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Introduction 

 

 
Brooklyn College students of the class of 2010 began their college 
experience through the pre-freshman reading of Jonathan Safran Foer’s 
Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close during the summer before the start of 
the Fall 2006 semester. On Orientation Day they discussed the novel in small 
groups, led by members of the Brooklyn College faculty and staff.  
Once classes began, they discussed Foer’s novel and then attended a lecture 
and reading by Foer when he visited Brooklyn College in September 2006.  
After, they wrote their own stories, keeping in mind the novel’s power to make 
readers respond to the experience and feelings of its hero, Oskar Schell.  We 
call this project “Telling Our Stories/Sharing Our Lives.”  This collection of 
student memoirs represents some of their work.  
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I Like To Think So 
Drew Felch 

 
 "How careless," I whispered to myself. The side of a road is no place for a letter. 
Letters are far too important to be so cast-aside. I could have, and perhaps should have let 
sleeping stationary lie, but I wanted to know more about just why something so personal 
as a letter had found such an impersonal resting place. I stooped to pick it up, noticed the 
fall breeze that blew up under my coat to my now exposed back and felt that the chill up 
my spine was more than coincidental. 
 This letter was no mass-produced factory letter, no bank statement or utility bill. 
This was an honest-to-god letter, not just mail; someone very much intended someone to 
care about this letter. I recognized the address, not that I knew who it was intended for, 
but I knew that Darroch Rd. lay just across town. The return address was somewhat more 
exotic. Exotic does not always mean Bali or Timbuktu, sometimes exotic just means 
Rhode Island; this was one of the latter.  I am well aware that it is not, and has never been 
my job to ensure the delivery of a letter. I felt, though, and still feel today that it was my 
job to place that particular letter in the hands of that particular recipient. 
 Ignoring the strange looks my contemplation of litter in the street brought from 
the elderly neighbors, I confidently tucked the parcel into my coat pocket and set on my 
way. Something upbeat was in order, Bowie, "heroes". I couldn't help but take the letter 
out not a block later and contemplate it more. Was a mailman really so careless as to drop 
this letter blocks and blocks from its intended destination? Perhaps this letter was meant 
to blow and drift and dirty along that road, perhaps its contents too terrible for anyone to 
bear. "No," I stated. My boldness surprised even myself. I had no idea of the contents of 
the envelop; I certainly knew nothing of the mailer or intended receiver nor of the 
circumstances surrounding its sending. I realized my peculiar stance now, perched on the 
corner of an intersection as though ready to breeze through, but standing, staring at a 
piece of paper apparently of grave importance. I shook to attention and continued my 
journey but the thoughts lingered in my head. This simple, probably innocuous piece of 
paper had me befuddled. I was simultaneously sure of my simple neighborly duty in 
delivering this letter, and unsure of just what it was about that task that so affected me. 
 Pocket park. The two bench invisible-to-the-masses hub of teenage behavior was 
my oasis. I stopped to sit and roll a cigarette. I was just beginning to pinch out the load of 
tobacco when I realized the new option that lay before me.  Big, blue and official, the 
mailbox loomed just past the end of my bench. "Surely if I put this sealed-posted-
processed letter in that mailbox, some postal worker will see the tragedy that has taken 
place, and send that letter out to the home that so missed it!" I could have been rid of my 
burden then and there, and continued on with my original plan of coffee and conversation 



and time wasting. I licked up the paper and rolled my fresh stick together, lit it and set out 
on my way, burden comfortably stowed in my breast pocket. I had accepted the duty of 
seeing this wayward correspondence through to its final destination; I took my duty very 
seriously. 
 The emotional interest I have vested in the delivery of this letter was just finally 
starting to dawn on me. A letter is a very curious thing. It is so much more than the 
message it contains. A letter is the excitement one feels when opening the mailbox to find 
a new message wrapped up just for them. A letter is all of the care taken in addressing 
and folding and sealing it. It is all of the emotion put into its message, the ink in which it 
is written like the blood of the author. To receive a letter is a powerful thing. From the 
birthday cards from relatives afar in our youth, to the scorching love letters of adulthood, 
my envelope could have contained any one of these! My letter could be the harbinger of 
joy or of sadness, of good tidings or bad!  For the time being, I let the endless 
possibilities of the letter's contents roll around in my head and quickened my pace. While 
I turned these thoughts over and over in my brain, my feet carried me swiftly and truly. 
Before I knew it, the letter's address matched that of the house in front of me. 
"Figures, nothing special," and indeed it wasn't. The enigmatic letter had not brought me 
to an equally enigmatic home. I may have passed this house many times without noticing 
its generic suburban lawn, or its unremarkable color scheme. I was no longer wondering 
about the house though, for truly the house was never the destination; the people who 
called it home were. Silently, I approached the front door, my heartbeat rising, ready to 
find out the true meaning of the message I heralded. One ring. Two rings. Nothing. What 
was I supposed to do next? Adrenaline fading now, I stood blank-faced on their steps. 
Didn't they know what I brought them? An object of such import deserves a more 
inviting reception. My mind raced with possibility. I had imagined that upon delivering 
the letter I would come to know just how important the simple object was. Perhaps I 
expected to sit for tea and chat with the recipient of the letter and together, with bated 
breath, we would peel back the flap and know what dire communication I brought. My 
denouement was never to arrive; it wasn't my resolution to have. The letter carried words 
meant for someone else's eyes. 
 I slid the letter through the slot on the door the way a mother turns her child over 
to a babysitter for the first time. The slot clanged closed and forever separated me from 
the knowledge I had been seeking all along. Regardless of whether my coming there had 
brought good news or bad, I awkwardly retreated from the property. As I continued on to 
my original destination, I reflected upon letters I have received in the past. Some of those 
still reside in my bedside drawer, as constant reminders of the sentiments they contain, 
and the people from which they were sent. Was that the fate of the correspondence I 
carried? Did my intervention create a lasting moment in someone's life? Can simple 
paper mean so much? I liked to think so. 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Awurade, Aden? 
(God, Why?) 
Jade De La Paz 

 
It was not but a few summers ago that I was living in Ghana with my host family and 

a volunteer from Canada, Kwabena.  During the summer, my older 'brother', Kwabena and I 
spent many evenings engrossed in philosophical discussions about life.  It was on one such 
evening that we found ourselves thrown into the true reality of life as we witnessed the 
chaos and impact of a disaster in a third world country. 

We all hear it at the same time; it sounds like thunder and then there is that silent 
pause, that moment when everyone looks at one another.   Time stops as if it is taking a 
breath, preparing itself for the chaos soon to follow.  Then that moment is gone and we are 
all at the door where we can see flames licking at the windows of the two-story building 
across the dirt road.  The smell of burning is strong in the air.  It becomes suddenly clear to 
us that it was an explosion, not thunder, which just shook the very foundation of our house. 
The flames illuminate the dirt road throwing flickering orange light on the dark faces of the 
growing crowd.   The hot blue glow radiating from the heart of the fire turns the scene into 
an uncanny blur of color.  There are women, on their knees, stretching their arms up to what 
might be a vacant heaven that night.  Their screams for mercy from a god that seems to have 
abandoned them drift through the air, piercing the ears of the crowd.   Children are standing 
in awe.  People are praying, crying, clapping their hands, feeling helpless and overcome by 
this unexpected blow. 

Our shoes are on and we are out the door and through the gate before we have time 
to think. The building comes upon us and looms overhead, challenging us to come closer, 
pushing the weight of its heat down on us, almost laughing at the new beads of sweat 
collecting on our foreheads and sliding into our eyes.  The roaring, deafening fire pounds on 
our ears like a hammer while the black smoke drifts into our faces, bringing with it the smell 
of burning clothes, hair and flesh.  We are suddenly in the middle of it.  People are moving 
in and out of the burning building in the hardly organized, but perfectly functioning, chaos: 
as if in silent agreement that everything must be salvaged.  A foam mattress, an old TV, a 
couch, a fridge come out of the building as men run in load after load, trying to save small 
slivers of their lives before they are engulfed in the flames.  They have no insurance and no 
money so they must save their own lives because no one else will.  My brother and Kwabena 
run in to help as I stay on the dirt road, a supposedly incapable white woman, wishing I 
could help, but knowing I would do more harm than good in a man's race against the 
twisting, raging fire.  I stand and gape at the reality of this disaster until my attention is stolen 
away by something far more urgent than couches. 

Suddenly, the screams become one so pure and so clear; everything else seems to 
dip into silence.  There is a child pulling at my panted leg and I can see now they are his 
screams I am hearing.  Trying to calm him, I put my hand on his arm where it feels like 
he is wearing a number of bandages.  I cannot see very well so I dismiss it as this and 
look up at the burning mess, wondering if anyone is badly hurt.  The child continues to 
scream and pull so I try again to calm him.  My hand brushes the child's arm and stops 
abruptly on his back where I can feel something strange yet familiar.  A moment passes 
as I scan my memory for what I can relate this to; I have felt something like it before. 
 My dress made of that cheap plastic lace, that I had loved so much as a child.  I had an 
accident once with a candle and the edges of my dress had caught fire. I remember being 



fascinated by the way the dress did not burn but, rather, melted into a shriveled mess.  I 
remember how it felt in my hand: the hard, almost brittle, plastic. 

I can suddenly feel that now and a horror passes over me as the terrible truth 
materializes under my fingers. I bring him to the light hoping I am mistaken, but I am 
not.  How wrong I was to assume that this child had a previous accident and was still 
wearing the bandages from this.  In the glow of the fire, I can see his cheap plastic lace 
shirt burnt and shriveled halfway up his back.  I can just make out the white chunks 
revealed by black pieces of skin hanging off his arm. The thin, gauze-like tissue flaking 
from his limbs is nothing more than his own flesh.  All his hair is gone, revealing red, 
purple and black blisters on what was once a smooth and beautiful round head. The smell 
of burning hair and flesh is stronger than ever now.  He looks at me and I know he thinks 
I can help him.  Maybe he sees me as a glowing beacon, a ray of hope, but I cannot help 
him, I do not know how.  I look around for help but instead encounter a man with a 
second child in the same condition.  I can only think of getting them to a hospital; I ask 
the man if he has a car and he says there is one coming.  Then time starts to melt; like all 
the second hands of all the clocks are sticking and soon they will all drip to the ground 
and become a pool of waiting that will never end.  Flakes of skin are now falling freely 
from the child’s arms like black snow, as tears drop from his eyes like clear crystal beads 
that break when they hit the soft dirt.  Both children are surprisingly calm now, their 
faces expressionless; no shift of the eyes or twitch of the mouth to suggest what they are 
feeling, though one need only look at their blistered bodies to know.  Finally, a 
neighbor’s car pulls up, the man gets in with both children and they leave for the hospital.  
The faces of the children peering out the back window get smaller and smaller and I 
watch them until they are gone. 

No ambulance came that night, no help for those children but from the neighbors.  
That was, though, to be expected; we were in a third world country where one cannot often 
find readily accessible care.  Had we been anywhere else in the world, those children might 
have lived. 

Bright lights suddenly come down the dirt road accompanying an old fire engine and 
three firefighters.  Gears change: a foam mattress, a TV, a couch and a fridge are dropped in 
exchange for a fire hose.  The hose snakes into the building flanked by men, young and old, 
to kill the fire before it kills again.  Helpless, I remain just outside the fiery edifice and marvel 
at the sinister beauty and power of the flames; their incorporeal shapes dancing in the smoky 
night, seeming to mock the efforts of the small weak humans who are determined to end 
that primordial beauty.  Shadows of men fly back and forth through the veil of burning air.  I 
can see Kwabena running into the building with a ladder, his white skin glowing against the 
black smoke, trying to help the silhouettes of movement blending into the fiery scene 
around him.  The sounds of creaking, breaking, splintering wood reach my ears and I can 
hear the beginnings of ruin as pieces of roof crash to the ground.  I stand hoping more help 
will come soon, knowing the building will fall and crush the men inside if they are not 
relieved from fighting the fire they do not know how to fight.  I cannot help but think that 
this would not even be a factor if we were in the U.S.  Suddenly, I hear the noise of a wailing 
siren and I look to see more lights and fire engines careening around the corner bringing the 
professionals to replace the civilians. 

The men slowly emerge from the building as the firefighters take their places on the 
battlefield.  I find my brother and Kwabena and we retreat to the safety of our house. When 
we emerge again it is over.  The crowd is gone and the sad skeleton of a building stands 



alone, surrounded by its escaped furniture and appliances.  The smell that comes after a 
departed campfire lingers in the air.   All is silent as people shuffle about in the smoldering 
debris picking up the mess of charred possessions: a clock, a hat, a picture frame.  A 
melancholy air passes over the few people still on the street but they seem grateful to be 
alive because they know that is all they can ask for. 

I could not sleep that night because my dreams were spotted with fire.  As I sat 
awake in my bed, the impact of this event on these people began to gnaw at me.  That night 
I saw humanity in its rawest form: the people salvaging their own lives because no one else 
would have, the children that died, the response that could have come faster and better 
equipped so that people did not have to risk their lives. That night I saw the true reality of 
life in a third world country. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Little Liar 
Svetlana Prosko 

 
When I was a little girl, I was a little liar, and now I just want to come clean! A 

distinguished feature of my behavior was to tell a lie, and I did it on a daily basis. To tell 
a lie was a part of a funny game to me, but sometimes I just did it and didn’t realize why.  
For instance, I could hurt my finger when I tripped in the playground and told my parents 
that a boy had hit me with a stone, or pretended that my telephone was broken, or said I 
almost lost my eye-sight. Of course, every time I was caught and punished by my parents. 
Furthermore, they spoke with me numerous times and explained how it would affect at me 
in the future. Of course, I was scared, and I promised them that I would never do it again. 
But when my punishment was finished, I continued to lie and forgot about my promises. I 
was lying until one interesting instance happened to me. 

I was ten years old. Every weekend, I wanted to go to my grandmother’s and 
grandfather’s where I usually had perfect weekends. They did love me so much and tried to 
do 
everything to make me happy.  That night we had a good evening as usual, but when I had 
to go to sleep, I thought about why my parents didn’t worry about me. Of course, they 
should not have been concerned because I was with  my grandparents, but I wanted to make 
them worry about me very much. I decided that I should create a special situation which 
could make them really nervous about me. 

My game began; I lay into my bed, started to cry and told my grandma that I felt a 
terrible pain in my stomach.  My grandma and grandpa were in shock!  Immediately, my 
grandpa decided to call my parents and explain this situation to them. I was really glad to 
know about it because it was a part of my plan to make them nervous. In my mind I had 
already created the picture of my parents who had begun worrying about me. I imagined that 
my mother and father were running around our apartment and gathering their things to 
come to me as soon as possible. I imagined that my mother was calling our doctor with tears 
in her eyes and explaining to him my terrible condition. 

While I was lying in bed and dreaming that everybody was worried about my 
sickness, my grandpa came into the room. For a few seconds, he was kept silent and did not 
say a word. I couldn’t understand what was happening.  He came to me closer, looked in my 
eyes and said, “Your mother said that you feel good and are just trying to cheat us. 
Furthermore, she said that you must stop crying or we will have to punish you!” I couldn’t 
believe that he had said that! I hoped my parent would never know that I had lied, but they 
had caught me in the beginning of my lie game!  Now, I was in shock! 

