually close to perfection). The children had realized who they 
really were, pushing themselves to their true potentials when they were racing and fighting against each other. 

Although they did have somewhat of a rivalry going, Karen and Cedric formed a strong bond of friendship. They 
celebrated and shared, always having fun together. They had fought against each other, exchanging insults and at-
tacks, but this made them realize that they could do better than what they were now. The two had grown stronger 
and it would all pay off.
 Karen woke up at exactly six o’clock, on the dot. She yawned, covering her mouth with a hand, and got 
out of her bed. Neatly folding the blanket, Karen arranged her pillows in the way it had looked on the first day of 
questing and racing. She smiled and slipped on the pink bunny slippers that one of her friends had given her on 
her birthday. Tiptoeing to the calendar, Karen wondered what day it was. I remember manager telling me and Ce-
dric that today was an important day. I think I marked that on the calendar, Karen thought, looking for any marks 
of highlighter on her calendar. She spotted a mark on December 31st where it said, “Last day of questing! Manager 
said so!” 
 Karen had no immediate reaction, but after staring at the date for about two minutes, she realized it was 
also a Saturday, and that meant a day of rest. As more people began to wake up, Karen straightened out her bed 
sheets, thinking about her whole time racing against Cedric. It had been one full year. She had had so many chal-
lenges that she couldn’t keep track of how many she had won. Her suitcase was also so crammed that it wouldn’t 
close right. There was much more knowledge in her head from her whole experience. She felt like someone 
plugged a USB drive into her brain. Karen decided to find out who had won this quest.
 The sound of the boys’ dormitory phone ringing woke Cedric up. 
 “Cedric you’re closest! Get it!” a boy called from beneath his covers. 
 Cedric rubbed his eyes and whispered, “I'm gonna kill whoever called us at this time.” As he picked up the 
phone, he groaned, “Hello?”
 “Hi, may I please talk to Cedric and Seth?” Karen asked. She was going to invite not just Cedric, but also 
Cedric’s friend Seth (who talked often with Karen).
 “I am Cedric. Let me get Seth,” Cedric replied, yelling for Seth. 
 “Geez, keep it down Cedric! Anyway, it’s the last day of questing-!” Karen started but was interrupted. 
 “It is? Oh yeah it is! Seth, say ‘hi’,” Cedric said as Seth waved to the phone.
 “Cedric! Hi Seth. Anyway, it’s the last day of questing.  Yes Cedric, go check your calendar, so I would like 
to find out who won the race! Meet me at the café. We’ll discuss these matters there. Goodbye,” Karen said, ready 
to hang up.
 “Wait! You realize you could just come here and tell me. It would save a lot of time and it would let some 
people sleep,” Cedric said, looking over at some boys who were woken up by the phone.
 “Cedric, it’s about time you realized that I'm a girl. Besides, your dorm is all the way across the building 
from me! Meet me at the café in five minutes. Bring whatever you want! I’ll see you there. Bye,” Karen answered 
unenthusiastically. She asked her friend Meiko to come as well, picked her clothes, changed, and ran to the café.
 Karen arrived at the café three minutes after she made her call. Luckily, Karen didn’t have to wait long for 
Cedric; he arrived with her.
 “Great! We’re all here! Since it is Cedric and my last day of questing, I’ve decided to finally find out who 
has won this fierce race!” Karen announced to Seth and Meiko. 
 Seth nodded and Meiko asked, “Where’s your manager?” as Seth made a silly face at Cedric. 
 Laughing, Cedric shrugged and pointed to the main desk of the Quest Castle. “Ask that grumpy old man at 
the desk,” he suggested.
 Meiko ran to the main desk with everyone else following her. “Just let me do the talking you guys. We don’t 
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want anyone, and I’m not naming any names, to offend anyone else…” Meiko said and after seeing Cedric frown of 
disapproval, added, “Not that I think you will offend anyone!” 
 Smiling, Meiko rushed up to the desk. “Good morning, sir!” Meiko greeted, slightly bowing. 
 The man looked up and observed Meiko, breaking into a hearty smile. “Now, what can I do for you?” he 
asked. 
 “My friends have survived many great adventures. They have conquered death and serious injuries. How 
they have tried oh so hard, just to get pass a few lizards! They have struggled, but kept going, no matter what! 
I’ve seen them come back from a challenge covered in blood with a scar scratched across their skin, but they still 
would smile. Every second was worth it; they’d savor the pecks of birds, even though it hurt like nothing before, 
because it was only once they would get the chance to experience this wild thrill of magic in quests! They’d savor 
victory and give loss a chance to have a good spot in their hearts. They’d eat up sorrow and anger like it was their 
favorite meal. They were like free butterflies that were strong enough to carry emotion-filling sponges. Every rip 
and color of their wings showed their spirit and hope of their adventures! After all their time, they trained hard 
and won many times, but today is the last day for them to experience this magnificent ride. Never again will they 
be those butterflies; never again will they have those fun-filled adventures that made them cry with happiness. 
There only prize left is the pleasure of knowing who had won this quest that touched their hearts deeply. Their 
manager has the answer to who won the race, so he is the key to my friends’ last feeling of pleasure questing. 
Where is their manager? None of us know, but you do. Will you tell us where he is? Will you let my friends ride 
this magical rollercoaster again?” Meiko determinedly informed with a gleam in her eye. 
 Everyone looked at Meiko, surprised. For Cedric, Karen, and Seth, this was shocking because her speech 
was a bit exaggerated. For the main desk man, the shock came from the amazing description and its meaning.
 The man smiled at Meiko and answered with a short, “Okay, who’s your friends’ manager?” 
 Meiko thanked the man and turned to her friends, completely satisfied. “Told you,” she whispered to them 
as Karen told the man who her manager was. 
 Finally, the man found out that their manager’s profile was marked with a message that said, “I’m busy. 
Please do not try to communicate with me.” He however, after another deep explanation by Meiko, directed the 
children to the manager’s office, and gave them a special, teal, waffle that they could put on the finger scan. It was 
the only thing, other than the manager’s finger, that could get inside the manager’s office.
 Rushing to the office, the children pressed the waffle against the finger scan and snickered when they heard 
a female voice say, “Waffle accepted.”

Chapter 7 - Reality

 Cedric and Meiko shuffled through papers on his desk. Papers flew everywhere, including important docu-
ments, but none of them cared. Dodging a piece of parchment, Karen and Seth dove into bags and shelves, slightly 
ripping a few edges of papers with their swift throwing of papers. Finally, Seth found a folder on the ground with 
Karen and Cedric’s quest results in it. 
 Waving the paper, Seth handed the paper over to Cedric, saying, “Found it!” He bowed to Cedric and 
grinned, proud that he had been the one that had found the “last feeling of pleasure of questing.”
 Cedric gasped and shoved away a newly bought pack of printer paper, grabbing the result paper. He shuf-
fled through the three inch deep flood of papers to Karen. “You do the honors!” he shouted, proudly handing over 

the result paper.
 Karen smiled, thanked Cedric, and gazed at the paper hurriedly. Suddenly, her delighted face slowly turned 
into a frown of frustration. Stomping, Karen threw the paper on the floor.
 After seeing Karen’s expression, Meiko and Seth exclaimed, “Um, I gotta go!” and rushed out of the room 
quickly. 
 Cedric tried to follow after, but the back of his shirt was suddenly tugged on. He turned around to see the 
frustrated, grouchy, scowl of Karen.
 “I’ll never forgive you for this,” Karen growled, her voice dead and harsh. She let go of Cedric and smiled 
in an evil sort of way. “So lucky you! You get your parents back! But don’t worry, you were given to the orphanage 
when you were three years old, so you don’t have to suffer the loss of losing your parents minutes after you were 
born, like me!” Karen wickedly added, chuckling.  
 Cedric shivered and picked up the result paper. On it, read, “Cedric Hale: 95 points, Karen White: 87 
points.” “Y-y-you did, um, well! I didn’t win by that much! Don’t worry, you tried hard! No need to be violent!” 
Cedric said, attempting to calm Karen down. 
 Karen looked at Cedric, but no matter how hard she tried to keep her furious glare, she had to break into 
her true emotions, and her thin lips curled up into a mysterious mischievous, smirk. Putting her hands on her 
hips, Karen turned away from Cedric and asked gently, “So tell me, are you happy now?”
 Astonished, Cedric didn’t even open his mouth and watched Karen walk away with an emotionless strut. 
I’ve won this year-lasting race, but why am I so dissatisfied? What’s missing? Cedric thought as he heaved a stack of 
construction paper away and raced to the café to calm himself down with a dessert.
 Unlike Cedric, Karen was in a bathroom stall, not sure what to feel. “I’m so stupid! Making such a big deal 
out of this! I need to just let it go!” Karen murmured to herself, trying to laugh a bit to brighten up her furious 
mood. Thinking about Cedric, Karen knew that she hadn’t ever really been nice to him. Even through her selfish-
ness, Karen knew that she deserved defeat, even though she tried just as hard as Cedric did. Every time they had 
had a challenge, Karen was determined to win and even if she lost, she knew there were more chances, but now, 
there were no more chances. Her spirit had led her failure. 
 As Karen crossed the café to reach her dormitory, she spotted Cedric munching on small banana custards. 
Immediately, Karen’s mind told her, avoid him! I don’t ever want to see his face ever again! Karen wanted to obey 
her mind and started to march off, but decided that since she would never see him again, maybe she did want to 
see his face again. Hopefully, she wouldn’t see him for the last time with a furious grimace but with a smile that 
was pleased with Karen. 
 Before Karen grabbed Cedric’s hand and shook it, but took her hand back quickly.
 “You were a good opponent and I learned so much from you. I'm still disappointed in myself and I still feel 
like giving you a good punch, but I’ve gotten a better prize then victory. I’ve learned to try harder and work with 
more effort, and it’s all thanks to having you push me around,” Karen explained proudly. “Thank you.”
 “Oh…Well, thanks…yeah…” Cedric awkwardly replied, surprised. Suddenly, he flashed a smile and nod-
ded firmly. “Me too, you taught me a lot. I’ve grown to my full potential because of you. Thanks for everything,” 
Cedric confidently added. 
 Karen looked relieved and nodded. She took one step towards her dorm when Cedric suddenly said, “I 
mean it.” 
 “I hope you do,” Karen said and smiled a true smile. Not the kind of smile that was just to make someone 
feel better or the kind of satisfied smile, but a happy, joyful smile. 
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 I hope I do too, Cedric thought. Maybe Karen isn’t so bad after all. She just thanked me for being her enemy!
 Cedric turned to his custard when Karen suddenly whacked it out of his hand. “Hey! What was that for?” 
he snapped, about to change his ideas about Karen.
 “I want to challenge you to a duel. We can use the swords we got on Christmas in the battle arena,” Karen 
said, kicking the custard away. 
 Cedric rushed to the battle arena without answering with his sword. “Maybe you don’t want to do this! You 
got so angry when I beat you and I just might do that again!” Cedric predicted, blowing dust off his sword.
 “You’ll be the one beat up and angry in the end. Maybe I didn’t mean all I said, but I’m still not sorry,” Kar-
en answered, as they both raised their swords for the last time. “Let’s be those butterflies, one last time.”
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 “Ohh! Ohh! OHHHHHHH!” I shouted on a blustery September day, interrupting my teacher. Everyone in 
my STEP group (the student enrichment program) stared at me like I had gone mad.
 “Yes, Oliva?” Mrs. Sheffield, my teacher, asked with some amusement.
 “Actually…” I stammered, second guessing myself, “I think I’ll tell you at the end of class.” Mrs. Sheffield 
knew not to press me and continued on with the lesson. As she started talking, I tuned out, wrapped up in the 
fantasies of getting into the top three places for two years in a row. Suddenly, I became aware of my surroundings 
once more.
 “...called The Writer’s Slate. You can write a narrative, an essay, or a poem. And, again, the theme is compe-
tition!” Mrs. S lectured enthusiastically. I smiled like a loon, unable to help myself. Finally, the end of class arrived, 
and I was alone with her.
 “I’mgonna’writeaboutapageantandthisgirlthatgetsinvolvedinpageantsandgetsallwrappedupinvani-
tyandthensherealizesintheendthatbeingprettydoesn’tmatterandshelearnesaveryimportantlesson!!!!!!!” I slurred.
 “Whoa!!” Mrs. Sheffield gasped, taking a step back. “Say it again for me, but slower.”
 “I’m gonna’ write about a pageant and this girl that gets involved in pageants and gets all wrapped up 
in vanity and then she realizes in the end that being pretty doesn’t matter and she learns a very important les-
son!!!!!!!” I repeated, but only slightly slower. “That’s definitely ‘competition!’”
 “Ohh…Yes! That’s a good idea. I think it will turn out great! Why didn’t you tell me that in class, though?” 
she wondered.
 “Well...I didn’t really want the other kids to steal my idea...I mean I guess I sorta’ trust them… but… you 
know… contests will be contests... risks can’t be taken...” I mumbled. Mrs. S nodded thoughtfully at my response, 
and bade me goodbye. On the way back to my main classroom, I aquired a few odd looks from fellow students - 
the cause of this most likely being the fact that I was skipping down the hallway in excitement about the upcoming 
contest.
 Every year, the STEP students at the Helena Elementary School participate in a contest created by the 
‘Writer’s Slate’, a group that publishes student and teacher compositions, as well as owning a magazine and hosting 
this writing competition. Last year, in fourth grade, I won third place in the elementary division for a story about a 
girl who had to have her nose amputated. I knew that there would be pressure on me to win again this year, as I’m 
known throughout the school as ‘good at writing,’ (whatever that’s supposed to mean) but I was confident that I 
had everything under control. How wrong I was!
 I had told myself that I would work on my pageant composition as soon as I returned home, but, to tell 

