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Little droplets of rain fell and rolled down the large window. I
reached out for a drop only to see my tired eyes staring back
at me with one hand raised in the air. The gentle sway of the
bus reminded me of my mother’s arm. The arms that haven’t
held in so long. The exhaustion from the day at work seemed
to catch up with me as my eyes closed against my will, the
tiny red dots flickering outside were the last things my tired
mind focused on before giving in to the darkness.
Chills ran down my spine as the cool air blew over my exposed
arms. Had the bus taken a detour to the Antarctica? I opened
my eyes forcefully and uncurled my freezing fingers to blindly
reach out for my little bag. The window was now completely
covered with fog. Looking around I noticed that the couple
that were supposed to get down with me were no longer
there. Strange. Maybe they got down somewhere else to do
something instead of heading home, unlike me.
I was shaken out of my thoughts of self-pity when the bus
came to halt again, this time nearly throwing me out of my
seat. I got up with as much dignity as I could manage and
strode over to the automatic door. I could see the driver
scowling at me when I skipped down the stairs. I turned to ask
him if something was wrong but before I could do that, the
door slammed right into my face. Wonder what put him in
that mood!

AN ODD
EXPERIENCE

‘Rosewood Street.’
Of course my house hadn’t disappeared. I was in the wrong
area! I waited for my heart to stop pounding and for my sleepaddled mind to catch up with what had just happened before
reaching out for my phone. Wait…Where is my phone? The
comforting weight of my bag was no longer around my
shoulders. Tears threatened to fall from my eyes but I held it
back with all my might. Choking the traitorous sob that had
made its way up my throat, I walked over to the other side of
the street.

A row of houses that had previously gone unnoticed covered
the stretch of the area on the other side of the road. Before I
knew it, I was standing in front of a bright red door with the
number ‘666’ embedded on it. I took my fingers up to the cold
handle and knocked on the door once. No sound. No
movement. I did it again. Once again, no one answered the
door. Tears began to gather in my eyes again but I gave it one
last try and the door opened. No one had answered the door
but it had just opened…
I took a step in cautiously. The house was as beautiful as it
had appeared from the outside. The candles that lit up the
place created a warm glow around me. I took another step in
and stopped dead in my way. The lights were gone. The wind
wasn’t strong enough to blow out the numerous candles in
the living room but there I was standing in a strange room, in
complete darkness.

It hadn’t occurred to me up until this point that
something was seriously wrong. Where were the
inmates? A neighborhood as big as this is bound to
be noisy but I couldn’t hear a thing. As my brain
processed this, my feet led me to the door on their
own will. I could feel the adrenaline pumping
through my veins as I ran straight out of the door.
The door didn’t offer any resistance like in horror
movies but I did catch a sheet that was stuck to the
door. I squinted in the dark to read the big, bold
letters on the glossy sheet. It was a notice. A notice
inviting people for a ‘Witch Hunting’ at night…
My mind could barely process what was going on
when a noise like that of a siren hit my ears. Right at
the edge of the street, about a hundred golden
lamps were making their way right towards me. The
metallic clang of weapons could be heard even from
where I was standing. The black dots attached to
the lamps became clearer as they neared. Adults,
kids, pets were all there. Some were laughing while
others seemed deep in thought. No one seemed
concerned about the drops of red that covered their
outfits. I was frozen in my place and cold do nothing
but stare with the sheet of paper clenched in my
hand. I fell on my knees right in the middle of the
street when they saw me. They were running now,
inching closer every second. I did not move, I
accepted my fate…

AVANI SHARMA, GRADE 11

It is often said that, “Beauty comes from within” and today, it seems that the degree of effort to modify the
exterior is increasing around the world. Most contemporary opinions indicate that cosmetic surgery enhances
not just the appearance of a person, but also the confidence with which a person interacts with others. Others
argue that looks and wealth are being emphasized over mannerisms and moral values and cosmetic surgery
simply empowers people to be driven by looks rather than moral values. So, is cosmetic surgery beneficial or
detrimental?
A popular understanding is that when a person appreciates their looks, they become freer to express
themselves and change their attitude of insecurity that once upon a time governed their lives. It gives, they
argue, a foundation for personal development and participation in society. This creates a whole generation that
is ready to face the world without feeling shy and worrying about being judged by others based on their looks.
Promoters of cosmetic surgery questions if a common medical procedure is all it takes, then why not do it? On
the other hand, people argue that cosmetic surgery does not solve issues of insecurity, jealousy, self hatred,
pessimism and hopelessness from the roots. It allows, they add, a mask to cover these issues rather than
changing the mental state. They insist that false perceptions of the mind must be dealt with psychological help
rather than undergoing a physical change in appearance.
When looking at this from a different angle, there are people who feel that cosmetic surgery provides significant
health benefits and gives people a harmless way to correct their physical defects, enabling them to gain a
competitive edge in the working world. According to the SAW Youth Association, 84% of the younger generation
believes that appearance plays a pivotal role in getting hired, finding new clients or even getting a promotion.
Health benefits, claimed by proponents of cosmetic surgery, include the healing of burns, closing of wounds,
and removal of fat cells. On the flip side, experts in the field argue that cosmetic surgery can result in severe
physical pain and the probability of the surgical procedure going wrong is extremely high. Moreover, it is a really
expensive process that only the rich can afford. This can cause a clash in society, where the working class or the
people that are poor feel insecure and “incomplete” as they are not “perfect” or “healthy”.