This situation caused me to cry even more, and thinking about it for a second, I 
decided to continue playing and win this game. Telling my grandparents that I couldn’t 
understand why they didn’t believe me and didn’t love me at all was a rude trick, but I used 
it. They did love me so much and were ashamed of themselves with my words. I pressed 
them to call mama once again and ask her to come to us, and my grandparents obeyed. Such 
a situation made me very happy, and I felt that I had a chance to become a winner. 
Nevertheless, I continued crying because I had to keep up my lie that I was sick. 

The time was passing, and I was waiting for my mama. I understood that my mama 
was wiser than me; therefore, I tried to consolidate all my energy and my mind to oppose 
her. When I saw my mother’s eyes, which were not so serious, I understood that they 
wanted to believe me. I realized that I had to use that moment to convince her that my lie 
was the truth.  I performed as a good actor and made my speech – lie perfect! As a result, 



she called an ambulance. The ambulance had not arrived for one and half hours, and waiting 
for it for so long time didn’t fit into my game plan, so I was really tired of pretending to be 
sick  Thank you God, they came! I just informed everybody that my pain was gone and went 
to sleep right away. 

The next morning after breakfast, I thought that that interesting game had finished 
very quickly, so I said “Mama, I feel terrible pain in my stomach again.”  She looked at me 
very seriously and answered that I should have been more patient, and my pain would have 
finished very quickly. I was not glad to hear that and absolutely disagreed. Consequently, I 
started crying and telling her that I was still in pain; moreover, it was much stronger. That 
time, my parents, who had already been taught by the previous night’s experience, 
immediately decided to drive me to the emergency room by themselves. 

When we arrived at the emergency room, I didn’t understand at all the seriousness of 
that situation.  We saw a doctor with beautiful eyes there, which were kind and serious. The 
doctor, who saw the nervousness of my family, said that first of all, he had to have medical 
tests done and check them, and then he could identify an illness. The doctor began medical 
procedures, but I continued playing my game, cried very naturally and told him about my 
terrible pain as well as possible. When twenty minutes had passed, and the doctor finished 
checking the tests, the kindness in his eyes passed too. For a few minutes, he sat on the 
chair, keeping silent, and thinking. I think he was trying to understand why all the medical 
tests were normal, but I did not stop crying and talking about my terrible pain. Now, I have 
to thank God that he was a very professional doctor who could recognize my lie and did not 
begin any wrong treatment. At that moment I didn’t understand that my lie could be very 
dangerous for me, and my future health depended on his decision about my illness. 

He got up from the chair and came over to me. He looked at my eyes carefully, and 
maybe he wanted to read my thoughts in them. He was silent for few seconds, and then he 
said “Pretty girl, we have already done all the tests, but we have to do one more. We have a 
special machine, and we will check your stomach and tongue at same time. If the machine 
shows that your tongue told the truth we will treat your stomach, but if your tongue told a 
lie, we will cut out your tongue.” 

I was in shock!!!!I was just a child and believed that the doctor was telling the truth. 
That situation made me scared, and I immediately pleaded guilty to my lie. 
Once everybody knew the truth, I had ruined my reputation. The doctor left me and did not 
say a word .Mama started crying and said she was sorry to the doctor for my bad behavior. I 
understood that she was crying because she couldn’t believe her child had created such an 
incredible lie. When I saw it, I felt like a spoiled apple. My soul desired to sob, but I did not 
have any tears in my eyes, and I don’t know why. She did not scold me at all and just said “I 
can’t believe that my own child can lie nonstop.” Walking home, everyone kept silent, just I 
repeated to myself “Svetlana, you must stop lying once and for all and never ever try to do it 
again.” 
That terrible day changed everything in my soul and (how it usually happens in a good 
fairytale) I began to resist my wishes to tell a lie. I have to say that it wasn’t so easy, and 
sometimes it took all my power to stop doing it. Somebody can ask me “What do you think 
about telling lies now?” And I answer “Each cell of my body hates it.” 
 
 
 
 
 



My Turning Point 
Paul Cibrano 

 
January 9th, 2003 was the day that changed my life forever. It was the day that my life 

would take a turn for the worst and living a normal life free of pain would be impossible.  It 
was the day that not only destroyed me physically but has forever scarred me emotionally 
and mentally. On that day during wrestling practice, while doing drills with my coach and 
during a move gone wrong, I landed on my head and was left paralyzed from the neck down. 
That one action, that one move, changed my life. 

It was about 4:30 P.M. and wresting practice had just started. I showed up a little late 
and was the “odd man out” when it came to picking partners to drill with.  During drills, we 
practice moves on each other, and since I was the odd man out I didn’t have a teammate to 
pair up with so I got to drill with my coach.  My coach is about five feet seven inches and 
one hundred and eighty pounds; I was six feet two inches tall and about two hundred and 
ten pounds, so I was much bigger than he.  While drilling a move known as the “fireman’s 
carry,”  I slipped from his grip, and my head hit the floor too early. It stayed stationary on 
the floor (which is not supposed to happen) while he tossed my body in the air.  From this, I 
was paralyzed from the neck down. 

When my body flipped over my head I heard and felt my neck crack. That was the 
last thing I thought I would ever feel again.  I lay on the mat motionless and unable to feel 
anything for a little less than a half an hour until I started to regain feeling.  I finally regained 
feeling because, as doctors told me later, the tendons in my neck when I fell had wrapped 
around the nerves in my neck that sent messages to my brain on basic movement. Since the 
nerves were being strangled, I couldn’t move. After I lay there for awhile, the tendons 
loosened and I was able to regain feeling. 

Being unable to feel anything was by far the scariest moment I have ever experienced 
in my life. I really thought that I was going to be confined to a wheelchair and that scared me 
so much that I basically zoned out and didn’t say a word to any of my coaches about not 
feeling anything.  When I regained feeling, I felt incredible pain.  Imagine going from feeling 
nothing to just being in so much pain you feel like your body is ready to explode. I lay on the 
mat for two and a half hours before my coaches called an ambulance. To add insult to injury, 
while I was on the floor, the team practiced around me. 

When I arrived at the hospital I went through so many tests, and was given so many 
drugs I had no idea what was going on.  After all the tests were done, the doctors told me 
that from this one fall I had shattered five ribs, sprained two tendons in my neck, had a 
spinal contusion, a brain concussion, and nerve damage. My five ribs broke because my neck 
and back muscles were so strong that my ribs basically imploded. I was in the hospital until 
the next day, when I was sent home with massive amounts of pain pills and ibuprofen.  I was 
bedridden for the next five months.  I occasionally went to a wrestling match just to watch 
my teammates compete but I was severely drugged, which made simple things extremely 
amusing. 

I endured six months of painful physical therapy and I went from weighing 210 
pounds to about 310 pounds.  I gained the weight from lying in bed and eating; I turned to 
food as a tool of comfort.  When I first got hurt I didn’t think it would be that bad because I 
figured I would have my friends by my side to help me through this extremely traumatic 
time in my life. That’s what friends are there for, to help you through the tough times in 
your life; but I was wrong.  All my friends, with the exception of one, stopped talking to me.  
No one called me, or ever wondered how I was. They basically didn’t care. 



In addition to suffering physically I was now emotionally and mentally destroyed.  
The people I thought were my friends didn’t care.  I slipped into depression and at one point 
the pain was so bad I even contemplated suicide because I couldn’t take it anymore. Imagine 
waking up everyday in pain, going to bed in the same amount of pain you woke up in and all 
the while lying in bed knowing that when you wake up the next morning you will go through 
it all over again. Thinking about this now still hurts; it actually hurts more than I thought it 
would this long after the accident. 

After five months I tried to go back to school to re-connect with my “friends” so I 
wouldn’t be alone all summer.  Now at 310 pounds and putting down rumors that I had 
died, I returned to high school with little success. I was constantly in pain, in fear of passing 
the same gym I got hurt in, (which by the way I haven’t been to since I’d gotten hurt) and 
paranoid about ever doing anything again that could result in my getting hurt again.  When 
summer came around, I decided that I couldn’t physically stay in the state that I was in, so I 
joined a gym. 
I’ve been working out for close to three years now and have lost all the weight I gained and 
have even grown some muscle in the process.  The accident has cost and taken away so 
much that it hurts to talk about it.  It’s a miracle that I’m still walking, let alone lifting 
weights.  After speaking to doctors when I first got hurt about the long term effects, the 
prognosis was scary and absolutely terrible to think about. 

First and foremost, doctors told me that I would have back problems for the rest of 
my life, that I have a high probability of developing degenerative discs in my lower back 
(degenerative discs are discs that slowly start to disappear over time and will eventually not 
be able to support my spinal column), I have developed discitis which means my discs rub 
against my nerves, whereby my nerves leak fluid onto the spine creating little hernias all up 
and down my back.  They said I would suffer from chronic stiffness and pain, and would 
probably never have a good night’s sleep ever again, which was the least of my worries.  All 
of those things have come true, except for the degenerative discs in my back.  The only thing 
keeping that from happening is the strength of my lower back muscles I developed from 
weight lifting. 

This accident, although it was extremely traumatic, brought some positive aspects of 
life.  I will never again take anything for granted because even simple things like walking 
won’t be missed until they’re gone. I have become much stronger mentally, emotionally and 
physically. I have become more independent, and I now pick my friends more carefully 
because I don’t know if I would be able to handle another huge let down by people I call 
friends. This accident has brought me closer to my faith and has given me a love for music 
that I wouldn’t trade for the world. In all reality, it was music and developing my passion for 
it that got me through the depression. The music of Atreyu, Avenged Sevenfold, and 
Eighteen Visions helped me through this tough time and inspired me to do things musically 
I never thought possible. 

When I tell people about this time in my life, I don’t do it for the sympathy, I don’t 
do it just to let people know how hard a time I’ve had, and I definitely don’t do it to get girls, 
which believe it or not I’ve been accused of doing. I do it because I want people to 
understand where I come from. When you can understand that, you will never have to 
question anything they do because you already know the reason behind it.  I live every day 
like it’s my last because tomorrow is uncertain. There is one quote that helped me through 
this tough time, that kept me going, by the band Atreyu “I will not be broken though I am 
the one that bleeds.” 

 



Unraveling 
Santoshi Pillay 

 

The commotion in the kitchen made me anxious.  My palms began to sweat and 
my face started to burn.  Before I entered the kitchen, I heard my name being spoken 
behind the closed door. The voices rose and stilled abruptly.  The heavy, painted door 
opened; my parents were standing behind it looking eager.  Our colonial-style Indian 
restaurant was closed for renovations, which meant both of my parents were at home, in 
the suburbs outside of Johannesburg. 

Behind them, in the narrow room, the television was on mute.  The World Trade 
Center was engulfed in smoke. 

In our old kitchen, we stood facing each other. They told me that I had been seen 
with a boy. “Who is he?” they asked. “A friend.”  “Auntie Ruby saw you holding hands.”  I 
panicked; I was not expecting this.  Defiance was not an option.  I was trying to make myself 
faint. As my eyes welled with tears, I folded my hands behind my back and dug my nails into 
my arm to stop myself from crying.  The moment hung before I gave my inevitable 
response: “His name is Cassim.”  I looked away from them; their gaze was piercing. 

The top third of one tower was spewing out smoke. 
They were trying to calm themselves but I could see that fury consumed them.  My 

mother caught alight, “Is he black?”  I shook my head, but it didn’t move.  My father cut in; 
he spat out menacing comments about Islam.  The room was drowning in his prejudicial 
views.  “Are you listening to your father?”  I nodded my heavy head; did it move? 

The reporter on the screen was crying.  Why couldn’t I cry in front of them? 
My father continued.  He was speaking about Dhiresh, whom I met, whom I liked, 

but I didn’t choose.  Dhiresh was wonderful.  University.  Engineer.  Leave this Muslim 
boy.  Go with Dhiresh.  We can fix this.  It’s not too late.  They looked at me.  “Shall we 
call Dhiresh now? Everything’s sorted out.”  My head darted up.  A word stumbled past 
my lips, “But…” “But, nothing.  You will do as your father says.” 

Both towers were now erupting.  Smoke poured out, blackening the clear sky. 
They were looking at the television, waiting for me to speak.  I had to choose.  I 

knew my choice, and I knew that it would change everything.  I was savoring the calm of the 
moment because I knew it would be my last with them.  I shook my head.  This time I felt it 
move.  They knew what was happening.  Nothing needed to be said. 

The structure descended, and its partner would soon crumble beside it. 
My father gripped my mother’s shaking body.  He looked at me full of anguish as I 

left the house.  The cold wind, the trace of a long winter, chilled my face.  There was a mild, 
lingering scent of jasmine, as I walked toward the river.  My tears were warm but quickly 
froze.  A plastic bag was trapped under a twig.  I watched it struggle.  The water’s current 
pulled it, and at last swept it away. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



Typical American 
Angelo Rondello 

 

I suppose in many ways I am a typical American.  Honestly, my ego gags on the idea 
of me embodying the moral, philosophical, and aesthetic preferences of such a large group 
of people. I’ve spent much of my life shunning what I thought to be American culture, and 
thinking that I was entirely unique.  However, it wasn’t until I had seen the depths of other 
cultures and taken a step back to examine mine that I realized what an American I really am. 

There is no escaping one’s past, as they say, and growing up anywhere instills one 
with a sense of how men and women relate, what a suitable dwelling is, what proper social 
etiquette entails, what the origin of the universe was or is all about, and so on.  I wouldn’t 
consider myself of any faith, for example.  My parents left the church when they went out on 
their own and I was raised to believe that different religions were more or less equally true or 
untrue, and that it wasn’t necessary to follow one.  America is primarily a Christian nation.  
And while I don’t subscribe to the way of any religion (and actually rather dislike religion, to 
be honest), when it comes down to it, Jesus would be my go-to man when it comes to 
spiritual teachings—and a church feels much more natural to be in than a mosque or a 
synagogue.  Of course, I’ve never been in a mosque, and the only religious text I’ve read in 
depth is the Bible. 
I’ve spent the last few years in what feels almost like a foreign country.  I live in Midwood, 
Brooklyn, and my neighborhood is home to primarily religious Jews.  I’m one of three 
Gentiles on the block, and the businesses are almost all Jewish owned and operated.  I’ve 
more than once cursed the supermarket for being closed for some holiday that I don’t 
observe, and I think that some of the Jewish rituals are ridiculous, like between Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur, when they wave the live chickens over their heads with a 
prayer.  I’m much more comfortable with ideas like Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny.  
Those make sense.  For another holiday—Sukkot—the Jews build Sukkahs in their back 
yards, terraces, and on the sidewalks.  They eat in these hut-like structures for about a week, 
and some people, I’m told, also sleep in them.  That’s so impractical, in my mind.  I like to 
keep things simple for my holidays, like cutting down a tree and putting it in my living room 
for a couple of weeks, or hanging socks on my wall so that an Arctic fat man can put things 
in them for me. 

