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Foreword
This is part of the beauty of all literature. You discover
that your longings are universal longings. That you’re
not lonely and isolated from anyone. You belong.
(F. Scott Fitzgerald)

Writing is perhaps the greatest of all human inventions, binding
people together who never knew each other, citizens of distant
epochs…A book is proof that humans are capable of working
magic.
(Carl Sagan)

It is from literature that wise people derive consolation
in the troubles of life.
(Victor Hugo)
A good metaphor is something even the police should
keep an eye on.
(Lichtenberg)
There is then creative reading as well as creative writing.
(Ralph Waldo Emerson)
Once more we must warmly thank our competition entrants and applaud
their efforts. Progress is evident in such areas as making each word count,
striving for the figurative, and, in verse, using rhyme more judiciously.
One might recommend now further exploration of language’s rhythmic
possibilities.
Meanwhile, the quotations above speak to all our entrants, whether winners
or not. The first and third, from Scott Fitzgerald and Victor Hugo, remind us
of a reassuring quality of literature, namely that, no matter what problems
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afflict us, they are shared by others. In the second, Sagan says our writing
may even grant us a small place in the vast context of human history.
Centuries from now someone may read our poems, stories and essays and
discover what our contemporary lives and societies are like. Lichtenberg’s
wittily facetious comment of course is a timely reminder of metaphor’s
power and place near the heart of good writing. And as for Emerson, his
mention of creative reading is a reminder to all aspiring writers. It can
be linked to another facetious remark, this one by Howard Nemerov, who
once quipped: “Write what you know. That should leave you with a lot of
free time!” His point was obvious. Without material to write about, there’s
no point even lifting our pens. This is where reading – oceans of it – comes
in. “The best writers are the best readers” is a slogan that keeps recurring
in leading modern scholarship. Witness its ubiquitous presence in texts on
both writing and reading edited by Oman’s own Dr Rahma Al Mahrooqi:
Focusing on EFL Reading: Theory and Practice (2014) and Methodologies
for Effective Writing Instruction in EFL and ESL Classrooms (2015).
Finally, all of us associated with the competition, in whatever capacity,
look forward to the harvest of entries it will gather between now and 2017.

Adrian Roscoe
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The Judging Panel
Prof. Adrian Roscoe
Adrian Roscoe retired in 2015 after thirteen years’ work at
Sultan Qaboos University, but continues to write. His latest
books include Methodologies for Effective Writing Instruction,
edited with Drs Rahma Al-Mahrooqi and Vijay Thakur (2015);
Vol. I of The Common Touch: Popular Literature from
Shakespeare to the Restoration, edited with Prof. Paul Scanlon (2014); and
Focusing on EFL Reading, edited with Dr Rahma Al-Mahrooqi (2014). He is
currently working on Volume II of The Common Touch (nearing completion)
and on a book about Roman colonial attitudes to Britain.
Dr. Susanne Shunnaq
Dr. Susanne Ramadan Shunnaq is a Vienna born English
literature specialist who has joined the English Department
at Sultan Qaboos University (SQU) in 2013 after a 14year teaching, research, and administrative career in
academia in the Middle East. She holds a Ph.D in modern
and contemporary American literature from The Pennsylvania State
University, USA, where she was a Fulbright scholar between 19951997. She is affiliated with Yarmouk University which is one of the high
standing public universities of Jordan established in 1976. Fluent in three
languages and an excellent reader of a fourth, she has been a member of
the Jordanian Translators’ Association (J.T.A.) since 1994. She is currently
a full-time faculty member at SQU and her most recent research is on
teaching methods, English as an International Language (EIL), rhetoric,
and current interests in literature.
Dr. Faryal Ahmed
Dr. Faryal Ahmed is currently working at Sultan Qaboos
University, Muscat, Sultanate of Oman. She is teaching
skill based courses at the Language Centre. Prior to
this she was teaching Language and Literature to the
undergraduates, graduates and post graduates at Kinnaird
College, Lahore, Pakistan. She was also involved in developing courses in
Applied Linguistics, Management Studies, Communication and Teacher
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Education. She has also taught English and communication courses at the
Academy of Civil Services in Pakistan.
She has a PHD in Management and a double Masters in Literature and
Educational Management from Nottingham University, England. She is
a gold and a distinction holder. Other than teaching she has served on
several committees and was part of the committee that prepared the
strategic plan for the Language Centre from 2004 – 2009.
She has devoted her career in building and developing human potential
where she has excelled in utilizing her core competencies of problem
solving, organizing, and focusing on quality. She has not only been
a teacher, but a facilitator, program developer, and a coordinator for
hundreds of students in Oman and Pakistan.
Dr. Adil Hassoun Al Khafaji
Dr. Al Khafaji is Associate Professor of Linguistics and
Translation. He obtained his M. A. in English as a Second
or Foreign Language from the University College of North
Wales, Bangor, UK and Ph. D. in Linguistics and Translation
from Al Mustansiriya University, Iraq. He has more than 40
years of experience in ELT. He taught in Iraq, Jordan and, for the last 14
years, in Oman.
Dr. Al Khafaji is a former British Council scholar and has published on ELT
and translation studies. He is the author of the Translanguage Hypothesis
in Applied Translation Studies. He is experienced in program design and
worked as a program reviewer for the Omani Ministry of Higher Education.
Dr. Chandrika Balasubramanian
Dr. Chandrika Balasubramanian is an Assistant Professor
of Applied Linguistics at the Sultan Qaboos University,
where she has been for three years. She maintains an
active research agenda, and publishes on diverse topics
including the relationship between Emotional Intelligence
and student success in Oman, vocabulary instruction in English classes
in Oman, and English as an International Language. She strives to help
students see the connections between the topics she researches and their
daily lives, both current and future
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Appreciation note:
“We write to taste life twice, in the moment and in retrospect.”
Anaïs Nim
As we conclude this Third Cycle of Penned Thoughts Young Writer’s
Competition, the Organizing Committee would like to give thanks to all
those who made it possible for the continuation of this competition. As
always, sincere thanks and appreciation for the invaluable support and
continued commitment of our esteemed judges; Prof. Adrian Roscoe
who, over the years and despite his faraway place of sojourn continues his
support and commitment, and Drs. Adil Al Khafaji, Chandrika Balasubramanian, Faryal Ahmed and in particular Dr Susanne R. Shunnaq who
had the pivotal role in coordinating and communicate on behalf of the
judges as well as collate and edit the work of the contestants. The dedication and expertise of our entire judging panel is unmatched and very much
highly appreciated.
We are also honoured to continue receiving the generous sponsorship and
support of the National Youth Commission who are dedicated to youth
empowerment and we are humbled that they choose to do so through this
channel. We would also like to thank a host of contributors, including Mr.
Abbas Al Balushi for technical support, and for our talented young videographers for their invaluable work on our promo videos and marketing
material, Mr. Bashaar Zaitoun for his invaluable and selflessly offered
administrative support. Last but not least, the Cultural Club and all their
staff for their generous sponsorship of this wonderful venue which has
been the home of the Penned Thoughts since its inception.
We would also like to give a special Thank You to Ms. Glenis Redmond
for her support in organizing the poetry workshop held back in February
of last year at Al Rudha and meeting with our talented writers. She also
generously wrote her reflections about the competition along with her
special video message. She continues to inspire us all even from across the
oceans and seas. Special thanks are due to Ms Rumaitha Al Busaidi for her
wonderful MC role year in year out.
We would also like to give a special mention to English Teachers and
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Heads of English Curriculum in schools around the country for coming on
board and encouraging their young talent to submit their work. Most notably Azzan bin Qais School - Muscat, Hay Al Sharooq International
School – Sur, as well as gifted work received this year from students of
National Private School and The Sultan’s School - Muscat. We received a
total of 19 entries from students below the minimum age requirement for
the competition. Although they could not be included in the running for
the competition, they were found to be extremely promising talent and we
wholeheartedly encourage them to apply again next year and when they
are of age. We wanted to recognize the work of those gifted future writers
and have given a special mention for those showing most potential. We
are so proud of you all.
Our sincerest appreciation to all who participated in this competition,
competitors, contributors, supporters, sponsors and spokespeople. We
wish you all continued success and ask the Almighty Allah to shower you
with His blessings.
The Organizing Committee and Ali Mehdi’s Family
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List of Entrants in the Third Round of the Competition for 2016
Entry Cont
Category
No. No.

Name

Title of Entry

Region

Age

1

1

Poetry

Afka Mohammed Niyas

A Rift in the World of
Love

Muscat

11

2

2

Poetry

Ahmed bin Said bin Hilal Al
Busaidi

Pieces (Finally Yours)

Muscat

22

Poetry

Ahmed bin Said bin Hilal Al
Busaidi

Completion

Muscat

22

Akshaya Pookkatt Subbu

Adorned Life

Muscat

21

Approaching A Star

Muscat

17

3
4

3

Poetry

5

4

Short Story Alaa Mohammed Al Jamalani

6

Poetry

Alaa Mohammed Taqi Al
Jamalani

My King

Muscat

17

7

Short Story

Alaa Mohammed Taqi Al
Jamalani

The Stolen Circle

Muscat

17

8

Poetry

Alaa Mohammed Taqi Al
Jamalani

How Can I Compare
You?

Muscat

17

9

5

Short Story Ali Salim Ali Al Hadi

The Four Sons

Al Sharqiyah

16

10

6

Short Story Alondra Alessandra Usai

Caged Bird

Al Sharqiyah

16

11

7

Article

Aseela Nasser Sulaiman Al
Kitani

Al Sharqiyah

20

Article

Aseela Nasser Sulainam Al
Kitani

Al Sharqiyah

19

Aseela Sultan Abdullah Al
Sawafi

12
13

8

Article

14

9

15

The Prevailing Social
Practices in the
Society
Student and Teacher
Communication

Reading Makes a Man Muscat

15

Short Story Ashwaq Saif Al Maskery

Hopeless Case

Muscat

22

10

Short Story Athari Obeid Al Busaidi

A Gleam of Hope

Muscat

19

16

11

Short Story Balqees Rashid Al Kindy

The Black Sheep

Al Sharqiyah

17

17

12

Short Story Bishr Maradni

The Dark Walk

Muscat

20

18

13

Short Story

Virgin

Muscat

19

19

14

Short Story Dvita Kapadia

AxT

Muscat

16

Poetry

Dvita Kapadia

Dearly Beloved

Muscat

16

Elham Hussaim Feer
AlBelushi

I Knew You Are Different

Muscat

21

20

Bushra Mohammed
Sulaiman Al Rawahi

21

15

Short Story

22

16

Short Story Fathima Mohamed Farzan

The Delightful Soup

Muscat

8

23

17

Short Story Fathima Reema Rizan

An Adventure

Muscat

9
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List of Entrants in the Third Round of the Competition for 2016
Entry Cont
Category
No. No.
24

Name

Title of Entry

Region

Age

Short Story Fathima Rishma Rizan

Halloween Nightmare Muscat

10

25

18

Article

Fathima Yusra Imran Zaheer

Discovering the Hero
Within Myself

Salalah

17

26

19

Article

Fatma Mohammed Al Lamki

My Wonderland

Al Batinah

22

27

20

Poetry

Fatma Saad Said Al Zakwan

The Key to Life

Muscat

14

28

21

Poetry

Ghadeh Abdulsattar
Al Murshidi

Tail of Two Sisters

Muscat

15

29

22

Short Story

Hajir Khalid Moosa
Al Zadjali

Lies My Teacher Told
Me

Muscat

18

30

23

Poetry

Houriya Mousa Al Balochi

Pieces

Al-Batinah
North

22

Short Story Houriya Mousa Al-Balochi

Paradise NOT Lost

Al-Batinah
North

22

31
32

24

Short Story Humaid Abdullah Humaid

Lana and Lora

Al Sharqiyah

16

33

25

Poetry

I Remember

Al Batina
North

21

34

26

Short Story Iman Mahmoud Kayali

I am Like a Rose?