you the truth, I didn’t feel like it. Convincing myself that I would do it tomorrow, I read my book, instead. Soon, my 
procrastination led me to forgetting about the task entirely! In place of writing, I occupied my time with getting my-
self situated in school, volleyball, homework, reading, and numerous other things that typical ten-year-olds do. At 
no time in my activities, however, did a thought about the contest flit through my head. Slowly, my calendar flipped 
from September, to October, to November, to December. 
 The Thursday before winter break, I sat in STEP, reclining on a blue, plastic chair.
 “So…” Mrs. Sheffield asked, “How many of you have started on your competition piece? It’s due on January 
eighth!” My jaw dropped. I could not believe that I had forgotten! Cursing my lack of responsibility, I was afraid that 
I would not have enough time to write an entire story! I stormed home, intent on starting my ‘masterpiece.’ Sitting 
on the living room sofa, I stared at my blank, white computer screen with a mixture of anticipation and intimida-
tion. Reluctantly, I willed my fingers to type.
 By the time my creative reservoir had emptied, I had a complete two-page pre-write about a pageant sit-
ting in front of me. Satisfied, I told myself that I got a lot done, and that I didn’t need to work on the competi-
tion-themed competition for a while. Winter break was a blast, but I forever had a nagging voice in the back of my 
mind. Work on your story, already!! it grumbled. Soon, though, another voice shouted, Shut up!!! I’m trying to build 
a snow fort, here!! And so, once more, my procrastination took control.
 A few days before school started again, I was at my grandma’s house. She was formerly an elementary school 
language arts teacher, so we were tight. Wanting to show off, I again remembered the contest and let her examine 
my pre write. When she was done, she winced and told me it wasn’t believable. That it was too much like a soap 
opera. That too many bad things happened to my main character. I agreed, no longer feeling so hot. My mom 
skimmed through it as well, and told me to delete the whole thing, and think of a new topic. I gaped. Isn’t that going 
too far? But I did what she asked. 
 When my family returned home, my mom and dad tried to help me brainstorm a new topic.
 “Competition...competition…” my mom said, under her breath. “You could write about sibling competi-
tiveness… or friend competitiveness… or neighbor competitiveness… Yeah!!! Those are good ideas! And in the 
end, they’ll all learn not to compete, and everyone will be happy!!!” None of her ideas really resonated with me, so 
I moved on to my dad. He attempted to think of some good topics, but a food-eating competition and a gross-out 
competition didn’t strike me either. 
 “I’ve got it!!!!! The perfect thing for you to write about, Olivia! You could have a fairy-land competition, 
and when all the giants drop their bowling balls, natural disasters happen on Earth!!!” Mom shouted with enough 
enthusiasm to erupt a volcano.
 “Do you really think that’s a good idea?” I asked timidly, not liking the topic at all but not wanting to hurt 
her feelings. “I mean… it’s not really my style…” 
 “I think it’s fabulous!” she answered, wounded. My dad nodded silently in agreement. I figured there was 
no harm in trying, and, with a sigh, pulled out my computer. Typing feverishly, I emptied my head of the ideas that 
were swirling around inside of it like a spiral galaxy. In the end, I worked for an hour and got less than a page done. 
That’s it. By that point, I knew that any story that takes that long isn’t meant to be. I deleted it, the whole one-page 
glory, telling myself that I didn’t have to do a story; I could write a poem or essay as well. 
 I tried to figure out what I would write. Essay was out. I knew I didn’t have the patience. Story was out as 
well. I had no ideas. That left a poem. I could write a poem…everyone loved my poetry last year… I thought. I began 
to write once more.
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 After another hour, I gave up. It is impossible to write a serious poem about competition, in my opinion, 
and anything silly isn’t meaningful, and doesn’t get anywhere close to third place in any writing competition, ever! I 
fumed, but silently put an end to my mental rant. I was upset. I gave up, and decided to ask Mrs. Sheffield about 
my pageant piece, and see if we could perform major plastic surgery on it to get it looking fit again. I could not 
understand why I was having so much trouble with a simple story! That’s easy stuff. I knew that I would not have 
any chance of winning again this year. I sighed. So much for keeping a reputation! Tuesday’s STEP class could not 
come fast enough.
 Finally, though, the day was here. I truly hoped that Mrs. Sheffield could do something, anything, to ease 
my writer’s block. I hopped out of my seat in class five minutes early and sprinted to STEP. When I explained my 
predicament to Mrs. S, she answered,
 “That’s quite a story! Why don’t you want to do an essay on pageants? Do a persuasive one, and you can 
research today in class.”
 “No…..I don’t have the time, or the patience. I need something quick, easy, and impressive.” I told her. “I 
could do a poem... but when I tried last time, I nearly chucked my laptop across the room, I was so frustrated. I’ll 
be willing to try again, today, though…”
 “Why don’t you do that, Olivia. I know you’ll think of something!” Her excitement revved my engine, and I 
sat down to compose an astounding poem.
 Ten pieces of paper and twenty presses of the delete button later, I walked up to my teacher.
 “How are you doing with that poem?” she asked.
 “Not good!!!!” I groaned, which got a laugh out of her.
 “You know...I think it’s funny that there is a competition with the theme of competition.You could just 
write about the struggles you’re having with the actual writing competition…” Mrs. Sheffield said as she thought-
fully tapped her fingers on her forehead. I lit up. She was a genius!!!! It was perfect!!! And the best part was, I 
already knew the plot of the story because it’s about me!!! I screamed.
 “That’s perfect!!!!!” I shouted. “That’s absolutely, positively, monumentally, perfect!!!!!!” She smiled as I ran 
out of the room, grinning ear to ear.
 When I got home, I set to work immediately, not letting my procrastinative personality take control again. 
And so it was that every night for the following week I would work...and work...and work…on my story, until 
finally, on the Monday night before that fateful STEP class when I would turn it in, I typed the very last words of 
my composition. That competition about competition was one that I’ll never forget.
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 Squeezed between the fridge and the calendar beside the spice cabinet hangs the clock.  A thin layer of 
grime has formed over the glass. Its straight black hands always lag behind, but no one seems to get the chance to 
take it down or get it fixed—at least, that’s the excuse.  My family’s stubborn that way.  They say it’s been around 
since the house was built around seventy-five years ago, something about how it’d be a shame to take it down 
now.  But I’m pretty sure it’s not the clock we’re fond of. I think it’s the space it occupies, and the fear of the gaping 
fissure it would surely leave behind.
 “Your move.” She sits across from me, my sweatshirt-clad half-sister, legs folded beneath her and hair 
restrained in a high ponytail.  She exhales slowly through her nose, resting her cheek on her palm.  I bend over the 
board, waiting for the marbles in their aluminum grooves to connect in my head. But the challenge today is Chi-
nese checkers, and no one is more demonic at unconventional parlor games than she.  This is why she is silently 
snapping with the index finger and thumb of her left hand, which she does when she knows she’s about to win.
 I flick one of my green pieces into an adjacent crater.  She pops open another bag of chips.  From the 
wrong end.  It’s the little things—like the way she always chooses the red marbles and never goes first—that pull 
my attention away, even when I expect them.  Perhaps she does this unintentionally.  But I doubt it.
 “You know, you could’ve jumped my piece here.  And here.”
 I shrug, I’m used to it.  Her short brown hair oscillates with every measured, mournful shake of the head.  
“You’re gonna lose again,” she says with what could pass as disappointment.  You never know with her.  Red hops 
and skips over legions of my spherical soldiers.  In three moves the invasion is well underway, her marbles scat-
tering about like spring flowers in a pasture, then trickling into the triangular safe house.  Green barely moves.  
Green has its roots buried too deep to jump.
 Just then, the clock hand hits the fraudulent six and I look up, the ricochet of her eyes off the glass just a 
breath behind mine, as if we actually cared about the time.  Our best of three matches end at the same hour no 
matter what game we play, but somehow our necks remember to crane upward. We put the board back in the box 
and the marbles in their bags.  This particular silence lost its viscidity long ago, about a month after she finally 
came to visit.  It was then that I discovered my mother could cry while hugging someone I didn’t know, whose 
eyes and nose and mouth resembled mine but at the same time didn’t, like she was a more improved, glossier ver-
sion of me with a chrome finish.
 She mutters something about calculus and slides the tin under the bed, trading it for a thick textbook, 
which she sets on her desk before propping a pair of thick glasses on her nose.  Winning is a habit.  Like breathing.
  

***

 I’m halfway through Grey’s Anatomy when the key shudders in the lock.  Mom’s windbreaker rustles noisi-
ly before whining as she unzips it.
 “Hey,” she says, weaving the hanger into the sleeves.  “Homework?”
 “Done, a bit after you left.”
 “Perfect,” chimes a voice from behind her.  “I’ve got a new game for you.”
 “Kate, you’ve still got plenty to do. Soccer eats up so much of your time.”  Mom pauses before stepping 
away from the closed door and takes a long, drawn-out breath.
 “Tired?” I ask, leaning against the back of my chair.  I try not to watch my sister skip around the table and 
into the kitchen.
 “Traffic was ridiculous.”  But she doesn’t sound frustrated. Mom sounds satisfied, complete, as if the long 
drives across town even after tedious hours at the office were what she had craved all these years.  The remote 
twitches in my hand.  I wonder what they talk about, Mom and Kate, when they’re together, side-by-side in a space 
with only enough room for the two of them.  A half-hour of sharing secret opinions? A long, self-assured silence?
  “Pick a card, any card,” Kate demands dramatically, bearing a sweatshirt with our high school’s logo.  She 
whips out the deck from behind her back.  I stare at her, trying to figure out where she’d come from.  She drums 
her impatience into the skin of her forearm.
 “We’re not having a snack first?” I ask feebly as Mom drops the keys in the tray with a canon of clinks.  I 
catch her smile before she disappears into the hallway.
 “Just do it,” Kate presses, jabbing me in the shoulder.  So I pick a card.
 “Memorize it.  Don’t tell me what it is.”
 I stash the Jack of Spades into the backs of my eyes.
 “Good,” she commends me, cards fanned out in her hands, “now put it back.”  When it disappears among 
the fifty-one others, she squares off the deck and cuts it.  Half the cards in each hand, she flips them down, catch-
ing them in a net of extended fingers, and bends them back up.  Her smile lengthens through the waterfall of flut-
tering edges, a rapid succession of frames in a flipbook.  She does this twice: the first time to show, with furrowed 
eyebrows and stiff wrists.  The second to show off, open-mouthed grin and rich glint in the eyes.
 The stack of cards lies in the center of her palm with the other hand hovering, circling above it.  She stares 
down, eyes darting back and forth across the pale red web printed on the back.  Her gaze, though not directed at 
me, seizes the breath in my lungs.
 But then she tucks the deck into the back pocket of her jeans.  She stretches. Looks past me for her back-
pack lying abandoned by the door.  I find my hand curled over a corner of the table, knuckles white and exposed.
 “Wait,” I interrupt.  “Now what?” She glances back at me.
 “Nothing. Haven’t gotten the other part of the trick down.  I’ll let you know when I do.”

***

 Card tricks. Card tricks for beginners.  Card tricks for dummies.  Simple card tricks.  I squint into the screen.  
The man in the video is doing something called misdirection, which is a fancy way of saying he’s distracting peo-
ple—leading their attention away from the most vulnerable part of the trick in order to deceive them into thinking 
they know more than they do.  But he doesn’t really explain how to do it.  Apparently you need to have a feel for it, 
and some people get what that means and others don’t.  Apparently, that’s just the way things are.
 Maybe I hadn’t seen enough videos, so I type three more phrases into the YouTube search bar and saun-
ter through five more.  Magicians, it seems, forget they were once human, so they can only show you, never 
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teach you.  They come to believe they’ve known magic all their lives, and so the flamboyant sleight-of-hands and 
quick-changes and slicers are their default mode. They can’t go back. They can’t stop being magicians to show you 
how to become one, too. So for us who were born normal, without the touch of talent and success, we just have 
to replay the essential two seconds a hundred times over, hoping someday we’ll understand and take some of that 
talent and success for ourselves.
 So magic is based off a lot of evil things, like envy, pride, manipulation.  Most of all, duplicity.  The thing is, 
the lying is not committed by the magician.  The lying is done by the audience, whose members convince them-
selves they will be tricked and glue their eyes to the performer’s hands.  That’s where they go wrong, where they 
miss the very thing they were trying to see.  That’s where where they get misdirected.
 Magicians gamble on our inability to tear our eyes away.  Maybe it’s not always because we like deceit or 
fantasy.  Maybe it’s about something completely different, but it’s still a pretty good wager.

***

 “Okay, I’ve got it.” She looks up from Outliers and stares at the block of fifty-two uniform rectangles in my 
hand.
 “Got…?”
 “A game.”  Her left index finger slips a rhythm across her thumb.  Inaudibly.  Half-hidden under the hem of 
her cardigan.  But I see it, and the acid in my gut boils.
 “With cards?”
 “It’s pretty simple. You pick a card and remember it.  I have to try to remember it too, even though I’ve 
never seen it, and pick it out of the deck.  Whoever doesn’t remember loses.”
 “Isn’t that just a magic tr—” Her mouth falters, then breaks out into an amused smile.  “Oh,” she emphasiz-
es. “Oh, I see.”  I take a deep breath, because this is it.  If I can’t have anything else, at least I will have this.
 I start shuffling.  Three times, with the riffle bridge.  Once to show.  Again to show off, and—
 The cards erupt like fireworks between us, twirling as they plummet.  Suddenly my hands are empty and 
feel the jarring chill, the despair in the weightlessness of vacancy.  Looking down, I find the carnage of a long, 
one-sided battle—corpses of Red on walnut floor, like spring flowers in a pasture, except there’s no grass at all.

***

 Today, I’m not waiting.  I’m listening.  I hear the methodical chorus of zippers, the brief, bass staccato of 
rain boots against the doormat through the wall between my room and the foyer, hoping at some point the hum-
ming in my head will be loud enough to drown them out.  The window is open.  Outside, the leaves surrender to 
clear needles that pin them to the melted soil.
 In seconds, she bursts into my room, brandishing the deck of cards.  “Now?” I mutter, but under my 
breath.  She hears me, anyway, and grins.
 I’ll skip the part where the cards become her fingers, where she flicks them into the air with one hand and 
catches them in the other, where she grins and holds up my card.  Because it was also the time I had asked whatev-
er was out there to make her fail, just once, and completely, or I’d never play a game again.
 But revelations are like second hands. You recognize them, but they’ve moved on before you can say the 
time out loud.  I don’t believe in conviction.  If I did, I would have run away a long time ago.
 The very next day, we’re back to lining up our red and green pieces and looking up at a stopped clock.
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 I scribbled on the bunny's eyes with my purple crayon, hoping that mine was the best in the class. I had 
to win that colorin competition. I looked up to see some of the other kids' work, and my eyes were immediately 
drawn to one paper in particular. One with purple eyes and it wasn't mine. I heard a small snap and then some-
thing fell onto the table. I looked down again to see that I had broken the violet crayon into pieces.
 I shot a glare in the direction of my idea-stealer and my eyes widened when I saw who it was. Angel Gar-
rett. The tallest and meanest kid in our class. I grabbed the broken piece of crayon and waited. I waited until Angel 
wasn't looking any more. When her head turned back to her paper with a smirk on her face, I launched the plum 
crayon across the room, hitting her.
 I quickly ducked my head, hoping that she didn't know where the purple missile came from, but I could 
tell she had guessed. I tried to hide my victorious smile as I finished my bunny.
 "All right, class! Time for recess!" Ms. Monica said, clapping her hands together.
 I dropped my crayons and ran outside. Swings! I jogged quickly to the last swing and grabbed the side 
chains. I jumped up and missed. Ugh! Let's try this again. Grab the chains, pull the chains, and jump. I made it! I 
thought as I climbed onto the swing.
 That's when I saw her. Angel. She looked straight at me and made a low growling sound. I re-situated my-
self on the swing as she made her way over to me. As she passed me, relief flooded through my body. Short-lived 
relief. I pumped my legs to swing when two large hands collided with my back. I couldn't believe it! She pushed 
me off the swing! All of this flashed through my mind as my knees met the sharp pea gravel pieces and I heard a 
victorious laugh behind me. I scrambled to my feet and turned to see Angel sitting on the swing. Her long, choc-
olate brown waves brushed the ground as she started to go higher. The emotions that I felt during that moment 
were not emotions that I normally possessed. I was usually a kind, happy person and didn't enjoy fighting, but 
Angel had brought out that feeling of hate.
 I brushed the little rocks off of my shoes and stomped angrily to the other side of the swing. I thrusted my 
arms out in front of me and felt my hands meet their target. Angel flew off of the swing and onto the gravel. Pea 
gravel bounced across the plastic surface of the swing as I quickly pulled myself up and started to pump my legs.
 Angel looked at me with pure hatred as she pushed up off the ground and moved towards me. Not again! I 
grabbed handfuls of rocks as I fell again. No more of this. I may have been little, but I was there first! I saw Angel's 
feet dangling and made my decision. That was MY swing! I was there first and I would get that swing! I grabbed 
her ankle and pulled as hard as I could. She teetered on the edge of the swing and I crawled away as her body 
crashed to the spot I had just been in.
 She grabbed my leg and pulled me over to her. I was literally shaking then. We started slapping at each oth-
er, hitting hands, arms, and legs. My hand connected with her leg as hers met my shin. Then it came to faces and 