Seriously, though, I enjoy the traditions of Christmas.  But other than that, I’m 
usually not so excited about most holidays.  Thanksgiving, for instance, was never that 
important to me, and I could have taken or left the holiday until recently.  I moved to New 
York six years ago, and I’ve not had a proper Thanksgiving dinner since.  I’ve had a Puerto 
Rican Thanksgiving, a Filipino Thanksgiving, a couple of kosher Thanksgivings, and more 
than once at home, trying to make a worthy meal myself.  A couple of years ago, soon after I 
moved to Midwood, I had my first inkling of the fact that I’m American.  I spent 
Thanksgiving at my landlady’s apartment, where turkey was served, but it was kosher, which 
meant that there was no butter on the skin, and no mashed potatoes.  There wasn’t even 
gravy.  Initially, it was no skin off my hide, since I wasn’t looking forward to the holiday 
anyway, but as I sat at the dinner table, cutting my paprika-seasoned fowl, I stopped tasting 
the meat objectively.  I looked at my plate, and where lay the knish sandwiched between my 
turkey and stuffing, I saw a void where the mashed potatoes ought to be.  I sighed to myself, 
and chewed the dry meat while dreaming of candied yams. 



There’s a part of me that wants to say that I’m real interested in other cultures—hell, 
I’ve said it aloud in more than one instance—but in essence, unless there’s something in it 
for me, it’s all too foreign to warrant any interest on my part.  I’ve been to China, which 
people are usually impressed with. The first thing people ask me when they hear that is 
usually: “Wasn’t the food great?”  Honestly, I didn’t like any of the food there, except (and I 
actually did this) for a visit to KFC, which was so good I still can’t believe it.  The best thing, 
in my mind, about the trip was how much money my money was worth.  I was truly able to 
live like a prince over there. 

For several years, I became rather immersed in Chinese culture.  I was in a 
relationship with a Chinese woman, had many Chinese friends as a result, went to China, and 
taught at a Chinese music school.  During that time I became annoyed with the general 
attitude of the Chinese:  the overbearing parents, the lower standard of cleanliness, the 
pushing in lines, the way they leave the bones in the meat.  I learned so much about Chinese 
culture during those years, but never really warmed up to it. Too much of it clashed with my 
own upbringing. 

However, not so long ago, I found myself under the Manhattan Bridge in 
Chinatown, NY.  During my years “among the Chinese,” I had grown to loathe the stink of 
the garbage on the streets, the brusqueness of the shopkeepers, and the general disorder of 
the neighborhood. It was years since I had been in the thick of Chinatown like this.  There 
was always something about the place that depressed me.  But on this rainy morning under 
the bridge, as I sat in a bus waiting to depart for Baltimore, I saw the scene as a mosaic of 
culture, rather than as something I was really a part of, or had to deal with.  I no longer felt 
such pity for the old woman who shined shoes on the filthy sidewalk, just as I was no longer 
annoyed by the pressing assertiveness of the bus personnel.  Instead, I saw and felt so 
clearly, what an unassuming and passionate take on life the Chinese possess.  It was calming 
to know that things hadn’t changed, that this culture was just the way I had left it.  As the 
bus departed and drove uptown, I watched the grey cityscape pass me by, and Chinatown 
seemed just the way it ought to be.  I passed a storefront with a sole neon sign reading LIVE 
ANIMAL (the store appeared to be empty).  On a side street, a mother held the backpack of 
her five-year-old son while he urinated into the gutter.  I saw two men carrying swine 
carcasses into a restaurant.  Before, when I saw these things, I would think: “how 
thoughtless, how uncivilized.”  But today, this scene, which for so long I had tried to block 
out, took on new meaning to me.  Why was a step back necessary to understand the beauty 
of this culture?  What perspective had I gained from my time away from it? 

As the bus ascended the grid, we passed Houston Street, and I watched the 
panorama transform into an American New York.  I was instantly repulsed at the shallow 
consumerism.  Now the coffee cups had logos, the bars had themes, the restaurants had 
outdoor dining.  Outside my window, I saw a twenty-something hipster with his green jacket 
and “worn” jeans, sipping his Starbucks with an air of “I need my coffee.”  My emotions 
surfaced in a thought: “You stupid fuck, you think that you think for yourself…you think 
that your thoughts are special? Do you think that you are not just a product of media-driven 
consumerism?”  But these angry thoughts fizzled out as I became distracted by a tingle in my 
mouth.  His coffee cup, with its green circular logo, was making me salivate.  I felt an inward 
blush followed by an acceptance of this young liberal.  Something bonded us at that 
moment.  I wondered if he ever looked at people the same way I looked at him.  I thought 
about what a patented American characteristic it is to question our own system and the 
people involved, to criticize it, and perhaps to see through it completely. 



The day I returned to America from China, waiting in the long customs line, a 
Chinese man tried to cut in front of me.  We were on my turf now, and here the rules are 
clear that you don’t cut in line.  I felt so righteous denying him access.  I never would have 
thought of something like this as an American trait that I love, but at that moment I felt 
relieved to know what was socially right.  When I reached the front of the line and the 
customs officer welcomed me back home, I felt that we were comrades—that we shared 
something that we both love.  After two short weeks away from my native land, I felt like I 
had been gone for ages, and it was like getting back into a warm bed on a cold morning.  
Taking the train back home from JFK, it was nice to see that nothing had stopped on my 
account—that New York kept on just the way it had earlier that month.  I was home, and 
without a tinge of patriotism, I felt more American than I ever had before. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Our Last Time Together 
Lynchy Lezeau 

 
The worst thing about losing a valuable person is not having a clear understanding of 

the word “loss” and what it entails. On the morning of December 29th 1999, to my mother’s 
surprise as well as mine, I woke up early enough to witness my mother’s departure to work. 
During that time, we exchanged a few jokes and shared some laughs, and from the balcony, I 
waved her goodbye. Later that day, around four o’clock in the afternoon, I was informed 
that my mother had passed away. As an eleven year old, I was unable to see the corpse until 
they had the funeral. Thankfully, I understood that this funeral was going to be the last time 
for everything; the last time I would see her face, the last time I would talk to her, the last 
moment that we would be together. However, my biggest mistake as a child was the fact that 
I tagged this ceremony as the proper time to express my gloom for the end of the tender 
moments that my mother and I had shared, rather than a chance to mourn her absence in 
the most significant stages of my life that she had yet to enjoy. Eight days after her death, 
this once in a lifetime moment had arrived. 

I may have been just eleven years old, but it seems like it was yesterday when I cried 
my dear mother goodbye. That day, as I set foot in one of the most spacious churches in 
Haiti, I perceived a tremendous number of melancholic faces. Then my attention was quickly 
captured by this multitude of tearful eyes, casting a unified gaze of sympathy upon me. As 
these drips of tears marched down the face of each individual, they displayed in unison their 
deepest expression of sorrow for my distress. Suddenly, the crying sounds of sympathy and 
loss, coming out of each affected individual’s mouth, greatly increased. It was as if they were 
trying to snap my mother out of her profound sleep. The air drifting in the room was 
carrying a badge of sadness. Then I turned my head to the small section perpendicular to the 
huge public, which was reserved for the family of the deceased. As I directed myself to this 
group of people, who were as deeply affected as I was by this tragedy, I strove to the best of 
my ability to exude a positive attitude, to appease their pain and let them know that I was 
strong enough to endure this obstacle. However, my strategy of consoling them quickly fell 
into disarray, as they embraced me and whispered that everything was going to be all right. 
At last, my head took a turn towards the person that this gathering was truly about, my 
mother, Ulcita Bonhomme. Her body was resting in a brown coffin, surrounded by natural 
flowers of all colors. These flowers were spreading a sorrowful odor, as a way of expressing 
their sympathy. 

The funeral knew another phase when they opened the casket. As I approached the 
coffin, I did not know exactly what to expect. It was as if I was meeting her for the first 
time. Upon my arrival in front of her body, it was just me and her, and everybody else had 
disappeared. She was wearing a white dress and a veil of the same color. On her face was 
painted an unusual and peculiar grimace that remains unexplained till today. Then, I gently 
caressed her cold nose and eyebrows. I contemplated her face for the last time as it 
transformed into a TV screen, playing back all of the joyous moments that we had shared. I 
watched the scene when I told my mother for the first time that I wanted to become a 
doctor. Then the channel changed to the times when I would bring my report cards home, 
and my mother would congratulate me and encourage me to keep up the good work by 
giving me a small present. I also saw the times when my mother and I would be playing 
dominoes, and laughing at our silly jokes.  Her face displayed them one after another. These 
images took me back to the times when we would go to church together, the times when my 
mother would take me to boy scouts, the times when she would help me with my 



homework, and most importantly, the times when she would tell me about the facts of life. 
There was one particular scene that I was really enthralled by. It was that of the time when 
she told me that I was not working hard in school for her, because she may wake up one day 
and die. Suddenly, she was missing from all of the scenes. At that moment, I felt the urge to 
burst into tears and mourn the end of our good times, but my cousin’s touch interrupted the 
process, and she accompanied me back to my seat. 

As the funeral progressed, I was trying to embrace the concept that I would never 
see my mother again in my life. Everything that was said on stage was validating this simple 
fact of life. For instance, the words “my mother is not dead but she is taking an eternal 
sleep” were resting in the chorus of a song performed by a group of young ladies. These 
words, which I felt were directed to me since I was my mother’s only child, came rushing to 
my ears with a comforting tone, and I started to realize that I was going to be sleeping alone 
for the rest of my life, as I had been doing for the past eight days.  One thing that brought a 
difference on stage was the words in my uncle’s speech, which came last. These words were 
not consoling anybody, but instead, they gave birth to my mother, and conveyed a brief 
summary of her life, which they then took away in the most dramatic tone. The end of that 
speech was followed by a huge turmoil. I could quickly notice bodies dropping on the floor, 
husbands holding their inconsolable wives, and these streams of tears, which were 
augmenting by the second now. Then, six gentlemen intercepted my view, as they directed 
themselves towards my mother’s coffin. At this moment, I could no longer keep my calm. I 
started crying out loud, forgetting about that positive attitude I was trying to maintain all 
along the ceremony. As the gentlemen carried the coffin down the middle aisle of the 
church, the words “mother, are you really gone?” flew out of my mouth, and transformed 
themselves into a closing book, as to symbolize the end of the times that we shared.  The 
tears going down my cheeks were carrying the torch of that sad conclusion to our good 
moments. Seeing how agitated I was, my aunt took me straight home after the funeral, and I 
was not allowed to go to the cemetery. 

When I got home, this ceremony took its eternal place in my mind, and was played 
back every five minutes. At that time, I thought that I had done a good job expressing my 
sorrow for the end of the good times that my mother and I had. I reckoned that’s what she 
would have wanted me to do if ever we had a chance to communicate before her eternal 
departure, because mothers always want their kids to cherish the sweet memories of 
childhood that they gave them.  As I now look back to that funeral, I wish I had grasped the 
true definition of loss. I wish I had understood the fact that, from that particular moment, 
every significant bridge of my life that I had yet to cross would be deprived of my mother’s 
presence.  If I could go back in time, during that funeral, I would have grieved her missing 
my junior high school graduation, as well as my high school commencement, or my coming 
to America. I would have cried for so many important moments that she has already missed 
for the five years she’s been gone, and for the ones that are still to come. Nevertheless, this 
ceremony will forever be engraved in my memory. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 



 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Doll’s Dress 

Anna Bratishova 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Russian Diary 
Antanina Bocheko 

 
Novosibirsk. Russia. 1993. 
My name is Ivan Kuznetsov. 
I was born into a poor family.  My parents were unemployed.  I was the first and 

only child.  When my mother told my father that she was pregnant, he left.  He asked her to 
have an abortion but she couldn’t afford it, so she tried to kill me inside her body. She got 
drunk and she hit me by falling on her stomach.  I wanted to live, however, and decided to 
be strong.  I was born prematurely; despite all odds I am alive. 

I started to walk before I turned one. Running was my way to escape threats coming 
from my mother. When she got drunk, she screamed at me and threw empty bottles or 
anything else she could find.  Many times when I didn’t run fast enough, I got another set of 
fresh bruises. 

Once when I was five, I was hanging around the neighborhood and I stumbled upon 
kids my age playing on the playground.  Their mothers sat on the bench by the playground 
and crunched sunflower seeds while socializing with each other.  A couple of girls, about 
four or five years old, were dressed very funny.  Their pink and white, extremely clean 
clothing awakened anger inside me.  I couldn’t remember the last time I had worn clean 
clothes.  Next, their toys grabbed my attention.  I had no need for their dolls placed inside 
the baby carriages, but a big and colorful ball appealed to my senses. I wanted that ball!  I 
wanted it badly!  And I ran.  I grabbed the ball.  “It’s mine!”  I pushed one of the girls.  She 
fell into the puddle and got dirt all over her. She began to cry. She seemed miserable and 
awful. I ran away. 
           I got my first toy.  I was happy.  Since that day, I have had more happy moments in 
my life. Throughout the day I spent time on the soccer field playing ball. Day after day, I was 
getting faster than ever.  The speed is what helped me to stay alive.   
           My mother’s anger attacks also improved upon my reaction.  Bottles and cups no 
longer reached me, but always reached the wall.  Pans and pots didn’t leave bruises on my 
body as they did before.  I became stronger as my mother grew weaker. 

My mother began to drink more.  “Your father ruined my life!” she screamed.  “I 
hate you!” She looked at me with anger and hatred. 

I wished I were an adult.  I wished my father were dead.  I hoped that my mother 
could stop hating my father, so she could stop drinking.  I wished she could learn how to 
steal food, toys, and other important things for life such as chocolate.  We could have lived 
better, but it never happened. 

When I was six, my mother told me “Maybe I will not kill you but I won’t let you 
ruin my life no more.”  She got dressed and dragged me out of the apartment, saying “We’re 
going shopping.”  I wasn’t sure if she was telling the truth and I turned out to be right.  She 
left me at the train station, telling me not to go anywhere, and then walked away. 

“Mommy!” 
She said back to me: “Goodbye.” 
I followed her outside, but she disappeared from my view.  I sat in the wet snow.  I 

got cold and started to lose consciousness, but I was trying to help myself by mumbling: 
“I have to keep living. I want to live. I will. I promise you!” 
Some man in a uniform asked me, “What are you doing here?” 
I was trying to tell him, but at that moment I was too cold and my mouth couldn’t 

produce any words. 



A few days later, I got a new place of residence in a foster home. I felt worse at my 
new place, but I got hot meals every day.  There were a lot of children there who were also 
abandoned by their parents.  We were those who shouldn’t have been born in the first place. 

The other kids in the foster home were nervous. The strongest were beating up the 
weakest.  If you were well-behaved, polite and shy, you were weak.  Really soon I realized 
that and became more aggressive.  I became cruel to others. Other kids started to be afraid 
of me.  
I believe that also they started to respect me.  Maybe some were even jealous.  Sometimes 
they were looking for support from me. I did not offer help to anyone because I realized 
that no one would help me. 

