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Introduction

Brooklyn College students of the class of 2011 began their 
college experience through the pre-freshman reading of 
Jonathan Lethem’s The Disappointment Artist during 
the summer before the start of the Fall 2007 semester. 
On Orientation Day, they discussed the book in small 
groups, led by members of the Brooklyn College faculty 
and staff. This conversation continued in class during 
the first weeks of the semester, culminating in students’ 
writing their own stories. We call this collection of student 
memoirs “Telling Our Stories/ Sharing Our Lives.”
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Sense of Place
essays by Molly Sylvester, Benjamin 

Goldburd, Zoë Zenowich Heisler, 

Chana Kaminker, Natasha Bozydaj, 

Andrew Lo Bello, George Del Valle, 

Arlene Gomez, Eli Lamb, Mollie Ray 

and Saskia Kahn

Part 1
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Like the Lines of My Hand
Molly Sylvester

 
When I was younger, I used to look at the old map book my father kept hidden under the 

couch. The red book was worn from small fingers grabbing and sunlight hitting it over years. Some 
pages were ripped and taped back together, and in the process, some towns were lost forever. It didn’t 
matter to me that pages frequently fell out or that towns were circled. It didn’t matter to me that in a 
blue marker he had drawn over the United States to show the route he took to Alaska in the seventies. 
It didn’t matter that he hid it either. I don’t know why he did, it’s not like we didn’t know it was there. 
But still, he hid it, as if he didn’t want anyone to know that one day he’d be leaving. Starting yesterday, 
three months ago, or the day I was born, he was packing. He needed to get out of the monotony of the 
cities. New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Boston, DC, they were all the same place to him. It’s not that 
he wants to leave us, or cities, he just knows something else is out there. He just wants to explore the 
world, but still have a place to send his postcards. 

It’s something that he passed on to me, as if it was his legacy. I like maps. I like the ones that 
color code the mountain ranges, flatlands, swamps, rivers, and trees. I’m partial to the ones with the 
city populations written in letters so bold I notice them before the town name. I study maps, no matter 
where I am. On the subway, in an amusement park, or a mall -it doesn’t matter. I like the promise that 
they hold- they can show you the way to anywhere you want to go. I like that they measure distance 
in miles and kilometers, instead of promises and guilt. They all tell you where you are, or where you 
should be. 

There’s something so simple about maps. Even when the topography is jagged or the layout 
of a town is set at an odd angle, they’re still the same. Besides the obvious notions of maps, they have 
so much more information. Every map can be reduced to something basic. They all are some form of 
earth, developed or not, it’s still a piece of the world. It’s easy to forget that maps are depictions of land. 
I’m only reminded when I notice that the streets curve because they are avoiding trees or mountains 
or bending along with the river. I study them until they’re broken down, until the streets look like the 
lines of my hands. 

I like to lay out a map of the world, close my eyes, and let my instincts pick where I’ll travel 
next. I promise myself each time that no matter where my finger lands, I’ll make a pilgrimage there. I 
promise that I’ll start packing tomorrow, three months later, or my next birthday. And then I open my 
eyes. My finger is always resting in the vicinity of New York. I can’t help it. I’m sure it’s something in 
my body. It’s no coincidence that my hands roughly map out Manhattan. My life line runs along with 
Broadway, curving along to meet my wrist at Columbus circle. My head line intersects my fate line 
just as 72nd meets Central Park West at the Dakota. I’m connected to New York, just as my hands are 
connected to my body. Don’t get me wrong, I like going on adventures. I’ve been to England, Canada, 
and Mexico. I’ve been to over twenty states. I like mapping out my route, taking my time to memorize 
the streets and familiarize myself with the landscape. I’ve mapped out adventures so many times, even 
after I’ve come back home. But the need isn’t there. I just don’t ache to leave New York City the way my 
father does. I just need to know what else is out there. 
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Myself
Benjamin Goldburd

This story has all the elements required for a great fairy tale.   We have a quest, valiant heroes, 
deadly villains, magic, and of course fair maidens. Though what makes this story truly fantastic are 
two elements never before seen in any fairy tale in all the world, it is true, and more importantly it is 
mostly about me! So sit down, lie back, and get ready to join me on a journey to a distant land filled 
with mystical wonderment. 

I spent two years studying abroad in Israel, far away from my friends and family in an attempt 
to “find myself ” as many try to accomplish after high school. I studied hard, worked harder, and 
gained a lot of experience of being on my own. I would advise anyone who would listen to try and 
live in another country, at least for a time. You can truly learn much about yourself when you are not 
surrounded by home.

Our story begins during my second year; the mid year break had begun, and after a long and 
hard semester my friends and I were ready to start blowing off steam. We had already pretty much 
planned out the next four weeks with various ideas of traveling and partying. As we got ready for a 
regular night out, my friend Ari got an intriguing call from Ziggy. Ziggy was three years older than us, 
a daredevil of sorts, and kind of a legend in our school when it came to crazy stunts. Ziggy was curious 
if Ari and I were “man enough” to join him on a desert hike in the Darja, a deep canyon near the Dead 
Sea. 

Now I must pause for a moment to inform you what exactly this hike is like. The Darja, the 
lower Darja, is considered to be the most dangerous hike in all of lsrael. The climbs are extremely steep, 
the sun is brutal, and the pools of water can get cold as ice. It has as an extremely high death and injury 
rate and it is also nearly impossible to be helicoptered out after you have become injured. Also if you 
are caught there after dark, if just by chance the animals do not kill you, the cold definitely will. The 
Israeli army sends its special-ops boys into the Darja when they are finishing up with their training, just 
to see if they can complete it. 

Ziggy though seemed pretty confident that the three of us could do it without much difficulty. 
As Ari and I contemplated this new development, Ziggy said something that still resonates with me to 
this day. He said, “A man can never truly know himself until he has taken his mind, body, and soul, 
and thrown it off a cliff. When you land you know you’ve made it.” It might have been a stupid and 
dangerous impulse decision, but hey what the hell right? We were in. 

Anticipating our eagerness for doing something incredibly dangerous, Ziggy had already gotten 
together all the survival gear we needed: ropes, pulleys, knives, heated core blankets, gas lanterns, and 
food just to name a few things required. We told some people what we were doing, and that if no one 
heard from us by later the next day, we should be considered in trouble. We wanted to be ready to start 
at sunrise, that way even after the eight hour minimum required to finish the hike, if we got stuck we 
would not have to get there at nighttime. So we all piled into his tiny car at 2 a.m. and were on our way. 
My quest to find myself had begun.

Our heroes, Ziggy, Ari, and Ben (that’s me!), started their journey side by side with the sun at 
their backs. At the entrance pathway to the canyon there was a park sign explaining the basic risks and 
danger associated with the Darja. What was interesting, though, was that someone had written in huge 
letters across the sign DANGER! The word following it however, was a Hebrew word unfamiliar to us. 
As crazy pumped up as we were then, we decided that we would just figure “it” out if and when “it” 
became an issue. Really, really stupid heroes we were. 

For the next four hours the Darja truly lived up to its reputation, and beat the living crap out 
of us. We tumbled down hills, repelled off cliffs, and swam through disgusting insect infested freezing 
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pools of water. I actually had one really bad fall in which I lost my footing on a twenty foot incline, 
tumbled, hit my head really hard on a boulder, only to then fall face first into a pool of green water. 
However, even with all the cuts, scrapes, bruises, and spilled blood, we were having an amazing time. 
Joking around, taking pictures, laughing when some one took a bad fall, laughing a little more, then 
going to help whoever it was out.

We had reached the bottom of the canyon, where it opens up wide and you get an awesome 
view from the bottom looking up. You also know it is going to be a little easier to climb down, into 
yet another yummy pool of water, and then we would be fine. As we set up the ropes to climb, we saw 
something we should have taken as a dark omen. There was a dead animal of some sort lying face down 
in the water below us. Instead of taking heed from the ill sign, we just laughed about it, took a picture 
and began to climb down. I was first to reach the bottom, and I was to swim across the nearly freezing 
pool to check out the other end and make it ready for the other two guys to descend. What I saw at the 
other end of the pool, I have no problem admitting, scared me.

To exit the water we would have to lift ourselves onto a rock face about five feet through 
an opening which was barely big enough for one man at a time. There was no other way out of this 
little cavern; the surrounding rock face was about sixty feet high of totally smooth rock, which makes 
climbing pretty difficult. Covering the rock for which we needed to climb, and flying above it and 
around it were thousands of really angry, really scary looking, really huge red bees.

I tried to warn my two companions, but Ari had already completely descended the rock face 
and Ziggy was halfway down. I swam back and shouted at Ziggy to go back up and find some way to 
get us out of this pit. He just thought I was being a scared little kitty, and continued his descent, saying 
the whole way down that he would take care of it when he got there. When we all swam again across 
the pool’s length to the other end, Ziggy, our professional hiker, guide, mentor, and fearless leader saw 
the situation and had this to say “Oh “expletive”! I felt very safe.