anywhere you could get. I felt a sharp, quick pain on my right arm. She had bitten me! So we're going to fight THIS 
way. I bit her hard. I didn't expect to break any skin, but the copper-tasting liquid invaded my mouth, which made 
me pull back. We continued our fight. I bit her as much as possible, but not as hard as the first time. I hated blood 
and was very queasy, so I tried not to break the delicate skin of my opponent again. I earned multiple bites myself 
before we stopped, the tiny crescent-shaped marks decorated our skin.
 I scrambled to my feet and ran to Ms. Monica, followed closely by Angel. I skidded to a stop in front of our 
teacher and started blubbering hysterically about what had happened. I made it pretty dramatic. It was pre-school 
and I wanted that swing more.
 "I was on the swing first and she pushed me!" I shouted.
 "She pushed me, too!" Angel defended.
 "She hit me really hard on the head!"
 "She kicked my leg!"
 "She BIT me!"
 "She-" Angel started.
 Was everything a competition to her?
 "Girls! What swing? They are all taken," Ms. Monica said.
 We turned simultaneously and saw a classmate, Andrew, sitting happily on the swing we had both fought 
so hard for. I glared at Andrew and saw that Angel was doing the same.
 "You girls need to apologize to each other right now," Ms. Monica said, arms crossed.
 Apologize! I didn't do anything wrong! I was all Angel's fault. I never got in trouble, and now here I was, 
with the troublemaker at my side. What had I done to deserve Angel's aggression? Throwing the crayon at her 
couldn't have angered her that much. At least, I didn't think it did.
 "Girl," Ms. Monica warned, silencing my thoughts.
 "Sorry," I muttered. I was going to be the bigger person, even if she was taller than me by a good three 
inches, if not more.
 "Sorry," she said, her voice stronger and louder than mine had been.
 What a kiss up. She even went in for a hug, which I declined. She seemed to be grateful for my reluctance 
to be kind to her. We were both turned our attention back to Andrew.
 "No more playing for you two. Go sit inside at the red table. Together."
 I cringed at the word 'together' and Angel groaned as we stomped inside. I flung a chair out from under-
neath the table and plopped into it. Angel sat directly across from me and stared in my direction.
 "I'm Angel," she said, all traces of hostility gone.
 "Mary," I mumbled.
 It's not like I was just going to forget what had happened only a few minutes ago.
 "I'm sorry about all that. I just wish that one of us would have gotten the swing, not Andrew."
 "I know right! Not fair. What a little meanie," I said.
 We giggled at the use of the word meanie and started to talk more.
 "Friends?" I asked as kids begin to file into the room.
 "Friends," she stated as she moved to the seat beside me.
 Maybe she wasn't so bad after all.

A Day to Remember

Angel Garrett • Eudora Middle School • Eudora, KS
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 Trees. Grass. Leaves. I control all of them. I carry sounds and feelings. I pick up and blow cool air around 
the empty woods. I settle with a chilly breeze, careful not to surprise anyone who dares climb up into the trees' 
canopy. "Who is THAT? Look at her SIZE! There's no WAY she'll finish." I blow her hair around wildly underneath 
her rock-hard neon helmet and she rushes to fix it. She's ready to prove she CAN make it! After a few quick ad-
justments to her giant helmet and loose harness, she's ready to climb. She mumbles a few words and she steadily 
climbs up the decomposing ladder. Each deep breath she takes and each small step she makes gets slower and 
slower as she reaches the next challenge. The BIG challenge. The big challenge that takes the most courage. The 
staples. The far apart staples. The far apart icy and rusted staples. The hard part. She stretches out her trembling 
arm and grabs at nothing but my air. She's too short to reach! "Come on, one more step" I whisper to myself. "Why 
am I whispering? I need to let HER know she can do it!" WHOOSH, WHOOSH. I rustle leaves and bushes in an 
effort to be heard, but it's no use when all you can do is blow. I try to encourage her as she carefully heads up the 
ancient, delicate tree. Staple by rusty staple, I get a rush of cold tingle through my body surrounding her and I 
know she won't reach the towering course. The bridge. The broken bridge. The old wood and wire broken bridge. 
As she nears the sturdy wire bridge, I dive underneath her, both of us pushing up with all our might. "You're 
almost there." I chant, and her classmates carry on the confidential message. "You're almost there, you're almost 
there." She gets a burst of energy and jumps two feet up onto the intimidating bridge. Once you're up, don't look 
down, but of course she craves the knowledge of fright and stares downward to the earth below. A flash of fear 
spreads across her empty face. She gets all pale and her eyes shoot out of her head. She wants to get down, but the 
endless cheers echo up to us. "You're almost there! You're almost there!"
 I gently push her along, the cheering just makes her more afraid. I can tell she is frightened with each step, 
because she is nearing the broken part. The worst part. "She won't make it! She's going to fall! She'll get hurt! Why 
did I bring her all the way up here, just to come crashing down?" I hear her shaky voice say, "I'm scared, I want to go 
down."
 I whisper back in a calming tone, "One more step until you're done. One more step until you're safe, just until 
the gap in the bridge."
 "Ok," she whimpers. Then slowly and carefully she inches her leg up and pushes it forward, across the wob-
bling wire. "Now the other foot," I remark gently. She picks up her foot and moves it easily. She inhales and exhales 
deeply as her heartbeat quickens to the pace of a fast drum. She pushes her arms forward and slides. She's there! 
Once again I hear her shaking voice. Instinct tells me that her task is completed and her goal reached.

 
 "Bilayer ready?" she asks slowly.
 "Read," someone calls back up to us.
 "Falling?"
 "Fall away," he answers.

 I was overcome with joy as she dangled into my safe arms, my air. There was a slow sigh, it was the girl, 
she was done and safe. Slowly. Slowly fading. Slowly fading away down to the ground. The safe ground. The safe 
ground, where she won't fall. Where I barely see her anymore. All the children run to her and compliment her. 
Complimenting her with cheers. Shouts. And hugs. For a kid who I thought didn't stand a chance against the 
overwhelming course, she made the difficulty melt into nothingness, forgotten forever. She made it all seem easy.

Torture to the Top

 Mikayla Piechotta • Cayman Elementary • Doylestown, PA
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 I stare at the reflection in my vanity mirror as my mother’s gentle hands weave their way through my hair, 
lightly tugging and prodding my scalp as she shapes it so that it creates the exact effect she wants. Besides my intri-
cate hairstyle, I look relatively well. The bags under my eyes that have formed over the course of the past few weeks 
have been magically concealed with the tinted lotion my cousin smeared all over my face earlier. My skin is clear, 
my tan not quite yet faded, my cheeks are artificially flushed, and my eyes are framed by thick black painted on 
lashes. It almost hurts to look at.
 It’s not that I’m particularly self conscious. In fact, I’d say I’m decidedly less so than most girls my age. I 
know I’m pretty—its what I’ve been told my entire life—and I’m not about to pretend to think otherwise out of 
some silly societal obligation to fake modesty. No, there’s another reason—two really—that I can’t stand to look at 
myself today. Because I look like her. It’s almost appalling really, how similar we are. Same chocolate brown curls, 
same pale complexion, same petite build. It used to annoy me, the fact that sometimes people couldn’t even tell us 
apart, but now all it does is give me stomach cramps.
 Apparently mom is having similar thoughts, because her eyes are beginning to well up, and after she slides 
the last bobby pin into place she leans down and props her chin on my black lace clad   shoulder. “You look beau-
tiful,” she gasps, and I wonder how she’s kept it together this long. All morning she’s been stoic; this is the first sign 
of real emotion I’ve seen from her all day. I remember the phone call when I first saw her at the airport — she had 
appeared to be in some sort of daze. For a moment, I feel guilty for reminding her, but I’m not an irrational per-
son, and I quickly remind myself that none of this is my fault. This has been my mantra for what feels like forever 
now, and, despite whatever else I may say, I have yet to convince myself.
 Because it is my fault, isn’t it? This is the second reason, the real reason, why I have to slid my chair out 
and turn away from myself. Because underneath all the makeup and the neutral expression; I’m slowly fading. Its 
nothing dramatic—its not as though I feel I’m about to burst into tears at any given moment— its just that, in this 
absence of feeling, I’m disappearing altogether. And there’s nothing I can do about it. Maybe, once upon a time, 
there could’ve been, but I’m going to drive myself crazy if I think too much about the past. I’m going to drive my-
self crazy if I think of anything at all.  Right now, it would probably be in everyone’s best interest if I just focus on 
getting through today.
 “I know this must be hard on you,” Mom continues, taking my place in front of the mirror and dabbing at 
the corners of her eyes with her sleeve, “These past few days...but I want you to know we’re here if you need any-
thing.”
 “You don’t have to,” I say, with my back to her. Its funny, I spent my childhood here, and now my old 
bedroom doesn’t look familiar all. My parents have left my pink floral quilt on the bed and my Audrey Hepburn 

posters on the wall, so that it looks almost exactly the same as it did when I lived here. This used to be my favorite 
place, and now all I can remember is that night, the night she stormed in here, the night everything changed. I give 
myself a firm shake. No thinking, remember? “Anyways, I’m sure this has all been much harder on you then its been 
on me.”
 “Don’t say that!” She doesn’t sound mad—if anything, my comment seems to have made her more emotion-
al. Oh crap. “This has been an absolute nightmare, of course it has. But you...you don’t even seem to be affected by it. 
Obviously, you’re afraid to share with us.”
 I don’t respond. I don’t want to make a big deal about this.
 “We’re your family,” her tone is almost pleading. “Please, don’t shut us out.”
 For the first time since all this business started, I feel as though I might cry. I press my lips together tightly, 
but its no use. So I just shake my head.
 She makes a strangled sound, like she can’t breathe suddenly, and now both of our eyes are precariously wet. 
Luckily, someone knocks on the door, and I’m saved from making an explanation as my Aunt Sara steps into the 
room.
 “Oh,” she breathes, as she takes us both in. I guess the fact that we’re both about to break down is evident 
through our body language, and by the fact that my mother has now begun to hyperventilate slightly, wiping fran-
tically at her eyes with a handkerchief this time. There is a moment of awkward silence as she pulls herself together, 
but I calm myself down within seconds. Eventually, mom clears her throat.
 “Yes?”
 “Michael sent me up. If you need a moment…”
 “No, no.” Mom cuts her off, sniffing and attempting to look dignified. “What do you need?”
 “It’s just…” she hesitates, as if she’s still afraid we’re going to snap at her to leave us alone. “He’s pulled the car 
around. It’s time to go.”
 Instead of arguing, Mom nods her head and straightens up, not looking at me as she brushes past us both. 
Sara looks at me, a question she’s too afraid to ask in her eyes, but I’m feeling guilty again, so I just shrug and follow 
my mother out into the hall.
 Our walk downstairs is uncomfortably quiet; the only sound any of us make is that of our heels clicking 
against the dark hardwood. Usually mom was OCD about this sort of thing, and would caution us against scratching 
her new floors, but she was looking empty again. Desperate to avoid my feelings (which were up there with thoughts 
on the list of things-Brittany-should-not-be-doing-right-now), I look away from her, and my eyes land on the multi-
tude of expensive frames and embarrassing pictures she’s hung on the walls on either side of us. I immediately wish 
they hadn’t.
 The one that captures (and keeps) my attention is a few steps away from me, and causes dread to bubble up 
in the pit of my stomach. Its a photo of all of us, by which I mean the whole nuclear family, posing in front the castle 
in Disneyland. Being the youngest, I stand in the center, wearing Minnie Mouse ears, holding a churro, and beam-
ing through my gapped teeth. My dad is directly behind me, with his hand on my shoulder and one arm around my 
mom’s waist, who looks as happy as can be, making a silly face with the little girl next to her. A little girl who looks 
almost exactly like me.
 My sister.
 The moment I see her, I stop walking. I don’t even think I notice it at first, and neither do my companions, 
because they make it all the way to the staircase before finally turning around and sending me questioning looks. I 
must look pretty shocked, because they rush back towards me, now donning expressions of pure panic.

Untitled

Allonna Nordhan • El Cerrito High School • El Cerrito, CA
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 “Brittany? Brit? Are you okay?”
 “Remember what the doctor said, Brittany. Breathe.”
 Okay, so this happens occasionally. Every once in a while, when something particularly...stressing occurs, I 
sort of freeze up. Become unresponsive. Its been a thing with me ever since I was little, but the last time it happened 
was almost two years ago. Thinking about that night makes things even worse, and before I know it my knees are 
giving out. The edges of the world are blurring. Somehow, I can tell Mom is screaming for my dad to call 911, and 
various extended relatives are rushing up the stairs and crowding around me, calling my name as if it will make a 
difference. Its complete and utter chaos. There was only ever one person who could make me feel better without 
being drugged.
 My sister.
 For most of my life, I’ve been unsure about whether or not I hate my sister.

***

 When we were younger, we were actually pretty close. Best friends, even. This probably makes sense, because 
we’re incredibly close in age; just eleven months apart and having missed the deadline for being in the same grade by 
a handful of weeks. Jessica, or Jess to those who knew her well enough, was everything I wasn’t, and usually people 
couldn’t understand why we got along so well.
 Everyday after school, we’d ride the bus together. When we got home, she’d help me with my homework, even 
though she sometimes had trouble with it herself,  and then we’d go upstairs to her room, sometimes playing house 
with our Barbies and Cabbage Patch dolls, and sometimes sneaking into our mother’s room to practice putting lip-
stick and eyeshadow on each other or walking in her high heels. We told each other everything; giggled about all the 
boys she liked and who liked her back when we got a little bit older, practiced dancing to ‘Candy Rain’ in our spare 
time, and always aided and abetted each other when one of us wanted to avoid a class presentation and pretended to 
be sick.
 “You’re the best big sister ever,” I remember telling her one Christmas. It was a tradition that we always slept 
in the same room on Christmas Eve, and just then we were supposed to be asleep, but had stayed up laughing and 
whispering to each other long after mom had put us to bed, warning us that if we didn’t get some rest we wouldn’t 
find presents from Santa under the tree in the morning. I’d been terrified, but Jess soothed me, telling me that as 
long as Santa thought we were asleep, we’d wouldn’t count as naughty and he’d still have to bring us our gifts. We just 
had to be quiet.
 Obviously.
 Where she was bubbly and talkative, I was quiet and reserved. Where she was energetic and loved to dance 
and do gymnastics, I preferred reading and making art for my parents to hang up on the refrigerator . Where she 
was very vocal about her emotions, I tended to withdraw into myself when something happened or someone hurt 
my feelings. Our relationship shouldn’t have made sense, and it didn’t, but it still worked. She was, in many ways, the 
kind of person I always aspired to be, but I knew I couldn’t, so I settled for being with her constantly.
 Its hard to pinpoint the exact moment everything changed.
 When she started middle school, Jessica started hanging out with this new group of girls. I guess I’d say that’s 
when it started. They weren’t cheerleaders; not the most popular girls in school like a Disney Channel movie or 
anything. Jess had English with one of them, a girl named Beth, and since I wasn’t there to keep her company, they 
elected to eat lunch together. She came home super excited about all her new friends, but I didn’t think anything of 
it. I was having a good time, the big bad fifth grader, and I wasn’t too worried about what she was doing. I didn’t feel 
threatened; I knew she would never abandon me.