I remember one day especially.  It was winter time; in fact it was first day of the new 
year. A new boy came to join our nest.  His name was Vanya, which was the nickname for 
mine, but no one called him Ivan.  He was older than me by four years or so.  There was 
something strange about him. At first, he did not speak with anyone. Later, he told all the 
kids that he would teach us how to play soccer. 

The last snow had already melted away.  The day was filled with sunlight when we 
went outside. 

“Hey guys, follow me,” Vanya commanded. 
The other kids and I, all of various ages, followed him. After fifteen minutes of 

walking, we reached the soccer field of the nearby high school.  We stopped in the middle of 
the field, waiting on Vanya.  He put the ball on the ground and said, “I’ll teach you how to 
win.” 

I smiled.  “What do we have to do?” 
“Try to catch the ball from me by using your legs,” Vanya replied. 
Then he took off and we ran away, trying to chase him, but he was unbelievably fast 

and it took great effort to catch up with him.  However, the hardest part was intercepting the 
ball from him. When I tried to do it, he always changed direction, so I couldn’t get it.  Ivan 
laughed at my disastrous attempts. When we stopped to catch our breath, another guy 
named Max suggested a few of us try to launch a simultaneous attack on Vanya to get the 
ball away from him. I didn’t like the idea because I thought I would eventually be able to do 
it myself. However, I agreed.  Max got close to Vanya, who in turn changed his direction, 
but I was right behind him waiting for the moment.  My actions were faster than his because 
he wasn’t prepared for them, so I was able to kick the ball away from him. 

“Bravo Ivan!” all the kids screamed. 
Despite everything, I kept moving and getting faster and faster. Instead of the 

weariness, I felt a burst of energy inside of me. I felt absolute satisfaction. Once again speed 
and good reaction bought me luck. 

I spent all my spare time on the field, practicing the new strategies and techniques 
that Vanya showed me. Soccer took a very important place in my life. I started to read books 
about it, and I did not miss any games on TV. This game filled my life with meaning and 
became an obsession. 

I think playing soccer helped to build my character.  It improved my speed and 
reaction, and I became friendlier with others. It was as if soccer made our group united, as 
we socialized more with each other and were dependent on each other in the game.  Very 
soon, fewer kids were taking advantage of the others and aggression lessened as well. We 
built a good team, and everyone became important. 

One day, I realized that if you’re the best at something that you do, others will love 
you and give you the attention you deserve.  I think that the other kids seemed to realize the 



same things as they got older, that all we really needed was love and that lack thereof used to 
make us aggressive. Playing soccer helped us to turn our anger and aggression against the 
ball, and at the same time taught us to respect each other. I started liking the foster home 
and started to forget how my life had been before I got there. 

Until one day we went on the trip to museum.  As we walked down the street, 
people looked at us.  They knew we were foster kids.  Maybe they felt sorry. Maybe not. But 
the other kids were with parents. And we were not.  These kids looked at us with disgust, 
seeing that our clothes were much more worn and dirty than theirs. They looked down on 
us, telling us that we were somehow worse than they because we were orphans. I wanted to 
be like them.   
I remembered that I too had had a mom.  A bad one, but my own mom. 

Now, I don’t miss my mother, but I can’t forget her either.  She taught me how  
to survive. Running is my tactic. I use it often now.  I try to anticipate when older kids may 
want to hurt me or take something away from me.  I run and they lose interest in chasing 
me. This week, I found that our physical education teacher is going to take our soccer team 
to competitions. I realize that now I have a dream.  I want to become a professional soccer 
player.   It leaves me with hope that one day my mother will be proud of me and perhaps 
even love me a little. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Ivory 
Juliana Estrella 

 
I woke up in a cold sweat. I had to let it out, but I couldn't. I wanted to forget 

about it, just push it to the back of my mind, and go back to sleep. All I wanted was for 
my body to be consumed by the warmth of my comforter, for my head to sink into that 
heavenly fluff called: a pillow. I sat up in my bed, thinking about whether or not I should 
just get over it. I knew at that point I was putting too much thought into this, but I 
couldn't help it. It's in my nature to over think about things, and the truth is, I'm kind of 
neurotic too. 

I thought about what my therapist told me in my last visit with her. She said "Why 
do you think you hold things in?" I didn't quite know how to reply to her because part of 
me says "I don't know, that's what I'm paying you for. To help me figure that out." “Or 
am I simply paying you to ask me rhetorical questions?? 

She had a point though. I mean, there I was, sitting on that cushy, soft bed of 
mine-knowing something had to be done and yet, I was holding myself back from it, all 
because I didn't feel like getting up from my bed. After several minutes of contemplation, 
I gave a deep sigh and knew in my gut it had to be done or else I'd keep waking up in the 
middle of the night thinking about it. 

My room was freezing, hence my not wanting to get out from under the covers, 
and when my feet touched the floor I was automatically filled with anger that it was yet 
another night I wasn’t sleeping through. When I opened the door to my room, I noticed 
something really weird. My apartment wasn't my apartment. Instead, I was standing in 
the middle of a kitchen in a Chinese restaurant. Loud bells rang every couple of seconds 
and people were talking in this language I couldn't comprehend and that's when it hit me. 

An urgency I had never felt before. I was looking for something, and I knew what 
it was, but I couldn't put it into words! I kept tugging at the uniforms of the cooks in the 
kitchen, so they could help me find it, but they didn't even speak English, so all that was 
left for me to do was make gestures to see if they understood, but they didn't. The harder 
I tried to act my need for them, the more I became invisible and the more I became 
infuriated. 

That unknown urge suddenly became more intense, and I decided to find this 
thing on my own. I quickly walked towards the exit and when I pushed open the door, I 
found myself in the middle of crowd. 

No. 
Not a crowd...but a sea of people. I was in the middle of Times Square on New 

Year'[s Eve, still in my pajamas, freezing my ass off, with this urge that intensified a bit 
more to the point where I thought I was going to lose my mind. I became dizzy and 
everything around me started to spin and get louder and louder, until I blacked out. 
I woke up in a cold sweat. I had to let it out and I knew I should. That time I only thought 
about it for a minute, and I was off on my way to open the door to my room. As I stepped 
out of my room, I banged my head real hard on what felt like a wall. "Shit." I said to 
myself. As my vision cleared a bit I noticed that I opened my door to another closed door. 
"What the *&^%?!" I opened that door, to find another door, to find another door, to find 
yet another door. After the sixth door, that dreaded urge I had before started to make its 
way back--- only this time I started to feel desperate. Again, I was looking for that 



something I didn't know how to say, and I kept opening doors, and the more I opened 
doors, the more anxious I became. "Oh no..."  I said, as the room began to spin as it did in 
Times Square, only this time, I screamed at the top of my lungs.      The louder I 
screamed, the faster the room spun. 

I woke up in a cold sweat. I had to let it out, and was determined to do so. I 
jumped out of bed without even thinking about it, and I opened my door with caution. I 
slowly poked my head out. Everything looked normal. 

My apartment was MY apartment. I was filled with excitement but before I could 
jump for joy, I had to let it out. I ran down the hall, opened another door, sat down and 
sighed with relief. It felt so good to be in the bathroom. I really had to pee. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



A Life Decision 
Aaliyah Mentore 

 
I am a Christian. I wasn’t always one, though I was raised to be. It was a decision I 

made. We must all make one decision: on what path in life will we endeavor? Now this can 
be interpreted in two ways, naturally or spiritually, but can the natural not include the 
spiritual or can the spiritual exist without the natural? I believe the answer is no. Becoming a 
Christian is but one of many life changing decisions that I have made. One of my main 
decisions was to accept myself for who I am. 

I stick out like a sore thumb. Although this is a common phrase, it completely 
describes me. As far back as I can remember I have never fit in. Wherever the girls were 
with the latest fashion you wouldn’t find me, wherever the kids were who had perfect scores 
on every exam I would be fifty miles away, wherever the athletic group met I looked on, and 
as for the boys, I stayed clear. It was not that I never had new clothes, aced every exam, did 
very well in sports, or attracted boys; it was simply because I was different that I could never 
find a place in the crowd. 
I would sit and wonder why I couldn’t fit in. What is wrong with me, I would ask, and what 
can I change about myself? I hadn’t realized that maybe the reason why I never fit in was 
because I was not meant to. Isn’t it funny how we are so quick to think something is wrong 
with us because we do not fit in? Well does anyone ever think that maybe something is 
wrong with the crowd, and that they are the only one on the right track? I had to make an 
inward decision to change my natural world. 

I had to choose which path in life I would take. Would I spend my life trying to 
please others? Or would I learn how to accept myself for who I am? I had to check my inner 
being; my soul; my thoughts, feelings, and emotions. How does the Creator of the universe 
view me? That is the way I should view myself. 

A path does not always have to be a spiritual one; it can be solely directed toward life 
on earth, one taken for your natural benefit. However, remember that the natural cannot 
exist without the spiritual. It is because we all make inward decisions, whether to change or 
to remain the same that, as a result, this inward choice is manifested naturally. This was my 
spiritual decision. I chose to love myself. Consequently, I was able to walk with my head 
high and as a result, my “humble yet dignified” strut drew people to me. This was the natural 
manifestation of my spiritual decision. 

Every choice we make is a result of an inward assessment. We must choose on what 
path we will venture. We must choose whether we will conform to society and the desires of 
others or live as leaders and shapers of our world. A leader cannot be traditional. If they 
attempt to, they will be going against their very nature. Can a duck bark? Can a lamb meow? 
And can an elephant fly? Every human creation is a leader, but they must choose to be. We 
must be the captains of our souls and the director of our lives. I do not write to entertain, 
but to encourage someone to live life abundantly. To write is a gift but experience is 
treasure. My experiences will help another and our decisions will affect the world. 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Afraid of the Dark 

Sarah Gindi 
 

“Sarah, Sarah wake up.” I look around, wondering where I am. Oh yeah, my new 
house; it’s still unfamiliar to me. My second thought, am I late for school? No, it’s 
Sunday. I finally open my eyes to see my older sister, Rachel, standing over my bed. She 
has that look, the look that says “Something is wrong, but I’m your older sister and I’m 
not going to worry you.” I got that feeling in my stomach and thought, "Good job, 
Rachel, because now I’m worse than worried. What, why are you waking me up on 
Sunday morning?” I asked her, annoyed. “Just come downstairs Sarah.”  I make a sound 
that lets her know how much I want to kill her right now, and roll over. 

As I’m brushing my teeth, I think of all the possibilities. Someone died, someone 
is sick, I did something wrong, did I do anything wrong? I walk downstairs and I am 
shocked by the scene I see. My mother sitting at the kitchen table, her body hunched 
over. She’s crying. My mother doesn’t cry. Two police officers are standing by her. The 
black female officer’s hand is on my mother’s back, rubbing up and down. I don’t move. 
I strain my neck to look into the den. My father is standing with his finger closing one 
ear, and the telephone on his other. Another police officer is leaning close to the 
telephone, trying to hear the conversation. 

Still not recalling anything, I ask “Ma?” “Sarah, honey we think there was a man 
in our house last night.” “What?!” “There was money stolen and….” I zoned out.  She 
was still talking but I didn’t hear her. A man in the house? I thought. Then, it all came 
back to me. 

The policewoman sat me down in the living room. She asked me “Did you hear or 
see anything strange last night?” I started at the beginning and told her everything I 
remembered. 
“Last night I went to a school basketball game. I got home around 12:00 and ran up to my 
new unfamiliar bed. The uncarpeted floors made strange noises and I just wasn’t used to 
my new house yet. I probably didn’t fall asleep until around 2:00. The next time I opened 
my eyes my room was pitch black. The only thing I saw were the red numbers 3:23 
flashing from my alarm clock. Those damn noises, creaky stairs, I wondered how long it 
would be until I felt comfortable in this house, Until it felt like home. I heard someone 
walking up the stairs, which wasn’t unusual because I shared the attic with my two 
sisters. I saw a figure walk into my room, past my little sister's bed and over to my bed. 
The man who was standing over me was wearing all black. I assumed it was my brother, 
even though this man was obviously taller. Today I realize that it was me wishing it was 
my brother. I even imagined the man wearing my brother’s favorite “And 1” sweatshirt. 

At first I didn’t say anything while the man stood there. After what seemed like 
forever, I asked, “Who is that?” No answer. “Who is that?” Silence, which was scaring 
me to death. The man knelt down, leaning on my bed. I felt him coming close to me. 

I looked up from my story to see my older sister and my mother give each other 
a look. I looked down and watched the policewoman taking notes. I took a deep breath 
and continued. 

“I felt him coming close to me. I pushed his forehead with the palm of my 
hand. It felt hot. His head fell back, and then pushed forward on my palm again. I pushed 



back again but he was still pushing back against me. Still assuming, or wishing, that it 
was my brother, I screamed. “Jack! Go downstairs, what were you doing?” The man 
silently stood up, turned and walked away. He creaked down the stairs. I fell asleep.” 

My mother started screaming something at the policewoman, “Excuse me but 
what does that mean? What was he trying to do to my daughter?” I stood up, dazed, and 
walked away. 
I heard my father talking to the other policeman in the den. They were laughing. 
Laughing? “The moron stole my cell phone, and then answered when I called it!” I was 
in no mood to laugh. 
I asked my father what the man stole. It ended up that mine wasn’t the only room he hit. 
For some reason he knew exactly what he was looking for and exactly where everything 
was. He walked into my father’s room, directly to the chair that his jeans were thrown 
over. Went into his jeans pocket and took his wallet. Who was this man? How did he 
know where everything was? Was he watching us? He couldn’t have been watching us 
very long; we only just moved in. 

I felt confused and scared. I started walking upstairs away from it all. I see my 
mother on the stairs crying. I’ve never seen my mother cry before today. I gave her a hug, 
and I remember her not allowing me to let go. She was scared. I felt unsafe because my 
mother was scared too. 
They thought it was our housekeeper’s husband. All the evidence pointed to him. The 
man who answered my father’s cell phone had a Mexican accent. He had known exactly 
where everything was. I had met him once. His face now stuck in my mind.  They fired 
the housekeeper, and although the police assured us that it wouldn’t happen again, we 
were scared. 

When I run upstairs at night, I open the light at the bottom of the stairs. I don’t 
shut that light until the next light is on. I always fear that if I open my bathroom door in 
the middle of the night he will be standing in there, silently, smirking at me. I fear that 
when I am pulling my covers down to get into bed, he will be lying there staring up at 
me. Silent, just as he was that night. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 



 
Inner Journey 
Randee Sultanik 

 
For the past nineteen years, I have been living with my parents and brother on 

Ocean Parkway and Avenue I. I have always paid attention to the different types of people 
who lived and traveled through my neighborhood. My red brick building windows face 
Ocean Parkway. Countless people enjoy dog walking, bike riding, jogging and exercising, 
baby carriage pushing and sitting on the Parkway where hundreds travel each day. I love 
sitting outside with friends on warm, sunny, Spring days. Modern Orthodox and Ultra 
Orthodox Jews are the majority of the populace in my close-knit community. 