For the next hour or so we tried everything we could to get ourselves out of the pit. We poured 
out power drinks out near the surrounding rock in the hope that the bees would be attracted to it--- no 
dice. We tried to climb back up the way we came, but apparently smooth rock and sopping wet boots 
and bodies don’t mix well. We screamed for help, but no one could hear us; we had not seen another 
soul the whole time we were there. We tried our cell phones, (which were in waterproof cases), but 
would you believe it? No service, Doh! We were trapped in a freezing, floating coffin, beset by enemies 
we knew we could not overcome. If we tried to leave, we would surely be stung, and probably convulse 
and die. Fun it was not, we weren’t laughing now, in fact we were pretty freaked out. We started to 
shake, our lips and fingertips turning blue from being submerged in the freezing cold water. We could 
just barely hold on to the surrounding rock to keep our heads above water. A news story of our bodies 
being found flashed through my head, my crying family, the knowledge they would have that I had died 
in great pain, having been frozen and drowned to death. It is truly amazing what kind of epiphanies you 
can have when you are faced with your own mortality. The things that are important in life suddenly 
become clear; you become so broken inside that all the bluster of your own personal power disappears, 
leaving only your soul to whisper who you truly are. 

Ziggy, Ari, and I turned to each other and started to pray--- prayed that by some miracle 
we would be granted our freedom from this harsh and certain death, that somehow, I don’t know, 
something would happen and we would be all safe and sound. Then above us, we heard jolly whistling, 
and rocks being kicked around. 

We yelled for help, and had a returning male voice ask us if we were okay. No, we weren’t okay, 
there were killer bees and stuff man, could you get the park rangers or something to get us out of here? 
The stranger answered that if we had been down there long enough we would not make it in the time 
it would take to inform the rangers and lead them back to us. He would just come down and help us 
out. He did not even want to hear what the problem was with us, just that he would deal with if when 
he needed to. The stranger came down the rock face, the same one we required ropes and hard work 
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to climb down. He just slid down slowly and gracefully the whole length straight into the water. He 
swam over to us and saw the bees, seemingly unperturbed by the situation. He told us to follow him 
and everything would be fine. “B-but what about the bees?” we exclaimed. “There is no other way to 
go but forward, right?” answered the stranger. Just like that he led us across the pool to the exit, put his 
hands on the rock which was covered in bees, and lifted himself up into it. 

The bees just up and left! You would not believe it even if you were there, thousands, and I 
mean thousands of bees just flew away from the place they had been residing for the past hour, and 
seemingly waited for us to cross the threshold. We climbed up and out to the warmth and safety of the 
sunbathed other side. As we dried off, and calmed down, the stranger waited to make sure we were all 
okay. Now that we were out, I was able to take a closer look at the man who had saved our lives. He was 
about 5’10, fit, and wearing just a green tee-shirt and cargo shorts, no backpack, no supplies, no water 
bottle. We asked the stranger his name and he responded that he had been roaming the Darja since 
early that morning and was glad he came upon us when he did. The stranger, who never revealed his 
name, then said if we no longer required his services he needed to be one his way. He turned and left, 
and within moments he was nowhere to be seen.

We were slightly shaken up, but we were still able to complete the rest of the hike. It took us a 
little over eight hours, and we were no longer in such a jovial mood, but we were alive. At the end of the 
hike is a Park Ranger outpost, to help the injured that exit the Darja. We asked the rangers about our 
little bee friends, and they informed us that the little flying devils were in fact deadly. One sting would 
incapacitate you, two would probably kill you. If we had gotten stuck there would be no way for them 
to have air-lifted us out because the canyon opening is not big enough to accommodate a helicopter. 
We told them the spot where we saw the bees and they said the only way for them to get rid of the bees 
is to light the whole area on fire; otherwise they would never leave. Why did we not heed the warning 
at the beginning of the run? It clearly said “Warning, Killer Bees!” Really smart heroes.

The Rangers then asked how we managed to get out of our little mess since they were pretty 
impressed. We told them that some guy helped us out, maybe they could tell us where he was because 
he must have exited the Darja right before us? They looked at us strangely. We were the only people 
reported to have entered the Darja today, no one had exited at all, and they did not expect anyone to. 
Interesting.

Call it magic, call it a guardian angel, call it what you will, someone saved us up there. Our 
heroes could not win the great battle against evil, they could not complete their quest, and had to be 
saved from a higher power. As for our fair maidens, the boys went out to town that night, badly beaten 
and bruised. Have you ever told a girl the incredibly deep story about how you almost died, how you 
saw inside your soul and truly know what is now important in life, yada yada yada? Know what I mean? 
I told you it was just like a real fairy tale.
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The Birth of Death & My Subsequent Vegetarianism
Zoë Zenowich Heisler

From the age of twelve until the age of sixteen, I lived with a foster family on a sheep and 
dairy farm, in the desolate far north-eastern part of Iceland.  I was part of a family with three energetic 
children and many different kinds of animals. I learned a lot about work, family and the difficulties of 
farming. These experiences had an immense impact on various aspects of my life; my attitude toward 
work changed and an awareness of the relationship between agriculture and nature formed. From the 
spring nights of helping with the baby lambs births to the fall afternoons of their deaths—my everyday 
interactions with these animals deeply impacted my ability to consume them.

Icelanders refer to the period from the end of April through May as the lambing season.  The 
schools in a farming district allow students a vacation because everyone, even a young child, is expected 
to help out with the lambing.  Sheep often need assistance with the painful process of giving birth, and 
families make out a 24-hour schedule of when family members must keep watch in the sheep barn.  

I usually took the night shifts; I enjoyed being alone in the barn, reading and listening to 
the old, crackly radio, anticipating which sheep would bear next, and  watching the Arctic sun barely 
set only to rise again in the brightness of the spring sky. Usually the labor was a quick process, but 
sometimes it could last for hours. The horrible whines of the sheep in pain would fill the barn, all of the 
others baah-ing back, as if offering support. When it was obvious the sheep needed help, I would lift 
my hand into their slimy insides and help pull the baby lamb out. When the mother sheep refused its 
own child, then I would wash the lamb and cover it in the after-birth of another one, tricking a sheep 
into believing it gave birth to two or three lambs, so that the rejected one would be properly fed and 
cared for. 

It was a wonderful time of year, my favorite. The air was filled with the earthy smell of spring 
and the high-pitched cries of the hundreds of new lambs.  The children and I would find names that 
suited each lamb depending on its appearance, usually a name related to candy or some rare treat, 
like “Caramel” or “Vanilla-Chocolate Milkshake.” A fondness would inevitably form for the cutest or 
“brightest” lambs.

Then came the time in late August to mark their ears and send them off to the mountains 
where they could roam freely and eat as much as they pleased for the next three months. For many of 
them, it was the first and only time in their short lives that they would be free of invasive human contact 
and enclosure. 

Mid-September was a time of festivity for the farmers; they loaded up their horses with tents, 
warm clothes and food, filled their whiskey flasks, and headed off for a three-to-four day journey into 
the mountains to round up and divide the farming district’s sheep. When I was of age, around fourteen, 
I was allowed to accompany them. It was fun, riding through jagged lava fields, vast open spaces of 
black sand, and then up into the mountains full of vegetation. I felt as free as I imagined the sheep must 
have felt—there was no view of anything except nature for as far as one could see. Farmers would split 
up for maximum efficiency, blowing fog-horns in order to locate their companions if they became lost. 
We would gather up sheep, here and there, hoping that we weren’t leaving any behind, cursing if most 
of the sheep we found were not ours but belonged to a neighbor.  Occasionally I would recognize lambs 
that I had helped give birth to through an unusual marking or discoloring.  A feeling of relief would 
often rush over me that they had managed to safely live through the summer.  

On the journey home, I usually started to feel remorse and disgust about what was to come. 
The farmers became aggravated—they had to be back in time for the slaughter trucks. Everyone rode 
fast until their horses were huffing and puffing, sweating like they were race horses trying to win a 
gamble. The sheep cried out and every year at least three of them dropped dead, their hearts literally 
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bursting inside them from both fear and over-stimulation.
After the sheep had been sorted at the local sheepfold, they were brought back home to the 

farms to have their wool shaved off, then sold. Decisions were then made about which ones were to 
be kept for breeding, which were to be slaughtered at home, and which ones were to be sent off to the 
slaughter houses. Around this time, the children would start refusing to come to dinner, which usually 
consisted of some form of meat. They would stay in their rooms, each crying because their special 
lambs, the ones they had named and cared for, were to be slaughtered. Their own innocence was unable 
to conceive of why that particular lamb had to be slaughtered; why not one of the others? What did it 
matter that “Sugar” looked sickly; would their mother and father kill and eat them for supper if they 
became sick and unproductive? Although I never openly sympathized with my younger foster siblings 
(it was no use), I understood their pain. I also knew that they would grow out of it. They would learn 
not to grow as attached to the animals, not to question the ethics and practice of farming, the only 
source of their parents’ income.  

Then came the time when a huge white sheet was hung up in the sheep barn, separating the 
sheep in line to be killed from the sheep corpses hanging up by their feet, their blood drained and 
collected in buckets. The sheet was put there so that the sheep would not witness the slaughtering; it 
was said to agitate them. This sheet was the last act of respect shown to the sheep before they were shot 
in the head by one person and dragged over to the next person who would hang them up and begin 
the process of dissection.  One could tell by the low melancholy groans that the sheep could sense what 
was going on; they could smell death—a smell of blood and insides that would stay in the air of the 
farm for weeks. 