One of the major issues related to cosmetic surgery is
that it can get really addictive. Famous celebrities like
Michael Jackson and Joan Rivers underwent numerous
surgeries as they were never happy with the way they
looked. People against cosmetic surgery believe that
this procedure evokes false hope in people and that
it’s high time that people embraced rather than
despised their appearance. It creates, they argue, a
false sense of confidence and its repercussions can’t
be ignored. However, according to the Cosmetic
Surgeons Group of UK, only 13% of people that
undergo a cosmetic surgery return for yet another
surgery. Of course, celebrities like Jennifer Aniston and
Chrissie Teign cannot be pushed aside as they have
experienced cosmetic surgery and are live examples of
people that are mentally and physically stable after a
surgery. Supporters of cosmetic surgery often ask if a
person can dye their hair, wear different jewelry and
can have piercings, why should they not resort to
cosmetic surgery? In this current world, people are
judged based on looks and cosmetic surgery helps
people accomplish their goals and ambitions.
Moreover, as the demand for cosmetic surgery
increases, prices are bound to drop and there will be a
time when everyone can afford a cosmetic surgery.

BENJAMIN, GRADE 11

Rats!
I should've taken up my late father's advice of never hiking alone no matter what. Well, it's too late now.
The sun is slowly dipping into the horizon as if hiding away, afraid of the dark. It is never safe for people
like us to be out at night, but now times are changing. Who am I kidding? The moment the tour guide
discovers who I really am, he disappears; the only remnants of his presence being the dust cloud left
behind in his wake. My poor nose. I wouldn’t blame him though. After all, people like us are deemed
unapproachable. I check my phone to see if there is any signal but received the same disappointing reply.
The wolves seem to protest at my pessimism, beckoning me to join them in their feast. No thanks, I think
I’ll pass.
I must be going around in circles. I have seen that rock, that very same banyan tree and that… OK, I’m
definitely lost. I sigh, sitting on a mound and take deep breaths to calm myself before I get into a panic
attack. I try not to think of the stories my father used to tell me about the ones who venture into forests
at night. I instead think about the crickets chirping and the birds flapping their wings. That always calms
me down. I open my eyes and scan the familiar terrain before noticing something I haven’t seen before.
The unmistakable, faint, golden glow of a campfire.
I let out a whoop of delight. Come to think of it, I’m not sure how I didn’t notice that before. I’ve always
been very observant, even at noticing the slightest of changes. Oh well, must be because I was panicking
too much to think about a faint, yellow glow reflecting off the trees. I’m practically skipping towards the
campfire.
Strange.
No one is beside the fire. They must have left early; I conclude from the footprints and wait…feathers.
Huh. Must have had a lot of pet birds. The people who set camp here must have been some junior
scouts, judging from those footprints. But, I must have heard them at least. Children tend to make a lot
of ruckus. I was probably too distracted in finding my way and they must have been really quiet.

FINALLY HOME

I sit down, pushing out my thoughts away and warm up.
Although I can’t help but think about those pure white
feathers that stand out amongst the dark forest floor.
They look almost identical, if not, are the feathers I’ve
seen before. According to my thorough research of the
wildlife in this vicinity (Yes, I’ve no sense of direction
whatsoever but know the habitats of every fauna in the
world), the only birds that live here are ravens, evident
from the annoying ringing in the forest, but none of these
feathers belong to them. They’re simply just too huge for
the small birds.
Crunch.
That shakes me out of my stupor as I pick up a fallen
branch off the ground and light it up. The woods appear
to have grown darker than before but my eyes swiftly
adjust to the absence of light. Could it be…no. I mustn’t
think like that. Whatever it is, I’ve been trained to handle
it. My father made sure of that. With a leap of courage, I
decide to check it out.
A little girl with…wings.
She looks brave, her stance bold and unwavering but her
eyes betrayed her. Her eyes, filled with fear, are studying
me with such intensity that no human child could ever
even attempt to do. On the other hand, I'm still staring at
her to make sure my eyes are not failing me at this ripe
old age. Too entranced by the sudden visitor, I fail to
notice that she is in a fighting position.