I have always felt intimidated by Chassidic Ultra Orthodox Jews. Deep down, I 
realized I had a major character flaw hidden within me. Last year at the age of eighteen, I 
took a year off before college and went to study overseas in Israel. I went to Israel in the 
hope of becoming a better person. When I arrived, I realized my feat would not be a simple 
one. Israel, just like any other place, did not possess the magical powers I imagined it would 
have to help me change specific traits that I had been struggling with. This revelation 
shocked me and forced me to realize that in order to become a better person it would take 
serious determination and ambition. It would take time, change, and adjustment for me to 
alter numerous personality traits. One specific characteristic I struggled with was giving 
people the benefit of the doubt. 

It took the words of a fantastic teacher to initiate an arduous self-reflection. It began 
with a conversation regarding Meah-Sharim, the exclusively ultra-orthodox, Chasidic 
community in Jerusalem. My teacher and I were debating the actions of the people the ultra-
religious society who shout inappropriate things and are even violent at times towards 
people who are dressed or acting immodestly and touring their community. I made 
disparaging comments about the Chasidim without giving it a second thought. My teacher 
listened to my outlook and took the opportunity to open my eyes to see the true meaning of 
judging others in the proper manner. He explained to me that though there is no justification 
for people disrespecting others, it is very important to understand the Chasidim’s actions so 
I would be well informed before making any conclusions about the sect. 

My teacher thought it would be useful for me to imagine living inside Meah-Sharim. 
I was told to picture myself living inside a small, closed community with very strict rules on 
morals, ethics and modesty. He then asked me to imagine my family and me constantly 
being subjected to crowds of people parading through our town. They were people who 
completely disregarded the very tenets of our community:  talking loudly, acting and dressing 
inappropriately and ignoring all the important values I had worked so hard on to instill in my 
children. He asked me how I would feel, how I would react, and what the community might 
do. It was something that I had never considered; I had never put myself in their position. 
Once I put myself into their position, I understood their outlook on life. The Chasidic 
community is constantly struggling; they want to maintain a way of life that is pure to their 
standards, yet they are regularly being flogged by people who do not respect their ways. It is 
difficult to imagine the anger, frustration and disrespect that must build up and reside in 
them year after year. 

When I began my ‘project,’ I began on the simplest level possible. When a situation 
arose in which I needed to give someone the benefit of the doubt, I would think of all the 
possible scenarios that could have occurred, as opposed to the negative scenarios that 
initially came to mind. Even though I did not necessarily believe that the most positive 



scenario was the one that took place, it was an exercise that helped me develop a better 
attitude towards others. One stormy, rainy day I was on the B11 bus route when I saw a 
Chasidic man sneak onto the back of the bus from the rear door. Instead of allowing myself 
to jump to conclusions and to assume the worst, I convinced myself that this man has a very 
good citizen and that there was more to the story than what just meets the eye. To my 
surprise, my intuition was correct. This man did not sneak on the bus without paying; his 
son was actually waiting to get on the bus and paid twice, once for himself and once for his 
father. When I took a closer look at the Chasid man, I saw a cast on his left leg. This man 
ran onto the rear of the bus so his cast would not be exposed in the heavy downpour.  This 
specific exercise also opened my eyes to the upsetting amount of times I would jump to 
conclusions or assume the worst of people. 

An important aspect of judging others fairly is that it is a trait that must be applied to 
everyone. When I began to analyze my actions, I discovered that many times I would assume 
negative things about a particular group of people always based on their appearance. I judged 
people because of the way they looked and the clothes they wore. The specific people I 
judged unfairly the most often were the Ultra Orthodox, Jewish sect of Chasidim. The 
question was why did I think it was okay to stereotype this group of people? For some 
reason I assumed all Chasidim were the same: same views on life, views on others and views 
on the world. I also presumed that every Chasidic view was negative: one’s life should 
revolve around G-d and only G-d; if someone does not follow exactly what a Chasidic 
person believes in, they are wrong; the secular world is a place filled with only awful things 
and we should distance ourselves from it completely. Looking back on what used to be an 
acceptable belief to me now just upsets me greatly. 

Through an analysis of my thought process I discovered there were a few reasons 
why I justified stereotyping a group of people. First, I had generalized them as a group that 
stereotyped others, which excused my stereotyping them. Secondly, my judgment was a 
defensive technique; I felt judged by the Chasidic sect because of my clothes, friends and 
behavior. I only realized through much introspection, a teacher, and even some Chasidic 
people themselves that there is absolutely no justification to judge anyone. Giving people the 
benefit of the doubt seems like a very direct and obvious task: do not assume, do not jump 
to conclusions, and weigh all the possibilities of a situation before making any decisions. 
However, I have discovered that very few things are ever as straightforward as they seem. 

With my new perspective on Chasidic life, I felt as if I were taking a huge leap in my 
ultimate goal of judging others fairly. However, one situation arose where I caught myself 
misjudging another person. It was during morning rush hour one hot and muggy summer 
day when I got onto a Manhattan-bound F train. As the train doors opened, an older 
Chinese couple and I squeezed through the crowd to move away from the train doors. All of 
the train’s yellow and orange seats were taken; standing room was limited as well. The train 
car was packed with commuters on their way to work, tourists planning the day’s itinerary in 
New York City, school children enjoying their last days off from school and two homeless 
men who were trying to walk the aisle while panhandling. As I looked around the train, my 
eyes came across two figures who were wearing only black and white. Two Chasidic men 
were sitting comfortably in a double seat next to a half opened window. The father’s eyes 
moved from left to right as he read his book. When the train began to move again, the man 
looked up from his book and saw the elderly couple standing closely together holding on to 
the dirty, shiny, silver pole which was being held by many other people too. To my 
astonishment, the Chasid, who was no youngster himself, got up with his son and offered 
their seats to the older Chinese couple. My first instinct was that this Chasidic would only get 



up for “one of his own,” but I was completely wrong. This genuine act of kindness showed 
me how wrong I was for judging this innocent Chasidic man. 

This past year was a year of transition, adjustment and admissions. It was a year to 
focus on shaping my personality for the rest of my life. I have spent the year molding it and 
reworking myself into a person I am proud of. I have also been grounded and motivated to 
move forward and try my hardest to judge others fairly with the proper respect they deserve. 
Life was not made easy for anyone. We struggle and fight our surroundings all the time. I 
now understand what the beauty of life actually is. It is the accomplishment of overcoming 
my flaw of misjudging others and of not giving people the benefit of the doubt. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



Shiny Black Shoes 
Shickona Asfall 

 
I’m Jamaican. I was introduced to the American high school system about two and a 

half years ago.  The first day preparing for school, I remember, was filled with anticipation 
too much to bear. Dad gave me a ride to school but every day following that morning I 
walked. In this, I had found no immediate objection since I didn’t want to soil my shiny 
black shoes. Approaching the main entrance, I felt as if I was about to cross the threshold 
into an alien dimension. One step. Two steps. Three steps. Four. There was no turning 
back. I was in. 

First period was Global History class. Like the diligent student I am, I walked in and 
said good morning. As I turned around, I noticed the empty chairs giving comfort to 
themselves, with the exception of about two students who were seated at the back. I sat in 
the front. Suddenly, I heard an excruciating sound outside the doorway. Someone kept 
repeating the words “In-house, in-house” through a loud speaker.  “In-house” is a detention 
room the deans used to detain students who were either extremely late for class or caught 
practicing truancy. A group of about eight kids then stampeded through the door, dispersing 
each one’s self to a chair, mainly those in the rear. Fortunately, the commotion died and the 
teacher began her lesson. I reluctantly raised my hand and answered a few questions in 
hopes of dissolving into the new atmosphere, this new experience. Often times the lesson 
was disrupted with talks about Timberland and Sean John, specifically by the group at the 
back; but the teacher’s attempt to silence them was to no avail. This was strange. 

Five minutes later, the teacher assigned a reading from the Global History text and a 
voice bellowed his opposition to worldwide studies. I remember him saying, “This is 
America.” Despite this comment, I continued working. A girl then approached and asked 
me where I had bought my shiny black shoes. I told her Payless. She gave me a smirk and 
stated her desire to get a pair just like mine. Being the friendly person I am, I insisted on 
telling her the location but she walked away before I constructed a full sentence. While she 
walked, I looked at her feet. She had on a pair of sneakers that had a weird sign resembling 
that of a ‘tick’ on the sides; a tick that I normally only see in my notebooks that indicates 
where excellent work was done. ‘Tick’ is an equivalent for the American term ‘check,’ I soon 
learnt. I had seen them before, somewhere, but I was more accustomed to shiny black shoes 
and a tunic uniform, as it is in Jamaica.  That is what we all wore to school, our 
representation of equality. I liked it and still do. 

During lunch later that day, something came to my attention. I found other people 
wearing similar sneakers. Questions scampered about in my mind as I scanned the room 
only to find more and more of this footwear. Why wasn’t any one wearing shiny black shoes 
like me, like what we should wear to school? I wondered if I had entered the wrong school 
building. I was in shiny black shoes and neatly pressed, semi-work clothing; meanwhile other 
kids pranced about with Sean John and Babyphat printed on their bodies. To confirm this 
day of confusion, a classmate from Global History hinted that earlier in class, the girl’s 
sincere attempt was to ridicule my attire and of course, my strong Jamaican accent. It was 
then that I finally made the connection between these names and where they had appeared 
to me before—Ni....Nike…..T.V commercials. 

The equality once guaranteed to me by wearing shiny black shoes and a tunic was 
displaced by what society had seemed to be more preoccupied with. Media. Not only that, it  



had lowered the level of thinking and devalued the importance of education and knowledge.  
Is my purpose for going to school to preserve the opposite of these reactions?  Yes. I am, in 
the end, an outsider. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



View from my Window 
Anna Bratishova 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



Untitled 
Raphay Ahmed 

 
I came to the United States in August of 2000. We lived in East New York. I didn't 

like living there because we were the only Pakistani family in the neighborhood. I also didn't 
fit in my junior high school, John M. Colman, for the same reason and this got me into lots 
of fights. And since I had no friends, it made it easier for them to pick on me. I thought I 
had some hope in 8th grade, because I actually knew some people by then. But September 
11th changed all of that for me. 

I remember being in school the day it happened. A history teacher rushed into my 
science class and said, "A plane just crashed into Twin Towers."  Minutes later he rushed 
back and said, "Both Towers are hit now." I remember running across the hall to look 
through the window. I had to lean and put my face against the grill to see the smoke from 
the towers on my left. Later that day, one kid I was sitting next to, Charles, said to me 
"Watch I’m a kick your ass I find out your people did this." I just gave him a blank look. I 
had no idea at the time that Muslims were looked down upon as terrorists or about the prior 
attempts to take down the World Trade Center. 

In the following days, pictures of people celebrating on their roofs started to come 
in, and I was surprised to see that 95% of the kids in my school actually believed everything 
they saw; the other five percent just didn't care. They were certain that everyone lived in huts 
and tents in the Middle East and Asia. They thought that we traveled on camels, that it was 
all a desert and no one knew what a television was. All of this came to me as such a surprise 
that people were willing to believe everything they saw on TV. 

After September 11, my worst time in high school started. When I went to school, 
everyone gave me a dirty look. I ignored them for a while, but then it got worse. My sister 
started coming home crying. One day I had a couple of kids come up to me when I was 
walking with my sister. I told her to walk faster and get to school. The boys came up to me 
and one of them punched me in my face out of nowhere. Next thing I knew, I was being 
bombarded with punches from every direction. I tried to fight back but one against five or 
six, I was no match. 

I got jumped once in the locker room and then a couple of more times outside 
school. My teachers and school deans tried to take my side and asked me who did it, but 
most of time I had no chance to see who it was and wasn't. And for the few that I knew, 
even if I had told the deans, the worst the deans could have done was suspend them. That 
didn't give me complete protection; they were still free to beat me up after school, so I just 
told the deans I forgot who it was or I didn't get a change to look. 

During the time I wasn't being jumped, I was busy putting up with the verbal abuse. 
At first I was called what sounded like an "aa-raap;" it was only after a few months that I 
realized they were trying to say "Arab" as if it was a bad thing. Then there were others who 
called me Osama, which became very popular in whole school. 

Everyone from 6th graders to 8th graders that knew me or didn't know me gave me 
that nickname. One particular event which I remember was because I made the mistake of 
looking eye to eye with a boy in my school and for this I almost got jumped. Because of our 
little stare down contest earlier in the school, he came after me with two of his friends and a 
dog. To make things worse, that same day one kid smashed my face onto the floor and 
broke my nose. So after being punched in the face once, I pushed the kid back on his friends 
and took off like a jet. 



We still had things back in Saudi Arabia that we needed, so we had this huge carton 
delivered to our door step; we had to take things out and take them upstairs because the 
carton was too big to fit through the door. It was sunset when two ladies from our block 
passed and said to each other "What ya got bombs in there?" I ignored them and Mom 
didn't hear them because she was busy. When I told her, she asked me "Why didn't you tell 
me this before?" I answered, 
 "I don't know," and we went on unpacking. I honestly saw no humor in this since this 
happened a couple of months after 9/11. 

When they started calling me "aa-raap" and "Osama," I would answer back "So you 
betta watch your ass before I bomb your house too." Sometimes this would shut them up; 
other times it would just get me into more trouble. And just like this my whole eighth grade 
passed by. The beatings stopped as the school year passed by, but the comments and name 
calling were still there. 

Then I had more things to worry about because our junior high prom was coming 
up and then it was graduation. I got so distracted because of the kids that I never got to 
apply for a high school, so I ended up going to Canarsie High School. I spent a term there, I 
was still picked on, but it was much less and I made some friends. Then we moved to 
Borough Park and I was surprised to see the diversity of kids at the new high school, 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt High School. There were kids from all over the world and kids 
were a lot less ignorant. It was a paradise for me compared to my past experience. And to 
date I have never looked back at what happened to me because everything that happened to 
me whether it be good or bad has made me who I am. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



    Untitled 
Mel King 

 
There is a difference between remembering and memorizing. When I remember, 

there is always the tinge of worry that I will forget. When I memorize, what I am 
memorizing becomes a part of me (as I become a part of it), inextricably and intricately 
woven with the threads of my seams. I have memorized her so that I will never forget. So, 
even when she is miles behind me and her heart has all but forgotten my name, I will have 
her as a part of me: a missing puzzle piece finally placed. 

I never thought that I would attend her wedding. At least not to anyone that wasn’t 
me. Our mothers used to lovingly joke that, after we had seen our fair share of heartache 
and unrequited love, we would wind up marrying each other – finally seeing what we’d been 
looking for all along. I remember every break-up that my mother consoled me after saying, 
“You know there’s one person in this world that will never break your heart.” The truth is 
that I’d been in love with her since the moment I met her. We sat next to each other in my 
at the time girlfriend’s dad’s car on a devastatingly cold winter day in Albany. I loved the way 
her dark eyes danced and sparkled with each word she said and the childlike smile that would 
creep across her face when she got excited about anything. Her olive-toned Italian skin and 
curly near-black hair gave a hint of exoticism to her looks; she was gorgeous, clearly, but so 
much more than that. 