This ritual of helping to bring lambs into the world, setting them free, and then rounding them 
up and slaughtering them, was one that I had to take part in. In the spring, I reached inside hundreds of 
sheep and helped pull out lambs that in the autumn I would then shoot in the head and cut open, again 
touching the insides of a sheep, only this time to pull out the organs that were to be disposed of. 

Living on the farm and taking part in the day-to-day life of a farming family, taught me many 
irreplaceable things, and left me with some of my happiest memories. It also left me with a deep respect 
for the beautiful creatures that people so often coo over in zoos or children’s books before devouring 
them for supper. People say that animals don’t have feelings, but I have seen the fear in a sheep’s eyes 
when you drag it by the horns behind a huge white curtain splattered with blood. I have seen tears 
fall out of their eyes when you pull on their horns too hard and they fall off, leaving a hole filled with 
blood on their scalp.  I have heard the agitated response of the other sheep when they hear a gun go off, 
signifying the end of their companion’s short life.    

I have great respect for farmers—the 365 days of hard manual labor that they endure and their 
dedication to the land that has often been part of their family history for centuries. However, after I 
moved away from my foster family and the farm to go to school, I have not been able to touch so much 
as a bite of meat. The distinct smell of cooked animal reminds me of the pungent smell of death, which 
in turn reminds me of the metallic smell of birth. 
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Houses and People
Chana Kaminker

Our house still stands in a row of brownstone homes with neat little gardens and perfectly 
pruned trees, much like soldiers lined up for roll call with their buttons polished and boots shined to 
perfection. Children call to one another “Cops and Robbers!” and “Boys against girls!” as they dart past 
me and I have to consciously remind myself that I’m no longer one of them. Over the din, their mothers 
chatter on the stoops, trading the latest gossip, recipes and parenting tips. Picking my way through the 
youngsters I make my way up the stairs to my home of twenty years. At the doorway, I pause, musing 
how this scene, this house, that I know so well, can instantly transport me to another time. 

Houses, like people, have stories to tell. If our home could talk, it might tell you about many 
things. It might tell you about that very first day when our family, six of us at the time, moved in. It 
might tell you about the next three babies, two girls and a boy, it greeted for the first time. It can tell 
you how it watched as those children took their first steps, were kissed good bye on their first day of 
kindergarten and graduated from high school. Perhaps, if you listen, it will tell you how it whispered a 
bittersweet farewell when four of those children got married and started homes of their own. And then 
there are those stories that it rather not talk about. 

It was a clear winter day, the air clean and crisp, that our peaceful tree lined street, witnessed a 
crime so horrific it rather not say anything at all. It was 3:00 PM on February 6, 1992, the neighborhood 
quiet and still; the children had not yet come home from school nor the parents from work, when Sara 
Larkin*, a beloved wife and mother of four, was carrying in the grocery bags from the car.  Romane 
LaFond, a 23 year old unemployed handyman, followed her into her first floor apartment and proceeded 
to stab her thirty times while her two year old daughter played blocks in the next room. 

Her five year old son arrived home from school shortly later to find his mother missing from 
the usual spot on the porch and the front door locked. He went to the next door neighbor, who let 
herself in with a spare key to find Sara’s dead body on the blood soaked couch.  The next day four 
thousand people attended her funeral. Two days later Romane LaFond was arrested for the murder of 
Sara Larkin. A bloody hand print on the wall sealed his conviction. 

“What does this have to do with my house?” you ask. Well, you see, the house that Sara Larkin 
was murdered in a way the police called “particularly brutal” was my house. Sara was my downstairs 
neighbor and a close family friend. 

As a result of my young age (I was not yet five), most of my memories of that fateful day are 
hazy at best, but a few things remain clear. I remember the confusion I felt arriving home from school 
to find my house surrounded by scores of police cars and yellow tape. I remember the people crowded 
on the side walks and street unable to tear their eyes away from the house that was supposed to shelter 
and protect but instead remained a silent witness as a young, exuberant life was violently snuffed out.  
I remember the detectives in shabby suits smoking in the hallway. I remember an officer on a ladder 
dusting the outside windows for fingerprints. I remember being left standing outside with my sisters, 
watching my mother walk up the stairs to the house, taking with her the security she and that house 
once provided. 

I played a minor (if any) role in this story. If this story were a movie I would be seen somewhere 
in the background clutching my mother’s skirt as the camera scans the crowd. I probably wouldn’t 
even have made it onto the end credits. But this isn’t a movie. This is my life. And while I did not fully 
comprehend what was happening, I was able to sense, like children often can, the enormity of it. 

The house watched as slowly, painstakingly, its inhabitants picking themselves up, dusted 
themselves off and moved on. The Larkin family moved away years ago, another family moved in and 
without the glaring reminder of what was, it was easier to focus on the present than the past we rather 
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not remember. But standing here, at the very same spot that I stood fifteen years ago, it impossible not 
to recall Sara Larkin’s murder and to realize the impact it had on me. 

Other than the great loss of person I’ve cherished, I’ve lost an innocence that most little girls 
and boys enjoy. I was forced to learn at that tender age that mommies and daddies can’t always scare 
away the monsters from under the bed. I’ve learned that sometimes, the dragon gets to the princess 
before the prince does. I’ve learned that bad things can and do happen to not only good people, but to 
the very best of them.  That bubble of invincibility that leads children to believe they can fly off couches 
and chase balls across the street was gone forevermore. 

Now, fifteen years later, I learn that people, like houses, have a story to tell. That everything 
that has happened to and within us are all part of mechanics that make us tick. That we are a puzzle and 
every experience is a piece that completes us. And that sharing those stories, rather than keeping them 
inside, makes us understand one another that much more, make our relationships that much deeper, 
and our lives that much more meaningful. 

I cross over the threshold into the house and as I take the very same step that Ramone Lafond 
took fifteen years ago I feel my family’s warmth and laughter emanating from the house and I remember 
that while there are those few who seek to destroy, there are countless others who are there ready to live, 
love and do all it takes to turn a house into a home. 

*Name changed to protect the innocent 
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Concrete Picnic    
Natasha Bozydaj

“Pina!, Coco!, Limon! . . ..Pinaaaaaaa!,” the old Piragua man screamed in his unmistakable Puerto 
Rican accent. I ran down the block following his echo and rounded the corner. Too late, there were about 
ten kids enveloping him with their demands. I would have to wait. The day was so hot that my underwear 
was soaked in sweat. I hated these days and often dreamt I owned a pool like the people in the suburbs. 
When it was my turn I piped up so the viejo could hear me. “Un Limon, por favor” and dropped fifty cents 
into his dark, weathered and unflatteringly dirty hand. He smiled and winked at me as if to say I might 
be old but I still got game. I smirked back and followed the loud voices back up to my block. It was JoJo 
yelling up at the window. She had a perpetual habit of doing this and her annoying voice could be heard 
throughout three buildings. By the time I rounded the corner again. The ice had melted all the way down 
to my elbow and I started licking myself like a crazed animal so I wouldn’t get my fingers sticky. I paid close 
attention to where I was walking, almost playing invisible hopscotch as I stepped over dog poop, empty 
baggies, used condoms and crushed red cap vials. It disgusted and fascinated me at the same time. I didn’t 
like that this was in front of my home, but I couldn’t help but envision who was using these things and 
discarding them during the night. I stared at everybody I walked by, wondering if they were a culprit by use 
or distribution.

“Yo. . ..Yooooo. . .Bring down my cigs!,” JoJo cried from the street staring up at the window on 
the fifth floor. I crossed the street and sat under a tree adjacent to the building in the park. I heard babies 
crying and young girls telling them to shut up. My eyes searched to where they stood in disbelief as the 
mothers ignored the kids and continued talking about flat irons that worked on curly hair. They all agreed 
Dominican’s did the best hair. I sat back on the graffiti scratched bench and stared up into the sky hoping 
that when I looked back the scenery would be different. Some of the boys were sitting near me and looking 
at me suspiciously. This was their park, their domain, their place of business. They knew me from the hood 
but I still pretended I didn’t see them. Every time someone walked by they whispered in unison “Smoke.. 
Smoke. . .Krills.. Smoke.. Smoke”.

I stared back up at the tree above me, hearing the ice cream truck competing with the boom 
boxes. They were both loud but I didn’t mind. I liked the music and thought it brought character to the 
surroundings. The boys were now debating instead of selling over whether or not Nas or JayZ won the 
battle. This made me smile until I saw Jerome the resident crack-head. He walked over to the boys to talk, 
(if you could call it that) and wanted something bad. “Yo, where’s my money, son?” one of the boys said. 
Jerome flustered into a jibber jabber of excuses and promised to pay them back next week if he could only 
cop something today. The boys had heard it all before. They were not new to the game even if they were 
just teenagers. The music was getting louder and so were the voices. Jerome was fiending and was trying 
to persuade them into a lay-away plan. “Yo, fuck off son, go get my money!” the boy screeched over the 
beats and pushed him to the ground. All the boys rose up and stared him down. Jerome knew this would 
only mean trouble and scurried to his feet before they stomped him to death. He barely got up before they 
started kicking him and he said, “Imma gonna get the money, please, please, I’ll be right back!” The boys 
put their noses in the air and sucked their teeth. They knew he’d be back. They only kicked him to teach 
everyone watching a lesson and to prove who really ruled these streets.