 I was wrong.
 Okay, so maybe that’s a little dramatic. Jess didn’t abandon me exactly, but things were different. Suddenly, 
I wasn’t the most important thing in her life anymore. She was meeting new people, taking new classes, and even 
though she was less than a year older than me, just suddenly seemed much more experienced and so much more 
cool. I’m not going to lie and say that I wasn’t a little jealous of her—of course I was! That was the root of the prob-
lem, really. My jealousy. She got to do all kinds of things I couldn’t; wear makeup, go on vacations with her friends, 
buy lunch in the school cafeteria (which for some reason I thought was the ultimate privilege). I had never really 
been treated differently because I was younger. But now, all of a sudden, not only was I given less freedom, but I 
could tell we were growing apart. Don’t get me wrong, she was still nice enough, but she didn’t want to hang out 
anymore. She didn’t have time to play with me after school. She did her homework at Rachel’s house and then they 
gossiped and painted their nails and read magazines and swooned over the latest tween pop sensation until it was 
time for ballet at 4:30. When she got home, she’d lock herself up in her room to text on the new Razr flip phone my 
parents had gotten her for her birthday and blast said aforementioned tweeny bopper’s latest album as high as it 
would go. She got a little thinner because of the diet she and her friends found out about, she began straightening 
her hair, and her clothes were suddenly top priority. Meanwhile, I was sticking it out at the elementary school I’d 
gone to since kindergarten, forced to be more social and actually talk to new people, in my tank top with Hilary 
Duff ’s face plastered across it, and mourning the loss of my sister. At first, I was only sad. But this time, I have an 
exact date for when my grief turned to full blown resentment. September 1st, 2005. My first day of middle school.
 Now, I barely saw Jessica over the summer, but when I did, she was never mean. I mean, things were differ-
ent between us, but she was naturally a sunny sort of person, so she still made jokes with me and talked to me on 
occasion and things were civil, at least. She spent most of those two months with her girls at the beach and going to 
various amusement parks, but my family and I had dismissed her sudden intense girlishness as nothing more than a 
passing phase, so I thought that once I got on her level, things could start going back to normal. I even attempted to 
smooth down my wild mane of hair and tried to pick out a semi-cute outfit so that I could be seen with her. I really 
was a stupid kid.
 Jess had slept over at a friends house, so I was alone with mom in the car that morning.  After enduring 
her taking about a million pictures of me in front of the main building, I hurried inside, making sure my dark hair 
completely covered my face and rushing over to the first person I saw who I was vaguely familiar with: a girl in my 
grade named Bunny, who's already naturally large blue eyes had widened to twice their normal size and who almost 
screamed when I tapped her on the shoulder.
 “Oh, hi Brittany,” she said, flinching as someone next to us slammed her locker shut.
 “Are you okay?” I asked, trying hard not to laugh. “Nervous?”
 “Nervous? No, not me, I’m perfectly fine. I’m sure that rumor about how they egg sixth graders on the first 
day of school is preposterous. Just preposterous. Hey, isn’t that your sister? She’s in seventh grade, right? Do you 
think she can protect us?”
 My sister. I spun around, suddenly feeling quite nervous myself. There she was, looking flawless as had be-
come per usual as of late, wearing a pink halter top and floral miniskirt that I knew she’d picked out with her friends 
at the mall the weekend before. Like I said, this wasn’t a Disney movie, so they weren’t strutting down the halls, but 
the way they rifled through their purses and flashed smiles at everyone they deemed worthy was intimidating none-
theless. As they passed by, I raised a hand awkwardly, and called out as loudly as I dared. “Hey Jess.”
 Jessica paused, turned to look at me, and her eyes were curiously blank. Then, a girl next to her giggled, and 
she joined her, sniggering instead of making a reply and continuing on her way.
 “Nevermind,” said Bunny, sounding unreasonably disappointed. “I have to get to class.”

***
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 “What was that all about?” I ranted later as a bored looking lunchlady spooned a helping of watered down 
macaroni and cheese onto my plate. Just behind me in line, a closer friend of mine named Allyson rolled her eyes. 
I might’ve been offended, but I couldn’t blame her for being annoyed with me—I had been talking about Jess’ odd 
treatment of me all morning.
 “Will you cut it out,” she said as we scanned the cafeteria for an empty table, spotting one in the back near 
the water fountain and beginning to make our way over. “I’m sure your sister was plenty happy to see you. She was 
just busy with her friends!”
 “She wasn’t busy!” I snapped, violently slamming my tray down on the linoleum tabletop. “She was just 
walking down the hall! And for God sakes, all she had to do was say hi!”
 “Calm down,” Allyson said again, eyeing me warily and motioning toward the seat next to the one she had 
already taken. “Sit down. Eat. You’re making too big a deal out of this.”
 “I am not!” I insisted, not caring if I sounded petty as I gazed over at where my sister sat laughing across the 
room. “That was totally bizarre. She’s never...I mean-”
 “Talk to her about it,” Allyson suggested through a mouthful of turkey sandwhich. “Maybe she was just try-
ing to seem cool.”
 “Maybe,” I mumbled. For some reason, this didn’t make me feel any better. In fact, it made me feel even 
worse. I couldn’t stop thinking of the way she’d looked at me. Like she didn’t even know who I was. Was it really so 
humiliating to acknowledge your little sister in the halls every once in a while?
 Apparently it was.
 “Jessica?” I rapped my knuckles on her door softly. When my parents had asked when I’d gotten into the car, 
I hadn’t told them about how rotten my first day had been, and I hadn’t told them that my sister was the reason I 
couldn’t focus in any of my classes. Dad made my favorite dinner that night, but I was too focused on what I was go-
ing to say when I confronted Jessica to enjoy it. For her part, she hadn’t acted like anything was wrong when she got 
home—just smiled at me as usual before going upstairs. Now she was locked in her room, but her music was so loud 
I couldn’t tell if she had heard me. I was considering knocking again when she was suddenly in front of me, wearing 
a pair of pajama shorts and an old ratty T-shirt that was about ten times too big for her. She looked so much more 
like the Jess I knew and loved than she had a few hours ago that my butterflies instantly went away, even though I 
could tell from the expression on her face that she was more surprised than excited to see me.
 “Can I come in?” I asked.
 “Um, yeah.” she said, stepping aside and allowing me entry into her lair. It wasn’t too unfamiliar-not near-
ly as  shockingly changed as I’d been expecting. A few new pictures, a computer, and a silver stereo were the only 
things I didn’t recognize from before. Jessica followed me inside, letting her hair down from the messy bun on top of 
her head and beginning to drag a brush through it as she sat down on her bed.
 “What’s up?” She asked after a few awkward moments in which we were both silent. I bit my lip, unsure how 
to begin. Things seemed fairly neutral between us (that is, here at home). I knew that it was  going to drive me crazy 
if I didn’t find out what she’d been thinking when she’d blown me off, but I didn’t want to make things even weirder. 
I just had to do it. Get it all out there. I had to ask.
 “Why wouldn’t you talk to me this morning?” I finally blurted out, after a handful of seconds more spent 
warring with myself.
 She blinked. “What?”
 “This morning,” I clarified, slightly discouraged by her nonexistent reaction. “When I said hi to you in the 
halls. You...you sort of ignored me. You’ve been doing a lot of that lately.”
 “Oh,” she took a deep breath, finally seeming to understand what I was saying. “Oh.”

 “Its just you seemed a little...different. I just wanted to make sure everything was okay between us. I don’t 
want anything to be awkward or-”
 “Look, Brittany,” she interrupted me, holding up a hand to stop my rambling. I quickly shut up, eager to hear 
her explanation. “We can’t talk to each other at school.”
 “What?”
 She bit her lip. At least she looked a little guilty. “Surely you’ve noticed things are different now.”
 “Well, yeah but-”
 “Don’t be upset,” she said. “But I’m not a little girl anymore. We’re not the way we used to be, and my friends 
don’t want to hang out with someone a whole grade below us.”
 “Excuse me?”
 “Sorry,” she didn’t seem very sorry, “but you need to find your own niche now. I’m not...we can’t talk to each 
other at school. We can’t be us anymore.”
 I couldn’t believe she was saying this. I mean, of course I knew we weren’t us anymore, but I never thought it 
would turn into something like this. I always thought we’d be friendly, but now she was asking me to act like I didn’t 
know she existed. She wanted to pretend like she didn’t know I existed. God, why did I always have to cry when 
I was angry? Because I was angry. All of a sudden, everything that had happened in the last year, the way she had 
been acting, finally hit me, and the tears began welling up.
 “That’s fine,” I said, already heading towards to door. “Its cool.”
 “Are you sure?”
 “Whatever. I have to go.”
 My vision was blurred as I streaked across the hall and into my room as fast as possible, catapulting myself 
onto my bed and burying my face into the mountain of pillows there. When I emerged a few minutes later, I caught 
my reflection in the floor length mirror that hung by my closet and cringed. My face was red and glistening with 
tears, my clothes were wrinkled. No way was Jessica falling apart like this right now. She didn’t even care.
 This made me even more mad, and I wiped at my wet cheeks furiously. She didn’t even care. Nobody thought 
this was a big deal. Why was I in here sobbing when she was no doubt video chatting with her friends and laughing 
about how desperate I was? Why did she get to be the one who was moving on?
 I wouldn’t let her do this. I wasn’t conscious of the decision before I made it, but there was no question once 
it had come into my head. I wouldn’t let people know that she was the one who’d pushed me away. I wouldn’t let peo-
ple think she was the cool one. I would show her, and her friends, and my friends, that she shouldn’t be embarrassed 
to hang out with me. She should be begging to hang out with me. I had always faded into the background whenever 
Jess was around—it was hard not to— but I wasn’t going to do it anymore. I was going to prove that she was the one 
for me to be embarrassed of.
 “We’re going shopping this weekend,” I told Allyson the moment I saw her the next day, in second period. 
She looked up from her backpack, where she’d been digging around searching for her recently signed syllabus. She 
was quite pretty, I noted with approval. It would look good for me to hang around with other good looking people. 
However, her simple T-shirt and jeans ensemble needed to go. Upon searching through my closet that morning 
looking for something suitable to wear to kick off my new image, I had also discovered that my wardrobe was seri-
ously lacking.
 “I have plans,” she said, looking confused and slightly startled. “Are you okay?”
 “I’m fine,” I said, leaning across my desk to convey the importance of my next statement. “Cancel your 
plans.”
 I came to school the next Monday armed with tubes of lip gloss and tiny high heeled wedges. I had worn 
my hair down for the first time since second grade and convinced Allyson to do the same, and I could tell just from 
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the looks I was getting from my classmates that they were impressed and shocked. Not that it was that big of a deal 
to them. I wasn’t delusional— I knew that I wasn’t going to become popular overnight. So I smiled at people and 
chatted aimlessly with them, finding new people to walk with during passing periods and sit with in class, joining a 
table in the middle of the lunch room. I swallowed my pride and refused to let myself be afraid of being the center 
of attention. I joined mock trial, theatre, and basically all the clubs I knew the cool people were apart off. I tried not 
to let my ego inflate like Jess’ had—I was still nice to the people I’d been friends with, but I tried not to be seen with 
them too often. I boiled my life down to an exact science, making sure I laughed at all the right times, listened to all 
the coolest music, and was caught up with all the latest social media and celebrity gossip, while also maintaining my 
grades and making sure I stayed the golden girl in the eyes of the adults in my life. I wasn’t trying to turn myself into 
some sort of rebel. I just wanted to be better than Jess, who had already formed quite the reputation for herself.
 It was a slow process; I wanted it that way. But eventually, by the end of my first year, almost everyone at 
John F. Kennedy Middle School knew who I was. This may seem like a minor accomplishment, all things consid-
ered, but I was twelve years old, and I’d never been treated like the most important person in the room before. I’d 
never felt invincible, like nothing could touch me. It was a good feeling, but at the same time, it made me miserable. 
After all, I was who I was, and I was attempting to change myself for everyone else. It may seem cliche when people 
say so, but nothing good can ever come from someone timid and shy forcing themselves to try to be different. I was 
putting on a show all day, every day, and I should’ve known from the beginning that it was eventually going to blow 
up in my face. Maybe on some level I did, but I would never have admitted it to myself. I would have to see it to 
believe it. And I would.
 Jess never said anything about my transformation. We never discussed it—never exchanged so much as a 
word on the subject— but all the sudden, everything was different. We weren’t polite anymore; we didn’t pretend 
to like each other or force conversation. Slowly but surely, things between us began to deteriorate. I had stolen her 
spotlight, and she wasn’t afraid to strike back. It seemed that she wanted to prove that I was just a poser—that she 
would always be the prettiest, the smartest, the darling. She wanted to put me in my place, and when she wanted 
something, she usually got it. But I wasn’t backing down.
 Jess was brilliant, of course. If I got an A on a test, she got an A+, and it was in her name that my parents 
ordered our favorite Chinese takeout that night. She was also gorgeous; her eighth grade dance dress was at least five 
times prettier and more expensive than mine, and she was voted best hair and best smile in the yearbook. Usually, 
Jessica was quite kind (in fact, she was known for it), but I was an exception to her rule. In a sugary sweet voice, 
she would inform me of the pitiful state of my haircut, or make an offhand comment about the people I hung out 
with. I would blush, and she and her friends would laugh. For a moment, the odds were tipped in her favor. After 
all, she’d been at this longer. Starting off, it seemed that she would be the clear winner of our little competition, but 
I was hungry to prove myself. She may’ve had the brains, the beauty, and the experience, but I was determined, and 
people were interested in me. At some point, I stopped being Jessica Warner’s little sister, and started being Brittany 
Warner. My own person, my own miniature version of fame. I had accomplishments of my own. For example, I got 
the lead in the school play where Jessica had to play a chorus member, which was saying something since she was a 
grade above me. I was voted class president. People starting respecting what I said. Eventually, by the time we start-
ed high school, I was enough of a threat to make her worried.
 Our feud didn’t go unnoticed. A lot of people assumed that we’d been fighting since we were younger; that 
there was some sort of tortured history between us that they didn’t want to know  about. Most didn’t even know we 
were sisters, despite us having the same last name and looking almost identical. We barely acknowledged each other 
in the halls, they’d observe. It was common knowledge we didn’t like each other, but it didn’t seem like a sibling 
rivalry. It seemed like something...more than that. Our parents were worried, so we put on a show for them and the 
rest of our family, but we couldn’t resist rolling our eyes whenever the other said something particularly stupid or 