Muscat

10

35

27

Short Story

Jeremiah Benjamin
Abella Gomez

A Trip to Sur

Muscat

11

36

28

Article

Jonathan Joseph Abraham

Music is the Panacea
For All Woes

Muscat

18

37

29

Short Story Kauthar Said Khalfan Al Habsi

Generosity Doesn›t
Rot

38

30

Short Story Khadija Nasser Al Kiyumi

Who Laughs the Last

Al Sharqiyah

16

39

31

Short Story Khulood Khamis Al Muhajiri

The Ring

Al Sharqiyah

16

40

32

Poetry

Leelaloshini Sureshkumar

Friends Forever

Muscat

11

Poetry

Leelaloshini Sureshkumar

Granddaddy

Muscat

11

41

Humood Khamis Al Saadi

15

42

33

Short Story Lujayn Jaber Al Khabouri

The Changeling

Muscat

15

43

34

Article

Maham Hasan

A Respite in Literature Muscat

22

44

35

Short Story

Mahra Awadh Murad Al Balushi

Beautiful Eyes

Muscat

18

45

36

Poetry

Maitha Said Al-Asmi

The Grief Puzzle

Muscat

19

46

37

Poetry

Maitreyi Krishnamoorthy

Mankind in the Eyes
of Time

Muscat

15

47

38

Poetry

Malaak Hussain Al Lawati

Insanity

Muscat

13
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List of Entrants in the Third Round of the Competition for 2016
Entry Cont
Category
No. No.

Name

Title of Entry

Region

Age

48

39

Short Story Marwan Sherif Khalil

Planet SinCafe

Muscat

10

49

40

Short Story Meera Adnan Al Lawati

The Island

Muscat

10

50

41

Article

Mirette Essam Gerges Hanna

How Influential in
Film Industry?

Al Batinah

21

51

42

Poetry

Misha Das

Angel of Life

Al Batinah North

24

53

44

Short Story Mohammed Ali Al Bahlouli

The Lost Village

Al Sharqiyah

17

54

45

Short Story Najma Ali Al Rashdi

Family Over Everything

Muscat

16

Poetry

Najma Ali Al Rashdi

Differences

Muscat

16

Poetry

Namariq Masoud Al Ghaithi

A Precious Soul

Muscat

16

Short Story Namariq Masoud Al Ghaithi

The Lost Opportunity

Muscat

16

Muscat

15

55
56

46

57
58

47

Poetry

Nirash Thanuka

Stopping By the
Woods on a Snowy
Evening by Robert
Frost

59

48

Poetry

Njood Jamal Alden Al Taher

My love

Muscat

19

60

49

Short Story Nouf Said Salam Al Hajri

Amnesia

Muscat

12

61

50

Article

Ola Ali Mohamed Al Zaabi

Environmental Issues

Muscat

62

51

Article

Omaima Mohammed Ali Al
Hinai

Women Empowerment Al Dakhiliya

63

52

Short Story Omayma Khalaf Al Maawali

Living Shadows

Al Batinah
South

21

64

53

Article

Prameet Biswas

Good v. Bad

Muscat

21

65

54

Article

Rahma Adam Mohammed
Ahmed

Chains

Muscat

23

66

55

Short Story Rahma Harib Al-Barwani

Mathew

Al Sharqiyah

16

67

56

Article

Rahma Said Nasser Al Mahrezi

Emily and Cinderella
under a Microscope

Al Sharqiyah

20

68

57

Poetry

Raida Khalfan Abdullah Al
Mamari

When I have a Daugh- Al Batinah
ter
South

23

69

58

Poetry

Rana Ahmed Al Saririya

Canvas

Muscat

20

70

59

Short Story Reem Ali Al Lawati

The Insect Controller

Muscat

12

71

60

Short Story Safaa Said Khalfan Al Habsi

Jade

Muscat

17

72

61

Poetry

Bird

Muscat

20

Sahar Abdulrazzak Othmani

22
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List of Entrants in the Third Round of the Competition for 2016
Entry Cont
Category
No. No.
73

Name

Title of Entry

Region

Age

Short Story Sahar Abdulrazzak Othmani

Letters to Luna

Muscat

20

The Aroma of Popcorn Muscat

22

74

62

Article

75

63

Short Story Sakher Mubarak Al Dawoodi

The Nightmare

Al Sharqiyah

16

76

64

Poetry

Salima Ahmed Al Rasbi

Where Am I?

Muscat

17

77

65

Article

Samar Abdullah Al Abri

Questions Everything

Muscat

16

78

66

Poetry

Samira Ali Khan

The Climb to Nagarkot Muscat

23

Poetry

Samira Ali Khan

The Cold Dark Night

Muscat

23

In the Kitchen

Muscat

15

The Day She Was Gone Muscat

15

79

Saim Ahmed Cheeda

80

67

Poetry

Shahd Darwish Salim Al
Balushi

81

68

Poetry

Sharikha Jabeen

82

69

Short Story Shazni Ahamed Rishad

Case RS-75

Muscat

13

83

70

Poetry

Earthquake

Muscat

14

Short Story Shehrbano Hasan

Timing

Muscat

14

84

Shehrbano Hasan

85

71

Article

Sheikha Hilal Al Busaidi

The Veil of Familiarity Al Dakhiliya

22

86

72

Article

Teena Clara Joseph

Create Protectors not
Predators

Muscat

18

87

73

Poetry

Tuqa Wafa Hadidi

Riddle Poem

Muscat

9

88

74

Poetry

Wasaif Humaid Al Kasbi

Just a Child

Al Sharqiyah

18

89

75

Article

Yaman Khalid Asim Al Azri

Sports Cars

Muscat

10

90

76

Short Story Yusuf Fahad Al-Barwani

Jungle Quest

Muscat

10

91

77

Poetry

Zakiya Khalaf Said Altobi

Our Dreams in Our
Hands

Al Dakhiliya

24

Poetry

Zakiya Khalaf Said Altobi

Oh Penned Thoughts

Al Dakhiliya

24

92
93

78

Short Story Zarina Teresa Rebeiro

The Mistakes of The
Unheard

Muscat

20

94

20

Poetry

School

Muscat

14

95

79

Short Story Raghad Ali Al Mughaizwi

Our Aventure in Oman Muscat

10

96

80

Poetry

How Can I Sleep

29

Fatma Saad Said Al Zakwan

Zahra Saud Al Abri

Al Dakhiliya
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Reflection
What I appreciate most about poetry is
that verse comes straight from the heart.
I also cherish that the heart speaks in
a universal language of love, loss and
longing. My work as a poet and teaching
artist has allowed me to be immersed in
the language poetry and on my journey;
I am privileged to meet many people.
For the last twenty-three years, I have
travelled both nationally and internationally. This year I was invited to
tour to Oman on behalf of US State Department via the Embassy of Muscat
this February. February is Black History Month in the United States, so I
was asked to share my poetic stories. However, I was the one who benefited
the most. The people and the land of Oman both expanded and deepened
my horizons. Simultaneously, I felt that Jalāl ad-Dīn Muhammad Rūmī,
the ١٣th century Persian poet, accompanied me. It was if he was saying one
of my most favourite lines of his in my ear, “What you seek is seeking you.”
Lineage and cultural connection is what I seek literally and metaphorically. Everywhere I went I felt embraced. I knew I was at home when I finished
my lecture at Sultan Qaboos University and I was not sure if the workshop
was effective. Then, when participates read, they wept. I did too. Every
time I am in the presence of poetry, it reminds me of its power. It speaks
to the vein that runs throughout all humanity.
As I travelled around Oman, I was told stories and poems that intersected
my own. Oddly enough, I was also asked everywhere I went, if I were Tanzanian (Zanzibar) and my reply was, “No, I am Carolinian.” Then, it was
explained why there were so many people that looked like me. I really felt
like I was seeing my whole family, when I saw people the same hue as me.
I was educated that indeed Oman did have slavery - like most countries,
but I did not know this history first hand.
In my own poems. I write a lot about slavery in my own lineage. In my
recent book, What My Hand Say, the title is taken from a poem written
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about my great-grandfather, Will Rogers who was born enslaved. I just
discovered too, the plantation where my great-grandmother, Rachel was
born into slavery on the Cunningham plantation in Waterloo, South Carolina. The whole time I could hear Rumi’s saying, “What you seek is seeking
you.”
Oman is striking. Its country enchanted me with its beauty: The architecture is breathtaking and the people are both welcoming and warm. I
was slipped numerous gifts. When I was leaving the country, my bags were
laden. I had to pay a bag overage fee at the airport and I did not mind. The
gifts were tokens of appreciation. I will treasure the articles: jewellery,
clothes, notes, letters, poems and books. Many workshop participants and
audience members still keep in touch via emails. Here is a poem I received
that was created in one of my poetry workshops. It is praise poem:

Halwa

By: Ali Al Rawahi
I am the first word that was written by nobody
The echo of the moon wakes my dreams
Realty runs away from me
I don’t believe in fate
I make fate beg for a glance from me
My forefathers were philosophers
They rode the clouds to rivers of gold
My words inspire music
The darkness rises from my eyes, so is the sun
Nobody knows my name, but they speak it
Copper clay walked on my skin
I’ve created this desert of sand
When my feet first touched ground
I taught Kafka how to write stories
And Dickenson wrote all her poems for me
But I am not death
I am life
Halwa
Halwa
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One of my most monumental happenings was meeting Dr. Mehdi Ahmed
Jaaffar at a reception. To sit with Dr. Jaaffar and to hear about Oman
through his stories and lore was priceless. His stories let me know, with
this visit that I only scratched the surface of experiencing Oman. The
other great gift was being invited to read at the Lounge. It was/is such a
wonderful space of creativity run by the coolest and most sensitive young
people. They asked me to read some poems and to be involved in a Q & A.
Then, community members read. My last night in Oman felt magical. I was
enthralled by all. I was especially eager to talk to those of African descent.
What they sought is in their creative endeavours is what I seek: lineage.
In short, I felt at home. As I was leaving the venue full of the warm reception. Dr. Jaaffar put a final gift in my hands. It was several copies of
Penned Thoughts. So, it was fitting that he asked me to pen a few words
for this upcoming collection. I see this collection as document of many
voices. I know that the poet’s job is to muse. One poet in this collection
muses about the future in “When I have a Daughter” and another about
the past in, “I Remember…” There are heartfelt reflections in “Tale of Two
Sisters,” which the poet concludes:
Is this how you felt drugged up on pills?
Except you took them to save your life,
While I took them to end mine.
Then there is “The Grief Puzzle,” and introverted look at sorrow. The poet
is doing some necessary work in this poem. She writes:
She sees dark in the day,
And sees everything gray.
This too is the job of the poet: introversion. To look within and to be truthful.
I love how one poet is speaking in the vein of Shakespeare in “How Can
I Compare You? There was no shortage of love poems in this anthology.
Alas, this is why poetry was created. “Dearly Beloved” is a prime example
of this. This poem is a lovely imagistic riff. The poet writes:
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“You taste like story time
And mildew and fresh laundry
On a warm Sunday afternoon
Curled into the swing on the porch…”
To all the participants in the Penned Thoughts Competition 2016, thank
you for tapping your pen to your hearts. Continue to express yourself
emotionally, continue to stretch and grow as poets. Experiment with imagery, structure, rhyming and non-rhyming poetry. Mostly, read widely. It
will make you better poets. We are all working on strengthening our craft.
As you read, you will be studying the craft. Here are some words on Rumi
upon which to linger:
Keep walking, though there’s no place to get to.
Don’t try to see through the distances,
That’s not for human beings. Move within,
But don’t move the way fear makes you move,
Walk to the well,
Turn as the earth and moon turn,
Circling what they love,
Whatever comes from the center.
I hope and pray to return to Oman in the future, so that our conversations
and kinship will continue. As-salāmu `alaykum. The next time I visit I’ll be
wise, knowing how to respond, Wa`alaykumu s-salām. Much Peace.

Yours-n-Verse,
Glenis Redmond
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Penned Thoughts: Judges’ Report
This year’s writing competition was the third cycle of Ali Mehdi Young
Writers Competition for talented youth in Oman. The 2016 Penned
Thoughts competition allowed more age categories to participate than in
the previous cycles in an attempt to represent not only older youth but
also the younger gifted children across the country. It was delightful to
see that contestants as young as eight years performed at remarkably high
levels. Participants had the opportunity to choose among three categories: The articles, the short story, and the poem. The panel of judges
received all ninety-six entries; 36 poems, 42 short stories, 18 essays and
entries were written beautifully and skillfully and included among others
personal narratives, and reflective essays, historical fiction, riddle poetry.
Submissions revealed a profound understanding of people’s psychology, an
appreciation of humanity, a celebration of human strength and resilience,
and acute introspectiveness. This made judging process a particularly hard
but highly interesting and rewarding task. A number of entrants stood out
for their originality, creativity, and craft which they displayed in their writing. What impressed us most about the entries to this year’s competition
was the great variety of tone, form, and subject matter.
The panel of judges for the 2016 Penned Thoughts young writers’ competition consisted of faculty and scholars whose specialized knowledge of
language and literature constituted a valuable asset for the distinguished
panel. Their diverse backgrounds and multi-faceted contributions as
scholars, teachers, administrators, translators, volunteers, and mentors are
truly noteworthy. Prof. Adrian Roscoe and Drs. Adil Al Khafaji, Chandrika
Balasubramanian, Faryal Ahmed and Susanne R. Shunnaq had the pleasure
to participate in the evaluation process of the entries. After the careful
reading and analysis of all manuscripts, the judges discussed which entries
should be shortlisted. They evaluated the entries not just for their content, style, language, thought development, writing techniques, vocabulary
repertoire, creativity, and originality, but also for their compliance with
the contest rules. Afterwards, a carefully developed criterion for selection
was applied and the finalists were chosen. Lastly, Professor Roscoe and Dr.
Shunnaq edited and proofread the winning entries for publication.
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The panel of judges was asked to identify three winners from each category in addition to a fourth promising submission. The many good quality submissions made the final decision on the actual winners not an easy
task. We would like to emphasize here that there were many attentiongrabbing, witty, and original entries, but only a few truly stood out.
In conclusion, we would like to thank everyone who entered the
competition and congratulate the winners. We hope that the continuation
of the annual Penned Thoughts Competition will encourage more talents
to come forward and participate next year.
Coordinator of the Judging Panel
Susanne R. Shunnaq
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Penned Thoughts 2016
Poems
Rank

Name

Entry Title

1

Samira Ali Khan

“The Climb to Nagarkot”

2

Shahd Darwish Salim Al Balushi

“In the Kitchen”

3

Najma Ali Al Rashdi

“Differences”

Articles

Articles
Rank

Name

Entry Title

1

Omaima Mohammed Ali Al
Hinai

“A Call for Change”

2

Prameet Biswas

3

Jonathan Joseph Abraham

The Good, the Bad, and the”
“Balance
Music is the Panacea for All”
“Woes

Short Stories

Short Stories
Rank

Name

Entry Title

1

Dvita Kapadia

“A x T”

2

Shehrbano Hasan

“Timing”

3

Shazni Ahamed Rishad

“Case RS 75”
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Penned Thoughts 2016 Statistics
The Ali Mehdi competition for young writers is gaining ground year after
year, and there is a noticeable progress in the quality and the number of
entries. 2016 entries far exceed those of 2015, with the short story still
being the most popular entry category of all. The highest number of
contestants, 80, has been recorded this year, with entries from Muscat
remaining the highest, so as entries from female participants.

REGIONS OF
ENTRANTS

Fig. 1- Muscat government continues to lead in the numbers of entrants reaching a record
high of 67 with the Sharqiya originated entrants coming second, followed by Al Batinah with
Al Dakhliyah trailing behind
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Fig. 2- Short Stories were the dominant genre with 41 (slightly higher than last year). Next
is Poetry with 36 entries, substantial leap compare to last year (28 entries) with a slight
increase with Articles (18 entries) compared to 14 registered last year

Fig. 3- Female young writers continue to be dominant. 78 in numbers and 82% of the total,
while male entrants have demonstrated an increase over the last year and have reached 17
in numbers (18%).
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NO. OF ENTRIES

2016

2015

2014

Fig. 4- The total number of entries over the past 3 years remained close.

80

80

70

63

60
50
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40
30
20
10

2016

2015

2014

0

Fig. 5- The total number of contestants has indicated a gradual growth, mainly due to the
restrictions imposed by the organisers on the allowed entries per contestant. We have had
the highest number in this cycle with 80 contestants, almost doubling the figure from past
year.
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Feedback Survey Responses
As a measure to develop the quality of the Penned Thoughts Competition
process and to have feedback of the participants of their experiences, the
organizing committee continued conducting a short survey and inviting
participants to share their feedback. Responses received have been
modest in relation to the number of participants, only 22 questionnaires
were submitted. However, we aim to encourage participants from this and
the previous cycle to come forward with their comments and feedback
through social media and other channels.
Below is a summary of the responses received to the different questions,
followed by the various general comments received.
Around 65% of participants learned about the competition through
schools and colleges, 25% through social media platforms, and the rest
by words of mouth. The responses were generally positive where 74%
of the participants found the overall competition to be well organized,
while a further 77% felt they were kept up-to-date with the proceedings
of the events. Another 66% thought that the contest meets their writing
aspirations, and more than 80% of the participants thought they were able
to find the information they were looking for on the website. Some of
the participants thought the submission were handled smoothly (66%),
while 18% thought they had put a lot of effort to ensure their submission
were delivered in the right way at the right time. The responses received
from the organising committee were good to some (48%) and fair to others
(40%), although it was labelled as poor by 11% of the participants. Finally,
72% thought there was a room for improvement in the overall organization
process of the event. These responses were very useful for the betterment
of the organization and planning of the next stage of Penned Thoughts.
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How did you learn about the competition?
72

80

67

70
60
50

16

12

8

2015
%

40
25

2016

30
20
10
0

Word of Mouth

Answer choice
Social media
School/college
Word of mouth

School/College

Social Media

Response 2015 Response 2016
25%
16%
67%
72%
8%
12%

Did you find the competition well organised?
91

100
74

90
80
70
60

2015
%

50

2016

40

26

30
20

9

10
0
No

Answer choice
Yes
No

Yes

Response 2015 Response 2016
74%
91%
26%
9%
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Did you feel you were kept up-to-date with events and
preceedings?
77
70

80
70
60
50
40

23

2015
%

30

2016

30
20
10
0

No

Yes

Answer choice Response 2015 Response 2016
Yes
77%
70%
No
23%
30%

Do you see the contest meeting your writing
aspirations?
100

83
66

80
2015
%

60
34
40

17

2016

20
0
No

Yes

Answer choice Response 2015 Response 2016
Yes
66%
83%
No
34%
17%
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Were you able to find the information you were looking
for on our website?
85

32
15

No

Answer choice
Yes
No

2015
%

90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

68

2016

Yes

Response 2015 Response 2016
85%
68%
15%
32%

How much effort did you have to put forth to ensure
your submission was handled?
67

70

59

60
50
2015
%

40
27
14

18

15

30

2016

20
10
0

No effort at all

Answer choice
A lot
Not much
No effort at all

Not much

A lot

Response 2015 Response 2016
18%
27%
67%
59%
15%
14%
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How did you find the response from the organising
committee?
54

60
48
50

40

40

32

14

%

2015
30

2016

20

12

10
0
Poor

Fair

Answer choice
Good
Fair
Poor

Good

Response 2015 Response 2016
48%
54%
40%
32%
21%
14%

Do you see areas of improvement?
79

72

80
60
40

%

2015
28

21

2016

20
0
Always

Answer choice
No, all is well!

No

Response 2015 Response 2016
28%
21%

There’s always room
for improvement.

72%

79%
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Conclusion
There has been a marked improvement over the past two years since the
inception of the competition, as to the whole process of the organisation,
albeit with areas of short comings. As we acknowledge the progress been
made yet we feel there is room for improvement particularly with regard
to the following issues:
1.

The need to keep participants connected and updated over the progress/development since their delivery.

2.

The need to keep our young writers engaged throughout. We called
for a workshop for our young poets when we had the opportunity to
host an American guest poet who happened to be in Oman in association with the (Al Rudha). Although the event was well attended but
not many of our young poets responded to the invitation. We shall
attempt to host another workshop (s) in the future.

3.