The old women across the street were looking now and told the young kids playing to go inside. 
The watch outs on the corner were looking around in case 5-0 showed up but that was paranoia because 
no cops came around. Jerome got up and ran down the block to where I was sitting looking fidgety and 
weird. I stared back up at the tree avoiding eye contact. “Hey mami, you got ten bucks I can have?” I looked 
horizontally again and said “Na, man”. He walked off disappointed. I turned to the boys innocently and 
they didn’t miss a beat. “Yo, ma, what’s good?” I half-smiled and shook my head. After Jerome left everyone 
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went back to normal as if nothing happened. The kids were playing in the street. The older dudes were 
unscrewing the fire hydrant and stuck a coke bottle in it to funnel the water onto the crowd. There were 
screams of delight than even the old ladies were taking part in. The boys continued their debate, but were 
now talking about girls they wanted to have sex with. I heard the barks of the pit bulls when they  crossed 
each other and the smiles on the men’s faces as they looked proud dragging them by chains.

I was hungry and tired now. The smell of roasted lechon was permeating my nostrils as the old women 
grilled it on a habachi next to their lawn chairs. It was a concrete picnic and everyone was invited who they 
knew by first name. I watched in amazement as they drizzled beer on the suckling pig and it danced inside 
the flame. “Que sabor!,” one woman quipped. Underneath her rickety chair held together with duct tape 
she pulled out a Tupperware container of rice and started dishing it out to her grandkids. It smelled so good 
I secretly wished I was one of her family. She had no trouble selling me a plate of food for three bucks, 
including a cup of cold coconut water she had in a Thermos. I decided to take her up on her offer and 
brought my plate back to the tree. I dusted off the dirty bench once again form yesterday’s cigarette ashes 
and felt happy about the food. When I finished my plate, I sat back and put my head up and smiled at the 
leaves swaying above me.
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L’Aroma dei Café
Andrew Lo Bello

The café my father and I frequent has become a landmark to me. Around the time I was ten, 
he would sometimes take me with him on an espresso run. Being younger, I would have a  pear drink, 
but for my father, throughout my life, it was always espresso. Back then, we would go after I got home 
from school, but as time passed, we would stay longer, unless he was on his way to work. 

The café sits on a corner of Forest Avenue in Ridgewood, for the most part blending in with 
the surrounding buildings. What makes it stand out the most are the three flags, one of which most 
people would not recognize. The highest flag pays homage to the country we live in. Below that floats 
the owner’s native flag, the Italian one. On the same level as the Italian flag fly yellow and orange 
triangles with the Trinacria, the ancient three-legged symbol of Sicily, the region of Italy where the 
owner and my father hail from. Only recently has the Sicilian flag joined the others, but for me it is 
a welcome addition, a reminder that there are people around who hail from the land where my name 
originates.

The inside of the café shows some styles similar to both Italy and Sicily - a marble counter 
top, tiled floors, and a ceiling with miniature stalactites, the same beige color and rough texture of 
the beach houses near my father’s home town, Campobello di Mazara. Towards the back of the café 
hangs a picture of one of the countless beaches that form the Sicilian coastline. Around Easter, the café 
stocks chocolate eggs with hats representing some of Sicily’s soccer teams. It was here that I enjoyed 
watching Italy defeat Germany on their way to winning the 2006 World Cup.  Perhaps the reason I 
feel comfortable here is that I can relive thousands of times my father and I have sat or stood and drank 
inside and outside of the café. Perhaps it’s even the neutral colors and the familiar textures that remind 
me of where my father comes from - a quiet little town you would only know of if you had passed 
through by accident or had relatives there.

I have stopped at cafés in Sicily with my father, but they were the more traditional drink-and-
go stops. The store fronts are further from the curb, with only a sign on top of the entrance to let you 
know what the store sells. Inside of the Sicilian cafés, the display still consists of a marble counter top, 
but none of the other features of my usual café are replicated. I still remember those cafés and their 
locations, but I don’t have any connection to them, other than why I was in Sicily. As with my prior 
visits, I was there to pay my last respects to my grandparents. We also hadn’t stopped in the same café 
more than twice, which might explain the lack of attachment.

We’ve gone to L’Aroma dei Café on a daily basis for years now, my drink having evolved into 
espresso like my father’s. Even when my father is not around, I can still go for a drink and feel as though 
he is right beside me, telling me about an interesting call at work or some idiot driver whom he almost 
hit. In the café, more than other places, I feel that my father and I are closest and more patient in 
dealing with one another, respecting each other almost as equals.
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On the Fringes of Bed-Stuy
George Del Valle

 
It seems my neighborhood has always served to disappoint and dismay me. However, it has its 

charms. Within every decaying lot and former crack house (possibly still in use), there lies a familiar 
friend for me and all who are used to such surroundings. Needless to say, I feel at home amongst 
disparity, but, like every community, we work with what we have. This said, I am mostly exaggerating, 
for Bed-Stuy has seen good days and, to tell you the truth: it really isn’t all that do or die. 

 Bed-Stuy has always been home to me. My family moved here from Bushwick when I 
was a young child of three. My younger sister was one. My even younger brother would have been 
unreasonable to have had at that point. My family was also absolutely delusional to want to move into 
Bed-Stuy. Until this day, I still wonder what exactly went wrong in their judgment. But, eh, what can 
a young family do but to find the most affordable place to raise their future gangsters and prostitutes? 
Again, I joke. I’m still painting an unfair portrait of the neighborhood which I call home – somewhat 
proudly. 

 Bed-Stuy is surrounded by the neighborhoods of Williamsburg, Clinton Hill, Crown 
Heights, Brownsville, and East New York. It is rather large, but I can’t say how large. To put it in 
perspective, know that there are neighborhoods within the neighborhood. Bed-Stuy holds one of the 
largest black communities in the city, and not just African-Americans, but also Caribbean blacks and 
native Africans alike. These two groups want you to know they aren’t African-American and one should 
always respect that distinction or consequences will be dealt out: a historical/cultural lesson, as well as a 
lesson on the difference of values. The youth of these groups can all be found combined, indoctrinated 
in the way of American values through commercialism and fashion (to the dismay of their elders). All 
the while, they enjoy the fruits of this nation’s labors. Their flashy cars tend to be juxtaposed against 
the poverty – both economically and morally – that surrounds them. These youth escape reality with 
materialism proudly displayed on their diamond studded sleeves. At the opposite end of the spectrum, 
there are the youth and the families stricken with a sense of humble complacency. This is what they call 
home and with that, they can live. 

Pride, first and foremost, is a symbol of the Bed-Stuy pedigree. This pride is always in 
competition with the pride of other neighborhoods and boroughs throughout the city. From literature 
to music, Bed-Stuy has found its way into the cultural spectrum of America and the world. Japanese 
fans of hip-hop can name the neighborhood because of both a familiarity of its place within the culture 
of rap and for its notoriety. Though I have not seen it myself, there is said to be a life within Bed-Stuy 
found nowhere else; at the risk of sounding like a brochure I will not go any further into that statement, 
but instead propose you make a visit. There is history to be seen and heard. Just know: there is vibrancy 
amidst the cracked pavement. It can be heard in the form of loud voices shouting over the sound of 
blurring rhymes spewing the realities of our small world – the world of Bed-Stuy. The language of 
Bed-Stuy will always remain those rhymes and the pounding beats that erupt from cars, rattling the 
windows all around. 

Thinking about my neighborhood always brings up a sense of shame. This is because I have 
always felt displaced within the life here. After trying to plunge myself into it, and then being rejected, 
rather harshly and blatantly, I have done all I could to distance myself from it. As a child, my escape 
was to immerse myself within literature or creative mediums, those which other children hardly showed 
interest in. Then it turned into musical tastes and then into ideologies and finally to denying my 
residence in Bed-Stuy altogether. 

Being one of the only non-blacks in my school proved itself rather difficult. Children are 
known for their apathy towards such matters as difference in race, religion and all taboo matters that 
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they have not had the pleasure of society telling them are acceptable or unacceptable; but these children 
seemed to have gotten an early lesson. The differences in all these matters were exploited. That said, 
the schools are a worthy metaphor for my experiences within Bedford Stuyvesant. Constant isolation 
and alienation were feelings that bounded my everyday life within the neighborhood and the schools 
I attended in the neighborhood – but I found a refuge. By some kind of divine grace, I met my best 
friend in the entire world. He was one who did not pre-judge or take notice of my small stature for 
a child at the age of eight or nine and then exercise some kind of superiority over me. I owe my very 
survival to my best friend, dear Chulo. His nickname was one I never felt uncomfortable saying either, 
despite it meaning something to the effect of “cutie” in Spanish. A fond memory of those years was 
when we rode our pathetic childhood bikes, which we lauded as royal steeds, around the vicinity of 
Bed-Stuy. 