ASHIYANA, GRADE 11

"How are you?"
Three words which seldom feel better than the words "I love you" ; yet are quite alike.
Funny how three words are just enough to give you happiness and yet be the reason behind
melancholy.
"Words are powerful," they say, and right they are.
A phrase besides your typical "I love you" which triggers the deepest of emotions in someone.
Such an ordinary expression, but a powerful one at that. How? Well, to some, it's all they need to
sustain the day. To most, it's merely a greeting, an act of politeness and to others; it's a reminder of a
sad past.
Between loved ones, a phrase like this asked with a genuine interest can turn bad days into good
ones. Watch them, and you will see how their face lights up with joy as they acknowledge the concern
of a loved one towards them.
Overused, it's not as fresh as it was before. Greetings are more formal with the addition of a few
words. After all, people need social connections and what better way to give off a good impression
than being polite?
But just how, don't you wonder, can such words be the cause of grief? Sad but true, how about when
people you admire turn into strangers? You watch them, with sunken eyes as they ramble on about a
blissful life. You are glad as they have the best, but it hurts to know you are not the reason behind it.
If only people would stop and look up, they could perceive the reality of such simplicity. But alas, in
today's world, inanimate objects gradually take over our social lives, so an expression such as this can
come out void of emotions.

NOUSHIN NAWAL, GRADE 12
HOW ARE YOU

IN PURSUIT OF BEAUTY
It is often said far and wide that ‘beauty is only skin deep’, but the extent to which the people of our time will go to
make sure that this ‘skin deep’ beauty stands out only continues to expand at a rate that is alarming to some and
joyous to others. The idea of doing whatever it takes to make our body arrive at that ideal of beauty standards –
driven by feelings of inferiority or even just a desire to be the fairest in all the lands – approaches reality with the
advancement of cosmetic surgery. Cosmetic surgery, initially seen as a harmless way to correct a few beauty “flaws”
for a camera-friendly face, is now triggering a large scale debate amongst people of societies and even beauty
specialists on its social implications. Are these correctional procedures just the latest cynical trick of the extended
medical industry to target the fears and insecurities of people with money, resulting in customers who are never
satisfied and always want to change some part of their appearance? Could this be the latest business propaganda
and nothing more than an influx of money to the industry, making it one of the most twisted advancements in
cosmetic science? Or is it genuinely meant to be a boost of morale to help people navigate self-exploration in a
healthy manner with the freedom to choose how they want to be seen by the ever-watching public eye?
Supporters of cosmetic surgery believe that it encourages a lifestyle where people who are struggling with identity
acceptance get to come out and face the world at large without shying away, thus providing workforces with new
people of great skill who would otherwise be suppressing their own abilities for fear of public notice. These
surgeries, they insist, are nothing more than a harmless way for people to correct their own physical flaws in a way
that makes them more confident to step out and face a mirror. It has been recently revealed, by a study conducted
by students at the University of Sussex, that a whopping nine in ten people who undergo minor cosmetic
procedures come out happier and feeling more confident, with greater levels of confidence and motivation.
However, these statistics are vehemently argued by people who insist that a negative body image is only a
psychological condition, like a psychosomatic limp, and that the right way out of insecurity is learning how to
embrace the body you have been given. These people continue to reiterate that the only way to find yourself
satisfied and happy is to actively decide that you are beautiful and to focus on celebrities who promote a nomakeup, no- filter lifestyle, like Alicia Keys or Jameela Jamil, whose entire movements are rooted in promoting
body positivity and an unapologetic self-expression. These kinds of movements, it is shown, have a massive impact
on young people who are taking a step in the direction of abandoning the idea that they have to appear perfect and
instead choosing to accept who they are.

Another argument, often put forward by both sides, is
that the idea of beauty and its correction often has great
impacts on the relations in the workplace and the family.
Some people believe that cosmetic surgery is worth all
the money, and should be seen as nothing more than a
dental correction. The correction of a nose, according to
them, should be seen as no different as the correction of
a set of teeth. While this may be true, contradictors are
quick to mention that more sophisticated correctional
surgery may lead to promoting an idea of inferiority in
coworkers who may not be able to afford such
treatments. Religious views aside, simply put from a social
point of view, cosmetic surgery sparks a debate that is
often difficult to settle. There is a large mass of people
who think that cosmetic surgery should be phased out of
the industry and that it is time for people to begin
embracing their natural bodies. Others think that with the
passing of time, it is acceptable to make corrections in
your appearance, leading to an idea that perhaps you may
not be ‘perfect’ or ‘complete’ until you have made
changes to your flaws. Despite all the arguments on both
sides of this case, it should be noted that cosmetic
surgery can result in very damaging psychological impacts
on oneself and around. It is not directly possible to
weigh the pros and cons and put them on a balance, as
such a contrived phenomenon must even be discussed
with a great deal of caution.