I remember later on the friendship, sitting on her bed in her house, then first 
apartment, then her final home. I remember watching her fingers move effortlessly over 
guitar strings, playing not an instrument, but an extension of her very soul. She always liked 
to say that she played her guitar like a woman, which is true only in that her love for both 
remained completely unparalleled. Though other loves came and went, her passion for music 
and for women stayed firm and constant. I sat on her bed, while she sat on her “guitar stool” 
and I tried to memorize every word. Maybe I thought that if she ever forgot, I could sing her 
own words back and her life would make more sense. It is more likely, however, that I used 
her own words to be closer to her and when I attended each and every gig, I would mouth 
along with every song. 

My love for her never faded away, merely went through phases of waxing and 
waning. When it waxed full, there were nights asleep in each other’s arms and late night talks 
and hand holding during movies. Sometimes, holding her hand felt like holding onto 
everything. We only ever kissed once and afterwards, she told me that I was much more in 
love with someone else and that I should be with the person I loved. What I should have 
said was, “I already am,” but, reverting back to a childhood stutter, I said, “O-okay.” Maybe 
I shouldn’t have walked out the door that night, but the all-encompassing fear of rejection 
took hold of my spirit (already torn to tatters) and onto the rainy street I went. 

That’s how I came to be standing at the altar – the best man watching the love of her 
life marry someone else. I am engaged to a woman that I love, but I doubt I ever thought 
that I would her. This morning, I stood with my fiancé in front of the bathroom mirror and 
she told me that I was a beautiful best man. She is incredible and, in all likelihood, I do not 
deserve her. I don’t know why she loves me, but she does. In six months or so, I will stand 
at an altar like this one and I will say my vows to a woman that I love deeply, but the 
question lingers on. What if? 

In twenty-five years, I have learned that love is and isn’t a lot of things. It isn’t 
simple; it isn’t really easy. Like a string wound too tightly, the pressure mounts. Sometimes it 
snaps; it doesn’t this time. I can feel it in my tear ducts and in the little muscles that you 



don’t realize that you’ve been clenching until they ache the next day. Love isn’t a dreamlike 
state. It’s busy and complex. It’s difficult and hard. It hurts. Sometimes, there’s this distant 
click of the telephone and someone’s voice is on the other end and it doesn’t matter 
anymore. It’s suddenly all so simple, so real. The difference between remembering and 
memorizing becomes inconsequential, as every thought that I’ve thought in these passing 
moments become mere memory. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Sins of the Mother 
Naje Johnson 

 
As I walked pas the hospital rooms, I could hear the sound of each monitor. Beep. 

Beep. Beep, beep, beep. They seemed to share one rhythm. One sound. They all represented 
an instrument in an eerie piece of music that followed me until I reached the door. The 
silence crept up so fast, that I didn’t even realize the music had stopped until the heavy 
breathing of my sister standing behind me became so loud that it almost seemed unbearable. 

When I opened the door, the eerie instruments continued with their music. I didn’t 
see my mother lying so lifeless in the hospital bed. I didn’t see the respirator breathing life 
into her body. I didn’t see my family, some sitting by the window, someone sitting on the 
radiator, and a few crowded around the bed. All of these scenes were put together once I 
recovered from the initial shock of my mother slipping into a coma in June of 1996. 

What I did see wee the IV’s. There were so many different sizes, both big and small. 
Some were almost empty and some were almost filled. Even though so much seemed to be 
happening around me, I couldn’t focus on anything but the IV’s. They represented a small 
part of what was keeping her alive. I was so thankful that they were there. I thought it was 
weird in a sense, that my mother, a woman who had so much pride and would never ask 
someone to do for her, now needed so much in order to keep her alive. From the help of 
the doctors, to the respirator breathing for her, down to the different IV’s that provided her 
body with the nutrients it needed to sustain life. Though she was in a coma, she wasn’t yet 
gone. 

When I finally did see my mother, my body froze. My heart inched its way out of the 
chamber it usually sits in, and positioned itself near my throat, making it incredibly hard to 
swallow. I felt like a battery-operated doll; and someone took the batteries out causing me to 
become lifeless. 

My mother was diagnosed with lupus in 1982, an autoimmune disease which can 
affect any system in the body. At times, I didn’t even acknowledge that my mother had this 
disease, because I rarely saw her sick. My mother had a way of concealing her feelings. We 
never talked about her disease, or the fact that it could one day take her life. She wanted to 
embrace life, everyday. I now believe that to her, talking about her disease showed signs of 
weakness. My mother is a very strong woman who always appeared to be in control of her 
life and her disease. What she didn’t realize was that by never talking about her sickness, I 
could never come to terms with the fact that she was actually sick. 

I developed a pattern of never admitting to anyone that something was wrong, or 
that I needed help. I felt if I didn’t seem in control of my life, then people wouldn’t come to 
me for help. I wouldn’t be able to do my part in making a difference---helping anyone I 
could with anything I could help them with. 

Loud sobs broke my trance. I immediately recognized that it was my younger cousin 
Jay who was crying. Throughout her life, she had always been able to come to me for 
support. We shared a connection that I had with no one else in my family. When her father 
died in 1994, she cried in my bed every night for two weeks. I never told her to stop crying, 
or that everything would be okay. I just let her cry, and sometimes I cried with her--- 
sometimes silently to myself. She learned to depend on me for emotional support. 

For some reason, I couldn’t force myself to move from where I was standing. I felt 
so powerless, worthless. I wanted to run to her, grab her, and just cry with her. But I 
couldn’t move my legs. My mind was fighting a battle with my heart. My mind’s defense was: 
Your cousin is in pain; you have a responsibility to be a support system to those who can’t 



find one within themselves. She needs you. You should always be there for someone who 
has trouble coping with their personal issues. 

My heart’s defense took a different approach. It posed ideas that changed the way I 
thought, the way I lived, the way I felt: When tragedies happen or situations that are less 
serious occur, everyone looks at you for emotional support or advice. But who are you 
turning to for support? Naje, what do you do when you find it hard to cope with your 
problems? You have to take the time to build up your emotional strength when it becomes 
weakened. Your feeling and emotions are always being stored in this empty hole in your hart. 
That space has filled up; I won’t let you hide anymore feelings inside of me. 

Naje, you can’t begin to solve everyone else’s problems if you don’t start with your 
own. 
My heart’s defense was strong; I could make either one of two choices: become a comforter 
to everyone who was grieving over my mother, or realize that was grieving, comfort myself 
and let my heart start the process of healing because of all the damage I had caused it. 

My eyes filled with tears.  I walked over to my mother. I held her as tight as her 
strength would allow me, and I cried for all the pain I felt I ever knew. 

At that moment, I decided that it was time for me to begin leading my life in a 
different direction. I had to take care of my emotional well-being before I could even begin 
to think of caring for anyone else’s. Needing help didn’t show signs of weakness; it only 
proved one thing-- I was human. I realized that even in a coma, my mother was still the 
strongest woman that I knew. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Mi Barrio 
Daniel Loor 

 
Rhythm and sound make my neighborhood what it is.  However, it isn’t the regular 

rhythm and sound you hear in the borough of Manhattan.  It is a melting pot of the Hispanic 
culture and that is indeed a huge variety, although most don’t realize it.  Once you’ve lived here 
long enough you can tell the different ways Spanish is spoken just as easily as you hear the 
different ways English is spoken.  You can distinguish a high-pitched quick Puerto Rican accent 
from a very low and kind of mumbled Dominican accent. You’ll be able to tell a very proper 
Ecuadorian accent from an even more proper Columbian accent.  Instead of deli’s, we have 
corner store bodegas where you can always get a bargain and of course the greeting of “Hola 
primo.” Instead of the normal hotdog smell in the air, there is the smell of the empanadas or of 
the corner cuchifritos frying up everything that is edible. You can’t go more than five minutes 
without hearing a house or car blasting a slow lulling bachata, fast-paced and one motion 
merengue, a very quick and lively salsa beat, or the sound of a new generation in reggaeton.  This 
is not to say that we in the community are not accepting to anyone else.  We are actually very 
open to everything; it’s just that everyone who joins the neighborhood becomes one of us.  So 
when I hear this music in the air and smell those empanadas, 
I know, no matter where I am or how dark it is, that I am home and I am safe.  But where 
exactly am I when that music goes silent and suddenly the air becomes cold and bitter and there 
are no smells?  What happens when an unfamiliar voice is heard and says “Can I see your 
phone?” 

Factories covered in graffiti with the smell of burnt tires from the mechanic shops in the 
morning and the same smell from burnt asphalt at night.  This is Covert between Wycoff and 
Irving.  The street is pretty much abandoned and given up on by the community because of the 
waste of space it is. However, it is the street most people walk through in order to reach the L 
train at the other end. At night, the only light you see is coming from one lone street light or 
from the neon lights at the bottom of the cars.  Most may fear this at first but I am used to it.  It 
is always instinct to survey the street before you walk down but it’s not to say that it’s always 
dangerous; you just have to be very cautious to make sure you are not alone and if you are alone 
to make sure you REALLY are alone.  You survey to make sure you don’t hear that strange 
voice.  “Can I see your phone?” 

Being high can affect your state of being and disorient your senses.  The sixth sense that 
tells you something isn’t right.  I was high that night but not off any drug.  I was high off the 
smell of my girlfriend’s shampoo and perfume.  I was not really paying attention to any of my 
surroundings because all I could think about was her---so much so that I wasn’t even sure how 
close I was to home, just that I was close.  When you are high off anything you are in another 
world.  It is a world where you don’t feel anything or really notice anything unless it pops up 
right in front of you. It is a pleasant abyss where there are no worries or freedom and some may 
even mistake it for a state of nirvana.  Things may catch you off guard that wouldn’t normally 
catch you off guard and of course you do stupid things that you later realize were stupid 
mistakes.  The stupid mistake was having my phone out.  “Hey baby…I miss you…yea I’m 
almost home…no don’t worry I’m fine…you know me…I’m never cold…I’ll call you when I 
get home I have to call my brother now” “Hey Eric listen can you tell grandma to have some 
food ready for me…” “Can I see your phone?” 

It was dark and quiet.  The music was nowhere to be heard.  There was no smell because 
of the cold weather and I thought I was alone.  The cracked and uneven sidewalks were 
beginning to come back and the random garbage was beginning to accumulate again.  It’s like 



everything had been a scattered puzzle and all of a sudden it was coming back together in my 
mind.  It was like sobering up and coming out of a fog.  “Can I see your phone?” “Yea hold 
on one second I’m almost done…so yea.” “I swear if you don’t give me your phone I’m gonna 
knock you out” “Eric…I’ll call you back” “Danny where are you?” “Bye Eric”.  So it was me 
and this stranger just standing there staring at each other.  I was numb.  I felt nothing but rage 
beginning to build up inside me.  I didn’t see a hooded figure that was easily almost a full foot 
taller than me.  I saw someone who didn’t belong.  It was a stranger who wasn’t from around 
and maybe he was jealous because of that.  Maybe he had been rejected in his home.  He was tall 
and maybe around six foot two inches.  His movement was tense and he even seemed like he 
wasn’t sure exactly what he was doing.  In one steady motion he had me in an arm lock pushing 
down on my elbow and punching me in my heavily padded stomach because of my sweater and 
coat.  “Let go of the fucking phone!” “Fuck you!”  In my mind the words of a father, who had 
lived a hard knock life, not by choice but by the necessity to keep alive and most of all respect, 
ran through my mind.  “You never give into anyone no matter how big they are because the real 
loss is not putting up a battle.” These were the words of my father.  So I did battle with every bit 
of strength I had in me. 

I had nothing but my adrenaline pushing me to not give in. With his arm still pushing my 
elbow, I was somehow able to put all the force I had in me to prevent my elbow from breaking 
and to knock my elbow into his jaw. Crack.  Had I won? Was his body tumbling back a sign that 
it was over?  I look back to see someone else approaching so I call out to help.  “Shut the fuck 
up and run your pockets!” That was the response I got to a call for help.  I had nothing left in 
me.  I would give in knowing I gave everything in me to not allow them to think I was weak and 
to show me even a tiny bit of respect.  I was proud that in a fight of two against one, I possibly 
broke a jaw. As I pulled out my wallet I didn’t see faces on them. I literally saw nothing in their 
baggy clothes and hoodys.  I saw cowards and low lifes that would never make anything of 
themselves and the rage became pity.  I pulled out 5 dollars and handed it to one of them while 
the one with the possibly broken jaw still stared at me in shock as I smirked.  Just as they were 
about to grab my wallet again the sound of Aventura, a Dominican bachata group, could be 
heard in the distance.  It was an approaching car. Their response was like a vampire seeing 
daylight.  I was shoved to the ground and the two cowards ran down the block.  The car pulled 
over and a friendly face asked “estas ok primo?”  “Estoy bien gracias” “Ju need a ride home?” 
“No thank you” “ok primo be careful” 

So just like that at the young age of 14 I had been mugged by monsters a couple of years 
older than me. One had a broken jaw all for a phone whose battery was dying and five dollars.   
I never saw the two guys again and frankly I don’t care if I ever do see them again. But I did 
learn something that helped me appreciate things a bit more. Most Hispanic families contain 
many membesr and it may take a lifetime to discover all of them.  Even though you may not 
know all of them, they are your family nonetheless.  This is how my neighborhood is.  We may 
not all know each other but there is still a bond that connects us and keeps us close. To go into 
someone else’s home and try to harm them is usually a sign of jealousy and most of the time the 
cowards’ original plan fails and they are stuck running away.  I was saved by someone I didn’t 
even know but still cared because we are, in a way, family.  The music came back and quickly 
after that I was safe at home again. I found it ironic how the rhythm and music could scare away 
one who wasn’t used to it.  My neighborhood is my home no matter how much I may complain 
about it.  The music and sound are what keep my neighborhood moving.  It is a rhythm that 
makes me what I am. So whether it’s merengue, bachata, salsa, or reggaeton, it is the sound that 
lets me know I’m home and safe. I’m home safe in “mi barrio.” 
 



 
Butterflies and Hurricanes 

Vitaly Sokirko 
 

It’s not like I’ve never seen this before. The priest, or whoever that is, gives a 
heartwarming, boring speech, and Jane’s coffin is lowered into her grave. Everyone is still 
crying; I’m still not. I think I’m the only person at the funeral who isn’t even upset. Blame it 
on apathy. Maybe I just didn’t know her well enough. Or maybe I’m just making up excuses. 
I don’t remember anymore. 

There aren’t many people, just enough for everyone to know each other and not 
know me. Apart from the dreaded mood, it’s actually a very nice day. The sun is bright and 
golden and eternal. The cool wind is providing us with a sort of natural air conditioning. It 
smells like freshly-mowed grass and dug-up earth. But I think that I’m the only person who 
notices. 