We became familiar with every corner and every old man that spent his entire afternoon on it, 
with his fellow wise men -- sulking in the sun and discussing a life far gone into depths of loneliness. I 
identified with those men because we had all felt that separation that sometimes brought despair. For 
them, it was probably old age and a sort of acceptable alcoholism that was immutable, for it was their 
sole occupation, night and day. For me, it was being a character from another genre stuck inside the 
pages of a book far from where I was fit; as if Frodo Baggins found himself within the pages of War 
and Peace. Nonetheless, a smile was the least I could spare; we were all in this together; all a part of 
Bed-Stuy. 
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My First Trip to the Beach
Arlene Gomez

 When I was six years old the drive to Rockaway Beach was an anxious one. It was my first trip 
to the beach, and as I looked out the car window I wondered about the sea creatures that inhabited the 
ocean, about the treasures I would find within the grainy sand against my flesh. I remember running 
from the parking lot, flip-flops slapping against the concrete as I ran towards the Beach. My childhood 
friend Wanda, who initiated the race, accompanied me, “I bet I’ll reach the sand first”, she said grinning 
from ear to ear. I don’t remember who won, but I vividly remember leaving my flip -flops stranded 
at the entrance, as I broke into a mad dash determined to win. I felt the heat of the sun’s rays upon 
my flesh, which made me break into a clothes-sticking-to-flesh kind of sweat. “It’s burning us”, I said 
referring to the sting of hot sand beneath my feet. I wiped sweat from my brow, forgetting about the 
race as I went back for my sandals.

I ran to the area the adults designated, where I laid against the sand, shielding my eyes from 
the sun’s rays as I listened to the waves crashing and subsiding against the shore. Its sound and the 
warmth of the sun began to lull me to sleep. I tried to resist its hypnotic effects, but before I knew it 
my eyes grew tried and heavy as I drifted into sleep. When Wanda threw an inflated ball at me, I awoke 
confused and startled as its cool plastic texture slapped against my body with a hollow thud. “Play with 
me”, she demanded, glaring at me from a corner on the blanket. We tossed it around a few times and 
then we completely abandoned the game as the distinct smell of hot coals and grilled meat reached our 
nostrils. My small hands grasped the paper plate, and Styrofoam cup handed to me. I took it and sat on 
the warm blanket enjoying my meal of kabobs, grilled corn and salad.

After a period of agonizing boredom, we told our parents “We want to play in the water”. 
My mother took my hand saying “in a few moments”. I ran towards the shore dipping a toe in the 
foamy water. In the distance my friend’s father was inflating a black plastic child’s raft. I became excited 
because it would be my first time riding a raft in the ocean. My mother carried it to the shore as Wanda 
and I trailed behind her. My excitement turned to fear when I approached, noting how the waves 
lapped to and fro, crashing with a swish against the shore. I froze in terror, thinking to myself that the 
sea would surely swallow me. My friend jumped right in while I hesitantly stepped inside. I was wobbly 
as I stepped in, holding my mothers warm hand for support. My fear eased and I was able to enjoy the 
hypnotic sway of the sea, the splashing of water and the cool breeze tickling my flesh. I had a feeling of 
exhilarating freedom that came over me as I dipped my hand in the ocean, splashing water at my friend 
as she splashed back with the same enthusiasm. 

Later on we abandoned the raft and began collecting seashells by the shore. We filled our 
sand pales with the treasures we found, leaving them with the adults as we ran back to the ocean. The 
weather began to change significantly. It was no longer a blistering heat, but a cool breezy evening. 
When it began to rain heavily, the adults decided that it was time to go home. I left the beach shivering, 
hugging my body for warmth and tasting salt water on my lips as my father wrapped a towel around 
me as we headed to the car.



��



��

My Secret Neighborhood
Eli Lamb

It was a shining September morning in 1999 when I first started middle school. I had attended 
elementary at P.S. 40, which is located on 20th street between 1st and 2nd avenues. My new school, M.S. 
104, was located right across the street, but for some reason, on this most pivotal of mornings, everything 
seemed different. The laughter emanating from the nearby playground was no longer the laughter of my 
peers, but of a lesser caste of children. Elementary school kids, I thought as I walked by the park’s gate, 
its rusted bars symbols of the barriers and security of youth. Still, class distinctions were something that 
I would have to put off thinking for another day, for today was the first step towards adulthood. As I 
stepped over the threshold of the edifice that would be a second home to me for the next 3 years, I was not 
immediately aware of a change within me; but lo, the fragile and flighty spirit of childhood was trodden 
with this selfsame step, its delicate whisper to be exchanged with the brash cry of adolescence.

One of the greatest differences between my middle and elementary schools was that I was 
allowed to go wherever I wanted during lunch, which facilitated my exploration of my surroundings 
immensely. It was this “freedom factor” that made me feel self- deter mining and important for the first 
time. I have always associated it with the area around my school, and in the 3 years I attended M.S. 104, 
I became a master of my territory. I was not content to follow my fellow students around to wherever 
they would go for lunch and merriment; my small band and I would roam up and down 1st and 2nd 
avenues looking for new eateries and mischief. Burgers were scarfed down, dead rats poked with sticks and 
video game stores thoroughly loitered in. And then, at the pinnacle of our ranger-like knowledge of the 
surrounds, we were wrenched out and apart; high school had come for us. It was also around this time that 
my father, who lived on 25th between 2nd and 3rd decided to move to the Pacific Northwest, so any reason 
for me to go back to that neighborhood, especially after a long day at school and an hour commute each 
way, evaporated. High school went on, and I stayed in touch with my old friends, but the neighborhood 
I loved so much passed out of my thought. It wasn’t until junior year, when I had discovered the joys of 
the drunken ramble, that I rediscovered the old spot on one excursion up 1st avenue. It seemed destined, 
for I was joined by my chums from middle school, and in mock rage, we desecrated the center of our old 
lives with our “adult” urine.

It was at this point that our old neighborhood took on a completely different character. It 
was the sanctuary of our sin. Our old invincibility had come back, but 10 times harder. Countless 
broken bottles and pools of vomit were our offering to Bacchus, whom we worshipped in the area around 
M.S. 104. The late-night food establishments in the area were also no deterrent to our continued and 
destructive presence. Eventually, marijuana entered our equation, and we had to find a place to use it. 
Fortunately, my father’s house was rarely occupied and, (with his permission, of course) it became our 
new headquarters for our excursions. Unfortunately, this invincibility was not to last, and one night, in 
a quest to Union Square, we were harried by the police. We weren’t arrested, although we had to appear 
in court, and it made us all re-evaluate the reasonability of our actions. Naturally, we decided to tone it 
down, which was a moot point anyway, since it was right after our run-in with the law that I moved to 
the Lower East Side, far away from the old ‘hood. When I visit the spot nowadays, which isn’t too often, 
given that my father is only in town for a few months out of the year, I am met with a changed landscape. 
I see that I was and am insignificant in the face of change and real estate prices. I see that nothing lasts 
forever and that a place is just a place. However, what I see most is that neither the rising rent nor the 
gentrification of my secret neighborhood can diminish what it was for me at the points in time where 
it was the place to be.
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A Weekend to Remember
Mollie Ray

During my stay in Israel last year, I spent many weekends in various parts of the country. 
Each and every place I visited was unique in its own way. However, the weekend that will forever be 
burned into my memory was when my best friend, Rikki, and I stayed at Moshav Bat Ayin. A Moshav, 
or settlement, is a type of cooperative agricultural community of individual farms. My roommates 
had suggested that we go there. They insisted it was a chavaya which in Hebrew means “a must-have 
experience.” They mentioned that although Bat Ayin is famous for its dangerous locale and questionable 
hygiene, its one of the best experiences they had ever had. I couldn’t have agreed more.

The Friday afternoon hustle and bustle at the central bus station looked like Times Square on 
New Year’s Eve. There were people everywhere rushing to get home for the Sabbath. Under the beating 
hot sun multitudes of men dressed in full Hassidic garb, sweat pouring down their faces, attempted to 
push their way into the station. Seminary girls lugging their overnight Le Sport Sac bags and flowers 
gossiped with their friends while chatting on their cell phones. Pregnant women with head scarves tried 
to push their strollers while dealing with their other two crying children. 

When the bus finally arrived in the station there was a mad rush to get to the door before 
everybody else. It was quite a scene to behold. There were throngs of people pushing and shouting at 
each other in Hebrew. No one moved aside for the elderly or the handicapped. It was every man for 
himself. Rikki and I exchanged glances amidst the mob. “Are these people serious? It’s just a bus! There 
will be another one in 15 minutes!” I mouthed to Rikki while rolling my eyes and simultaneously 
inching toward the door of the bus. 

“I know! You would think they were giving out hundred dollar bills the way these people are 
pushing,” she responded.  

After a few painstaking minutes of having my toes crushed and being jostled and groped in 
every possible place, I managed to make it onto the dimly lit bus. Rikki and I found two seats all the 
way in the back. We sat down on the grimy multicolored seats and shoved our bags on the sticky floor. 
Usually there would have been a couple of girls from my seminary going the same way I was. However, 
this particular weekend, Rikki and I were the only ones who dared to travel those two long hours to 
Moshav Bat Ayin with its neighboring Arab villages. 

As we began moving, my eyes drifted towards the window. It was difficult to see out of them 
due to the graffiti that was etched into the thick bullet proof glass. However, what I did see was like 
something out of a dream. The rolling hills mixed with the glow from the setting sun were so beautiful. 
It gave me a sense of calm and pride in my homeland. I continued to stare out the window, the bus 
was zooming at warp speed and the mountains and valleys became a green blur. Every so often I would 
catch a glimpse of a shepherd dressed in robes with his flock of fluffy white sheep, his children running 
with them.  Two minutes later we would pass herds of cattle, horses and goats grazing and roaming 
freely. Compared to the buildings and cemented sidewalks I was used to seeing in Brooklyn, what I saw 
from that bus window was like a different world entirely.