fake. I could probably count the number of times we made a real effort to pretend we liked each other during those 
four years on one hand (they included the times our family was interviewed for the local newspaper and the time 
our grandmother was in the hospital).
 It was a ruthless competition—there was no room for stupid mistakes. It was hard to say who was winning 
at any given time. For a week, Jess would be dating the captain of the football team, but then I would go to Nation-
als for Speech and Debate, and everyone would forget about her for a while. The tide was constantly turning, and I 
became addicted to the thrill of it, constantly competing to be the best. I didn’t think about what it was doing to us; 
it seemed like nothing more than two petty girls who hated each other. The fact that we were supposed to be there 
for each other, the fact that I was slightly obsessed, the fact that we would have to deal with each other for the rest 
of our lives and were probably damaging our relationship forever, none of it ever occurred to me. It seemed like 
ages ago that we got along; that our differences complimented each other instead of clashing epically. Soon, we were 
clinging to things that had happened so long ago that it didn’t matter to us that we used to be the most important 
people in each other’s lives. If I was being honest, by junior year I didn’t remember a time like that. All I knew was 
smirking at her when we passed by each other and talking about her behind her back.
 In her senior year, Jess got accepted to NYU. Of course. It had been her first choice school since she was six 
years old, and she’d spent the past four years of her life obsessing over what she could do to reach the college’s pres-
tigious standards. The day she was expecting her admissions letter, she skipped school, and I came home to find her 
with her knees curled up against her chest, staring unblinkingly out the window waiting for the mailman to come. 
I considered talking to her— I knew how badly she’d been stressing out— but it was too late for that, so I settled for 
shooting her a derisive look and slamming my door a bit more softly than usual when I went up to my room. An 
hour later, I heard a scream, and when my mom got home at six she poked her head into my room and informed me 
that it was going to be my job to help her plan a  graduation party to celebrate my sister’s success.
 The next few months were a flurry of activity preparing Jessica to leave home, although, admittedly, I wasn’t 
as involved in the process as I probably should have been. Mostly I sat back and watched, occasionally accompany-
ing my mother and sister to Target to pick out dorm furniture and sitting through boring late night conversations 
about how Jess was going to support herself financially. If I was being honest, I wasn’t as excited about her leaving as 
I would’ve expected. In fact, I thought the house was going to be rather boring without her.
 On June 10, the Monday after school ended, my mom, my dad, my sister and I all hopped into the car and 
took a road trip up from our small sleepy New England town to Manhattan. NYU’s campus was huge, and it took 
us two hours alone to navigate the city traffic and find our way to Hewitt Hall, where she’d be staying. I reluctantly 
helped my family move Jessica’s things upstairs, then came back down right when my mom was beginning to get 
teary eyed.
 “Its okay,” Jess was saying, patting her on the back as she hugged her tightly for what must have been the 
tenth time since we got there. Surprisingly, she didn’t look uncomfortable, like I might have done. She may’ve even 
looked reluctant to let go when mom pulled back, keeping her hands on her shoulders. “We’ll see each other all the 
time. I’m only a few hours away.”
 “It seems like just yesterday you were two feet tall,” mom says, ignoring her comment. “I remember the day 
your father took you to the petting zoo, and your sister was so scared of the billy goats, so you let one eat out of your 
hand, even though you hated goats. They were your worst fear. But you did it anyways. To show her, you know? To 
show her it was safe. Do you remember?”
 “I remember,” I said, because she was looking at me now. She told the story at least five times every holiday. 
It got increasingly awkward as the years went on, for obvious reasons. She sniffed and shook her head disbelievingly.
 “You were five years old,” she said. “And you did it anyways.”
 Mom bit her lip, but I don’t think she noticed that my sister and I were avoiding each others gazes even more 
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than usual, preoccupied as she was with her own reminiscing. Her nostalgia deafened her to our feeble protests 
when she said she would give us a minute alone to say goodbye. She just shook her head again and got into the car.
 It was silent. Jessica stared determinedly at the brilliant green lawn that stretched from the white marble 
library at one end of campus to the modest beige building she would be living in for the next year, her arms folded 
across her chest.  Students were fanned across it, lounging under trees or sitting cross legged on the grass with their 
friends, reading out of giant textbooks and balancing cups of coffee in one hand with sleek modern laptops in the 
other. In one of the picnic areas, two little girls sat apart from their parents and a boy with braces who I presumed to 
be their older brother. If we strained our ears, we could just hear their conversation.
 “2+2,” the younger one read out of a cartoon themed workbook. She looked up at her sister. “I don’t know it.”
 “Mary,” replied the other, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “Two plus two is five.”
 Jess bit her lip, and I could tell she was getting ready to say something. I wasn’t ready to hear it.
 “Congratulations,” I said, and, without another word, I climbed into the car and shut the door in her face.
 “You good?” Mom asked, pseudo-casually. Despite our best efforts, we would be idiots to think she didn’t 
notice at least a little bit of what was going on. Maybe she didn’t get it, and maybe she never would, but she sure as 
hell noticed.
 “Fine.” I answered, promptly fastening my seatbelt and tucking my earbuds into my ears, hoping maybe if she 
thought I was listening to music she would leave me alone. It wasn’t until I did this that I realised I’d never turned it 
off; it was still on shuffle, and I glanced down at the display screen in surprise. ‘Candy Rain’.

***

 The next year was...strange. I wasn’t sad—I refused to be— but I wasn’t happy either. Mostly, I just wasn’t 
used to my life. It was weird, being the only child in the house. Without Jess, nothing much interesting happened at 
school. I worked my butt off in senior year; I could finally stop worrying about whether Jessica was going to upstage 
me and give my full and undivided attention to taking the SATs and college apps and keeping my grades up. This 
was probably a good thing (not that I’d been slipping), but it felt odd. What had been the focus of my life for the past 
handful of years was no longer something I had to worry about. Everything seemed out of place somehow. Every-
thing was too easy.
 That Christmas, I was excited for her to come home, if only so that I could make snide comments and brag 
about the early acceptance letter to Stanford I’d received just before break. The celebration was going to be at our 
house that year, which meant I spent much of December calming my distraught mother, planning out recipes with 
her, and making sure the house remained spotless. A week before the big day, mom came home from work with a 
big grin on her face.
 “What?” I asked, pausing the latest episode of America’s Next Top Model and turning to look at her. She 
shrugged.
 “Oh nothing,” she said coyly, but her tone made clear that I was by no means allowed to lose interest or stop 
asking questions.
 “What happened?” I repeated. “Tell me!”
 “Your sister’s met someone,” she blurted, rotten secret keeper that she is. “Don’t tell your father, but he’s com-
ing for Christmas.”
 “Met someone…” I blinked several times. “You mean like...a guy?”
 “Oh of course!” Mom was still beaming. “Apparently they met at orientation.”
 “How is it that they’re already serious enough for her to be bringing him home to meet us?” 
 Mom shrugged, but didn’t look worried like (in my opinion) any proper parent should. “Sometimes you just 

know, sweetie,” she said wisely, leaning down and kissing my forehead on her way out of the room. “I’m going to go 
get changed.”
 I don’t know why I was so surprised. Realistically, Jess was a beautiful girl. She’d had plenty of boyfriends 
before—this was nothing new. I guess it was just the fact that I’d spent all this time caught up on her and she’d been 
moving on just as soon as we pulled out of the visitor’s parking lot. She had been able to let go of our history and 
start doing things with herself—accept that things were over. If I was being completely honest, I hadn’t.
 I decided to redeem myself on the big day the best way I knew how. My looks had proved very useful to me 
as I grew older, and I had confidence that they wouldn’t fail me now. So, instead of flitting all about town picking up 
pies and seeing to last minute details with my mother, or sitting downstairs and watching corny Christmas movies 
with my dad, I spent the whole morning picking out a delicate cream colored sweater and dark wash jeans to wear (I 
didn’t want it to seem like I was trying too hard), applying makeup so that it looked completely natural, and ar-
ranging my hair into big loose tousled curls, which were basically a less frizzy version of my natural look. When the 
doorbell rang at 3 o’clock, I was finished practicing my effortless smile in the mirror and ready to take whatever Jess 
was going to throw in my face.
 I didn’t rush downstairs right away—that would have been entirely too desperate. Instead, I waited for my 
mom to call for me, like I knew she would. 
 “Brittany,” her voice drifted up from the foyer. “Come down, sweetie. Our guests are here.”
 Smirking to myself, I tried to reign in my eagerness as I walked downstairs. When I rounded the corner, it 
seemed like the exact sight I was expecting. Mom, dad, Jess, and a tall stranger whose face I couldn’t see were ex-
changing pleasantries, still standing in the entryway. Goddamn, she actually looked happy. I had prepared myself for 
this, but it was one thing imagining it and another thing completely to see it up close. She had this big smile on her 
face, even when she turned to look at me. If she had spent much time getting ready, it wasn’t obvious, even though 
her simple scarf and T-shirt were both incredibly stylish. I knew I looked good too, but I couldn’t help being slightly 
jealous. Or, you know, a little more than slightly.
 “Hi,” I said after a moment. The smile hadn’t quite faded from her face, and her lips twitched upward even 
further when I spoke. Weird.
 “Kyle,” she said, still looking at but obviously not talking to me. She placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder, and 
he also turned. He was cute, I noted, quite bitterly. I don’t know if she hadn’t talked to him about our history or if he 
was just a good actor, because he looked entirely pleasant as he faced me. Jessica cleared her throat.
 “This is my sister,” she said, gesturing needlessly towards me. “Brittany, this is Kyle.”
 “Nice to meet you,” he said before I could. He stuck out his hand and I took it, shaking awkwardly for a mo-
ment. Then he turned his head and flashed a grin at my parents.
 “You have a beautiful home,” he said. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Not to mention two beautiful 
daughters.” At this, he released his grip on me and looped an arm around Jessica’s waist.
 “Oh shut up,” she said, blushing prettily.
 Mom was smiling so hard I was surprised her cheeks didn’t split. “Come on, everyone,” she said. “Let’s eat.”
 We had appetizers in the living room, where my parents took the opportunity to get to know the newcomer 
and Christmas music drifted out from our surround sound speakers. Jessica and I were, for the most part, silent. 
When we migrated to the dining room a couple of hours later, we found ourselves sitting directly across the table 
from each other, so that even if I turned my head to the side as far as it would go, I could still see her out of my pe-
ripheral vision.
 Mom was a good cook, so most of the food was edible and was able to hold my attention. I had planned 
to spend most of the meal backhanding my sister, but for some reason my will to do so had gone as soon as I’d set 
eyes on her. She was so unconcerned with me. She didn’t seem like she was holding a grudge or was the slightest bit 
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interested in what I was doing. I knew that nothing I could say would bother her, at least not as much as I’d hoped. 
Nothing I could say would change the fact that she had matured, grown past our little competition. She didn’t care 
anymore, and I still did. This realization sucked out all my energy and made me feel somewhat like a deflated bal-
loon. Deflated balloons didn’t insult people.
 There’s still Stanford, a little voice in the back of my head said, perking me up slightly. That was right. I still 
had something going for me that didn’t have anything to do with Jess. I still had news of my own to tell.
 Everyone else was now sipping wine and making small talk. I opened my mouth, unsure of what exactly I 
was going to say, but paused when I noticed my sister and Kyle exchange smiling glances.
 “Everyone,” Jessica said, even though there were only three people in the room who didn’t know what was 
going on. She stood up, which was, in my opinion, a ridiculous and unnecessary gesture. “We have some news.”
 “What’s going on?” Mom asked.
 “This may all seem pretty sudden,” Jess warned. “But bear with us. We feel we’re mature enough to make this 
decision.”
 Dad looked suspiciously at them. “What are you talking about?”
 Jess took a deep breath, but Kyle took over before she got to say anything. “I’ve asked Jessica to marry me,” 
he said. “We plan on waiting for one or two years, but we’re engaged.”
 My parents gaped at them. I felt my own jaw drop. “E-engaged?”
 Jessica’s eyes flickered to mine. I hadn’t even realized it was me who was speaking. She nodded. “Yeah.”
 It was quiet. I couldn’t believe it. She was...engaged. That’s what she’d come home to tell us. Jess was getting 
married. In only one or two years! This was strange. This was bizarre. She’d only met this guy a few months ago, for 
God’s sake. How could she have accepted his proposal? Wasn’t she smarter than that? What-
 Wait a minute.
 Jess was getting married in one or two years.
 One or two years. 
 And she’d had to tell us today?
 I felt it again, that surge of jealousy. It was familiar—it happened every time I felt threatened in our little con-
test. Every time I felt she had upstaged me, my face got hot and my insides hardened.  The hopeless feeling I’d been 
feeling earlier disappeared and was replaced with a far more welcome one.  
 How dare she steal my spotlight like that? I mean, of course she didn’t know, but it was just my luck that 
something like this would happen. As usual, Jess was more important than me. I saw red as my parent’s recovered 
from their shock and, instead of getting angry, began to laugh and hug the happy couple. I had been saving my news 
about getting into one of the best colleges in the country for tonight. I had been saving it, but now I knew that it 
couldn’t possibly hold a candle to this. I was glued to my chair, probably still looking stunned, when someone finally 
noticed my silence. 
 “Brit?” Mom asked, smile fading slightly. She probably thought I was going into one of my fits. “Brittany, 
aren’t you going to say congratulations?”
 I stood up robotically, my mind racing, already trying to think of a way to gain the upper hand. If I’d been 
paying more attention, I may have noticed that Jessica looked worried about my reaction, not as diabolical as I was 
expecting. Surely, if she hadn’t known the specific news she’d be spoiling, she had come to make tonight all about 
her? Surely, this was a last ditch attempt to show she had won?
 I was going to prove her wrong. “Congratulations.”

