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Shelby Ostergaard is a writer and teacher based in Washington, D.C. As an educator, she is
dedicated to creating texts that help kids understand the world around them. In "The Roller
Coaster," a young boy learns how to confront his fears. As you read, take notes on how Hudson’s
thoughts about riding the roller coaster change throughout the story.

Hudson had been looking forward to this trip
for weeks. This was more than the usual buzz
and excitement about end-of-year trips. This
was the eighth grade class trip! The last trip
before high school. The best field trip, maybe
the best thing, that middle school had to offer.

In sixth grade, they had gotten on a sweaty
bus and gone to Medieval Times.1 Watching a
bunch of adults play pretend and put on a
whole dinner tournament for them was way
better than school, even if some of the food
was really gross. And in seventh grade, they
had all gone to the local pool, which was more
fun. But still.

The eighth grade class trip was different. They
got to go to Six Flags Great America,2 home to
more roller coasters and games than any
place north of Florida. Eighth graders didn’t have to spend the entire trip in groups and in lines.
They got to wander around the park by themselves, free to do as they pleased for an entire
school day. Considering that they were practically in high school, eighth graders didn’t need as
much supervision.

Hudson’s best friend, Davion, had even convinced his older sister, Tasha, to chaperone.3 Tasha

[1]

1. Medieval Times is family dinner theatre featuring staged, medieval-style games, sword-
fighting, and jousting.

2. Six Flags Great America is a theme park located in the Washington, D.C. area.
3. Chaperone (noun) a person who accompanies and looks after another person or group of

1

https://unsplash.com/photos/6Tl5Kl7JEQg


was already home for the summer for college. She was also, apparently, bored enough to agree
to chaperone her little brother’s field trip.

Tasha chaperoning was the key to them having a good time. First, she had a car, so Hudson,
Davion, and another friend of their choosing, would get to ride with her instead of being stuck
on a sweaty, smelly bus for an hour. Second, Tasha was nineteen. Therefore, she was more chill
than a parent. She wouldn’t try to stop them from blowing all their money on arcade games or
eating too much cotton candy. Finally, and most importantly, Tasha was effortlessly cool. She
was a singer, playing with a band at a regular gig4 every Saturday she was home. Hudson’s
family had gone to see her with Davion’s family. She was fantastic. She’d even gotten Hudson’s
dad to get up and dance. Just the image of her up there, with her natural hair looking like a
crown, effortlessly enjoying herself in front of all those people, made Hudson’s palms sweat.

The truth was, Tasha made Hudson really nervous. But, in a good way.

And now, finally, after weeks of anticipation, they were at Six Flags Great America.
Unfortunately, Hudson was really nervous. Not in a good way.

Hudson, Davion, Tasha, and their friends Trey and Justin were waiting in line for the Twisted
Twister. In front of them, the coaster rose menacingly out of the ground. From the very
beginning, the Twisted Twister lived up to its name. The black coaster tracks corkscrewed5

almost immediately. Then, the riders in the yellow cars were given a moment to catch their
breath as they were cranked slowly to the top of a hill. But the relief didn’t last long. As soon as
the roller coaster cars were over the peak, the track twisted again. And again and again and
again.

“I’ve heard that it turns so much that, by the time you get to the end, you’ve gone 1080 degrees
around. That’s like four full circles!” Davion said with a grin. He was holding cotton candy in his
hand.

Ordinarily, Hudson would have made a joke about how they taught math at school, Davion just
didn’t learn it. But, glancing at the Twisted Twister again, his stomach felt too tight to say
anything at all.

“There’s a zero-G6 roll and a twelve story7 drop!” Trey jumped in, excitedly reading information
about the coaster from his phone. “The Twisted Twister is absolutely epic!”

[5]

[10]

people
4. “Gig” is slang for a live musical performance.
5. Corkscrew (verb) to move or twist in a spiral motion
6. Zero gravity, or zero-G, is a state of weightlessness.
7. A “story” refers to the number of levels or floors in a building.
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Hudson did not agree. He personally felt that the Twisted Twister was terrifyingly huge. And
horrifically twisted. And absolutely the scariest roller coaster he had ever seen.