An hour into the bus ride, that sense of calm turned into a tense nervous feeling deep in the pit 
of my stomach. We had begun to pass through the Arab villages. Rikki and I held our breath and each 
others hands. We saw old decrepit homes covered in blue spray paint and Arabic graffiti. It looked like 
no one had lived there for years. As we rode by, young children pelted rocks and screamed curses at the 
bus. At that point I didn’t mind having the thick bullet proof glass obscuring my vision.

At long last we arrived at the settlement. The people we were staying by lived in a small house 
made of Jerusalem stone located at the bottom of a rocky hill. As Rikki and I shuffled down the hill in 
our flip flops we braced ourselves for the unexpected. I had heard many rumors about the people of Bat 
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Ayin. “They are crazy! The houses are so dirty, make sure to bring you own linens,” my roommate had 
warned. I knocked, smoothed down my hair, and straightened my clothes as the door swung open. 

We were greeted by a woman in a disheveled red wig wearing a stained apron, sweat was 
glistening above her upper lip. “Shalom shalom girls, my name is Tzippy, hurry up and put your things 
down I need your help it’s almost Shabbos!” she exclaimed. 

We made our way through the small house and began to unpack. As we started to put our 
linens on the bed a young girl of about seven brought us lukewarm water in two of the dirtiest glasses 
I had ever seen. I immediately regretted leaving my water bottle in my dorm.

I hurried to the kitchen to help Tzippy. I peeled carrots and potatoes until my hands were 
stiff. Afterwards I checked the rice for bugs with a special light to the point where every time I closed 
my eyes I saw big colored blotches. While washing the dishes- yes I even had to wash dishes-I noticed 
that the chocolate covered spatula that was used to make the cake had chocolate sprinkles on it. I also 
noticed that the sprinkles were moving and that they weren’t actually sprinkles…THEY WERE ANTS! 
They were marching single file down from the windowsill to the counter and onto the sticky spatula. I 
pointed this out to Tzippy as awkwardly as possible. She just threw some water on them and swept the 
drowning ants into the sink with her bare hands. It was as though she was used to seeing ants where her 
food is being prepared, like it happens every day. Then I thought to myself, “wait just a minute, what if 
that does happen every day?” and immediately began to panic. I hate bugs with a passion, I definitely 
don’t like them near my food. I made a mental note not to eat the cake. 

We were almost done with our preparations when Tzippy sent Rikki and me on a special 
errand. It was time to feed the pet goat. We brought some scraps and peels from the garbage to feed it. 
Out in the backyard there was a wooden goat pen. Inside the pen was a white baby goat with two teeny 
horns at the top of its head. His name was Gadya after the famous Passover song Chad Gad Ya which 
translates to “one baby goat.” He ate right out of my hand! In Bat Ayin, almost everyone has a goat it’s 
just as normal as owning a dog in Brooklyn. Later we picked succulent orange shesek, a fruit native to 
Israel, right off the tree in Tzippy’s backyard. Back home the only fruit I’ve seen is in the fruit section 
of Shop Rite. 

Later that night, as I lay in bed, my stomach full from the dinner I had prepared I began to 
think. I thought about how I had never been so satisfied from a meal in my entire life. I had put my 
sweat and blood into it and the result was amazing! I was so proud of all my hard work. Then again 
hindsight is always 20/20.

That weekend in Moshav Bat Ayin really showed me a different life than what I was accustomed 
to in New York. I was used to having clean sheets, microwavable dinners and ice cubes. In Moshav Bat 
Ayin those were luxuries almost nobody had. My experience taught me to appreciate the things that 
I have, and gave me a chance to peek into lives of people who didn’t have them.  Their values were so 
different from mine. I found it refreshing, I truly enjoyed feeding the goat. I knew I would probably 
never have another chance to do those things back in Brooklyn. I learned about a different lifestyle that 
weekend. It was an experience I will take with me throughout my life. 
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At the Edge of the City
Saskia Kahn

New Yorkers are constantly faced with the tension between wanting to be noticed and the urge 
to escape from the millions of other lives in the city.  Manhattan Beach serves as an escape from the 
aspects of the city for the people that live there.  This neighborhood is essentially a suburb, lying on 
the outskirts of New York City.  In many ways this neighborhood has divided me from everything else 
I know as a New Yorker.  Over the course of my nineteen years on the small, safe and quiet streets, I’ve 
grown to have incongruous feelings toward this place which has strongly influenced who I am and the 
way I define home.

Walking over the murky bay that is scattered with swans and sailboats on an old, chipping royal 
blue wooden foot bridge is the most direct way to walk home.  On one side of the bridge is Sheepshead 
Bay, loud and smothered with small shops, nail and tanning salons, and cramped apartment housing, 
on the other is Manhattan Beach, where not a single store can be found among the rows of private 
houses.  On the other side of Manhattan Beach is the ocean, the boundaries of my neighborhood 
weren’t imaginary, they were natural. 

My father’s parents who grew up in Flatbush had always dreamed of living near this strip of 
water, playgrounds, and parks away from the bustle of Ocean Parkway.  Eventually my grandfather 
bought an old broken down house, fixed it up himself and planted the seeds for the life I have now.  
Despite their dreams, when I was going through adolescence I was fed up with living in such an exclusive 
neighborhood and couldn’t grasp the allure that my father and his parents felt for this place.  I wanted 
to be a part of the fast paced apartment buildings and subways that I had somehow romanticized.  So I 
transferred from Lincoln High School to a small alternative school on the Upper East Side.  The hour 
and a half commute seemed unimportant compared to spending my days in the city. 

As my circle of friends now consisted of people that lived so far from me, I had to learn how 
to introduce my home as a place they would be willing to travel to.  This is when I started to appreciate 
the different kind of life I had.  Through the eyes of my friends who lived in Hell’s Kitchen, the Lower 
East Side, and Queens I saw how precious it was to come to a place so far from city life.  The beauty 
of being so close to the ocean and not having to share your block with hundreds of strangers made my 
home a sanctuary. 

While the neighborhood itself is closed off from the rest of New York City, on a smaller scale, 
my own house is very much separated from my neighbors’.  There is some sort of code, especially in 
recent years, for the architecture to be as bold and elaborate looking as possible.  While my house 
remains a home from the days of beach shacks and dog lovers, the neighborhood’s transformation has 
brought in mansions and Mexican gardeners.  Breaking the code, my dad gardens himself, growing 
wild flowers and vegetables on what “should” be a neat lawn and still takes great advantage of the space 
to bike ride and play sports.  It seems the majority of other residents stay in their houses and transport 
themselves in Porsches.

Since it turns out I am still at home instead of going away to college, I have had to learn how to 
make this place my own as an adult.  What I have learned to be grateful for is that the isolation forces 
me to meditate on everything else that is going on in my life.  Once I get home, I can reflect on New 
York and it’s opportunities without being overwhelmed by the rat race a New Yorker feels.  Closely 
observing my own experiences through the lens of where I live has only made my eyes more open to the 
other small pockets of life in New York.    
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The Inheritance
Daniel Howard

 Papa Grande, whose name is not so much an indication of his size, but more of the overestimation 
of his myriad children, inherited that moniker from his father when he began a family; a family that is 
larger than any name can provide and looms in my mind with as much complication as the Buendía 
family tree.  My mother came to America, via her village in the hills surrounding Medellin, Colombia.  
While getting her degree in Spain, she was wooed by my father (when looking at pictures of the wolfish 
man and those of my beautiful mother it seems hardly possible).  I have been to those hills and only 
the steepest grades in San Francisco could compare to San Cristobal.  There in a house, which seems 
suitable for a family of five, all of Papa Grande’s 17 children were born, none of which are twins.
 Among the horde was Olga, my mother, born into a family and a culture that is bred in 
Christianity.  That tradition was pushed on my siblings and I so much, that in response we were all 
by adolescence little Nietzsches.  I am unable to imagine my mother ever questioning it.  It just seems 
hereditary and the natural progression was for her to become a nun, as was her plan for a time, but 
instead she went to get her education in Spain.  

Then who was this intruder, this gringo who made off with Olga and brought her to America?  
Part Faustian searcher, part story teller, part world traveler and master assimilator, part Brooklyn born 
American kid who escaped the war by joining the Peace Corps; all of these paint my father and yet 
understanding him remains elusive.  Imagine having your father tell you he read War and Peace when 
he was twelve.  That is where I fit in, standing beneath the towering personalities of my parents and 
their stories.  I am beneath them, peering up, trying to understand myself in light of their infinite 
weirdness with the help of my own eccentricities. 