***
 

 An hour later, I stood on the balcony of the den, cigarette in hand, periodically blowing out blue clouds of 
smoke that swirled in pretty patterns out into the frozen night air around me. Smoking wasn’t something I did of-
ten...just when I was feeling particularly stressed out. Or when I was plotting.
 Behind me, I heard the screeching sound of the sliding glass door as it rubbed up against its frame. I glanced 
over my shoulder, getting ready to toss the cigarette down two stories onto the ground if it was my mother. It wasn’t.
 “Oh,” said Kyle, looking mildly surprised. “Sorry. I just came out for a smoke. I can go if you want.”
 I shrugged. “No, help yourself.”
 “You’re okay with this, right?” he asked. Thinking he was still talking about his smoking habit, I was about to 
point out the obvious, but he interrupted me. “I mean, with me and Jessica. Us getting married?”
 “Oh, I’m positively glowing over the good news. Can’t you tell?”
 He didn’t look offended. In fact, he smiled. “You two don’t get along, do you?” 
 “Did she tell you that?”
 “No,” it was his turn to shrug. “It’s pretty obvious.” 
 I nodded slowly. 
 “You want to tell me why?”
 “Isn’t that her job?”
 “It could be.” We both exhaled, and the air became clouded. “But I know she won’t.”
 I laughed humorlessly. “I don’t want to scare you off.” A moment’s silence, and then:
 “I got into Stanford.”
 “Really?” He paused with the cigarette halfway to his mouth. “That’s great!”
 I nodded. “I haven’t told my parents yet.”
 “Oh,” he ran a hand through his hair. “You were going to tell them tonight.”
 “Yeah. But then…”
 “But then me and Jess come in and upstage your big news,” he sighed. He actually seemed sincere. “Shit, I’m 
sorry.”
 I shook my head. “It’s not your fault. This sort of thing is why we don’t get along.”
 “What sort of other things have happened?” he paused. “Nevermind, you don’t have to answer that.”
 “No its okay.” I had decided how I was going to get back at Jessica. “Its been a lot of stuff like this.”
 I don’t remember exactly what I did next, but it must of been somewhere along the lines of squashing my 
cigarette beneath my high heeled toe, then quickly grabbing Kyle by his shirt collar and dragging his lips down to 
mine.
 The kiss wasn’t that memorable, looking back on it. All I can recall now is that he didn’t reciprocate much 
(although he didn’t pull away), and that we were kissing for roughly two minutes before the door opened again. 
Unfortunately, I didn’t hear it beforehand this time.
 “What is this?” Jessica gasped. Kyle and I broke apart. He looked stunned.
  It was suddenly very cold up here. I hadn’t brought a jacket. I tried to keep a smirk on my face, because Jes-
sica once again wasn’t taking her eyes off of me. Despite this, it was Kyle who spoke first.
 “Jess-”
 This broke our spell. She looked away from me, and was suddenly very angry. She didn’t say anything, but I 
could tell. Her fists clenched, her eyes flashed, and she turned and stormed back into the house. Without a word to 
me, Kyle chased after her. I could hear him calling her name even after they’d entered the hall.
 Feeling decidedly less satisfied than I thought I would, I wrapped my arms around myself and went back in-
side. I had no idea where mom and dad went, but I could hear yelling downstairs. Once alone in my room, I glanced 
into the mirror. For the most part, I looked okay, but for some reason, my image was unfamiliar to me.
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 I collapsed onto my bed, suddenly exhausted. I didn’t have the energy to get changed or brush my hair. I just 
wanted to sleep. Despite my victory, I wanted this day to be over.
 Unfortunately, I didn’t get my wish. Just as I was beginning to drift off, my door slammed against my wall. I 
sat up, startled, and saw my sister, hands on hips, looking terrifically furious.
 I blinked stupidly. “Er...what-”
 “Look,” she said, her voice slightly higher than it needed to be. “I know I must have hurt your feelings all 
those years ago. I know you have this weird vendetta you want to carry out against me. But we were twelve years old, 
Brittany. That was years ago. Eventually this is going to have to stop.”
 “Its your fault,” I said. I was still a bit disoriented, and my speech wasn’t half as venomous as hers had been. It 
was rather matter of fact, actually. “All of this is your fault. If you’d never-”
 “If I’d never what?” she screeched. “Grown up? I don’t know why you took my not wanting to hang out with 
you at school as some sort of personal attack on your character! You’ve blown it out of proportion! You-”
 “Don’t do that!” I leapt up, not liking her looking down at me, and ready to do some yelling of my own. 
“Don’t you dare act like you didn’t do anything wrong! You’re the one who ruined our relationship...you’re the one 
who thought you were too good for me! You did this—not me!”
 “I did this? I’m pretty sure I’m not the one who declared war on the other. I’m not the one who changed her 
whole personality just to get back at me! I’m not the one who just made out with my sister’s fiance to punish her for a 
decision she made in middle school!”
 “You don’t get to do this.” I said, shaking my head. My throat was tight, making it hard for me to get these 
next words out. “You don’t get to come in here, after all this time, and try to blame me for everything. It’s too late.”
 “I’m not trying to get you to forgive me or something,” she looked disgusted by this suggestion. Her expres-
sion was a slap in the face. Suddenly, I was that insecure little eleven year old girl again, terrified of losing her big 
sister. Realizing she already had.
 “I want you to leave,” I whispered.
 “Oh I’m going,” she said. “I’m going back to New York in the morning. I just came in here to tell you that 
you’ve crossed a line. We’ve always skirted past this—we’ve never discussed the real issue here. I’m tired of being 
passive aggressive.”
 “The real issue?” I quoted, trying to sound mocking. It actually just came out rather dry and croaky. “And 
what would that be?”
 “You want us back.”
 “Excuse me?”
 “It’s true,” Jessica shook her head. It was clear she’d been thinking about this for quite some time. I wasn’t sure 
I wanted to know how long. “This whole thing has been some sick, twisted, desperate plea for attention. You did all 
of this to prove to yourself—to me—that you were good enough. You couldn’t stand the idea of not being a big part 
of my life. So you made damn sure that I’d never forget you. Before tonight, I was ready to forgive you all of that. 
Because you’re my sister, and we’re not in middle school anymore, and its time we moved on. I missed you.”
 “You can’t truly be so self-centered.”
 She didn’t seem to have heard my half hearted insult. “You’ve gone too far. This has all gone too far. I can’t do 
this anymore.”
 Then she was gone. I didn’t try to stop her; in fact, I wanted her to leave. The things she’d said— the finality 
of her last statement— had given me goosebumps. To my surprise, I felt hot tears running down my cheeks. I tried 
to wipe them away, but they kept coming faster and faster. I heard Jessica’s car pull away, and suddenly it was difficult 
to breath. Next thing I knew, I was losing my balance. My knees gave out and I fell to the ground. Vaguely, I could 
make out the sound of footsteps just outside, and then my mother’s voice.

 “Brittany, what on earth is going-oh!”
 She rushed to my side, let out a scream, and the last thing I remembered before going unconscious was the 
sound of her whispering that it was going to be okay. Then everything went black.

***

 Last week I got a phone call. At first, I was confused; I hadn’t spoken to Aunt Sara in almost a year, since I’d 
come to California. We’d done that awkward family conversational dance for a few minutes until she finally blurted 
out that she had something important to tell me. Jessica had been in a car accident, she’d said, and she hadn’t made 
it.
 I didn’t cry when she told me. I don’t remember feeling anything really. All I remember was telling my room-
mate that I was going home for a while, booking last minute plane tickets and cringing at the price, sitting in on the 
funeral planning. Going through the motions.
 Over the course of the past year, I had convinced myself that Jessica and I wouldn’t hate each other forever. 
Certainly, we wouldn’t talk to each other for a while. We’d skip out on holidays when the other one would be pres-
ent, we’d refuse to tell our mother what had happened when she asked. But we were sisters. We would always be 
sisters, so we’d have to get over it. It’s not that I was waiting in suspense for this to happen, but I had accepted that it 
would.
 Having your reality change is to have your whole world change. It happened to me when Jessica ditched 
me for her new friends, and it happened to me again when I found out she’d died. It’s a disorienting sensation. I 
don’t know how to describe it, other than it feels a lot like the time I took swimming lessons and couldn’t figure out 
how to float. I would think everything was going fine, and then something would shift. I would have to figure out a 
different way to survive. At eleven years old, I decided to turn myself into a completely different person. Now, it has 
only been a few days, and I’m still trying to figure out how to deal.
 It would be easy enough for me to blame Jessica for everything. Realistically, everything that happened be-
tween us happened because Jess didn’t want to have a relationship with me. A small part of me wants to make it her 
fault, to completely ignore my part of it and deny that the situation had been even slightly my fault. It would be easy 
enough to lie, to convince myself that I don’t have to feel guilty. Up until just a week ago, this was what I was pre-
pared to do.
 But an even bigger part of myself knows the truth. It knows that even if what Jessica did was wrong, I was the 
one who completely ruined everything. My wounded pride is what drove us apart; made it so that we couldn’t find a 
way to be sisters again. No matter how much I tell myself otherwise, I’ll always know. And I’ll never be able to fix it.
 I finally have my answer. I know now that I don’t hate my sister. I don’t think I ever really did.
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 Time goes on through the day. Butterflies flutter in my stomach. I go through the words I studied in my 
head, wanting to be prepared for any word to come my way. I had studied and studied for the past two weeks. My 
parents had quizzed me every single night. I knew I was ready and prepared, now I just had to show it.
 “Are you nervous?” my friends ask me.
 “Yeah, I don’t know if I’ve ever been more nervous about spelling out words in front of maybe 300 people 
before in my life.” I respond while laughing. They laugh back at my joke. I knew it was kind of silly to be that ner-
vous for a spelling bee, but I wanted to do well.
 The spelling bee would be right after lunch. “Oh boy,” I thought, “Only 45 minutes left and then your 
nerves will be gone.” 
 “Yeah...no,” my conscience fired back at me. “You’ll be nervous every time you go to the microphone.”
 “Got a point there,” I thought.
 My best friend comes up to me, “You’ll do fine. Don’t stress about it. Just take it one word at a time.”
 “Thanks. You’re the best!” I said.
 “Good luck!” she calls out to me as she walks down the hallway.
 “Time for lineup!” I hear someone call out. Here we go!!
 Grade by grade, we are introduced. I saw every single person as tough competition. Some of my toughest 
competitors were in my grade and in the eighth grade. I knew the people in my grade well, so it gave me a better 
idea of their spelling ability. It would be hard, but I had to pull through.
 Time for the practice round. If you missed the word, you would be fine for that round and that round only. 
The words were easy. Even though they were, I had studied them, just in case. You never know what would hap-
pen. I’m not the first speller, but I’m not the last, which I liked. I think it gave me time to think about what I would 
be spelling. I walked up to the microphone. My word was triangle. 
 “Triangle. T-R-I-A-N-G-L-E. Triangle,” I said.
 “Correct!” The announcer says.
 I walk back to my seat and take a deep breath. One round down, who knows how many more to go. As the 
words get harder, the group gets smaller. Every word that I spelt, I felt my confidence gaining. Little mistakes can 
cost you the word. That happened a lot that day. 
 Before you know it, we’re down to four girls. Seventh against eighth. I didn’t think that I would make it that 
far to begin with! My seventh grade classmate stands up. Her word was parliament. 
 “Parliament. P-A-R-L-A-M-E-N-T. Parliament,” she says.

 “I’m sorry, that’s incorrect,” the announcer said.
 Three left. I knew at that point, I wanted to win. The word was competent.
 “Competent. C-O-M-P-A-T-E-N-T. Competent,” she said.
 “I’m sorry, that’s incorrect. The correct spelling is C-O-M-P-E-T-E-N-T.” the announcer had to say again.
 The final round. My competitor was up first. She stood up with her classmates cheering her on. They yelled 
out her name in support. She smiled and the word was given to her.
 Her word was indivisible.
 “Indivisible,” she paused. She was thinking. “I-N-D-I...F” she stopped. She messed up. As she finished the 
word, I knew I had to stay positive and confident because this was crunch time. I took a deep breath and walked 
to the microphone. This time I heard my name coming from my classmates. I knew that they had my back this 
time. I stood there waiting, while the judges chose a word. There was dead silence in the crowd. Then, amidst the 
silence, one of my friends calls out,
 “C’mon Kit-Kat!!” which was my nickname. 
 I stifle a laugh and smile. That calmed me down a little bit. 
 “You can do this, just breathe,” I thought.
 “Championship word...integral,” the announcer said. I think for a second. 
 “You know this word, you know this word,” I thought.
 “Integral,” I pause. “I-N-T-E-G-R-A-L. Integral.” I said it with all the power and confidence I had in me.
 “Correct!!” he says.
 I can hear the cheers coming from my friends and classmates. I can see my dad, all the way in the back, 
smiling and clapping. Wow. I had won the school spelling bee. I couldn’t stop smiling, I was so happy. The nerves 
at the microphone were gone and all the butterflies flew away. 

Nerves at the Microphone
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  “Why do you have such big shins?” a first grader questioned my friend Danielle. Her face turned bright red 
with embarrassment as almost everyone on the school bus laughed. 
 “I thought I was the only one to think her shins were huge,” teased a girl named Vicky. The truth was, my 
best friend, Danielle’s, shins were immense, but it was for a special reason. Danielle turned to me, her eyes blotchy 
from crying.
 “Don’t worry,” I said trying to cheer her up. “Your shins may be big, but that is only because that is all 
muscle from being a Soccer Star!” She smiled because she loves that nickname, but then the smile ran away from 
her face like she just remembered something awful. Then I said what was on my mind, “It is fine, Danielle. I would 
rather have a lot of shin muscle then none.”
 “Skylar, that is not the reason I am unhappy,” she answered. I did not know what to say, but I found myself 
saying,
 “Oh. Then why are you unhappy?” She sniffled and choked on her tears as she strived to speak, 
 “Sometimes I feel that my parents and my coach push me too hard with soccer. For example, I have soccer 
practice almost everyday of the week and as much as I like soccer, I’m being pushed too hard to be better than 
everyone else on my team.” As she was saying this, the bus stopped at our bus stop. Danielle pointed to her two 
parents that were holding her soccer bag and said, “I have to leave early every Friday to go to this soccer camp my 
parents signed me up for.” We unbuckled our seatbelts, got off the bus, and went our separate ways. Danielle and 
I both play soccer but she is better than I am so she is on a club team, and I am good but not as good as Danielle, 
so I am on a travel team. My mom says club teams and travel teams are both really good, but we both know that is 
not true.

***

 When I walked inside my house, I saw my mother sitting at the table reading her emails. My older brother, 
Charlie, gagged as I put my favorite snack in the microwave: oatmeal carrot cookies. 
 “Guess who you are versing in your soccer game tomorrow?” my mother asked me.
 “Who?” I asked. 
 “Danielle’s team!” she replied. My jaw dropped. Thoughts raced through my head such as, “I thought Dan-
ielle’s team was so good compared to my team.”   

 “Since your team has been undefeated so far,” my mother started, “your coach thought you and your team 
should use an extra challenge and verse a club team.” I took my cookies up to my room and fell on my bed. 
 “Great,” I said aloud. “It is obvious my team is going to lose. The other team practices so much, they are 
probably ten times better than my team. Why would my coach do this to my team and me?” When I finished say-
ing this, I sat up in my bed and saw Charlie in the doorway.
 “Talking to yourself,” he taunted, “is not very cool. And maybe since Danielle’s team practices so much, 
they  might be very tired tomorrow. Did you think about that?”  