We continue to experience few technical difficulties over our webpage, despite our continued efforts to be as responsive as possible to
iron out those problems in a timely fashion.
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POETRY
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First Place

THE CLIMB TO NAGARKOT
Sometimes you hear a call
A rhythmic sound in the wind
A warning song
To save us from a fall.
As we pass by these fields of green,
What more is left us now to be seen?
Is this our home
Where our hearts should always have been?
As the mist drifts past us
A ray over hills we see
As the wheels of life keep turning
We become who we’re meant to be.
Though no arms are holding us back
We refuse to fly onward ahead
It takes only a moment’s decision
To destroy the heart of the dead.
Never can they stop us
Never can they try
We can seize the soil beneath them
But always walk silently by
Afraid of the pain we may cause,
Shadows of mortals do we become,
The silent tongue that lies beneath,
Slowly musters up a hum,
And choired by the birds,
A song is what it will finally become.
To the clouds we chase,
As the light begins to dim,
These doors that close around us,
Refuse us the strength to carry on,
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Yet,
We go on.
In this atrophy of souls,
Diffident is our war,
Philistine philosophers are what we need,
As we break down and go beyond the wall.
Impertinence shall be our weapon,
As we re-establish the minds of the weak,
And as these hills of happiness do us beckon,
O men of enlightenment,
Finally have we learned your lesson.
Up and up we go,
Never to falter, only to pause
No food in our bodies
Yet shelter a poor cause.
And while sitting at a turn to buy our food
The valley below dissolves in monsoon
That drips on our bodies
And on these lush greens.
Once more the clouds pour rain
From the skies, until it become streams.
Lost we may get in our endeavor,
The path without ledge, no hope whatever,
Our hearts will not stop
Let’s pretend to be clever.
Create a path where no man’s walked
In this meaningless journey
On which we’ve embarked.
Now that there’s nowhere else to turn,
The valley below calls out to its beloved,
But not yet, my dear,
This body is something even you, The Land, have to earn.
Bruise us all you can,
We will still walk upon you,
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And as you call out to us,
Bit by bit, we will rebuild you.
For our ancestors were born upon you,
Graciously you fed them well,
Before they went back to you.
But this war, this time,
Will be just between us and you.
The shepherds of the moor,
Are now below the clouds,
And as we rise above the haze,
The willingness to return begins to blur.
They brush our faces,
These drops of heavenly waters,
This is where they live,
In the skies,
Above the dreamers,
Unrestricted by humans and their silly borders.
A man on a cliff,
With feet dangling over the edge,
Above the clouds he sits,
Not prancing, just looking about.
He waits for the sun to rise,
Hoping to save him from the world below,
But the clouds don’t care,
And the sun refuses to show its face,
Only to eventually drown the man in his sorrow.
Sometimes we go without a reason,
Hoping to find one along the way,
But standing above the world,
Even the heavens have deceived us today.

Samira Ali Khan
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Second Place

In the Kitchen
I kneaded the dough, which swelled and
rose. Just a few punches,
that’s all it took.
I cut the cake, its smoothness
Now rent. Red velvet it was,
so rich in taste.
Where were you while I washed
the pots, destroying all signs
of what happened here,
Of scattered flour and broken
eggs, of melted chocolate and
dirty whisks?
The galaxy painted my knuckles,
red stained my hands.
I scrubbed and washed
and poured
and whipped.
The knives are shining,
the floor is swept.
And here you are now
when everything’s clean
and all is hidden but
served as sweet,
Like a book-lined library
All speckled and neat.
Until, I suppose, the next time you ask
“What’s been baking in the kitchen, Mum?”

Shahd Darwish Salim Al Balushi
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Third Place

Differences
From butterflies a-flutter in my stomach
to a burning sensation that eats me,
From the garden of roses in my heart
to a half-strangled sense that is anguish,
From your breath-taking images that awe me
to a waterfall drowning my cheeks,
From honey-toned words that pierce me
to a bee-sting voice that stabs my heart,
From lulling caress on my body
to rough-bruised wounds on my skin,
From alluring aromas all round me
to the reek of stale morning breath,
From joyful warm days
to cold lonely nights,
From peace
to war…
This is us
This is who we are, darling,
Each day unfolding new contents,
Whatever they are we accept them
And simply do our best.

Najma Ali Al Rashdi
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ARTICLES

36
00000 Ali Mehdi new 2016-1.indd 36

12/1/16 11:08 AM

First Place

A call for change!
Asma, an Omani girl, is like all girls in her age, dreamt of a future that
would make her the person she had imagined for years, a famous doctor.
She did her best at school and eventually was blessed with a very high
grade: “98%”. That made her to jump of joy seeing that her dream is about
to come true. As soon as the registration for universities had started, and
as fast as she would open her mouth, she said, “my first choice, is going to
be the COLLEGE OF MEDICINE’’, feeling proud as a peacock.
As soon as she uttered the last word, her parents responded: “What!!!!
Seriously?” ‘’Buuuut … DAD!”, with a solemn tone.
Many people still think that women empowerment is merely the catchy
popular slogans on social media and it is a simple and easy task. Women
empowerment, however, is far beyond this as it is basically one of the sensitive and worthwhile projects. Many have succeeded in portraying that
woman empowerment contradicts our religion, traditions, and customs,
which, in fact, has no ground, and here we affirm that Islam FIRST, and
before anything else, has granted women their full rights and guaranteed
them no exceptions. Hence, neither religion, nor do universal ethics stop
a Muslim lady from being a doctor.
“You need to become a teacher. Period.”
“But, DAD…!!! “I don’t like to be…” she countered with a broken-heart,
she knew that she had no word over her parents’ decision. She gathered
whatever energy was left in her and left the room, crying desperately,
without even a visible drop in her eyes.
Men have always showed some superiority over women and sought to
regulate and control their lives regardless of their ambitions, desires, and
personality characteristics. They have successfully convinced themselves
that the teaching profession is the best job for a woman and her working
in another field is unaccepted, unwanted, and sometimes even disrespected. Our culture has successfully shaped a man’s mind-set and conferred
legitimacy to their superiority. Accordingly, our societies have cultivated
some conventions and myths that perpetuate their dominance and their
cultural overwhelming superiority.
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How would you respond if you knew that more than half of the female students in your cohort are forced to be teachers? What would you tell about
some peoples’ mind-sets who still hide their face in shame because their
daughter or sister works elsewhere and not at schools. And how would
you describe Asma’s awful fate making her do what her father wanted to
be?
As the months went by, Asma’s final results eventually and sadly came
about. She was accepted, idealistically, in the College of Education at SQU.
An English teacher, just as they planned, dreamt, hoped, and wanted her
to be. Not surprisingly, Asma stopped visualizing the old picture of herself
with the white lab coat, the stethoscope around her neck, and the beautiful horn-rimmed glasses. She had been going through many ardours and
unbearable moments on account of this occurrence. “Being in a strange
place, just like a maze, unaware of what you are doing, what you are studying, and where you are going!” she said to herself. Looking down, she
thought for a moment and said with a sigh: “Uhh… strengthen me my
Lord.”
Through my own perspective, Asma was very patient; she would never
utter a word complaining, no matter what had happened or might happen. She, indeed, seemed to adjust well. Here is how some girls’ dreams
usually end. Admittedly, many other similar cases or problems have not
been diagnosed sufficiently and have been hidden viciously from the public eye. A considerable number of Omani ladies are in a situation in which
they need nothing except to be empowered and to be trusted. The prophet
(PBUH) informed us once that “the best among them is actually the one
who is best to his wife (family)” (Sahih Bukhari, 2010), which is a crystal
clear indication that women in Islam are, and must be, valued and appreciated.
Asma adapted well to her new reality. Studying something out of her interest was no longer a big deal to her. She still held a modicum of hope
that she would achieve something in life, something great that she would
be always proud of. Years went by; 17 September 2014 was the day for celebrating her fourth year at SQU. She still reminded herself that “you need
to make it Asma, hurry on, you will achieve it at all costs, and your future
will be beyond the wildest dreams, something will put a smile on your face
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FOREVER”. One year to go and she would graduate and end the story. She
kept fighting, sometimes loosing hope, often recovering her strength and
firmly moving forward, and never backward.
“WHAAAT ??”, she said. She remained silent for a while. That was definitely something unexpected something out of the ordinary! It was like a
lump that rose up in her throat when she heard what they uttered.
“Asma, your cousin has proposed to you; he is a good man and we are giving you to him. He said that he doesn’t want you to work, so he said that
you better drop out of the university.”
And that was the disaster, the end.
Another group has successfully portrayed that empowering women means
taking some of the men’s rights, and belittling their responsibilities and
obligations. In fact, they forgot the fact that men and women are partners
in any successful comprehensive development in life and a woman is basically part of the society and the society needs her.
Here is an explicit call to encourage women and enable them to engage
in the community and not to let them live in a world that kills ambitions.
It’s to take her hand to employ her energy and mobilize her potentials.
This is, in fact, not a personal goal, but for the sake of the collective social
change. We also emphasize that the unfair dismissal between women empowerment and the revival of nations is based on illogical ground, if it has
any ground at all. That is because the positive effects of a nation’s revival
will be on both men and women. In addition to this, the talk of women’s
rights urges us to talk about the contemporary Islamic vision of women’s
rights and position in relation to other communities. This means to stop
comparing their situation with that in the pre-Islamic era and with other
ancient communities like Romans and Persians.
Having educated well empowered Muslim women is merely a reflection of
what Islam calls them to be. We are calling for a change, for the right of the
powerful women to be empowered and supported.
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29 November 2015 was the day which Asma was supposed to wear that
purple graduation robe, to walk with her head up high receiving her certificate, and to take hundreds of pictures for the generations to come, to
see their dearest Asma’s special day, but unfortunately none of these happened. The door had been shut on her when she wanted to be a doctor,
when she wanted to get a job, and when she wanted to SIMPLY persue her
higher education. It had been shut forever. A FATHER AND A HUSBAND
could simply write a full long story and erase it all at once and forever.
Our ladies’ ambitions have almost vanished, or almost forced to be. However, they are passing down their endless dreams to their generations to
come, hoping that their situations will be different, unlike theirs.
We are calling for a change, for Asma’s right.
Period.
Omaima Mohammed Ali Al Hinai
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Second Place