Olga and Robert (Roberto to my mother and her Spanish speaking friends) became the source 
of polarities.  My mother is absolutely certain of her existence under the loving gaze of Christ.  My 
father favors another type of martyr, the Socrates type, dying for the sake of questioning.  It is funny 
how those two attitudes gave them lives that reflect the opposite being true.  Finding herself more than 
a thousand miles from home, in a country with a different language than hers, and suffering from 
the bitterness of a life farther removed than what she could have imagined, my mother still stands by 
her one unmovable belief.  On the same island of his birth, bearing the economic burden of a typical 
baby-boom-generation household (save the endless tchotchkes), my father lives through his hope in 
his children, but I still see the questions hanging above him like the provocation of the stars to the 
ancients.
 There I am in high school.  If you look closely you might see my trajectory like a shooting 
star.  I remember I used to say to myself that I wanted to be like a ghost at school, faintly haunting 
the classrooms with an occasional comment. Saying something really funny or really smart was how 
I reminded you of the ectoplasm that filled that Tool t-shirt.  I was lamenting over a girl, so much so 
that you could have called me Young Werther.  There I wrote my letters, to myself from the ghost of 
me.  Reading and writing was something I did for school, only for school.  I would read Hermann 
Hesse, but never on my own time.  That was my rejection of the intellectual pressure of my father, but I 
secretly loved it.  There was a resentment I had for anything mentally stimulating because it opened up 
a world of pain, but this girl was a key I could not ignore.  Like the pilgrim, you must begin the spiritual 
journey by first venturing through hell and she was my Beatrice, dead because she was not mine and all 
the more heavenly for it.  Who was my Virgil then?  Maybe Hesse, maybe Maynard from Tool, maybe 
my best friend Rob, maybe Adam (fig leaf and all), but I am guided most certainly towards this journey 
rather than away from it.  My journey is towards a reconciliation of the spiritual with the rational, most 
broadly, but at the time I understood it as beginning to accept the pain that truth can be.  I knew I 
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was not going to be with this girl and I knew that knowledge was not something to be ashamed of.  It 
could help me understand greater goals than my own desire.  Childhood and then adolescence seemed 
to me like picking the petals from a flower, wondering whether the world loved me or not and whether 
I should embark or stay in the safe realm of ignorance; the safe realm like an Eden in my mind where 
sexuality could not trouble me and questions delicately hung as apples on a tree.
 Emerging from the womb of wombs, I came out bearing the scars of a life already lived, missing 
two fingers and almost a leg as well, my inheritance from Papa Grande.  I was born on December 6, 
1987 and my grandfather died the day before on my mother’s birthday.  You could say the worst 
birthday gift ever in the history of man, if it were not for me.  She calls me cielo, Spanish for sky.  They 
love me a lot.  My siblings tell me of a special kind of love they have for me because of the circumstances 
of my birth.  I like the idea of coming out wounded, no need to save the trauma for later.  I like to 
think of Cervantes, with his left hand wounded to give him glory with the pen in his right and so goes 
the opposite with me, or at least I hope.  There I am, with my inheritance in my left hand guiding me 
to my dreams, to salvage the scraps of my existence to somehow write something that might transcend 
this cycle of handing down our suffering to the next generation.
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Daddy’s Sick
Lisa Brack

 
 The apartment on fifty-seventh street was where I spent the first six and a half years of my life.  
The staircase was long, and the thirteen or so steps were brownish-colored cement. The railing was 
painted black.  The driveway leading toward my landlord’s garage was in the middle of two small green 
lawns.  The address was in clear, block print: 1252. This was the place where virtually all my childhood 
memories were formed, such as when I suffered from the chicken-pox at age four, when I accidentally 
gave my twin sister a mild concussion at age six by knocking a dollhouse onto her head, when I went 
outside in the freezing months of January and February with my sister to build snowmen, when I 
found out my grandmother had passed away, and finally, where I heard the few words come out of my 
mother’s mouth one day that I will never forget: “Daddy’s sick”.  At such a young age, I was not able to 
fully understand how much the reality behind those words was going to impact my family and affect 
our lives then and even now.
 For a short time, my father had had some trouble walking, and it was beginning to get harder 
and harder for him to move around as fast as he used to. He also began to lose some control over 
the muscles in his arms, and this was evident in his sloppy penmanship.  After these irregularities 
continued, my father decided to visit the doctor to try to find out what was wrong.  After a series of 
blood tests and doctor’s appointments, my father finally had the diagnosed that was dreadful to hear.  
He was diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis, commonly known as MS, for which there is no cure.  The 
doctor told my father that he was in the beginning stages of MS, but most likely it would progress, as 
this horrible disease does with many people.  
 Then came the time for my parents to tell their twin daughters what was wrong.  The day 
my mother told me that my father was sick was just like any other day, or so I thought.  The sun was 
shining through the curtains; my sister and I were perfectly happy.  My mother sat us down at the small 
coffee table in the living room of my old apartment on fifty-seventh street and said she had something 
to tell us about our father.  Then she said those two words, “Daddy’s sick”.  When she said those words, 
we were not exactly sure what she meant.  I assumed she meant that my father had a cold.  However, 
she explained to us as best as she could the symptoms that my father was going to suffer from and how 
it would be hard for him to walk around or control some of his muscles.  She also said that while it 
would not happen immediately, we would gradually notice these changes as time went by.
 The MS did not progress swiftly, but now, looking back on my life during that time, it seemed 
like it progressed so fast, and the next thing I knew, my father was unable to run around and play with 
us like he used to.  It was difficult for him to walk and therefore he could not play baseball or catch with 
us outside.   
 There is one event that I will never forget that perhaps made me fully aware of what my father 
was going through.  My sister and I had been begging for my father to come outside and play with 
us.  He used to throw a tiny white baseball down the driveway and we would try to hit it as hard as we 
could with a plastic yellow bat. We always did this for about an hour, but one day after playing with us 
for only twenty minutes, my father became exhausted and wanted to go inside. His legs were bothering 
him and he could no longer chase after the ball and have the balance to throw it towards us.  When 
he wanted to go inside, I begged him to stay out longer: “Daddy, please stay outside and play with us 
longer”, thinking about how all of my friends’ fathers always played with them, and all he could do 
was look at us with glassy eyes and say he was too tired to play, and how he did not have the balance to 
stand up anymore.  That was probably the moment I realized things were never going to be the same, 
and from then on my father was not going to be able to do the things he used to do with us.  
 This even has impacted my life until even now.  As the years went by, my father was no longer 



�0

able to do his job as a bank manager because he could not walk around and therefore, he had to go 
on disability.  My sister and I have to help my mother out a great deal because it is hard for my father 
to pitch in around the house.  He has his good days and his bad days.  On a good day he has minor 
difficulty walking, but on bad days there have even been a few times where my mother, my sister and 
I have to help him walk or sometimes even practically carry him up the stairs, lifting his legs for him 
because he cannot do it on his own.  
 This event has helped my family become even closer to one another, because we all pitch in and 
are there for each other when there is a problem.  If my family can get through this and stay together, we 
can get through anything, and it will only bring us closer to one another.  My sister and I help my father 
do things most people would not need help doing, such as walking up a steep driveway.  This event 
has caused me to be an extremely caring person, and taught me to think of someone else before myself.  
Every time I go somewhere with my father, I always look back to make sure he is okay.  When he needs 
to walk to some place, either my mother, my sister, or myself are there to ask him, “Do you need help?” 
or “Are you okay to walk here?” Something so simple as walking down the small steps outside my house 
to go in the car, or walking inside the house causes me to put him first.  I always make sure that my 
father is okay before I continue going about my daily routine.  Because this has happened to my father, 
I am a more sympathetic person to the needs of others, and I try to help out anyone in need.
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Bringing Up Queen Jane
Heather Kong

1988
 My father cradled newborn me in his arms and smiled at the camera. His moustache was still 
jet black and he was thin, brown, still healthy. Night had just fallen upon the hospital and all was quiet 
except for his murmuring in my ear loving words I didn’t yet understand. Only two hours hold, still 
wrinkly and blue, swaddled in a pink blanket, I slept the sleep of the righteous who have yet to open 
their eyes to the world, still living in that divine sphere of reality without knowledge of the beautiful 
and dangerous things that were in store for me.
 I suppose my father was there with me in that reality at that moment, sharing and savoring the 
moments of purity that infancy offered. He had known the world for 37 years now, had been across 
the country and the world, served in the Air Force, played in every pool hall across America, fallen in 
and out of love, even gotten kidnapped once. His hands were calloused and rough from hard work, and 
two worry lines streaked his forehead, shallow but getting deeper. Yet he smiled as he held me up for 
whoever was behind the lens, like Simba in the Lion King, gentle and proud.
 The camera closed in on my puffy face. In my sleep, I also cracked a two-second smile, 
disappearing as quickly as it came, coming back again. I must have been looking at the future. 

1991
 I was a fussy child, and often times I would be afraid, or just unwilling, to sleep at night. 
Sometimes my parents would chide me and leave the door open, lights on, as consolation. Other 
nights my father would relent, give me a glass of warm milk and let me sit on his lap watching Wings 
on television until very late. 
 Although he served four years in the Air Force, he spent his time on the ground fixing trucks, 
which was arguably better than going to the jungles of Vietnam. Even still, I remember the wistfulness 
in his voice when he confessed how much he wished he could fly one of those planes. “It would be so 
cool to be above it all. Just cruising through the sky, those big engines behind you taking you wherever 
you want to go.” His eyes glazed over with the thought of buttons and levers, propulsion and velocity.
 I said, “I want to fly a plane. I want to be an astronaut.” 
 Watching the steel birdies soar through the sky on the TV screen, both of us were exhilarated, 
dreaming. Then, sleep came easily.

