
Young Writers Project’s mission is to inspire, mentor, publish, and
promote young writers and artists. We select the best writing from 
hundreds of submissions to our website, youngwritersproject.org, for 
publication in this newspaper and with other Vermont media partners, 
and in our monthly digital magazine and annual anthology. This week, 
we present responses to the challenges, Love. Write a love story, real or 
imagined; and General Writing. Sharing the voices 

of young Vermonters 
on the issues that 
shape their livesPhoto of the Week

 Lauren McCabe, 14, South Burlington

Flashback
Why does it feel
like I’m being pushed back to 
the lonely, unpredictable
days of 2020?
The spring was the beginning of
something no one knew about.
It was strange and confusing
and made me hurt with longing 
to see the ones
I missed the most.
The summer, however, 
felt better than ever:
reconnecting, swimming,
finally feeling free again.
The fall...
it was up and down.
Grateful to be back in person
but it didn’t feel the same.
This current winter
has been okay,
but not ideal:
teachers needing to 
police everyone on social distancing,
not being with family 
for the holidays…
It’s been hard, that’s for sure.
And now, February 2021.
My birthday just passed.
It was a snow day and I didn’t 
get to see my best friends.
My school has just gone remote.
They say it’ll only be for 
a few weeks,
but they said that last year, too,
didn’t they?
It feels like a flashback.
Will everything we’ve been through 
just repeat itself?
                              
– Eden Winsten-Pinel, 12, 
Shelburne  
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Clouds releasing 
emotions
Each raindrop 
is tinted with negative emotions
that drown us in gloom and doom,
or so many might say. 
These negativity bombs 
are the tears of clouds,
judged, ridiculed, and disliked.
Their drab color is said to drain 
the energy from people’s very souls.
We discuss rain 
with disgust soaking every word.
Yet selfish are those
who shame God’s glorious gifts.
Life without these moisture-filled 
blobs that fall from the sky
would mean no life at all.
For they are responsible 
for Earth’s beauty,
replenishing its strength
with rigorous passion. 
So next time you stop 
to smell the flowers
or marvel at a jaw-dropping sunset,
remember these marvels 
would not be here if it weren’t
for the tears shed by the clouds. 
                              
– Whitney Dykstra, 13, 
Monkton

Free
Some feelings are too large 
to put words to.
They tug and they tear
and they pull and they rip
at your insides
until your existence can be 
summed up in that one feeling.
But still you can’t force the words 
from your cardboard lips.
Crumpled pages 
from weathered notebooks
litter the floor, joining the refuse 
from what feels like years
of staring blankly at the wall 
in front of you, wondering why 
something that seems so easy
is as hard as getting out of bed
on the days the world is too cold 
for your fiery heart.
It’s been years of trapping 
little parts of yourself inside,
only letting them see daylight 
to write poems too full of metaphors 
to mean much.
Years of saying no 
to your defunct heart
and sending it off 
with a slap on the wrist.
Years of making sure your gaze stays 
on the person you think it has to.
You’ve tried – you really have –
to tell someone.
Just one person to help keep 
your dirty little secret.
But that’s the problem.
It makes you feel dirty. But why?
You know it shouldn’t,
that it doesn’t, when you 
stop thinking and just breathe.
Your crumpled notebook pages 
hold the answer,
but you’re scared 
to re-read and revise.
It’s a fight like 
none you’ve ever faced,
the knowing that 
you don’t want to know.
But the needing to say it, and feel it,
and let it be.
In the end, it happens quickly.
A little awkwardly, to be sure.
But saying the words 
was all your heart needed to overtake 
the mean parts of your brain.
Saying the words was enough,
even though you knew 
there’d be an impact,
even if your confidante 
tried their best not to show it.
You were different now,
but not in a bad way like 
your brain had told you.
You were free. 
You are free.
                              
– Kat Cleveland, 15, 
Hinesburg

January
     Periwinkle skies in the middle 
of the night. The inelegant purr of 
my typewriter. Lucid dreams. I’m 
aware of a complete numbness in my 
body that I mistake for loneliness.
     I only throw pennies in pairs. 
Seventeen years of tossing salt over 
my shoulder never blinded any 
demons. I want to crack open 
pistachios while the world orbits 
around me. The Earth itself is 
sometimes poetry.
      Cacao powder, dried flowers 
pressed into books with gilded pages. 
Spilled espresso makes ink beads 
that spread out on homemade paper 
like a ripple in the water.
      I walked on the frozen lake a 
few years ago, looked below my 
feet at time suspended in midair, 
wondered how I got to where I was. 
I am in a thousand memories in one 
second: pink hair ties, sand between 
my toes. All the different heavens. 
Count to a hundred, because I’m 
waiting to be found.
      What does it mean to be in love? 
I gather pennies by the handful and 
stuff them greedily into empty 
pomegranate bodies.
                              