The Good, the Bad and the Balance
When I was very young, I remember asking my grandmother why there
were so many people suffering in the world. She told me that it was because of the evil deeds committed by them in their current or previous
lives. The child in me accepted that answer and that was that. Few years
later, as my rationale and logic grew, I felt a discord in me that I never had
before. I realized that the answer she gave me was woefully inaccurate and
limited to an older era of thought.
Almost every culture, religion or civilization, has one thing in commonthe concept of good and bad. Often personified by entities that are physical manifestations of these concepts, these beings inspire the “goodness”
in people and severely condemn the “badness” in them. I often wondered
about the purpose of these virtues. Aren’t we all supposed to strive for being good people? Should it not then be our goal to remove every form of
evil that exists in our lives?
My eternal reflections about my views drove me to greater depths. I wondered why evil existed in the first place. Why didn’t the world have only
good people? Why through evolution, did we not get rid of vices? We could
have had an everlasting Utopia and all of humanity would know bliss.
My quest for the answer drove me to the Eastern concept of Duality (To be
more specific, the Yin Yang symbol). At its core essence, the symbol represents the circle of life, balancing good and evil (symbolized by the colors
white and black). The unusual thing however, is the spot of evil that lay
latent in the good and the fragment of good that was rooted deep in the
evil. This novel approach at looking into good and evil cemented my belief
of its importance in our lives.
Evil can probably be aggregated as the occurrence of one or more vices
namely, Wrath, Greed, Lust, Gluttony, Sloth, Pride and Envy. All these vices seemingly cause chaos and destruction in the lives of man when they
are ubiquitous in large quantities. However, whether they do serve a purpose in our lives can only be known by understanding what each of them
stands for.
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Wrath, anger or rage for that matter, fills a person with energy. This energy
can be hazardous if stored somewhere in the depths of our psyche. But this
same energy can be harnessed and channeled and make one reach great
potential. Greed, avarice, want, all stem from the basic desire of humans –
need. A need gives purpose and makes one realize what one wants. Lust is
simply the prequel to procreation, without which we would probably have
died out centuries ago. Gluttony and Sloth are just the overindulgence of
eating and sleeping. Anyone for that matter requires a break from the banal motions of life’s monotonies by gorging on a wonderful meal or taking
a day off from work. A smidgen of Pride, makes a man worthy of respect
after all why would someone love a person who doesn’t even acknowledge
the importance of his own self-worth? And finally, Envy is what propels
one to compete. This competition leads to the transformation of one to
someone better and ultimately makes us who we are.
People have this notion that evil in all forms must be eradicated. This just
proves to be an impossible venture as good and evil are the two sides of
the same coin and without one, the other cannot last. We all have angels as well as demons within us; no one is different in that regard. It is
how well we control these facets of our being that decides our self-worth.
Maybe one day we can realize this nugget of truth and accept this about
ourselves. And then comes the balance when we are happy as well as sad;
angry as well as calm; lazy as well as active; and so on. And that day we
shall truly be better human beings transcending to the next level of evolution.
Prameet Biswas
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Third Place

“Music is the panacea for all woes”

This is often something that we see most youngsters today say about the
various genres of music that they listen to. They testify to this in various
social media apps such as Facebook, Snapchat, and Instagram etc. Although
some people just say that to follow the trend, there are a few people who
have really benefited and healed from the music that they listen to.
For some it is their profession- a means of income, for others, a passion
and still for others a pastime or a hobby. No matter what the situation, we
all have turned to music at some point in our life to find comfort or peace
or find joy in listening to any genre of music. Music has various effects on
us such as boosting our moods, encouraging us to tell a story, educating
us or even depressing us. It has been a means of expressing our various
feelings, emotions or thoughts all over the world since very early times in
human history.
Some people often tend to work better while listening to music. They say
it helps to clear their mind and focus. A study conducted by a team of researchers at the Stanford University School of Medicine revealed that music
engages the areas of the brain involved with paying attention. This is one
of the reasons why people who play musical instruments often tend to work
better in tense situations because their brain has been accustomed to following and understanding complex music notes which helps them to easily
whip up solutions to problems that other regular people find tough to crack.
It is also believed that music helps a person to view the world around him/
her in a more positive and healthier manner.
Music has also been used in the medical field for the past few decades. The
review of evidence to date suggests that music therapy can help patients
recover their movements after experiencing brain damage. Music therapists use techniques that aim to kindle brain function controlling movement, cognition, speech, emotion and senses. Experts say that such therapies also prevent depression and help the patients regain lost memories.
One of the major benefits of music is its ability to transfer people to a
place where they find immense peace amongst the daily tribulations of
life. Ludwig Van Beethoven once said “Music is a higher revelation than
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all wisdom and philosophy.” This is clearly visible in the fact that most of
the written music speaks about the daily problems of life and how we can
get through them. Music connects people from around the world and this
makes it one of the most effective means of communication.
One of the greatest music composers of our time, Yanni, once stated:
“There is no gender to my music. There’s no male or female voice, no trite
lyrics or poetry. It’s much more abstract, so it lives with you longer.” This
is why his music has touched millions of lives around the world. Music
that brings positive energy into people’s minds could be one of the key
tools used to achieve world peace. In my personal opinion, the modern
music industry has been releasing songs that make absolutely no sense
such as Rihanna’s ‘Work’ and youngsters are supporting such songs and
promoting them as professional music. Such songs destroy the essence of
good music and people start degrading the importance of good music in
our lives.
People need to start appreciating real music more and understand what
our predecessors found in the depths of music. They need to go into its secrets to realize what treasures it holds for mankind. Like Beethoven once
said: “Don’t only practice your art, but force your way into its secrets, for
it and knowledge can raise men to the divine.”
Jonathan Joseph Abraham
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SHORT STORIES
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First Place

Hamaara Bhaarat Mahan
“It is forbidden to kill; therefore all murderers are punished unless they kill in large numbers and to the sound of trumpets.”
- Voltaire
April 5, 2015
Anaya reached down to tie the brown shoelaces on her combat boots,
looping the tattered ends of one into the other and then back again. She
glanced at her self in the mirror, flipping her grey hair into a quick braid
and holding it together in a bun. Her brown eyes flickered toward the
door as she listened for footsteps, brows raised. Sighing with relief at the
lack of activity in the ever-busy household, she sneaked out the bedroom
door, gently tapping it shut in hopes she wouldn’t wake her husband. She
brushed her fingers against the wall as she made her way down the stairs,
careful not to lose her balance.
Once outside the door, she hid behind the patch of land behind the shelter,
crouched down, lit a small fire and clamped her wrinkled eyes shut. Lacing
her fingers through each other, she bowed her head, old lips muttering old
words. She threw a copy of Tanya’s picture into the fire, like she’d been
doing for the past fifty years, and wished to Shiva to keep Tanya safe in his
arms. The words wafted around her, engulfing her in a hope that had her
rocking back and forth on her heels, lifting her to the stories of Krishna,
Ganesha and Parvati.
“Dadi?” Dhruv tapped his grandmother on the shoulder, “What are you
doing?”
Anaya halted her mantra, glancing at him through greying eyelashes, “Oh,
nothing beta,” she smiled at the innocence in his eyes, “I was just asking
Ganpatibapa to help Didi get good grades on her test,” she lied.
“Can I pray with you?” the boy asked, crouching down beside Anaya and
folding his palms.
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“Of course, baccha.” Anaya pushed her green dupata up her shoulder, tying it behind her so it wouldn’t fall.
“Heh bhagvan – Dear God,” Dhruv began, bowing his head. Anaya fingered
the ends of her shoes, tracing her index over the fading marker, A x T.
April 4, 1965
“Ma!” Anaya called into the house, “Koi hai kya – is anyone here?” Her
combat boots left footprints on the dust that layered the stairs as she
climbed them. “Papa?” she asked, knocking on the bedroom door. “Kaha
ho - Where are you?” She stumbled into the room, tumbling on a halfempty suitcase and plummeting into a pile of dirty clothes. Clutching the
clothes in her fists, she stood up, what a mess. She’d been gone to military
camp for six months and her parents had already proved they couldn’t
take care of themselves, what would they do when she was sent to war?
Lifting the clothes, she realized that Papa’s white kurta was stained in a
deep red, and Ma’s purple sari had a hole ripped through its fabric. Picking
up the rest of the clothes, she decided to throw them in the laundry and
then set to the market to tell her parents she’d arrived home. She ripped
the last piece of fabric off the floor and revealed a young boy curled into
his bones and shivering in a slight slumber.
In shock, she shook the boys body, waking him from his rest. “Who are
you?” she spat, “Intruder!” It was probably one of those beggar-boys looking for somewhere to sleep.
“Mera naam Rahul hai – My name is Rahul,” said the boy.
“What are you doing here?” Anaya felt her voice rise in pitch.
“Didi – Sister,” he stuttered, “I live here.”
“Live here?” she exclaimed, “This is my parents’ house.”
“I’ve lived here since they day the Pakistani sooars came and took the
people away,” the boy looked at his filthy hands.
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“What?” Anaya’s voice shook.
“Those saale Paki’s came and stabbed the old man in the chest and choked
the old lady. I took their clothes and burnt them in the back,” the boy’s
voice turned raspy, “They took away my sister.”
Anaya dropped the clothes in her hands, glancing away from the lone boy.
“Have you eaten?” she asked, raising her eyes to the ceiling to stop tears
from drenching her cheeks.
“Nahi, ji- No, Ma’am.” Anaya threw the boy a packet of chips she’d kept in
her the front pocket of her military jacket. “Kya tum police ho – Are you
the police?” the boy asked.
Anaya shook her head, a pitiful smile playing across her face, “Vo saale
Pakistani-” she closed her eyes in an attempt to calm her rage, “Those
Pakistani porks killed my parents.” She dropped to the floor near the boy,
taking out her own packet of chips. “Where did they take your sister?”
The boy shrugged his shoulders, bones poking through the thin layer of
skin protecting him from the war. “Pakistan,” he nodded, “They want all
Hindustani’s.”
“What are they going to do with all of us?”
“Kill us,” he looked her in the eyes, undeterred by the idea.
“Kill us all?”
The boy nodded, tracing the lifelines across his palm. “Jai Hind,” he whispered, “Victory to India.”
The sun glazed off Anaya’s back as she crouched behind the truck, fingers laced between each other, head bowed, vasu de vasu tum de vam, she
chanted under her hitching breath. She glanced to her right, taking in the
twenty-or-so fellow Hindustani’s crowding the gateway from their motherland to the betrayers, eyes filled with an unfathomable rage.