I leave early, as the old lady in the red blouse is telling the group of mourners about 
how Jane first learned how to ride her bike when she was twelve. I didn’t realize it before, 
but there is not a single bathroom in the cemetery. At least, none that I’m aware of. I leave 
the graveyard and cross the street to make good use of the McDonald’s lavatory. Right after 
that, I buy a fifteen dollar whiskey at the deli next door and go get drunk at the park down 
the street. 

 
The last thing that Jane ever said to me was a sarcastic rejection to another one of 

my dinner proposals. I don’t blame her, of course. She was the stereotypical New Yorker – 
stubborn, paranoid and cynical. Neither of us was new to this. I had been nagging her for 
months. 

Whenever I wasn’t trying to take her out, Jane and I would talk. She’d tell me how 
she was afraid of heights and hated accounting and thought that it was stupid to build such 
large towers, like the one she worked in, the World Trade Center. It’s not, of course, and I’d 
tell her about how it puts more in less space. 

And she would say, “Well what if something happens and it goes and falls over? It 
would topple over so many other places, because it’s so large! Butterflies and Hurricanes, 
right?” 

That was Jane’s thing. Whenever we talked about cause and effect, she’d use the 
infamous butterfly effect example---the urban legend where if a butterfly flutters its wings, it 
causes a tropical storm of immense magnitude on the other side of the world. 

As it turns out, Jane was wrong. The World Trade Center pancaked onto itself. It 
didn’t fall over. 

For better or worse, she never found this information out. 
When I was rescued from the buildings on the morning of the tragedy, I was 

informed of what floors the airplane had flown into. Jane was right there in the impact zone. 
I imagine that she had died immediately. 

I remember thinking, “What kind of butterfly would ever do this?” 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Untitled 
Alex Balagula 

 
As the stairs from the train station wind down to the concrete jungle, two views are 

seen.  Straight ahead is a bright and wide street with tall buildings. They are called the 
Oceana Condominiums, home to those who have achieved a high social rank and have the 
money to prove it. These buildings feel like skyscrapers compared to the rest of the 
architecture in the neighborhood.  All seems peaceful and the pleasant feel of the wind flying 
against the face makes people feel like they are in paradise.  But, the opposite side looks like 
an industrialized area with train tracks towering over the buildings, closing off light to the 
surface below.  These shadows instill a feeling of loss in the darkness, only to be found again 
by the simple light that gleams down moments later. From left to right, the streets are filled 
with stores, from food to clothing to electronics. As one begins to pass, distinct aromas fill 
the air from garlic and cheese in the pizzeria, to the wonderful smell of freshly-baked poppy 
seed cakes and potato knishes.  People from all lifestyles pass by as they travel to work or to 
shop.  One thing they have in common is that they all depend on electricity so much to get 
through their daily routines. 

A single pigeon feather is found lying on the ground, and it seems as if the pigeon 
has shed its old feathers and gained a new one.  A brief silence from the above tracks comes 
back in memories past to a time when everything was silent and still.  Small puddles begin to 
make ripples, as the train rumbles through the station like an earthquake.  Another brief look 
at those architectural wonders of the Oceana Condominiums brings mixed feelings of safety 
and not belonging in this compound.  This place hasn’t changed from a few years ago when 
I visited it last.  Now the path is set towards the beach, and right at the entrance to the beach 
the Shorefront Y building stands.  This building invokes memories of the event that changed 
the way I think of life.  I start to relive the time I worked there at the summer day camp. 
These memories bring me back to the day the blackout struck New York. 

It was an ordinary workday for me as a counselor for the summer day camp at the 
Shorefront Y. The day was long and tiring, with the sun beating down on me all day. 
Walking on the deserted beach felt like walking in a dessert.  As the day was near the end 
and parents picked up almost all the children, I felt relieved about meeting my friends soon. 
One of them was an old friend whom I had not seen in a long time. His name was Brad and 
seeing him made me feel good because we were always competing when it came to extreme 
sports, such as bike racing and aggressive inline. 

As I approached to say “Hi,” the lights went out and all was dark.  The hallways were 
full of blackness and seemed like a dungeon with no light. The people surrounding me began 
to panic and thought the power would come back up, but after a short while, they knew 
there was not going to be any power. At that moment, panic increased and a feeling arose of 
being surrounded by animals, confused and angry.  Everybody was wondering what to do 
now that there was no electricity.  I, too, was one of the victims used to relying on electricity 
and taking it for granted so much that I could not live without it even for a few minutes. I 
was lost in the complexity of the modern world… or so I thought. After all the children 
were released, I went to Oceana, which was where my friends lived.  Signs of panic also 
showed but in a more serious way since the cameras, electric gates, and turnpikes were not 
working. 

One thing that distinguishes this area from the rest of the Brighton Beach 
neighborhood is that if you live here, you have reached a certain prestigious social status, 
usually above middle class. With this in mind, Oceana is mostly high-tech from the lights 



and elevators to security cameras and turnpikes. People who live here barely ever need to 
leave the country club-like area except to go to school, work, and shopping. It looks like a 
community within a community, which reminds me of a snow globe I once saw. It has a 
miniature city inside it, and upon shaking it snow would come down and cover it. 

We made our way to the top floor, which was where Brad lived.  Since there was no 
light and no flashlights at our disposal, we had to use the light emitted from our cell phones. 
Once we reached the top, I ran to the window to see what was happening outside. The first 
thing I noticed was that a train had stopped moving on the tracks and people were inside. 
There was a fire truck with its ladder extended to reach the passengers and get them down.  
Now that the train was not working, I had no other way of getting home so I asked Brad if I 
could spend the night at his house. Luckily, Brad’s parents did not mind and since he lived in 
the penthouse, it felt like royalty just being there. His penthouse was not only large, but had 
so many decorations from rugs and vases to big screen TV(which unfortunately was not 
working due to the power outage) and the beds were so big and comfortable that one could 
tell they had a lot of money if they could afford all this. Nighttime came shortly and since 
there was nothing to do, we all just went to sleep. Next day I woke up to a beautiful 
morning. 

I felt like I was stranded on an island and had just spent my first night on it.  
Nothing changed because the electricity was still out and I had no way to get home other 
than the bus.  Luckily for me, the bus was running free and I was able to get a ride down 
Coney Island to Kings Highway where I lived. As I was walking home, I noticed something 
interesting, which was that while the majority of the people on the streets were rather calm, 
there were still some people who looked like they had pulled their hair out from picturing 
life without electricity.  When I finally got home, I tried to plug in my electric guitar, only to 
realize that the power was still out. I went to my closet and found my old acoustic guitar, 
which I had left and forgotten about a long time ago.  To my surprise, it still worked and was 
pretty much in tune. My whole day I spent playing guitar and later went to take a bike ride 
around the woodsy area of Prospect Park with my friends. During our trip, the views were 
beautiful and the sound of birds chirping was music to my ears. I realized that in our daily 
routine lives, we do not even pay attention to the birds singing anymore. 

What I had found was that I did not need electricity to live my life.  My bike 
provided the means of transportation and the acoustic guitar replaced the electric one. Those 
two days awakened the nature and simplicity in me that had been lost but now is found.  It 
was like a trip back in time to when there was no such thing as electricity.  For once I felt 
free of this grasp that modern day has over all of us.  Like the pigeon that shed its feather 
only to grow a new one, I too shed the feather of my old self and embraced the new feather 
that grew to take its place.  I realized that I didn’t need all this fancy technological stuff to 
enjoy life. That which I need was always there and simply needed to be found. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Neighborhood Market 
Anna Bratishova 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



The Death of Santa Claus 
Tyrone Palmer 

 
Most kids remember the exact moment in which they learned that there is no Santa 

Claus. It has become something of a cliché; that revelation often signals the death of one’s 
childhood. Admittedly, that memory is pretty foggy for me. I vaguely remember getting 
really pissed off because I didn’t get to see Santa at the mall, and after further consideration, 
coming to the conclusion that ‘Santa Claus’ was a farce. I used to help my mother wrap 
Christmas presents starting at about age eight, so I figure it was sometime before that. I do, 
however, remember the exact moment I learned that there is no God. Or, I should say, the 
moment I realized that if there is indeed a God, he/she/it is an evil bastard.  

It all began on the Eve of Christmas, 2003. I should probably preface this by stating 
that I have never been a deeply religious person. My father used to drag my sisters and me to 
church a few Sundays every year so that we could familiarize ourselves with the gospel. I was 
baptized at age two. My cousin is one of those “Jehovah’s Witnesses”… he talked (read: 
coerced) me into going to church with him once or twice. Anyway, as I said, I’ve never been 
a religious person. I was more of a skeptic than anything else, but I figured that Pascal’s 
Wager was a pretty wise doctrine to follow. Anyhow, this Christmas Eve was no different 
from the others, if I remember correctly, except for the fact that the weather was so nice. I 
woke up at about 9 o’clock, had a cup of egg nog, took a shower, and headed to the city to 
do a bit of last minute gift shopping. Seeing as it was Christmas Eve, and majority of people 
for some reason wait until that day to buy gifts, I spent the whole day scouring the mall for 
bargains and trying to find something for all of my friends and family.  I was totally feeling 
the holiday spirit! Upon returning home, I realized that I had forgotten to pick up a gift for 
the youngest of my three sisters, Shannon. So I decided to head to Flatbush Avenue and 
pick something up. So I went to my mother’s room to tell her I was going back out. 

I should probably tell you a bit about my mother and me. I’m something of a 
“momma’s boy,” I guess you could say. My mother and I were very close. She was truly my 
best friend. She was such a strong, lively, driven individual, and some of my favorite 
memories involve sitting up with her on Christmas Eve wrapping presents and talking about 
music and life and what have you. Anyhow, I went to my mother’s room to tell her I was 
going back out. “Mommy, I forgot to get a present for Shannon, so I’m going to head back 
outside.” Silence---which was odd, seeing as her eyes were wide open. She was breathing as 
far as I could tell. I repeated myself, this time with an underlying sense of desperation, as if I 
knew that something was terribly wrong and repeating myself would fix it. “Mommy, I 
forgot to get a present for Shannon, so I’m going to head back outside.” Silence. Still that 
iced glare from her hazel brown eyes seared into me.  I repeated myself yet again, this time 
almost pleading. I then went into absolute hysterics. “Somebody call the ambulance!” I 
called the ambulance. I called my grandmother who was downstairs in the kitchen baking 
bread. I called my father, who was at work. He was always at work. I cried and I cried as I 
waited for the ambulance to come. The ten minutes or so it took for the paramedics to 
arrive felt like an eternity. It was like some sort of Lynchian nightmare, everyone around me 
crying and screaming, the scene replaying over and over in my mind, my mother’s 
motionless body staring at the ceiling. 

As it turns out, my mother suffered from multiple seizures as a result of growths 
around her brain. She didn’t die that night, though. No. It was a long, drawn-out, and slow 
death.  In and out of the hospital, deteriorating mental and physical capabilities. Brief 
respites during which I thought, “Everything is going to be fine, just like before,” and then 



back in the hospital and back on the verge of death. It was like an extremely convoluted 
soap opera plotline, or some kind of nihilistic marionette show. It went on for a few months, 
but Christmas Eve was the turning point. With no warning whatsoever and for no particular 
reason, the proverbial rug was pulled from underneath my family and me. I prayed as hard as 
I ever did those days and months between the Christmas Eve incident and her death. I 
prayed more than is probably healthy. All of that was for naught, apparently, as she died on 
the 26th of March. She was buried on April Fool’s Day. I was convinced it was all some sort 
of morbid joke. 

It was on the limousine ride home after the funeral that it hit me: if a 44 year old 
woman with 4 kids can die such a horrible, drawn-out death, then there is no God… or at 
least no God worth worshipping. It has always amazed me how much people will tolerate 
under what they call “God’s will.” Genocide, War, Pestilence, Famine. Is it really worth it? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Frieda 
Michelle Eliezer 

 
I hated the world. Everything around me reminded me of her. From the week her 

family sat Shiva and every day after that I thought about her. 
She was beautiful. Thirteen years old. Even though I was two years older than her, 

we were friends, because she was pretty mature for her age. She had been in nursery with my 
brother, and our families have been close ever since. It seemed like I had known her forever.  
I had tutored her in Hebrew for a few years. We had just been discussing her high school 
options.  
I had been trying to convince her to go to Shulamith. I mean, I loved it there, so why 
wouldn’t she? 

It happened on a Saturday night. I came home, terrified. My mother had heard 
rumors about it in the synagogue. I didn’t know exactly what had happened, but I knew it 
was pretty bad. Frieda had been on a Shabbaton (a weekend function). All I knew was that 
something had happened. I sat waiting in the living room while my parents made some 
phone calls. The usually comfortable leather couch was now unusually uncomfortable. She’s 
okay, I kept telling myself. She’s fine. I wasn’t doing such a hot job of convincing myself. 

My dad walked in, sat down on the couch across from me and didn’t say anything. 
“Is she okay?” I asked, afraid of his answer. When he didn’t answer, I tried again. “How bad 
is she?”  My dad held his emotion back, choking back the tears that were about to come out, 
as he finally said out loud, tears streaming “What’s worse than death?” 

That was it for me. I went to my room, locked the door, and hugged my pillow, tears 
pouring down my face. How dare this happen to me? I was feeling selfish.  It took me all of 
ten minutes to realize she had her own family. A mother and father, a sister and two 
brothers. If I’m feeling this way, how do they feel?  They were flesh and blood. She had so 
many people who loved her. It hit me how many people loved her, how many tears were 
being shed for her that night. 

I only found out later how it really happened. She was hit by a car. He wasn’t drunk 
or high or anything. He just didn’t see her. I’m not going to describe the details, because I 
wasn’t there, so I don’t know them so well, but what I know is this: she was with her 
classmates. They witnessed it. They were helpless as she crossed in the middle of the street 
and was killed. 
I didn’t go to her funeral. I didn’t think I’d be able to handle it. I had a chemistry regents 
that week, so I went to the review, which didn’t help much anyway because I wasn’t really 
thinking about chemistry. All I kept thinking was my friend has died. That was one of the 
few things I regretted, not going to her funeral. But it was surreal. I guess I didn’t go because 
I didn’t want to face the truth. I was in denial. I had just spoken to her, like two days before, 
and that’s the last conversation I would ever have with her. That’s the last hug I’d ever give 
her. That’s the last time I’d ever see her. No one can ever tell her ‘I love you’ ever again. It 
was depressing. 

I was nervous about driving. I kept thinking about her. Ballet slippers, certain types 
of music, those Hebrew notebooks she used to write in, splash art, people with lisps, people 
naturally too skinny for their age, the discussion of high school. Almost everywhere I turned 
I was reminded of her. This isn’t something you just get over. And she isn’t someone I can 
just forget. Ever. 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



…But the Memories Remain 
Maxim Naumenko 

 

I remember many moments in my life that had an effect on me, that stayed in my 
memory. Sometimes these memories come out of nowhere, and remind me of something 
that happened before. However, some of the events float in my mind all the time. It's like 
they are always there, haunting me, and warning me. One particular event that I can recall is 
when my uncle burned my family’s summer house. 