But Hudson wasn’t about to mention his fear to his friends. This was the eighth grade trip! He
couldn’t pretend to busy himself with arcade games and food, his friends would know what’s
up. They would tell him that he was acting like a little kid, too scared to go on the park’s best
ride. How is he ever going to be ready to go to high school with them next year? And Tasha?
He’d seen her up on that stage. She wasn’t scared of anything. She’d never understand.

He felt dorky and awkward standing there. He’d liked the outfit he put on this morning, but now
his shorts looked childish next to all of his friend’s jeans. They all looked older and cooler than
him. Davion’s shoes matched his hat and they looked stylish against his dark skin. Trey and
Justin were both wearing jerseys. They looked like high schoolers. Hudson looked like a second
grader.

The sea of people between them and the Twisted Twister was steadily shrinking. Hudson smiled
weakly as his friends cheered when they counted just three rope barriers to go. Then two. Then
one. And then they were at the stairs. Davion, Justin, and Trey were nearly jumping up and
down with excitement. Hudson was so scared he could feel it down to his toes. He started to
worry he might throw up.

Then they were at the front. The people just ahead of them strapped in. Hudson was so scared
now that he almost said something. He could feel his heart pounding. But then he saw that a
little kid, who looked no older than ten, was excitedly grinning as he sat in the coaster seat right
in front of them. And he swallowed his words.

“1080 degrees divided by 360 degrees is three. So that’s three full circles,” Tasha said firmly,
looking over at her little brother. Her hands were in the pockets of her shorts, and she carried a
backpack full of reusable water bottles for the boys. “What math are they teaching you at that
school?” She rolled her eyes.

With an incredibly loud whoosh, the group in front of them was off. Hudson could hear them
screaming, but he couldn’t tell if the screams were because of delight or terror.

Their car pulled up and the barriers glided smoothly up. Justin, Trey, and Davion rushed
forward, whooping. Hudson felt his legs lock up. He couldn’t move. The image of the roller
coaster car seemed to swim in front of his eyes. All he could think about was the roller coaster
twisting off the track, spinning off into the sky. And he knew, suddenly, that he could not do it.
He was too afraid.

Without a word, Hudson turned and bolted. He pushed past the crowd and ran out of the line.
Their faces blurred in front of him. He could hear people’s upset exclamations, but he didn’t
care. He just kept moving.

He’d made it down the stairs before he stopped to take a breath. He was still in the line,
standing next to two families he didn’t know. He took another, deeper breath. His heart was

[15]

[20]
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racing. He wiped his sweaty palms on his pants and ran a hand through his hair. Now that his
fear and panic had started to fade, embarrassment was creeping in. Of course the roller coaster
wasn’t going to fall off the tracks, he thought. The park wouldn’t be allowed to operate it if that was
a problem. He put his hands in his pockets, shifting his feet.

He couldn’t go back. What would he even say? The only thing more embarrassing than getting
scared once was getting scared twice. Unsure of what else to do, he kept walking, past the seas
of people. He sat down on a bench near the bathrooms and put his head in his hands.

“Hey!” He looked up. Somehow, Tasha was standing in front of him. He looked around for his
friends, but Tasha was alone. “Are you okay?” she asked.

“Oh, uh, yeah, I just started feeling, um, sick,” Hudson responded.

“Sick?”

“Yeah. Too much cotton candy. You know.”

“Mmm,” Tasha said, sitting down next to him. “I get that... but, you know, it looked to me like
you were a little nervous about getting on the ride.”

“Nervous? Of course not!” Hudson said, shaking his head. “I was fine!”

“You know, it’s okay if you were scared. Everyone gets scared,” she said.

“Yeah, right,” Hudson muttered. “You don’t. I’ve seen you on that stage, you’re fearless.”

“You think I’m fearless?” Tasha said with a laugh. Her eyebrows were raised as she looked at
him. “Are you kidding? I get such bad stage fright!”8

“Yeah, right,” Hudson said. He rolled his eyes. “You don’t need to make that up to make me feel
better. You couldn’t get in front of that many people if you had stage fright.”

“I’m not making it up! I get so scared before shows that I can’t eat for like two hours before we
go on stage.”

“What? But you... look like you aren’t scared of anything up there.”

“I’m glad it looks like I’m not scared,” Tasha said. “But that’s not true. I get really scared and
nervous before I perform. But singing is important to me. And I want to share what I love with

[25]

[30]

[35]

8. Stage fright refers to the nervousness a person feels before or during an appearance with
an audience.
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people. So, even though I’m scared, I do it anyway. I push through the fear and just get up and
do it.”