48
00000 Ali Mehdi new 2016-1.indd 48

12/1/16 11:08 AM

“On my count,” began her aunt, looking Anaya in the eye. She held up one
finger, wrinkles accumulating at her bruised knuckles. Anaya dropped her
gaze, bowed her head and threw up another silent prayer, please, God,
save Hritikbhai and chacha and Rahul’s sister from the Pakistani’s. Sliding
open her eyes, Anaya glanced at her aunt as she raised a second trembling
finger, lip quivering with the guilt of not being able to save her own son.
She glanced down again, fingers laced, and please save all the children,
they did nothing to deserve this. Her aunt’s third finger shot in the air,
confident with rage and a terrifying determination to get her son back.
Anaya’s eyes met hers, the sheet of tears crumbling behind the wall of
fury. “Go.” Her voice shook with strength and an undertone of immense
fear: this was it, the last revenge, the last chance, the last hope.
The Hindustani’s stormed Pakistani grounds, machine guns raised, hesitant fingers trembling over triggers. The air was silent but for the rhythmic
stomping of the determined group. The sun spilled over the ground, inviting the Hindustani’s back into their homes. They treaded lightly, with each
step, raising the stakes higher. They had one job: get in, save the Hindustani’s, get out. Do not engage with the soars. Do not stop when running
out of Pakistani grounds, do not start a riot. Get out.
A cloud shaded the sun as if to protect it from the impending war. Gun
shots silenced the rhythmic footsteps. The Hindustani’s rampaged forward, breaking into a run, saving themselves from bullets falling down
mountains, rushing into save the one’s they loved. Anaya lead the crowd,
jumping over rocks, ducking away from treacherous bullets, finger resting
on trigger, not a shot fired. She made her way up the mountain, turning
back a few times to check up on her fellows, muttering shloks under her
breath every time she heard a shot break the sky.
The closer they got, the further their hope shattered. They had been ambushed, for every one body, the Paki’s had three. Anaya had half a mind to
send everybody back to safety but she knew none of them would retreat
until they found their loved ones – dead or alive.
Anaya reached the Paki’s faster than she had expected. They circled a pit
of fire, faces covered with white cloths. It took a second for the smell to hit
the Hindustaini’s - the undeniable stench of burning bodies. As the real-
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ization dawned upon her, Anaya came to a halt, stopping all those behind
her. The Pakistani laughs echoed through the mountains as she yelled,
“Retreat.”
With hopes shattered, the Hindustani’s turned on their heel, running away
from the taunting bullets shot at their ankles. Anaya followed the troop,
dodging as bullets whizzed by her ear. Pain shot through her calf, throwing
her to the ground. Her palms hit the rocks, stopping her from rolling forward into the crowd. She looked behind her, noticing the Paki’s closing up
on them. If she called for help now, escaping would be a fantasy. Anaya let
herself fall to the ground, clamping her eyes shut and catching her breath
as heavy footsteps surrounded the ground near her. She lay still; in hopes
they would believe they had killed her. A foot crushed her back and she bit
into the ground so the scream building up in her throat wouldn’t escape
her lips. She curled her fingers around a shrub, releasing the intense pain
growing down her lower back. Slowly she lost consciousness, the pain in
her calf meeting the pain down her back and sending fits of angst through
her body. She couldn’t hear the footsteps anymore. She couldn’t feel the
grass cutting through her fingers. Her eyes were too heavy to open.
“Get up.” Anaya’s eyes flew open, face to face with a pair or almond shaped
brown eyes and hands shaking her sides. She blinked, where was she? The
girl standing on top of her took a step back. Anaya scrambled to her feet at
the sight of the white cloth around the girls’ neck. She reached behind her
back, searching for her gun. The girl smirked at her, flipping her ponytail
over her back as she pulled a gun from her waistband. “I might be stupid
enough the wake the enemy instead of kill her, but I’m not stupid enough
to let her keep her gun in my territory.”
“Well, you’re still pretty stupid,” Anaya replied, reaching into her waistband to pull out her knife. The girl dropped Anaya’s knife onto the floor
near her foot, her smirk growing on her face. Anaya raised her hands and
dropped to her knees. “Please, don’t make my death painful.”
“Death?” The girl walked toward her, crouching onto the balls of her feet.
“I’m not here to kill,” the girl spat in disgust. “Ahimsa – Non-violence,”
her voice turned soft. “I’m not a murderer.”
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“Then, what do you want from me?” Anaya’s voice shook.
The girl grinned, “What do you want from me?”
In utter confusion, Anaya shook her head, “Nothing. I just want to get out
of her.”
“Exactly.”
“You want to leave your home?” Anaya asked in surprise, sitting crosslegged on the ground and releasing the tension in her calves.
“Home?” The girl let out a laugh, “I wish.” She looked away from Anaya,
“My home was burnt by the Hindustani’s.”
“The Pakistani’s killed my parents,” Anaya retorted.
The girl looked at her, eyes soft. “I’m sorry,” she muttered.
“Me too,” Anaya replied, licking her lips, “For your home, I mean. That
sucks.”
“All of this sucks,” her voice was hushed but rusty, odd sounding with her
soft face. “That’s why I’m getting out.”
“Wh-” Anaya gnawed her lower lip as pain shot through her calf. The girl
looked down at the blood, tears prickling the sides of her eyes.
“I hate this, I hate this, I hate this,” she mumbled, ripping the white cloth
off her neck and fastening it around Anaya’s wound. “Where else are you
hurt?”
A smile invaded Anaya’s lips involuntarily, “I’m okay. Thank you.”
“Are you sure?” Asked the girl, rising to her feet, “I could run and get a first
aid kit.”
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“No,” Anaya smiled, “I’m okay.” The girl reached her hand out and Anaya
took it to pull herself up.
“What’s your name?” the girl asked, eyebrows raised as she snaked her
hand onto Anaya’s shoulder to help her limp away.
“Anaya.”
“That’s a pretty name,” the girl smiled. “I’m Tanya,” she nodded.
Anaya smiled, hesitantly, she asked, “Tanya, where are you going to go?”
With her arm still around Anaya’s back, she led her down the mountain.
“Anywhere except here.”
“Aren’t you scared?” Anaya asked, curiosity killing the cat.
“It can’t get worse than this, can it?” A sad smile painted Tanya’s lips.
“I suppose.”
Silence fell as they reached the foot of the mountain. Tanya led Anaya
toward a rock hidden between trees. “Sit,” she instructed, leaving Anaya
on the rock before climbing behind it. She came back a minute later, a first
aid kit curled under her fingers. “Lie down.” Anaya did as she was told. “It
might sting a bit,” Tanya warned, pouring something wet onto her wound
after untying the cloth. Anaya shoved her hands under her thighs to stop
herself from reaching out and pushing Tanya away as she dug the bullet
out of her calf. “I’m sorry,” Tanya’s voice was velvet, “but I have to do this.”
She pulled out a string from the first aid kit and threaded the needle. “I’m
so sorry.” Tanya pulled the string through Anaya’s flesh and Anaya bit her
tongue down in pain, clamping her eyes shut so she wouldn’t cry in front
of the girl. “All done,” Tanya said after a beat, tying up the loose ends of
the string. “You okay?”
Anaya nodded, opening her eyes with a small smile, “Yeah.” She began to
sit up but was soon pushed back down.
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“You should rest,” Tanya said, launching herself onto the rock next to her.
“Come on. It’s late. You won’t be able to go anywhere in the dark.” Anaya
lay on her back, following Tanya’s lead. “And also, the snakes come out at
night.”
Anaya laughed, “Don’t worry; I’ll protect you from the snakes.”
“Hey, they’re real threats. They can poison you and then kill you. Very
slowly. It happened to my uncle,” she nodded.
Anaya shook her head with a giggle, “Of course.”
“Goodnight,” Tanya smiled.
“Goodnight.” Anaya replied, bowing her head and thanking God for
sending her an angel.

April 5, 1965
Anaya woke to pain roaring down her stiff back- sleeping on a rock did not
agree with her. She lifted herself up with the help of her hands and swung
her legs off the side of the rock. Groaning, she re-tied her hair into a plait
and twisted it into a heavy bun. Clasping her hands into each other, she
murmured her morning prayer, palms raised to the Sun. Her back prickled
as she heard Tanya yawn near her.
“Morning,” Tanya’s smile hung off her face. “Feeling better?”
“Yes, thank you,” Anaya replied, lashes heavy against her cheeks as she finished up her thanks to God. She felt Tanya come sit by her as she straightened out her back. Conscious of their close proximity, she flickered open
her eyes. Tanya’s hazel eyes sparkled against the sunlight, bright with excitement and uncertainty. Anaya broke the silence with a small laugh.
“What?” Tanya’s brow furrowed.
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Anaya tried to keep a straight face as she picked off a red, black and yellow
snake off Tanya’s shoulder. Holding it in her palms, she raised it to Tanya’s
face. Tanya’s scream ripped through the sky echoed only by Anaya’s laugh.
Tanya shrugged her shoulders, patting them to make sure she wasn’t bitten, eyes alert with fear.
Anaya wrapped her palm around Tanya’s mouth to stop her screaming.
“Don’t worry, it isn’t venomous,” Anaya nodded, pointing to the snakes’
stripes, “Red touches black, you’re okay Jack; red touched yellow, you’re a
dead fellow.”
“Are you sure?” Tanya’s brows rose.
“A hundred percent,” Anaya nodded, laughing.
“Phew, I thought I was going to die,” Tanya sighed, loosening up her tense
back.
“I told you I’d protect you from snakes,” Anaya nudged her through
giggles, “Scaredy cat.”
Tanya pouted, “I was not scared at all, okay.”
“I was not scared at all, okay,” Anaya mimicked.
“Shut up.”
“Shut up.”
“I don’t talk like that.”
“I don’t talk like that.”
“Will you stop,” Tanya pushed Anaya’s shoulders back with a chuckle.
Anaya flopped back onto the rock with laughter, pulling Tanya down
with her. Tanya looked straight into Anaya’s eyes, intent hiding behind
uncertainty. Silence stroked the air, falling around them, heavy with
anticipation.
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Tanya’s face only inches from hers, Anaya caught herself catching her
breath. She shook her head, what time was it? “I should get going,” Anaya
nodded, getting up and re-tying the shoelaces on her combat boots.
“Yeah,” Tanya nodded, running her fingers through her hair.
“Thank you,” Anaya smiled, squeezing Tanya’s hand before climbing off
the rock, “for everything.”
“No problem,” Tanya shrugged, eyes laden with something Anaya couldn’t
recognize.
“I’ll remember you,” Anaya looked to the grass.
“You better,” Tanya guffawed.
“See ya,” Anaya turned to leave, shoving up the sleeves of her jacket.
“Hold on!” Tanya called behind her. Anaya faced the girl, heart racing
against her ribs, wishing she didn’t have to leave. Tanya pulled out a marker, grasped Anaya’s hand and pulled her to the floor. Ripping off the cap of
the marker, Tanya scratched A x T onto the side of Anaya’s combat boots,
“Now you can never forget me.”
“I never would have anyway,” Anaya whispered, “you saved my life.”
Tanya laughed, “Drama queen.”
“You did,” Anaya shrugged, getting onto her feet. Tanya rose after her,
tucking the marker into her pocket. “I’ll see ya?” Anaya asked, searching
for a little string of hope.
“Probably not,” Tanya sighed.
“Oh.” The string of hope shattered as Anaya looked to the horizon.
“Unless,” Tanya trailed off, shoving her hands into her pockets.
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“Unless?” Anaya face crumpled in confusion.
“I come with you,” Tanya raised her eyebrows, asking for permission.
“To Hindustan?”
“Or,” Tanya laced her fingers through Anaya’s, “We could run away.”
Anaya looked at their hands, “Uh-”
Tanya laughed, “I’m just kidding,” she shook her head, “Of course to Hindustan, where else?”
The corners of Anaya’s lips rose, “Okay.”
“Okay?” Tanya jumped.
“Let’s go,” Anaya grabbed Tanya’s hand tighter, pulling her toward her
home.
+
“You sure about this?” Anaya tilted her head toward the outskirts of her
town with a small shrug, the last tendrils of sunlight disappearing under
the sea behind her.
Tanya nipped at her lower lip, shrugging her shoulder, “Yeah,” she nodded,
“I guess.”
Anaya took Tanya’s hands in hers, lifting them up to her chest and bowing
her head. “Heh baghvan – Dear God,” she began a soft prayer, murmuring
the familiar syllables over.
As the Sun fell away from them and into the sea, Anaya rose her head,
“Allah-Akbar,” Tanya said, finishing Anaya’s prayer with a soft smile. “Let’s
do this,” Tanya nodded, determinedly, ringing her arm around Anaya’s elbow and syncing her footsteps with Anaya’s combats.