In 2001 I was moving with my family to the United States of America from Ukraine. 
I was 13 years old. We had to go through a lot of background questions and problems. It 
was an exciting time for me, but it was also difficult. It was complicated because my family 
and I had to go to different places to attend interviews and meetings. Additionally, we had to 
sell everything, including the apartment and the summerhouse. My parents found buyers for 
the apartment pretty quickly. In 1999 the apartment was renovated, so it was very beautiful. 
As for the summerhouse, it was a little harder to find people who wanted to buy it. Not 
because it was ugly or anything, but because not everyone in Ukraine can buy something like 
that. 

I loved that summerhouse; I had so many individual memories there. In the duration 
of seven years, every summer, I spent a couple of weeks there. Overall I just loved that 
place; everyone loved it, not just me. Grandma bought the land, and the house was built 
there with her money. Nearly everyone took part in building: my family, my uncle’s family, 
and other related people. It was beautiful. We had enough land there for mother to grow 
apples, pears, grapes, berries, vegetables and other fruits. I helped her at times. Unfortunately 
we had no other choice but to sell it. Finally the people who bought the apartment also 
decided to buy the summerhouse. 

My uncle is an alcoholic. He doesn‘t have a job; he’s a bum. When he needs money, 
he goes to other people‘s houses and begs for money. In order to make people feel 
sympathy for him, he claims to be getting better, that he has stopped drinking, that he’s 
getting a job, that he only needs money for a jump start. Whenever he gets the money, he 
simply gets drunk with his buddies. My dad knows how people like that are, so he’s always 
aware of his brother’s actions.   

A month before we started to sell the apartment, my uncle began searching for 
people he knew for money. He called our apartment, but my parents refused to take his calls. 
As usual, he called at two in the morning. I can remember that, because it happened so many 
times. He would always call drunk, and curse at everything until my parents would turn the 
phone off. He also called grandpa, who always felt sympathy for him because he was his son. 
So grandpa told him everything he knew, and even gave him some money. Uncle got excited 
and wanted more. He also found out that we were going to move, and that we didn’t inform 
him of anything. However, when my father found out that his brother had started the 
“invasion” for money, Dad told him never to call again and told grandpa not to speak to him 
either. 

A month later, when we had already moved to grandpa’s, sold the apartment, and 
were about to sell the house, we wanted to get the last things we needed and clean the house 
to prepare it for sale. On Saturday morning my brother, mother and I advanced towards the 
final turn in the street where the house was. Father was going to come a little later. We met a 
neighbor at the intersection. Mother happily greeted him, but he responded with an 
unexpectedly heavy “Hi…” Mother asked how he was doing, to which he responded, “I’m 



fine, but I don’t think everything is fine for you.” At that moment I was already getting alert 
of the situation. Only after uncomfortable, not completely straight forward and 
understandable sentences, which I can’t recall right now, I realized that something really 
unexpected and undesirably bad had happened to the house.  

I rushed to the place. As I was running, in such a familiar neighborhood, and 
watched the roof tops of the houses, there was an empty space where our house should have 
been. As I finally reached the gate, I saw a burned-to-the-ground brick house that was still 
smoking. The trees and plants around it were either burned or dried. I went inside and saw 
the burned objects which were so different yet so familiar to the ones I’d seen there last 
week, last month, and years before. I was able to recognize some ceramic, marble, and stone 
decorations. I was able to make out a burned massive wooden ladder. I also noticed a black, 
carbon-covered and burned metallic frame. It felt like I’d never been to this place before, yet 
it looked like I was here just yesterday. I thought maybe we missed by a block, yet it was 
clearly the one. It felt like this was a war. I couldn’t even imagine that my uncle, my father’s 
brother, could have done this. He did do it, as it was then proven by the police. He did it 
because of jealousy, anger and hatred towards the whole world and especially us. He always 
blamed everyone else… 

That wasn‘t the most memorable moment about this whole situation. The worst part 
was that I started to laugh. I hysterically started to laugh. I don’t know why. I don’t know 
how I could do such a thing. I was laughing while looking at my confused brother, my crying 
mother and sympathetic neighbors. I can give an excuse and say that I was laughing from 
stress, but I don’t think so, I don’t think that was the reason. I’m not going to lie. I felt good 
at that moment, for some reason I felt like jumping on the ashes of the burned house in 
front of me. I was laughing at the tragedy that had occurred to my family. This is something 
I’ll never forget. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



    Queen of the Jungle 
Beatrice Koehler-Derrick 

 
Tears were streaming down my seven-year-old cheeks; cool, salty rivers on a bed of 

hot embarrassment and self-pity. It had been the worst day of my life. Curled up under quilts 
in the safe haven of my bed, I replayed the days events: each reverie renewing shame with 
pinprick accuracy. Mrs. Lydic's disappointment. The feeling of all the other kids’ eyes on my 
slumped back, staring. The smell of disinfectant soap in the bathroom as I sat on a closed 
toilet seat with the lights off, repeating "L-I-O-N." As I drifted off to sleep, it seemed 
impossible, utterly impossible, that life could get worse. Growing up has taught me 
otherwise. 

The day started with a butterfly craft involving fuzzy sparkly felt and all the Elmer's 
glue a girl could wish for. My classmates and I neglected our cocooned crafts, and opted, 
instead, to watch the metamorphosis of glue as it dried in flawless moldings of our hands. 
Shreds of thin, delicate, white plastic littered the ground around us, a graveyard of shed palm 
readings. "Clean up your workplace! It's time for Spelling Typewriter," Mrs. Lydic said. We 
all loved her. She was short with a huge smile, and always brought treats for us on Fridays. 
Her classroom policy included a No-Tattling rule, a required Show-and-Tell hour every 
Thursday, and the strong expectation that we would raise our hands if we didn't understand 
something she said.  We followed directions: after putting away our crafts, we placed all of 
the desks in a horse shoe shape, ready to begin the review game for our weekly spelling test. 
I sat, like the rest of the kids, on top of my desk. Our little feet were swinging between metal 
legs as words were reviewed mnemonically. You could taste the pressure as Mrs. Lydic 
placed a huge Hershey's Chocolate bar on the ledge below the chalkboard. We were spelling 
for more than an "A" on the test; we were spelling for fame and chocolate glory. 

My best friend Danielle moved her desk next to mine. We both waved to Teea who 
was struggling to hoist herself onto hers. Mikey offered her a sticky hand. Rick, a boy who 
had been adopted from China, sat across the circle from me and zipped and un-zipped his 
fly. I hated him. His teeth were vertically-challenged picket fences. He always made fun of 
me and threw things in my hair even when I asked him (politely) to stop. He was both my 
worst enemy and toughest competition; the boy could spell like Michael Jordon and Bugs 
Bunny could play basketball in Space Jam. 

Mrs. Lydic began the game. She would say the name of a word out loud, and each 
person in the circle was responsible for shouting out the next letter in the word after his or 
her neighbor, thus creating a spelling typewriter. "Your first word is, 'jump,'" Mrs. Lydic said 
with a miniature hop. "J," said Chris. "U," said Praveesha. "N" said Katie. "I'm sorry," said 
Mrs. Lydic, "but that's incorrect. Please take a seat in your chair, Katie. Better luck next 
time!” 

The next word was "rocket," which was followed by "friend." "Pickle," "bear," and 
"slide" followed, each word eliminating a new, disappointed kid. This continued until only 
Chris, Teea, Rick, and I were left. "Lion," said Mrs. Lydic. It was Rick's turn first: "L." We all 
made nonchalant glances back at the chocolate bar teasing us from across the room. I was 
up next. "Y," I said with confidence. "Have a seat, Bea," Mrs. Lydic sweetly whispered. 
"'Y'?" Rick shouted. "She said 'Y'?? ANYONE  knows that "lion" is spelled with an "I." 



What a looooser!" The whole class erupted into laughter, holding up "L's" to their foreheads. 
I was mortified. 

As Mrs. Lydic chided Rick in the hallway, I couldn't stand the giggling or the 
gawking eyes any longer. I rushed to the little girls’ bathroom and locked the door. In the 
chilly, damp dark of that small space I envisioned Rick getting swallowed whole by a 
giant lion wearing a  
t-shirt with a "Y" on it. For a moment I could feel each succulent square of Hershey's 
melt on my tongue until snickering from outside the door reminded me that I had, indeed, 
been disqualified and embarrassed. The acoustics in the tiled bathroom did not help to 
disguise my sobs; even Danielle was laughing. 

I remember thinking that nothing would ever top that day's misery, but, of course, 
there is a great deal of validity to the warning "Never say 'never.'" When I was ten, my 
dog and my grandfather passed away on the same day. Age thirteen brought the first day 
of my period on the much anticipated "All White Formal Night." Just this summer, I paid 
for an expensive taxi to catch the fastest train, to rush into the airport and be told that I'd 
arrived five minutes too late to check into my London-Munich flight, preventing me from 
seeing my boyfriend one last time before returning to New York. Because they didn't 
have any more flights until the morning, I spent the night on the freezing cement floor of 
Standsted Airport, torn between which articles of clothing to wear, and which to use as a 
makeshift bed. 

If these horrible moments have taught me anything, it is that they do not last 
forever. Red, flustered cheeks do, eventually, return to normal. Being handed the burden 
of heartbreak and disappointment is like sitting alone in a dark bathroom, listening to 
your sadness echo; someone eventually raps on the door, and convinces you to come out. 
As Rick and Mrs. Lydic’s class taught me in second grade, each one of us needs small 
reminders to stay humble, even when we can almost taste success. Mistakes are what 
remind the lioness to think before she roars.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Where’s the Beef? A Recipe for Literary Slop 
Jon Kui 

 
Ingredients: 
341 Pages 
58 Pictures 
31/8 Cups of mixed text 
2 Tablespoons of underdeveloped narratives 
 

Wash your hands, set the plates, and try not to regurgitate. Jonathan Foer’s Extremely 
Loud & Incredibly Close is his latest chest pumping, urine marking declaration of literary 
genius. Don’t worry though; this under prepared and overcooked “novel” has just enough 
seasoning to go down. It’s just too bad that when it goes down, you can’t wait for it to come 
out. 

Right from the beginning, Foer burns the roof of your mouth with a confusing 
introduction, if you can even call it that, “What about a teakettle? What if the spout opened 
and closed when the steam came out, so it would become a mouth, and it could whistle 
pretty melodies, or do Shakespeare, or just crack up with me?” Alone, this would be 
acceptable. But as you unfold this stinky, involuntary tear-inducing onion, confusion feels 
like a constant mocking waggle of Foer’s finger. “I am smarter than you!” Foer mercilessly 
cackles as he develops the smartest 9 year-old in literary history. (Ok, maybe he didn’t 
cackle) 

Fortunately, there are some enjoyable flavors in this messy gazpacho. Oskar Schell, 
the nine-year-old protagonist, is generally what most authors are afraid to use. Instead, Foer 
successfully embraces Oskar’s naivety and constant search for answers. Amidst his father’s 
abrupt death, Oskar is set on a journey throughout New York City to match a lock with his 
newfound “Black” key. The good taste in your mouth stops here. 

For whatever reason, Foer felt the unshakable urge to include 58 pictures to further 
illustrate his point. Obvious puns aside, you can’t help but wonder if Foer knew pictures 
would invoke a feeling his words never could. From Stephen Hawking to a crying elephant, 
Foer makes us focus more on his pictures than his words---which, for this unmistakably 
contrived dual narrative, might not be such a bad thing after all. 

Far from done, Foer randomly throws in a dash of overseas warfare and a 
tablespoon of marital conflict. Thomas Schell, Oskar’s grandfather and self-made mute, 
wallows in the past where his love affair, who was also carrying his unborn son, died in the 
bombing of Dresden. Through the miracle of Foer’s convoluted idea of romance, Thomas 
meets and marries a woman who he knows nothing about. Coincidently, of course, the 
woman he marries is also the sister of his lost love affair. This ridiculous storyline might 
sound familiar; it’s been used on every daytime soap opera before. 

Although Oskar’s storyline and character development are intriguing, there are too 
many obstacles that get in the way. The confusing dual narrative does nothing to support 
Oskar’s story. Furthermore, Foer fails at making both stories seamlessly affect one another. 
Simply with too many ingredients, and no rhyme or reason, this recipe is one for the trash. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Extremely Bold & Incredibly Well-Executed 
Aaron Bayko 

 
Citizens fear not, it’s alright to be engaged by a piece of fictional literature based on 

the most horrific attack on U.S. soil in American history.  It is certainly acceptable to have 
reservations about the subject matter of September 11th, 2001 and the subsequent effect on 
society thereafter, but to ignore a contemporary work of such significance would be doing 
oneself a great injustice. Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close by Jonathan Safran Foer will 
certainly test the limits of that which you find socially conscious and immoral, but will also 
ask you to reassess what it is that you consider integral in your journey through life. 

Without having the all too personal and historical aesthetic of a non-fictional work, 
this novel produces a situation not far from the realm of possibility.  Extremely Loud & 
Incredibly Close creates for the reader a world of death and despair centered around a hyper-
intelligent nine-year-old boy, Oskar Schell, who lost his father in the terrorist attacks on the 
World Trade Center.  The book follows him through his search for answers, symbolized by a 
mysterious key without an accompanying lock, in a quest to be at peace with the untimely 
passing of his dad.  One of the alluring aspects of the work is that Safran Foer accomplishes 
all of this without forfeiting his sense of humor, albeit dark on occasion. 

Another endearing trait is Foer’s fearlessness in coupling the historically ignored 
firebombing of Dresden, Germany with the attacks on 9/11 in the execution of providing a 
background to Oskar’s family’s history of misfortune. His taking on what many consider 
taboo in using these events as a basis for his art speaks to his courage as a writer. The tale of 
his grandmother’s and grandfather’s hellish existence after coming to America after the 
Second World War serves as a vivid testament to what can result if people don’t deal with 
their emotions after suffering great loss.  In consequence of what he’s experienced, the loss 
of a pregnant lover, the emergence of another, the death and destruction of war, Oskar’s 
grandfather is rendered unable to speak. He communicates only through written word and 
tattoos of yes and no on opposite hands.  The vivid imagery and remarkable imagination of 
Foer comes to the forefront in this respect.  His characters suggest eccentricity with every 
passing page. 

His characters are endowed with such dramatic personalities that the reader can’t 
help but desire to gain more insight into the psyche of these fascinating individuals.  From 
grandma’s fiery resentment of her mate disappearing for forty years then reemerging, or the 
mother’s inability to communicate her grief to her child, to Oskar’s own self-mutilation you 
get a sparkling glimpse of what immense emotion and struggle is created by such devastation 
and loss. 

As a whole this reader would recommend this book to just about anyone that was 
old enough to be cognizant of what transpired on September 11th, 2001 and thereafter.  It’s 
clearly relevant to what’s still going on since the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, but not 
with too many serious political overtones that could potentially drive some readers away.  
Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close straddles the fence between serious and funny, light and 
dark, shocking and predictable, and does so all the while still being daring and original.  
Jonathan Safran Foer has certainly placed himself among the elite young writers of his day. 
 
 