– Iris Robert, 17, 
South Burlington

Recipe of life
     A story. Another’s story. Your 
story. Is there any point to this? 
“Once upon a time” does not cut it 
when it comes to the here and now. 
Once upon a time is for those who 
do not tell the truth. 
     Truth. Your truth. Another’s truth. 
Aren’t they all just stories? A story 
is you, you are the story, but this time 
with self-renovation. No one has to 
know where you end and the story 
begins; that is saved for midnight. 
Midnight is time for spinning yarns, 
but twilight’s meant for weaving.  
     Once upon a time, I saved the 
world. That isn’t going to cut it. Once 
upon a time... 
     Where do you go from there? 
Set the scene. State the characters. 
Always start with the truth? Add 
knights here, some dragons there, 
and sprinkle in the starlight. What’s 
a good story anyway without the 
lighting of the moon? Try it now 
again.   
     Once upon a time, under the 
creamy haze of night, a dragon took 
to the sky. With mounting dread, the 
bravest knights donned their armor, 
grabbed their weapons, and climbed 
up on their steeds. They set out into 
the vast unknown with valor in their 
hearts but sweat upon their brow. 
     Hold on. Something is missing. 
You’ve somehow forgotten yourself. 
If you’re telling a truth wrapped 
up in a story, you are pretty crucial. 
Find the best place, sneak your way 
in, and none will be the wiser. Are 
you the dragon, vicious but cunning, 
doomed before you’ve begun? Or 
are you the knight, clad in bright, 
shining armor but chained to 
mindless fighting?
     How did it go? Was the audience 
pleased?
     Now twilight is over. Midnight 
has come. Time to face yourself. 
Now you’ve discovered that while 
you were writing, your memory faded 
to gray. What was the truth, and what 
was the story? All of it now is you.
                              
– Margaret Eagan, 17, 
Charlotte

• Create an ode to a tree in writing or visual art
• Cash prizes and publication
• Submissions due: Feb. 28, 2021
• Details: Go to youngwritersproject.org/trees

‘A CELEBRATION OF TREES’ CONTEST FOR VERMONT TEENS
Sponsored by:

“The best time to plant a tree was 20 years ago. The second best time is now.” – Chinese Proverb

Midnight train
The midnight train
picks up the few in
this world who have nowhere
else to go, no one left to turn to.
We spend our lonely
nights staring out into
the inky darkness passing
by, as if there is something
out there that still
matters to us.
Don’t be frightened when you see
the glassy-eyed children
or the lost women with
tear-stained cheeks.
Don’t try to run when
you see the men
consumed by shadows and 
grief, almost gone as they
sit with their bags pretending
that they’re actually going
to get off one day.
Sometimes I see it – 
a glimmer in their eyes,
a ghost of a smile,
a spark of hope. 
A sign that this never-ending
journey might one day be over.
Maybe someday someone
will get off.
Someone will understand
that they have always had
somewhere to go, someone to turn to.
I long for the day
when these tired eyes will
dry and set their gaze
on the beautiful world before them.
I really do.
But after years of waiting, 
one does begin to lose hope.
So I sit here on the 
midnight train and watch
as my life goes by 
in the dark.
                              
– Esra Anzali, 12, 
Middlebury
Inspired by “Spirited Away.”

My escape 
(that may or 
may not happen)
When I’m foggy and forgotten
and my only hope is escape,
I run away.
In my mind my suitcase
is already packed,
and I know how to drive
the perfect old red Cadillac 
that sits at the top of the driveway
waiting for me
to break
and finally run.   
                              
– Willa Pelschoen, 15, 
Bolton

Puzzle pieces
My heart is like 
a puzzle with many pieces.
You dump it out, and the pieces 
scatter all over the place.
You then leave them and don’t return.
I am left to search for those pieces
and fit them back 
into the endless puzzle of my heart. 
One by one the pieces are found 
and fit back into the puzzle. 
After years, the puzzle is finished,
except for one missing piece
that is gone forever – like you.  
                              
– Lucy Poduschnick, 13, 
Middlebury