***

 Later that night I heard the phone ring and I picked it up.
 “Hello this is Skylar, who is this?” I asked.
 “It is Danielle. Did you hear about the game tomorrow?”
 “Um… Yeah I did,” I answered.
 “I cannot believe my coach is doing this to my team and me,” Danielle started. “We have practiced every-
day of the week and he even made us go to a soccer camp. My team and I are going to be so tired we might even… 
Wait hold on, I have to go. Bye.”
 “Bye,” I said.
 Before I knew it, it was the next day and my mom and I were on our way to the soccer game.
 “Are you ready?” my mom asked as we pulled into the parking lot.
 “Yeah, I guess so,” I replied. After we parked, I spotted my team and ran toward them. When I got to our 
warm up spot,  I saw the other team practicing across the field and they looked exhausted. Every player on the 
team looked like they had soccer practice non stop for days.  Finally, the game was about to start and my coach 
was assigning my teammates’ positions. 
 “Skylar,” he said to me. “You will play stopper.” I nodded and went to my position on the field. When every-
one was ready, the ref blew his whistle and the game began. Everything happened so quickly I can barely explain 
what happened. Our offense got passed their defense in a half second. I started to take imaginary notes in my 
head. 
 “Weak defense,” I wrote in my brain. Soon the ball ended up right in front of me and the player I was trying 
to get the ball away from was Danielle. We locked eyes, and for a second, I felt really bad. She has put so much 
hard work into soccer and now Danielle and her club team were losing to a travel team. What woke me up out of 
my trance was the yelling her coach was doing.
 “GET THE BALL, DANIELLE! NOW!!!!” I felt like Danielle was pushed to her limit. She did a move 
around me that I did not even know.
 “Good foot skills,” I also wrote down. She was able to do so many footskill moves around my teammates, 
that she passed through all of them until it came down to a one on one: Danielle and the goalie, Beth. The parents 
on the sidelines looked amazed and Danielle’s parents yelled and cheered. Danielle kicked the ball with all her 
might and Beth jumped only to skim the ball with her fingertips. The crowd roared, but the game was not over yet. 
Danielle only tied the score at 3 to 3, but we still had 5 minutes left of the game. 
 “The next goal will probably win (no pressure right?),” I added to my imaginary notes. We repositioned and 
the ref blew his whistle. One of my teammates, Sophie, passed the ball to a girl named Kate. She went through 3 
tired players and passed the ball back to Sophie. A line of players from the other team went in front of Sophie and 
she gave the ball to me. That left it to me and the goalie from the other team. From that point, everything seemed 

Soccer Star
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to be going in slow motion. I looked over at the crowd and saw Charlie and the smirk on his face. He was right. 
All of the players from the other team were tired from practicing. I saw that the goalie was getting ready to catch 
a huge shot, so instead of giving her what she was expecting, all I did was tap the ball into the corner of the goal. 
The ref blew his whistle again and my teammates piled on top of me. All I heard was, “Great job, Skylar!” “You’re 
awesome!” Then my coach came over. 
  “Because of you, we won against a club team!” he said. “You are a Soccer Star!”
 “I could not have done it without the help of my teammates!” I shouted. Then I glanced over at the other 
side of the field and saw Danielle’s gloomy face. 
 “I will be right back,” I told my team. I started to jog off and I heard some of my teammates ask questions 
like, “What is she doing?” I did not stop to answer.  I just walked straight to Danielle. She looked at me and started 
to get water in her eyes.
 “Great game,” I said. She looked at me, mad and frustrated.
 “It is only a great game for you, because you won,” she snapped. “I put so much of my hard work and effort 
just to lose.” Then she ran off to her parents and I ran off to mine. 

***

 When I woke up on Monday, I did not want to take the bus to school. Danielle was probably not going to 
talk to me because she was still depressed that she lost. I begged my mom so hard to drive me to school.  I actually 
fell on my knees and did my puppy dog face.
 “If you take the bus, maybe you and Danielle could work things out.”
 I did my stubborn, “Fine,” and went onto the bus. When I got on the bus, I went to my seat and saw the 
back of Danielle’s ponytail. She was looking out of the window. I plopped my body right next to hers.
 “Wow,” I thought. “She is so irritated with me she cannot even look at me.” Just then, Danielle turned 
around. 
 “I’m sorry for the way I acted on Saturday.” Danielle apologized. “I just can’t believe I put in all that time 
and effort to end up losing. Oh, and something I should have said to you on the field, “Good game!” 
 I smiled. I was glad she would not stay mad at me forever.
 “Oh, and guess what!?” Daniellle said with excitement.
 “What?” I asked.
 “My parents finally realized that life is not all about soccer and took me off the club team. Now I am on 
your soccer team!” We cheered while all the other kids on the bus looked at us like we were crazy. I did not care 
though, because my best friend was happy.
 “Hey Skylar,” Danielle said. “You did what that old saying said to do, ‘Shine so bright, that you could light 
the way for others.’” I smiled, because I knew I lit the way for Danielle.



Exposition
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 What is competition, if not detrimental? At its very core, it pits human against fellow human and can elicit 
feelings of animosity amongst those involved. Simple logic dictates that such a divisive and counterproductive 
activity should have long since been phased out in our specie’s quest for survival. Nevertheless, the notion of com-
petition has firmly lodged itself into all facets of our society, such that it is nearly impossible to go about your day 
without having engaged in some miniature clash against those around you. From the moment you first beg your 
parents for a new toy, or get tagged on a preschool playground, you are thrust into a maelstrom of competition, all 
with varying degrees of difficulty and reward. While winning against peers brings elation and the inevitable prize, 
losing elicits a different reaction. For every “winner,” in life, every CEO, every movie star there are countless others 
who aren’t so lucky, and society is not kind to the losers. Many have disparaged this “culture of competition,” as-
serting it will create a cutthroat and alienated society. 
 Of course, however, the implications of competition aren’t nearly as one-sided as some would make them 
out to be, and these detractors are forgetting the crucial fact that, for all its flaws, competition is an integral com-
ponent of the prosperity of humanity.
 Many have tried to create systems that diminish the value of competition. In 1975, the USSR reached its 
peak, spreading the mantra of communism to nations across world. However, just five years later, the coalition had 
all but collapsed, with citizens on the brink of starvation and the government in shambles. The culprit was not war 
or natural disaster, but rather stagnation of both the minds and spirit of the people. There was no need to achieve 
in school when doctors and janitors were on the same payroll, no need to strive beyond the mundane when the 
only idea needed to function was that of conformity; without competition, there was simply no need to strive be-
yond the ordinary. 
 Without a doubt, when we compete, we are at our best. It is our impetus to perform, one that has been in-
grained into our being since the bygone days of scavenging for food. When we truly desire to succeed, our physical 
and mental capabilities are pushed to their very limits, with beautiful results whose effects extend beyond just the 
winner. I distinctly remember Michael Phelp’s achievement at the 2008 Summer Olympics, in which he displayed 
the human spirit in its purest form. While watching his races I inwardly cheered, felt adrenaline race through my 
body as he flew past his opponents, and when he thunderously finished to win the coveted gold medal, my heart 
soared for Phelp’s triumph, for his dedication, for a man I had never known. I could only imagine what he felt. 
 It is here where the beauty and necessity of competition lies. Inside each of us is the raw power of the hu-
man spirit, and it is only through competition that we are allowed a marvelous, if brief, glance at what lies within. 

 However, not everyone wins. As previously stated, the success and elation of each winner is counterbal-
anced by the disappointment and regret of countless others. How many defeated “Michael Phelps’s” exist, those 
who dreamed of one day competing in front of the world but were subsequently forced to watch hard-earned 
aspirations crumble before their eyes? As they say, there are two sides to every story, and competition is no excep-
tion. The costs of losing can be quite high, and some have even taken their own lives in response to abject failure. 
In fact, it is this aversion to failure that drove many to disparage the concept of competition, or led Karl Marx to 
envision a form of government in which competition is replaced by a communal distribution of resources and 
conformity. 
 Even amidst the regrettable storm of anguish and disappointment associated with failure, there still exists 
a crucial silver lining. As Babe Ruth said, “Every strike brings me closer to a home run.” Behind each loss lies an 
opportunity to grow stronger, and those who are successful in life know this extremely well. In our everyday life 
we, consciously or not, frequently experience failure. Students bomb tests, job applications are denied, but the 
world marches on. Our culture of competition is designed not as a sieve to weed out those deemed “unworthy,” 
but rather as a system that encourages the development of tenacity in its people. The wise person learns to study 
harder for the next exam or simply submit another application. Everything in life must be earned through dedi-
cation and persistence, and ultimately through competition, that which knocks us down and dares us to try again, 
the undying resolve that characterizes the giants of history becomes instilled in all competitors. 
 Competition is only a painful, protracted struggle to those who view it as such. Instead, in each clash lies 
two potential outcomes: victory, which brings excitement and unbridled joy, and the arguably more important 
defeat, in which lies a unique opportunity to learn and grow. When given the motivation that only the intensity of 
competition can evoke, people are pushed to their very limits, and can display brilliancies of the human spirit that 
fascinate and inspire. It is unequivocally the driving force that has led us since the dawn of man, and will allow 
humanity to thrive in the many bright years to come.

Opportunity
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 James tossed the dice on the Monopoly! board. They landed with a soft thud, revealing a six and a five. 
Uh oh, thought James as he moved his tiny boat piece eleven spaces. He had landed on his brother's hotel again, 
and he was almost bankrupt! Why do we always want to play Monopoly instead of doing something like riding 
our bikes together? wondered James. He pondered over that impulse that made them both holler out, "Let's play 
Monopoly; I'll beat you!" After finding no answer to his questions, James began to scrutinize his small pile of 
money to pay the hefty sum to his brother.
 What made James and his brother determined to be the best at the game? Why are students bent on get-
ting the highest grade in class? The answer is simple: competition. Yet competition is often thought of as sinister 
and wicked. It's seen as a way to make someone feel bad about himself or herself. When people hear the word 
"competition," they think of rivalry and clashes. All of this is fallacious - it's just not true! From competition, we 
learn and improve so much! Competition must not be discouraged. In fact, it must be encouraged! It can help a 
student rise to the top of his or her class, and it can help an athlete become one of the best players. From com-
petition, we feel the urge to practice, and from this practice, we improve so much! We can learn good values; we 
can learn from other successful competitors, from our own mistakes, and how to react when in a
stressful situation. We can track and achieve progress. This is why competition should be encouraged in our 
society.
 In the course of preparing for a competition, competitors make lots of improvement. The first thing that 
happens is they set a goal; the goal is to win the contest. If one is aiming nowhere, that's just where he or she will 
go. When participating in a competition there's somewhere to aim and therefore somewhere to go. This is the 
first stepping stone to success. Contestants have a strong desire to achieve their goal and win the competition. 
In order to achieve the goal, participants automatically practice for more time with more dedication. Studies 
show that practice causes improvement and success. Dr. Angela Lee Duckworth, a professor of psychology at 
the University of Pennsylvania, has studied various people, from West Point cadets to Spelling Bee finalists. Her 
research shows that people who practice for more time with more dedication are much more likely to succeed 
than people who rely on innate intelligence or skill. She has also observed that all world-class performers have 
practiced at least four hours a day for ten years to reach the world-class level. This even applies to Mozart. One 
may ask: how did he compose such stupendous pieces we still listen to today at the age of five and six? This is 
because he practiced for an average of eight hours a day instead of just four. This demonstrates that innate intel-
ligence doesn't come into play in matters of success. The amount and quality of practice is what really matters, 
and competition motivates us to achieve that!

 Many good values such as perseverance and self-confidence, which are necessities in life's toughest times, 
are learned. If a competitor doesn't win, he or she may still crave for victory. So, the participant will try again and 
will learn the value of perseverance. Also, after doing something that caused nervousness such as performing in 
front of judges, one feels self-confident. Wow! I did that. I can do that again! After feeling self confident, a competi-
tor can be inspired to take up more challenges. Values are definitely instilled from competition.
 There's no need to have bad wishes for other competitors; there's no need to think of them as "betê noires." 
In fact, it's great if another competitor triumphs! Participants can learn what judges are looking for from the per-
formances of winning competitors, and they can also learn various strategies and ways of thinking from others. 
One can learn what it is they need to do to win. Also, there's an opportunity to learn from mistakes made. Learn-
ing from others' mistakes and own mistakes will make the chances greater of winning the next time. According 
to a recent study by Nate Kornell, Matthew Hays, and Robert Bjork at the University of California, Los Angeles, 
making errors and mistakes while learning can actually help us to understand and remember better. So there are 
so many opportunities to learn at a competition!
 Some time in our lives, things won't be going the way we want them to, and we may feel very let down. 
Competition prepares us for those moments and teaches us how to make things better when in those arduous 
times. Many times in the duration of a competition, things won't be going as planned. Perhaps someone's robot 
unexpectedly began to malfunction in a robotics competition. Maybe a singer got a bad throat on the audition 
day. When unpredictable things like these happen, one will undoubtedly feel anxious, disconcerted, stressed, and 
defeated. But soon one realizes that there is hope, and there still lies a chance. If utmost diligence is put in, things 
might just work out. From competition, one can learn how to deal with stress and handle situations causing anxi-
ety. That way, when problems in one's professional or personal life occur, he or she will know how
to manage himself or herself. This is why competition can help us learn how to react in difficult times.
 Another benefit of competition is people can realize the extent of their progress and what they need to 
work on. For example, if teachers encourage friendly competition amongst their students, they can see where 
each student stands, where the student has difficulties, and what he or she is particularly good at. Even better, the 
student knows where he or she stands and can strive to do better. Competition can be the perfect way to track and 
achieve progress.
 If one loses, there's no reason to feel morose. The purpose of a competition is to learn and improve. Each
competitor fulfills this purpose, and therefore each competitor is a winner. The grand prize is just there to help 
contestants set goals; there's really nothing special about it. The whole competition is set up merely for people to 
learn and improve in an enjoyable way. Instead of feeling gloomy, one should take every opportunity left to learn 
and improve further, and if a competitor feels disappointed from a loss, the competitor should remind himself or 
herself that he or she has already won long ago. So no matter who gets the trophy, all competitors are winners.
 As you can see, there will be so many benefits for everyone if competition is encouraged in our society.
There will be progress everywhere! I truly feel that competition is the best way to learn and improve because one 
can practice and improve from that practice, learn good values, learn from other competitors, learn from his or 
her own mistakes, learn how to act in difficult times, and track and achieve progress. There's no need to feel sad if 
first place isn't attained. Everyone's a winner in a competition. I encourage everyone to participate in a competi-
tion because, after all, competition is the stepping stones to success.
 The game had finally come to an end. Both boys had such wide ear-to-ear smiles that it was hard to tell 
who was the winner. James' brother had won, but James wasn't even the slightest bit troubled. This was because
James had found out the answers to his questions and knew that he had just gotten a magnificent prize. He had 

Competition: The True 
    Stepping Stones to Success

Anika Bagaria • Princeton Day School • Princeton, NJ



Vol .  29 Issue  3

80 81

attained so much knowledge of the game. After playing the game again and having more practice, he felt that he 
was more advanced at the game and had improved. Previously James had lost because his brother had made
many hotels that James kept landing on. Next time, thought James, I'll try making more houses and hotels, and I'll 
buy more properties. That way, I'll have a greater chance of winning. His confidence was building and he knew that 
he had a chance of winning the next game. The two brothers jubilantly packed up the board game, planning to 
play the following weekend.
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 I believe that competition is not beneficial to society. More often than not, it can be bad in everyday life. 
It can also have a negative effect on the economy. And most importantly, it can be disastrous on a global scale. As 
you can see, competition can be very harmful.
 In everyday life, competition is not a good thing. Teamwork is always encouraged in everyday life, which 
is what competition is against. I was playing a game with friends one time and for this game we were divided into 
teams. One team completed it easily, but my team ultimately failed because my other two team members were so 
competitive that they turned this game into an “every man for himself ” activity by trying to complete the activity 
faster than the other. If we had worked as a team instead of working against each other, we could have won as eas-
ily as the other team. Also, losing a competition can make people sore losers; a friend of mine will blame their loss 
on everyone else which can lead to conflict. And if you do win, being boastful and rubbing it in is almost worse 
than being a sore loser. That same friend will win and brag about it for days. I hope you see my point on how com-
petition is harmful in our lives.
  Competition has a negative effect on the economy. Competition can put many stores and shops out of 
business. A small family business nearby just went out of business because of two competing chain businesses. 
And although competition can temporarily lower prices, eventually one competitor will go out of business making 
the prices raise back to what they were or higher. A fast food place near me just closed, and the next day I went 
to its competitor and the prices had gone up a considerable amount. Another reason it does is that all competi-
tors will waste money trying to top their opponent by way of advertisements and other cosmetic improvements 
so that none of them have good products or service. Like the time I went out to dinner at one of two competing 
restaurants, the one I dined at had lots of advertisements and very expensive exterior decorating but the food and 
service paled in comparison to that of the shabbier second restaurant. 
 On a global scale, competition can be disastrous. If one country finds out that others are trying to get more 
resources, they will horde their own, which could turn into a monopoly if that country happens to be a supplier. 
This could lead to the other countries retaliating to get resources, which is dangerous. Both of those put together 
lead to war, effectively making sure that no one gets what they need. That is an example of how disastrous compe-
tition really is.
 If we lower the amount competition in society, we can have a better future. If we all worked together in ev-
eryday life, we could accomplish much more than we can now. If there was not so much competition in the econ-
omy, we would all be wealthier. Getting rid of competition on a global scale can avert disaster.  That is why I think 
that society is better off without competition.    