“I wish I could be brave like you are,” Hudson said, surprising himself with his honesty.

“I think you could be,” Tasha said. “Let me ask you something. Is it important to you to get on
the roller coaster?”

Hudson thought about it for a minute.

“Yeah,” he said finally. “It is. I’ve been looking forward to this field trip for weeks. And I want to
be able to look back and remember having fun with my friends. I don’t want to look back and
remember running away and sitting alone by the bathrooms.”

“Well... then I think we should get back in line. But if you decide you don’t want to, that’s okay
too. I just want you to make a decision based on what you want and not what you are scared of.
Everyone gets scared, but brave people don’t let fear stop them.”

Just then, he saw his friends coming towards them, big grins on all three of their faces. “That
was awesome!” Davion said. “Are you okay? Why did you run off?”

“I got a little nervous. But I’m okay now. And I really want to ride the coaster. Would you guys
mind waiting in line again?”

“I would LOVE to ride that thing again!” Davion said, and they charged off. Tasha stood next to
Hudson as they waited in line this time. She smiled at him every time he looked over at her. He
felt encouraged. When they got to the stairs, his stomach started to clench9 again. But he
screwed10 his eyes up and made himself take each step forward. He could feel himself wanting
to bolt again when their turn came. But he stood his ground and took deep breaths. And he got
in the car.

They lowered the safety harness on top of him. He could feel his palms sweating. Tasha was
sitting next to him and she looked over and smiled, giving him a thumbs up.

WHOOSH! Almost without warning, the ride started. It felt like he’d left his heart (and maybe his
stomach) back on the loading platform. He screwed his eyes up tight, peeking out of the tiniest
slit. He did not want to be surprised by the first turn. He tightened his grip, bracing himself. Oh
no, oh no, oh no.

And then... they whipped into the first corkscrew turn. Before he knew it, Hudson’s feet were

[40]

[45]

9. Clench (verb) to contract or tighten a part of the body
10. Screw (verb) to tightly wind
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above his head. He was flying and he heard himself scream as delight spilled out of him. After
so many hours filled with fear, for the first time that day, Hudson felt weightless. And it felt
amazing.

When they got out, Tasha had them all pose for a picture by the ride’s sign. Hudson’s grin was
so big that it looked like it would break his face. He put a copy of the picture in his locker door.
It stayed there through all four years of high school, a reminder of what was more important to
him than fear.
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Text-Dependent Questions

Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete
sentences.

1. Which statement best expresses a theme of the text?

A. Roller coasters are very scary.
B. Being fearless means never being afraid.
C. Embarrassment always comes with fear or being afraid.
D. Fear should not stop you from doing what is important to you.

2. What does the word "peak" mean as used in paragraph 8?

A. the highest point
B. the sharpest point
C. the top of a mountain
D. the bottom of a mountain

3. Which detail from the story best supports the idea that facing a challenge was
important to Hudson?

A. "Hudson had been looking forward to this trip for weeks." (Paragraph 1)
B. "'You think I'm fearless?' Tasha said with a laugh." (Paragraph 31)
C. "'I wish I could be brave like you are.' Hudson said, surprising himself with

his honesty." (Paragraph 36)
D. "He put a copy of the picture in his locker door. It stayed there through all

four years of high school, a reminder of what was more important to him
than fear." (Paragraph 47)

4. How does paragraph 40 help develop the plot of the story?

A. It explains why Hudson thinks Tasha is fearless.
B. It explains why Hudson decides to overcome his fear of the ride.
C. It clarifies why Hudson is afraid of going on the roller coaster.
D. It describes what Hudson learns about being afraid.
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5. How do Hudson's different reactions to the roller coaster contribute to the theme of
the story? Use details from the text to support your answer.
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Discussion Questions

Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be
prepared to share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. In the story, Tasha shares with Hudson that she has stage fright even though she is a
singer. What does it mean to be brave? Describe a time in your life when you had to
push past your fear to do something you wanted to do.

2. In the story, Hudson decides to ride the roller coaster and keeps the picture in his
locker to remember to be brave. What does it mean to grow up? Have you learned a
lesson in your life that you think you will keep with you for a long time? Explain.
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