56
00000 Ali Mehdi new 2016-1.indd 56

12/1/16 11:08 AM

Once inside the town, Anaya was flooded with her fellow Hindustani’s.
With sullen faces and sighs of relief they welcomed her, seemingly ignoring the nervous girl hiding behind her soldier. The streets were lit with diyas in remembrance for all the lost bodies and the center of the small town
was decorated with a red and white rangoli in hopes for further peace.
The townsfolk, close to Anaya and her parents, clambered after her as she
made her way to her house up the winding path.
“You’re alive,” Anaya’s aunt sighed, wrapping her arms tightly around
Anaya’s waist.
Anaya nodded, planting a kiss onto her aunt’s cheek. “I’m sorry about Hritikbhai, he was a great cousin.”
“And a great son,” the women nodded, flashing her eyes to the locket
around her neck, “A brave one.”
“Very brave,” Anaya agreed, “I’m glad you got here okay.”
“I’m glad you did too,” her aunt gleamed, hiding her pain behind a dazzling smile.
“All because of Tanya,” Anaya pointed to the girl curling into her shoulder,
“She saved my life.”
“Oh,” Anaya’s aunt cupped Tanya’s cheek, “Thank you beta,” she handed
Anaya a spoon, “Have some kheer,” she pointed to Tanya, “and you too
darling.”
Anaya’s eyes danced with the familiarity of the sugary sweet as guzzled
down the rest of the bowl. Grabbing the lota from her aunt, she drank water, quenching her parched throat, before handing it to Tanya. Awkwardly,
Tanya lifted the jug to her lips, the metallic taste hitting her tongue with
the elixir of life.
“Didi?” A voice called behind Anaya, breaking at the end.
Anaya turned to the young boy, kneeling to stand at his height. She looked
at her hands, “Maaf kardo – I’m sorry,” her voice tore.
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“Did you see her?” the boy asked, digging his toe into the soil.
Anaya nodded, “They were burning the bodies.”
The boy fell to his knees, tears slipping off his face and onto the soil. Anaya wrapped her arms around his weak shoulders tenderly, “I’m so sorry.”
“I-It’s not your fault,” the boy stuttered through sobs, “It’s those sooars.”
He rose to his feet, ripping out the edges of his hair. “It’s those traitors,”
he screamed, “they killed my sister, those porks, they killed my only family.” The boy screeched, pacing circles around Anaya, eyes wild with rage.
“They murdered my sister, and what, on our land,” his fingers shook with
rage, “Those traitors, murderers – vo saale-” The boy stopped his pacing
as he faced Tanya. His brows furrowed in rage as he charged toward her,
pulling the Pakistani necklace off her neck. “Pakistani!” He yelped. “You’re
a Paki!” He turned his rage to Anaya, “You brought a sooar into our land,”
the boy hollered, “Traitor!”
Anaya’s aunt stepped forward, face painted in horror, “Is this true, Anaya?”
Anaya glanced at Tanya, fear growing from the pit of her stomach.
“Traitor!” The boy cried, “Kill her, kill them both!”
The crowd began to lurch forward but halted as Anaya’s aunt held up her
palm, “How can you think of brining a Pakistani into Hindustani grounds?
Did she manipulate you? Have you lost your senses?”
Anaya shook her head, “She’s not here to do any harm-”
“It doesn’t matter,” the women wailed, “We must kill her before she tries
to kill more of us.”
“No,” Anaya howled, “She’s not like that, please, please.”
“Kill them both!” Rahul cried, “She’s a traitor too.”
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Anaya’s aunt stood in front of her, calm with false confidence “Kill the girl
only. Anaya is not a traitor, she has simply lost herself.”
“Really?” the boy raised a brow at Anaya. “Prove it.” He handed her a pistol
from the waistband of his shorts. “Prove you are not a traitor.”
Anaya’s aunt pressed the cold gun against Anaya’s palm. “Please, please,”
Anaya cried, eyes fixated on Tanya as they tied ropes around her wrists.
They pushed the girl to face Anaya, crowd intent on the gunshot and ready
to attack if they didn’t hear it.
“Do it,” Anaya’s aunt commanded, “Come on,” she encouraged, “Be a true
Hindustani, stand up for your country, for your people, for Hritikbhai, for
your parents.”
Anaya lifted the gun, pointing it at Tanya’s chest, eyes filling with tears.
“Come on,” her aunt muttered, “Before they kill you too.”
Her finger lingered on the trigger, hazel eyes staring back at her, strong
with a slight nod as if to say do it, you have to, I forgive you. Tears sliding
down Anaya’s face, she flashed her eyes shut, threw up a silent prayer and
pushed down on the trigger.
The bullet hit Tanya square in the chest. Blood poured down her front
as she doubled over and, as if in slow motion, fell to the ground. Anaya’s
scream ripped through the sky as she ran to the fallen body, holding the
girl in her arms.
“Victory to India,” the boy cried, echoed by the crowd. Anaya’s tears
smudged the rangoli below Tanya’s body and she rocked back and forth,
the heat of the trigger still warm against her index. The wind blew with a
mighty gust, dying out all the diyas on the street. Anaya whispered prayers
to keep Tanya safe, I’ll see ya soon, she repeated, a silent mantra thrown
at the silent corpse.
The crowd behind her stomped their feet in unison and cried, “Jai Hind.”
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April 5th 2015
The fire roared louder behind the shelter. Dhruv had been sent inside to
brush his teeth and get ready for school. A picture of Tanya lay near the
fire, burnt at the edges. Anaya’s hair tie was set atop the photo to prevent
if from flying away. The combat boots stood near the picture, A x T alight
with the light of the fire. Anaya stood barefoot on the soil, head bent in
prayer, repeating her incessant mantra, I’ll see ya soon, I’ll see ya soon, I’ll
see ya soon. Anaya leaped into the fire, bringing with her the Indian flag.
Jai Hind, she guffawed at her burning skin, burning flag. Victory to India
Dvita Kapadia
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Second Place