A Simple Solution 
   to a Big Problem
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 As the oldest of seven children, I like to consider myself somewhat of an expert in competition. I have seen 
it all: those on the bottom of the ladder scrambling to gain a more stable position, those on the top struggling to 
maintain their status and reputation, and those in the middle clinging to the rungs as they try to hang on. In my 
family, I am the one on the very top of the ladder. Except for the moments in which I must rouse myself to subdue 
a rowdy usurper, I have the privilege of sitting back and enjoying the spectacle. And I have come to the conclusion 
that competition—the constant battle in which each individual strives to secure the position of "best," "most valu-
able," "most skilled"—is meaningless.
 There is no part of life which does not contain a competition factor. Siblings compete in everything from 
grades to relationships to hair styles; friends do the same; coworkers and teammates vie for the most attention. Is 
this a bad thing? No. Competition, when used the right way, is motivation to be better, stronger, and more con-
fident. It is a tool, and a useful one at that. But in this world, where so many lives are dictated by the outcomes of 
contests, competition is a tyrant. Tools were never meant to be masters.
 It's fascinating, how competition becomes the reason for so many foolish actions backed by meaningless 
reasons and followed by alarming consequences. This remarkable occurrence is observable in everything from the 
mindless way we follow popular designers' fashion dictates to the deaths that are caused every New Year's Eve by 
drunk drivers. Competition has come to be about an individual human being or group of human beings proving 
personal worth through comparison to others. And the most striking part of this phenomenon is that the contest 
itself does not have to involve the individual in question. It is sufficient that the individual's child, pet, or favorite 
sports team comes out on top—because the worth of anything associated with the individual directly affects that 
individual's own worth. In a world where convenience determines usefulness, people can prove their importance 
without lifting a finger.
 Competition was never meant to be about comparison. This sort of competition is useless, and it is de-
stroying us. We spend our lives striving after standards that we don't understand but must meet, trampling over 
those in our way as we go, for reasons that we can't articulate but that are somehow valid. Has anyone in this blind 
scramble for importance stopped to consider why? Why must we each be the ruler of our own small worlds? Why 
must we all follow each other in the rush to be first? Why is there a rush to be first at all? We think that being on 
top of the world will make us satisfied, even happy, but when we reach the top we find that there is no top. There is 
always someone else in the way.

 History's most revered figures are revered because they refused to compare themselves to others. The 
men and women we admire the most are not competitors. They reached the top, but they reached the top without 
meaning to. George Washington never wanted to be the President of the United States. How did he come to be one 
of the greatest people ever to live? Why do we exalt Mother Teresa, Jesus, Nelson Mandela? They never stopped 
to compare themselves to others. They walked their own paths, with their own purposes. They set their own goals 
based on what they felt they were called to do, rather than on the goals of others. Because they refused to compare 
themselves to their peers, they were never held back or limited by society’s standards. They held no competition 
with anyone but themselves. Thus, they became truly great. And they proved that competing to achieve is worth-
less. 
 Competition was once a glorious thing, one of the most useful tools given to man. Turning it into the cruel 
game it has become is one of the worst mistakes we have made over the centuries. Tools are meant to be ruled, 
not to rule. If competition has turned from a means of motivation into a petty method of comparison, what other 
tools can we look forward to losing in the future? 

The Worth in Worthlessness

Sarah Welch • Homeschool • Briston, CT
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 There are seven seconds left in your championship basketball game. Your team is down by two and is 
desperately trying to think up a last minute play. You hear the sharp blast of the whistle, telling you your timeout 
is over, and suddenly you get a nervous feeling deep in your gut. You jog out onto the court and get into position, 
wiping sweaty palms on your shorts. The play that was devised counts on you scoring a three-pointer to win the 
game. Your teammate passes you the ball and it begins. You can feel the rubbery texture of the ball and hear it 
pounding on the court. It becomes a rhythm inside of you as you dribble down towards the basket. You go around 
the opponents until you reach the 3-point line. Taking a leap of faith, you shoot, desperately hoping it goes in. 
As if everything is in slow motion, you watch. It arcs high up into the air and begins its descent. Swoosh! It goes 
in just as the buzzer sounds! The crowd, who had been holding their breath, lets out whistles and shouts as they 
cheer. Happiness and joy bubbles up inside of you, and you feel very proud.
 We all know that feeling when you do something successful. On the other hand, we also know the feeling 
of losing, or being disappointed. These are both things that come with competition. After all, there’s only one win-
ner in a game. But while it’s satisfying to win, having fun and enjoying yourself is more important. That’s definitely 
something to remember when you’re competing. If you mess up, don’t get frustrated, just try again. Win or lose, 
you should always be a good sport. When you do that, it shows people that you are mature, and they are more 
likely to respond kindly.
 We compete all of the time, whether we are doing it for attention or for sports, but is it good for us? There 
are many types of competition, and while some are innocent, others are harmful. Competing through sports is 
usually a good thing because you can learn a great deal. It teaches you good morals and life lessons, too. A differ-
ent kind of competition is in our society. People are always fighting to look the best, be the best, and have the best. 
It’s easy to get caught up in it in everyday life, but you should try not to. That kind of competition is not healthy for 
us because it can lower our self esteem.
 What have you learned through competition? Competition can teach you how to be respectful and to fight 
for your goals, but it can also make you conceited and selfish. It’s all about teamwork, and you can’t win by your-
self. Even if you play a sport that is individually based, such as golf, you still have a team. Your trainers, support-
ers, and coaches work with you and help you reach your goals. They are the people who teach you the important 
things.
 Overall, competition is usually a good thing. It teaches you life lessons and pressures you to work. It also 
makes you motivated to win. Winning takes hard work and not just anyone can do it. You don’t need to be espe-
cially rich or popular to be successful in competition; you’ve just got to put in a little heart. Don’t be afraid to try 
new or challenging things—just go for it!

Fight for It

Julia Suarez • Basehor-Linwood Middle School • Bonner Springs, KS
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 Since 2000 BC, competition has ruled the world. Even the ancient Mayan civilization played a deadly ball 
game. In their game, if you lost, you got your head cut off. Then to make matters worse, your head was the ball for 
next game.
 These days humans have a tendency to get wrapped up in sports and take competition a little too far (al-
though maybe not as far as using your head as a ball.). The point is, in games one moment the coaches are telling 
you to “have fun,” but the next, you’re getting scolded at, because you struck out.
 Everyday sports, like baseball, football, soccer, and lacrosse, are getting more and more competitive every 
season. In some sports kids are being forced to play twelve months a year. But, why do kids play sports? To have 
fun, of course! Not to be forced to play every single day!
 Parents are not doing a lot to help it. By promising ice cream and other bribing foods if they win, it’s not 
encouraging the kids to have fun, but to win. Although winning is not bad, having fun is the main goal, and par-
ents aren’t looking for that. However, parents aren’t doing this on purpose, they just get wrapped up in it, and once 
they start they can’t stop.
 Studies show that 66% of boys and 52% of girls play organized sports. Sixty-six percent of kids play sports 
that are not organized, or just in the backyard. That’s about 35 million kids playing sports. That number is sure to 
decrease if kids are not having fun. For many reasons, from strict coaches, to bench warming, kids are not really 
having fun.
 The bottom line is competition is not everything. Children want to have fun. And no one likes an angry, 
on-fire coach.

Competition

Thomas Schwarzrock • Helen Morgan Elementary School • Sparta, NJ
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 Children are trained for competition throughout their whole educational life- beginning from elementary 
school all the way to college. Teachers encourage competition among students when they announce who got the 
highest score on a math test, how high previous students have scored on the CSTs, or even by posting the students’ 
grades on the wall- allowing comparison amongst the scores. Even though students may not realize it, they are 
being influenced academically, morally, and philosophically by competition in schools. I believe that it is right to 
train students for competition because it teaches students values, techniques, and lessons that will come in very 
handy one day. 
 By allowing competition in schools, students learn that not everything in life is going to be easy and that 
there will always be someone with more motivation that you. This is a very important principle because in reality, 
life itself is a competition. Whether someone is applying for a job application or going to university to become a 
doctor, there will always be others with the same dream. School competition teaches students that if they really 
want something, they must do their best to get it because another student might be more motivated resulting in 
them getting the prize. 
 In addition, school competition teaches techniques that can be useful in everyday life. Say a math teacher 
has finished grading tests and she posts the scores on the wall. The children rush to the board to see the score they 
received. John is very happy because he scored a ninety-four percent. However, Katie is ecstatic because she scored 
a ninety-eight percent. Even though both scores are very good, this experience would inspire John to study harder 
next time in order to beat Katie. It encourages him to do better, which results in him reaching his goal and under-
standing the material better. Same goes for a real life situation. If two people who really want something work hard 
for it, the person who works harder and wants it more will receive the prize.
 School competition also allows room for failure. Most people don’t know how to cope with failure. Every-
one messes up at some point in life and if children are not taught how to deal with failure at a younger age, it can 
result in catastrophic events later on. If John was always number one in class and he never had to deal with not 
reaching his goals, he could possibly have grown up to be a quitter. If he applied for a job and didn’t get it the first 
time, he would give up and not even think about trying again because he would be too busy thinking about how 
he is a failure in life. 

 One might argue in saying that school competition is bad for kids because it causes unnecessary stress 
among students and it lowers the confidence level of some kids. However, I disagree with this statement because, 
although competition causes stress, it is a good type of stress because it teaches students to care about grades. If 
there were no stress in schools, students would be very careless and inconsiderate about everything. Also, com-
petition actually increases confidence within a student because it either makes them feel proud for being number 
one in class or it encourages them to try to be the best they can be. 
 In conclusion, school competition is a very necessary value that teaches students about “the real world”, 
techniques, and how to deal with failure. Competition allows students to grow mentally and be the best they can 
be. Life itself is a competition and if students aren’t ready for what’s coming at them, then the future of the world is 
in big trouble. 

Competition

Biayna Ghahramanians • Clark Magnet High School • La Crescenta, CA
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 The idea is not to compete and be better than everyone else. It’s to compare yourself with who you want to 
be. Either we can look the challenge in the eye, or we can shy away and become cowardly. It is only the great heart-
ed who can be true friends. The cowardly will never face the challenge of a friendship.
 Society has embedded so many ideas of the “perfect” you. Competitive, strong, buff, fast, athletic, pretty... 
the list goes on. However, do you need all of that to be a good person? Those things can be great traits of a person, 
but it should not make up the person. Be yourself, no one else can do it better! Who cares if you stand out in the 
crowd? Do you really want to be the same as everybody else? 
        “You have competition every day because you set such high standards for yourself that you have to go out 
every day and live up to that,” said Michael Jordan. The competition within you is the most worthy of all competi-
tions. Competing with others is what is destroying society. Society is one of the strongest voices. This is very sad, 
since society is so tainted.
        Another thing that ties into competition is courage. It is the courage to stand up for what you believe in, to 
embody yourself with self-esteem, which is most important. When you see what is right, have the courage to do it. 
Having courage is much more than just doing things. Courage is a decision to be brave and be the best you possi-
bly can be.  Anyone can be courageous. It all starts with your outlook of the situation.
 Another factor in competition is optimism. When everyone else says you can’t, do not believe it. It should 
not matter what other people say, you should believe in yourself enough to have faith to do better next time. Opti-
mism is your hope and dreams. It is striving to do what is right and what is just, with a positive attitude. Optimism 
is essential to achievement and it is the foundation of courage.
 After that, competition just depends on your motivation to succeed. Motivation is a force within all of us 
that makes us strive to accomplish the task that we have set out to do. Motivation is what gets things done, what 
completes mission, what accomplishes goals. Motivation is essential to success whether it is in sports, school, 
or work. When you are motivated to complete something, you do abundantly better than if you are just going 
through the motions.
 Competition is an ongoing game that will be around until the end of time. People play the game different 
ways. They have different strategies that help them move along. Some people cheat, some people follow the rules 
exactly. On the game board that is life, unexpected things happen. You have to find ways to beat it, to outsmart the 
game. If you are trying to be better than everyone else is, it is a real hard game to play. However, if you are only 
trying to be better than yourself, than you have it down in the blink of an eye. Nothing is forever, not even peo-
ple. Things come and go because that is the way that it should be. On the last day of my life, I want to know that 
the ongoing competition within me to grow was worth it. Worth all the strife, I brought upon myself. If you have 
worked all of your life to be better, then you should have complete and utter fulfillment.

The Battle Within

Bailey Storms • Basehor-Linwood Middle School • Bonner Springs, KS
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 When you think about competition in sports you think about the legends: Jordan, Bonds, Montana. But 
there are some athletes who don’t break records, and they don’t hit a walk-off in game seven of the World Series. 
There are people that you would want on your team because of the heart, hard work, and the level of competitive-
ness that they put into their game.  
 One of my dad’s heros growing up was Andy Van Slyke. My dad wears number 18 because of him. My dad 
would tell me his story when I was little. He said that he worked exceptionally hard when he was playing. Then 
during one game, a shot was hit in centerfield. Andy ran straight back to the centerfield fence and reached way 
back over the fence. He caught it! But wait….. Andy was hurt. It turned out that Andy tore up his shoulder and he 
was never the same player again.
 Another example is Steve Young. He was a great quarterback, but was overshadowed by the best quarter-
back of all time, Joe Montana. He played 14 seasons in the NFL. Everybody knows Joe Montana, but if you ask 
somebody, “Who is Steve Young?”, they might stutter. He is not as famous as Joe Montana, but he is famous for 
never giving up. He was an underdog, but he was a winner. Both of these players were underdogs. Some people say 
they love them. Some people say they hate them. But, together they make the perfect recipe for success because 
competition drove them to be best players they could be.

The Underdogs

Luke Kopco • Helen Morgan Elementary School • Sparta, NJ
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