Jasim, Grade 11

LOCKED
This was the moment I had been waiting for. The time to put an end to the horrors my big mouth had caused
me both outside and inside the nuthouse of New York City’s minimum security prisons. I leaned over the edge
of the counter and looked at Chang, who greeted me with all the joy of a cat lady who hated cats.
“Hi! I think some money may have been transferred to my commissary-“
“What. Do. You. Want?” Chang interrupted.
“I’m here for 2 green chilies and a bunch of pepper too,” I asked softly.
Chang gave me one hard look, then screamed for the next person in the line to come up. I gasped, as Taystee
stepped in front and pushed me to the side.
“Hey!” I yelled. “I’m not done!”
Cheng looked at me, told me to go to the kitchen if I wanted food and sent me off to have a nice day.
“Alex Vause, head to visitation. Alex Vause, head to visitation,” a voice cranked over the speakers. I got on my
feet, dashing down the grey hallways and burst into visitation. I think my time has come.
I sat down and looked my lawyer in the eye. He was not smiling, but that didn’t mean anything, as I have never
seen him smile for the life of me.
“Hello Miss Vause. I think you know why I’m here. The state is ready to reopen your case. This is going to be an
uphill battle, but before it can be started, we’re going to have to send you through a psych eval so you are
deemed fit to proceed to trial.”
My heart stopped. I hadn’t seen this coming, but I was certain this conversation could be swung my way.
A very handsome young doctor entered the room. I bit my lips without intending to, and thoroughly inspected
him from head to toe. His hair was made, so he wanted to look presentable, but a few strands lay astray, so he
didn’t care too much. His shirt hung loose, and he appeared as friendly as they come.

“Hello Alex,” his voice broke out, giving way to a deep and
strong way of being. I don’t think I imagined the way his
biceps tightened, just a little bit as he said my name. I leaned
forward, a little more than would be necessary, and he did not
recoil. Firm.

My heart stopped and then took a turn to beating in
my throat. This was NOT happening. I could not
process, and was only able to stare with my mouth
open as the guard put her in handcuffs to be sent
down to the hill to solitary for 48 hours.

“We’re not playing games here,” he said bluntly. “I’m here to
test your psychological behavior and see if you are fit enough
to be given a chance for a release into the outside world.”

The doctor looked at me in total confusion.

“Doctor,” I said coolly. “I don’t think I have much reason to lie.
It is very comfortable here in minimum security and probably
much safer for an alleged child murderer than the outside
world is.”

“Listen here. The second I walk out that door, I am
dead. Red knows I’ve been trying to get food off the
commissary.”
“Why aren’t you allowed food?” The doctor asked,
his brows furrowing.
“You don’t know the half of what it’s like in here.”
“Tell me why!”

“I never suggested you are a liar.”
“Isn’t that what everyone thinks? Or at least the majority? I
think everyone has a slightly different perception of what they
believe to be the truth. It doesn’t really matter what I say. The
court’s truth and mine didn’t align once, and I have no reason
to believe they ever will again.”
I recoil from my inviting stance, pleased with myself. I think I’d
done a pretty good job of appearing as someone who was in
perfect control of her mental health.
The door of the common room burst open and Piper stormed
in. The guards caught her, but she broke free and ran down to
me and screamed “RED KNOWS YOU WERE TRYING TO GET
HOT PEPPER”.

“I insulted Red’s food. I was stupid and I told her
that her food was garbage. The kitchen, her entire
team, has been trying to starve me to death and
none of Red’s girls would dare disobey her.”
“Why were you trying to eat hot peppers?”
“No, I wasn’t. I was looking for a mix I could make to
help rub on her back to help with her back pains,” I
said, as I began to feel my eyes watering.
“I’m just so hungry. And if the girls told Red I was
looking for hot peppers, she’s never going to believe
I did it to earn her favor. She’s going to hill me.”
The doctor’s face tensed. “I think I should report-”

“No!” I shouted. “Just rule me unfit for court, I don’t care. I’m
not dying a snitch, you can’t tell the authorities!”
The doctor took a long hard look at me. He was quiet.

“Are you sure?”
“Yeah.”
“I won’t declare you unfit. I will admit you’ve pecked my
interest. You’re a clever girl. I will leave now and return next
week. I hope you fix your food situation.”
The doctor stands to leave. Somehow his good looks were no
more appealing to me.Perhaps in the face of death, it wasn’t
just you’re meant to feel.

I got up and walked to the door. I opened it.
Red was there. She did not look pleased.

JASIM, GRADE 11