Timing
His suit is an impeccable ash grey, though not quite as bright as the streaks
of silver in his meticulously combed hair. He’s quite aware that his coattails are probably being horribly crushed underneath his weight, but it is
of no great importance to him anymore. Natalia had pressed his suit this
morning, because Amanda had been … indisposed. It was to be expected
for her to feel under the weather after he had broken the news to her.
It’s not often you get told your husband is leaving you on your wedding
anniversary. It had been quite funny, actually, the way her smile faded
slowly while she still held the cake knife in her hands. He had taken it
from her – very gently; you could never be too sure about these things.
The sheen of tears that glittered in her eyes brighter than the diamonds
biting her throat. So, so very beautiful. One of the reasons he’d made her
his. His doll, his flawless, little trophy wife. Flaunting her in front of his
friends, turning a blind eye when they’d sidle up and make lewd eyes, retaking control when he felt threatened.
He had to have power.
But he’d started noticing things, recently. So many things. Horrible things.
That was the problem with love, it blinded you. But, goddammit, the light
wasn’t bright enough to wipe out the image of the lines that had appeared
on her forehead, the unseemly protrusions of skin in those dresses she favored. There were no more lewd eyes. Why weren’t there jealous eyes eyef****** his trophy wife? Why the f*** weren’t there any men approaching
her when they thought his back was turned?
He’d contracted a horrible case of wandering eyes. While walking the dog,
dropping the brat off at kindergarten, in meetings. Sylvia from accounting, Jane the young teacher, Maria the dentist. Looking up skirts surreptitiously when no one would notice these horrible shifting wandering eyes
of his. Bloodshot, from left to right, they reeked of desperation. An inaudible stench. But it didn’t need to be loud, for his eyes spoke volumes.
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Staring straight ahead as they drove home, a hand gripping the steering
wheel, the other one on the clutch, thumb skimming over the surface, in
time with her sobs. Shaking her head, her curls flying maniacally. Stirring
up anger that settled on him like a fine layer of gauze. Disturbing what lay
in him from slumber, coating his throat in a thick wall of blood. He stopped
the car, only boredom in his eyes. Still staring straight ahead, waiting. She
stopped writhing in her seat, trembling, turning to face him with her pink
lips quivering, her body humming as if wound with the tightest string.
Watery blue eyes only serving to anger him further. He couldn’t see, but
he knew.
Smack.
Amanda was quiet on the ride home. Tired after the festivities of the evening. He let go of the clutch to place his hand on her thigh, stroking the
soft fabric his money had clothed her in. Her voice caught in her throat,
high notes of tension and terror, soft fingertips trying to pry off his own.
“Please… Please stop. Take your hands off of me.”
He turned to face her; a quizzical look in his eyes; a cruel smile on his lips.
He cocked his eyebrow and stared into her for a few long minutes, the road
stretching out endlessly, his foot pushing down harder on the pedal.
“Look at the road! My God, we’re going so fast!”
“What hand?”
“The road, please! We’re going to die, please, look at-“
“Don’t cut me off. What hands? Both my hands are right where I want
them.”
“Please don’t… Don’t do this, we’re going to-“
“Answer me.”
A hiccup stifled by a sob, or a sob stifled by a hiccup. It didn’t matter. Nothing she did ever had. The lowering of eyes and turning away of a head, the
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silent acceptance, heavily carpeted under his dominance. The turning up
of lips, the invasion of places already torn apart.
Maybe he had dreamt it. She never refused, the disgusting, eager little
strumpet. Maybe she had sat there, cold and stiff and unmoving, turning
her head away. The end result was the same though. Such a mess had been
made. Such a mess. Maybe he should have done it differently. They would
have gone in the right direction. He had no idea what the right direction
was, but it was a place. An event --- very foreseeable on his horizon. But
that would have happened if he had been human. If he were human. Humane. Human. What difference did it make? The slits of his eyes were the
same either way.
She was right next to him in bed after they got home. Sprawling unceremoniously, her hair in disarray, her dress sticky. It was still cold, despite
the covers. Probably because he was lying next to the epitome of frigidity.
He worked himself into a rage, the same venomous words crawling around
through the folds of his frontal lobe, seeping out his ears, swirling in his
eyes until the words clouded his vision, and all he could see was her.
He had work to do tomorrow. Important work. It would determine the
course of the rest of his life, and he couldn’t face the thought of what
might happen if he couldn’t. Work that was more important than the sluggish beat of a heart overworked at a middling age, more important than
sensory nerves fraying at ends, more important than the grooves on his
palms, more important than the chemical imbalance in his brain, more
important than the sweat that showed through his shirt, more important
than the shit in his bowels. No, it was much more important than all of
that.
Grandeur.
Except what he is doing now isn’t very grand. Crushing his coat tails beneath him, sitting on a tuft of grass, listening to everything he can listen
to. Birth isn’t grand. It’s messy and involves guts and blood and alien fluid.
Death is much the same, or so he thinks. What he knows of death, anyway.
His knowledge isn’t extraordinarily extensive. Birth and death. Two sides
of the same coin.
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Does he remember what cake it was? It could have been chocolate. Amanda
loved chocolate. She’d sneak off to the kitchen and stuff it in her mouth
when she thought he wouldn’t catch her. They had been out once. She kept
going back for more and more of the cake. Exclaiming at how good it was.
Laughing with the wife of one of his colleagues about how she could have
made something so delicious. He’d tried his best to warn her, tried to make
her stop. He hated gluttony. She’d ignored his enlarged eyes, chosen to disregard what he wanted her to do. When she sat down with another helping
of cake, he turned to her, a glint in his eye. He drew his booted leg back, held
it for a moment and smiled. Looking her in the eyes, he raised a toast.
“To my beautiful wife.”
Then his foot shot forward and caught her exposed leg on the shin. Her
fork clattered to her plate and her sharp inhale was like music to his ears.
Her neighbor ask her with concern in her voice whether she was alright.
He inclined his head slightly, holding her gaze steadfastly. Without breaking eye contact, caught in his glare, she murmured an assurance to her
neighbor and pushed her plate away from her. With a tilt of his lips, he
went back to flirting with the wife of his subordinate.
He wonders who’ll drop the brats off wherever they need to be today.
Amanda can’t drive. The idea is abhorrent. A stupid bitch like her shouldn’t
be let anywhere near a steering wheel. She can’t drive in more ways than
one today, though. He cracks himself up. Natalia will probably take pity on
the kids and let them stay at home and do whatever it is they do. Or shoo
them out and call over the boyfriend she always calls over when they’re
out. She thinks he doesn’t know. She doesn’t know about the cameras he
has in every room. Every single room. He loves watching the footage.
Power. That’s all it really boils down to, isn’t it?
Natalia will busy herself around the house. Cleaning up however much
she can of every room. Hesitating at the handle of his room, before resolving to go in and clean. Maybe she’ll notice the sheets bundled on the
bed first. Maybe she’ll notice them last. She’ll walk around the room, quietly, inherently jealous of Amanda’s belongings. Cussing her out for being
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a rich bitch. Maybe she’ll only notice the mess of the bedsheets on the
bed after the prevalent stench hits her. Or maybe she’ll be too enamored
by Amanda’s open jewelry box. Maybe she’ll be trying on her earrings, a
tight choker biting at her neck, her eyes glimmering with lust, before she
turns around. Maybe she’ll choose to clean the room like that, to exact her
revenge on Amanda simply by being a maid wearing her jewelry. She’ll
prance around the room in the jewelry which costs more than her life, not
exactly cleaning anything, just pretending she is the mistress of this room.
Maybe she’ll continue this for a few minutes before she comes to a stop
before the bed. Maybe, today, she’ll decide to throw caution to the wind
and slip out of her maid’s uniform, letting it pool at her feet. She’s not
wearing much underneath. Maybe then, Natalia will perch tentatively on
the bed. Her nose still hasn’t picked up the smell because of the clamoring
of her brain. Her nervousness will evaporate and she’ll fling the covers off
the bed and slide in hurriedly. Natalia will draw them over her head, reveling in the rick silk Amanda so insisted upon for her duvet. Then Natalia
will settle down and take a big sniff of the air around her. When her lungs
will start to constrict, she will turn slowly to her side, for Natalia will feel a
presence. And maybe she will finally notice the smell. And maybe she will
already know what she is going to see. And maybe she will have her eyes
closed as she’s turning because she’s trying so desperately for it not to be
true. And when Natalia opens her eyes, they’ll be met with the cold, dead
ones of his wife.
He can’t for the life of him remember where he put the knife after he gently took it away from her shaking hands. Maybe he put it on the table next
to him. Maybe he cut a slice and left it embedded in the cake. Or maybe he
left it nestled in the small groove of her stomach between her abdomen
and ribs.
He’s never had a good memory.
He wonders if the children will be the ones to find their mother. He chuckles at the thought. A heartwarming sentiment. A mother and her children,
nestled in bed. But scenes rarely ever stay as perfect as that. It would be so
very easy to subdue each component of the picture and arrange them as
he wanted. And leave the eyes open. He loved it when the eyes were glassy.
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Much better than when they were wet, watery blue. Glassy eyes evoked
such a response in him. Sometimes he could barely contain himself. The
world could be so beautiful.
He’s found hell. He’s found something. He’s found heaven. Nirvana, held
between the handle of the knife he twirled in his hands. But only to cut the
cake. Only. Nothing more, nothing less.
He checks his watch again. The children should be returning home by now.
If they had left for school in the morning in the first place. He knows undoubtedly that it is time to leave. After all, he has work to do. Work that
is more important than anything else right now. Wholly more important
than his life. More important than anything he can comprehend.
He’s already checked his watch, but now he must wait for a window. An opportunity. Something hurtling his way, enough momentum to bowl him over.
It’s unfortunate, really. He can’t stay to watch the breakdown of his wife
for a few more days. He doesn’t notice the stench. There’s not much he
doesn’t notice, but the stench is something he does not. He’s entranced
by the eyes. Glassy marbles. Beautiful, beautiful. So lifeless. So much more
expressive than the watery blue ones that had preceded the marbles. But
he’s had more than enough, more than his fair share. It’s only fair to be
generous.
He can hear it, now. The loud, cacophonous sound of a large body with
numerous wheels hurtling forward. It must be nearing his stop, and just in
time, too. He really has to admire how seamlessly everything has melded
together. All such fragile elements coming together so wondrously. Impeccable. Impeccable.
It draws nearer. He checks his watch once more and proceeds to fix his
tie. He stoops infinitesimally in order to retrieve the briefcase by his side
and then stands up straight, the smallest of smiles gracing his drooping,
jowly face. His wandering eyes flicker once more, making sure that there
is enough momentum, that everything is just as it should be, and then he
takes a small breath.
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Inhale.
Exhale.
With the smile plastered on his face and his hair impeccably brushed to
one side, in order to minimize the exposure of the bright silver hairs indicative of his age, he steps out onto the road, his fine Italian leather handmade shoes coming to rest on the asphalt before the timing clicks into
place and the momentum pays off.

Dvita Kapadia
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Third Place

Case RS-75
A black limousine had pulled up at the entrance of a top-secret research
center, located in an artificially built island in the middle of the Indian
Ocean. There were four soldiers each holding a semi-automatic machine
gun. Along with them was a grey haired man clad completely in black.
They were expecting Major Albert and his personal assistant to hop off
the car, but the three people, including the driver who got off the limo,
were masked and clad in black armor plates. They were carrying machine
guns. Immediately as the got off, they madly fired, spraying bullets everywhere. None of the five who were expecting Major Albert was hurt, but
then a fourth man got out of the car holding a dart gun. He fired five times
without aiming, but all of them were headshots. They went unconscious
and fell to the floor, convulsed. The spray of bullets was just a distraction.
The fourth man who was called by the name Blaze, pulled a small briefcase out of the limo’s trunk and signaled the other three and they walked
in through an automatic door. The driver had something that looked like
a speaker without the casing. He pressed a button on the device and all
the electronically operated things at 50m radius had stopped working.
The ultra-modern building had no guards, but there were laser security
systems, eye scanners and fingerprint scanners. Since nothing actually
worked, they didn’t have to bother. They reached a door with an eye scanner and a fingerprint scanner on its left side. One of the armor plated men
whose code name was Falcon, took out a small phone from his pocket and
pressed out something. The security systems were overridden and they
heard a small hiss. Blaze kicked the tripled glazed glass door and it shattered to pieces immediately.
They had reached the room they wanted to reach. The room contained a
nuclear liquid that was to be demonstrated to Major Albert. Blaze opened
the briefcase and slowly placed one of the vials of the nuclear liquid, RS75. Scientist had been working for the RS-75 for a total of four and a half
years, and the project had been finished just a few hours ago. A helicopter,
A-142, one of the most silent on earth, was waiting for them to come out.
The five lying on the floor were coming around. Just then, four men came
running out of the lab, knowing that the effects of the ‘fainting serum’ in
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the darts would soon wear off. They got into the copter and flew away.
The next few weeks faced a series of conferences regarding the missing
RS-75.
“That thing can destroy up to 73km radius when it is in contact with even
a little amount of electricity,” said a man, who was short and dark, “we
have to find it or at least request it off the wrong hands.”
“I deny and refuse to agree to ‘requesting’.” This time it was Major Albert
himself, who for some time, was thinking where he should have been yesterday, instead of an underground facility in the middle of the empty quarter. “Let’s better find them and take them and the serum under custody.”
There was a short murmur among the officers of various ranks and few
nodded their heads. Minutes later General A (he liked being called that
way) came in. By the look on the officers’ faces, he knew what they were
up to. He immediately agreed to the plan.
The next day twelve of the A-143s, the most silent on earth, were sent out
filled with soldiers. A soldier, whose code name was Ben took complete
responsibility of the assignment and he picked his own group of soldiers
and used an A-911, an SUV with high fuel capacity and one which could
also be adapted to drive in water; a road ship. The two officers, General A
and Major Albert, went back to the scene of the crime. Albert just walked
into the room that once contained the serum. General A was holding an
extremely powerful magnifying glass. The criminals had left fingerprints
all over. A crew was called in to examine the scene.
The reports of the fingerprints showed that a single person had been silly
enough to leave fingerprints all over the place. Their only suspect was
their prime minister who was secretly arrested and interrogated. In the
short period of time General A had done research for a bio chemical engineer, he had developed a lie detecting tonic. He later ended up working for
the intelligence service. The lie detector was forced into the prime minister’s mouth and the truth had come out immediately. He had recruited the
three best members of the Lions Crime Organization (LCO) and had used
them for the distraction. The person who had shot the five officers at the
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lab with the darts was the prime minister himself. He also admitted that
the serum in the darts contained a neuro toxin which could make anyone
forget what they did or what they saw for exactly thirteen minutes before
the serum being injected with it.
When the prime minister was asked where the RS-75 was, he replied: “It is
on the moon!”, and he closed his eyes for the last time.

Shazni Ahamed Rishad
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NATIONAL YOUTH COMMISSION

The National Youth Commission
Brief Description
The National Youth Commission was established in accordance with the
Royal Decree No. (117/2011), pursuant to the wise vision of His Majesty
Sultan Qaboos bin Said emphasizing the vital role of the youth in building
societies and with the aim of achieving important objectives and targets
that benefit both young citizens and the country. These objectives and
targets include: opening channels of meaningful dialogue with the youth,
promoting their sense of identity and citizenship, increasing their awareness toward various national and international laws and legislations, investigate their needs and aspirations of for the present time and in the
future, and develop/promote their skills and talents.
NYC comprises of 28 appointed members representing different sectors
in the Sultanate as follows: 12 members representing the same number of
government entities, 5 members from the private sector, 6 members affiliated to private colleges/universities, non-profit entities, and 5 members
with competent backgrounds and an interest with youth issues.
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