1993
 One night my father got home late from work, tired and worn from another backbreaking day 
binding books in a dusty Upper East Side cellar. My mother greeted him not with a kiss on the cheek 
and supper still warm in the oven, as a faithful wife might have. Instead, in a daze of drink and muscle 
relaxants, she greeted him with the barrel of a loaded gun.
 I was roused from my slumber by the clatter of police equipment as three uniformed men 
entered my bedroom. “Are you okay?” they asked, nonchalantly. “Is everything alright in here?” Their 
silhouettes were shadows upon shadows, like the Boogey-Man. 
 My sister sobbed quietly. “Mm-hmm,” I answered, clutching Raggedy Ann to my chest. 
Everything seemed alright, save for the officers in my bedroom. But in the bottom of my stomach there 
was the seed of a bitter memory taking root. My father held his head in his hands as the policemen left, 
taking my mother in tow. It was past midnight, every light in the house was on, and the only sound was 
the occasional siren outside or the radiator clanking. This was the first time I saw my father cry.
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1998
 Around the 4th grade, I became a “problem child”. Temper tantrums, whining, screaming, 
kicking, throwing, crying; you name it, I did it. My father had few disciplinary techniques under 
his sleeve. Sometimes he would take all the books out of the shelf and make me put them back in 
alphabetical order. Sometimes he would banish me to the corner to “think about what I did”. Sometimes 
he did nothing. One day, he sent me to live with my Aunt Esther in the suburbs for a year. 
 We all need a break sometimes.

2001
 That Tuesday in September, my father opened the door with frantic tears streaming down his 
face and grabbed me and my sister, also crying. “You see, Heather!” he exclaimed. “This is why I want 
to know where you are all the time. You never know what’s going on in this fucked-up world. Look at 
this!” 
 He pointed to the window. All we could see outside was smoke and ash, office papers littering 
the terrace. The World Trade Center, which once stood tall and stalwart like a Roman monument, now 
burned in our backyard. We watched the television news until Building 7 fell down and the electricity 
cut out, when we switched on the battery powered radios that we didn’t turn off for three days.
 “Things will never be the same. Things will never be the same.” He kept saying this over and 
over, as though he couldn’t believe what was happening before his eyes, so much death just down the 
block yet we were all still alive. “Things will never be the same.” We ate cereal out of the box, no milk, 
because it had spoiled in the darkened refrigerator. It was sort of fun, like camping out with no running 
water or lights, because I didn’t understand then. But my father was shaken, and he became addicted to 
three-letter acronyms - CBS, NBC, BBC.
 In fact, it became a ritual. After that, my father came home from work every day and switched 
on the news. He stayed up all night watching politicians shaking hands, soldiers in Afghanistan driving 
their Humvees through the desert, cursing the commercial breaks.
Around this time I began to stay out later and later, till the wee silent hours, sometimes came home 
stoned and barricaded myself in my room. Then he would channel-surf, chain-smoking as he watched 
lions in the Kenyan savannah, pastors pleading with him to accept Jesus into his heart, Julia Child 
roasting chickens. I listened through my door but never joined him. Thus we were numbed, together, 
alone.

2003
 I was already in my pajamas, halfway through my sixth viewing of A Clockwork Orange, when 
he walked in the house with a drawn face. A sudden rainstorm had soaked him head to toe. I looked 
up from my pint of Ben and Jerry’s disinterestedly.
 “I quit my job,” he said.
 “I dropped out of school,” I said.
 At that moment we were perfectly square.

2005
 Like so many other nights, I had forgotten that I still lived at home with another human being. 
It was 3:30 AM, and as my key turned in the lock I tried to close my ears in on themselves, trying 
to avoid the inevitable confrontation that would soon occur. The end of my father’s cigarette glowed 
orange in the darkness like the bellybutton of some apparition.
 “It’s late,” was all he said, as I obscured my red face and tried not to bump into anything on 
my way into my room. 
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2007
 There is nothing quite as bland as those cold, blustery winter Sundays in New York when there 
was no snow, only the frozen ground and the sky lined with silver clouds, the air still and inert. On such 
days my father and I, both of us lacking anything better to do, would get into our ugly green minivan 
(nicknamed Shrek) and drive aimlessly through the Jersey suburbs or on barren tree-lined roads upstate. 
The heat and the radio were turned up high, and we sang along to Creedence Clearwater Revival on 
our way to the Meadowlands Diner for breakfast. We both had bottomless cups of coffee and eggs while 
we leafed through the local newspapers and made fun of various small-town dramas and anecdotes; 
suburban news is usually more lighthearted than the Times. The day grew warmer and the sun peeked 
out from behind the cloud cover, so we set out once again on our journey. I think we had finally figured 
out how to be near one another: looking straight ahead at a steady 65 without a destination, without 
any other reason than we just wanted to.
 We detoured to a lake called Basha Kill, through which a land bridge cut a path for us to drive 
out on and stop for a minute. Much of the lake was frozen over; like Holden Caulfield, I wondered 
what happened to all the fish when the water turned to ice. My father walked out to the banks and 
picked up a few stones, skipping them across the surface, testing the ice. The hills glowed with a bluish 
mid-afternoon radiance, and every branch of every tree in the distance seemed to crackle with clarity, 
seeming closer than they really were. Mother Nature was taking care of everything in its hibernation 
season. I ignored the garbage that was stuck between bits of gravel and rock, cigarette butts and empty 
Pepsi bottles.
 I joined my father in the game of skipping stones, a childhood skill I had never mastered. The 
sound of the rocks bouncing without rhythms and splashing into the lake was such beautiful music. He 
cracked a grin and lit another Camel; I laughed. It was a sweet melancholy laughter - we spent so many 
years trying to laugh - and there were no words exchanged. All this time we were trying to talk, and all 
we had to do was listen, and understand.
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My Room, My Space, My Life and My Loss
Keno Gray

  The orientation of our room was always controlled by my bigger and only brother, and I was 
always subjected to squabbles where we always fought for space. I developed a habit of moving the 
stolen toys and miscellaneous gadgets he kept hidden under the bed. This included: huge, rubber-
banded slings --which he used to slew stones on the neighbor’s galvanized fence-- marbles, rope, kites, 
skates and other paraphernalia. However, with the influx of garbage under there, there were no books. 
But despite the absence of books (for which I had a fondness ), I still found time to take his stolen 
treasures along with me on one of my unusual escapades, where the rightful owner would suddenly 
appear with a sense of invisibility, claiming and seizing what was rightfully his.
 Time passed and I outgrew my mischievous habits. Unfortunately for me I was  not getting 
younger, but experiencing a growth spurt that was carrying a ‘mannish’ odor, and growing hair in 
unsightly places. Eventually, my mother realized this and decided  that it was time for me to move into 
a new nest. 
 I was fourteen when I moved out from that wretched room and I breathed my last breath 
of despair, packing my things into the basket  that my brother overtly refused to hand over to me to 
place my humble belongings. Advancing towards the bed, I outstretched my scrawny hands for my box 
of archived books and reports, watched at him stealthily from behind my back, grabbed it and I was 
gone. 
 I remembered entering my new room. It was a sight for sore eyes: a complete upgrade, a 
transformation of the old storage room. The walls of the room were freshly painted, and furnished with 
remnants of the same old storage room. But the room was flavorless and lacked vigor, so I dismantled 
the dusty walls of my archive box and stuck my memoranda all over the walls of my realm: reports, 
certificates, and collections of my art from old school projects.. All the themes of my academic prowess 
were in the crowd on that wall. They were the best reflections of myself and could not compare to any 
of my other possessions. I cherished them from semester to semester and never forgot to put them in 
the assembly on the wall when the time was right.
 When I entered my senior year of high school I lost the love for wall certificate designing, and 
would slipped out after classes to visit the drum yard. My father, who observed me for a few evenings, 
saw my love for music. Being a musician, I guess he knew where the desire originated, and he rewarded 
me with my own pair of playing sticks and chromed tenor pan, which I placed at the front of my 
bedroom door as a monument. My brother was also a great player, but I sometimes lent him my tenor 
to play with the other boys from the band, just to avoid his “ole talk.”  My tenor pan showcased my love 
for music and the talent that I possessed: a new slave of musical enchantment. I was a music enthusiast 
and the steel pan poised in the corner of the room-- whenever my brother left it in peace-- displayed 
my affiliation. Standing there always clean, always chromed and always filling my hunger for music. 
 As with every other thing in my life, I lost the love for music, and with that loss  many other 
things followed, departed and changed my life. The most baffling was the loss of my brother abruptly 
and without permission. It was indescribable. Despite all the quarrels and fights that we had when we 
were younger, we outgrew the love for conflict and naturally flourished the love for love. 
 It was six years later --I was sixteen-- and the old marbles and rope that we normally argued 
about, were still there in a dust covered school bag. I recognized them and it grieved me sorely. But, I 
laughed because I remembered that whenever Mama or Pa asked him of their whereabouts he always 
claimed that he returned them. I was no longer fond of collecting things as memorabilia of self praise 
and reflections. But this time I had to create a reflection of us, of our brotherly love. I took his sling, 
coin collection, and cricket ball from the old dusty bag and placed them on the shelf next to my books 
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to represent my love for and remembrance of him, his passing and my tiresome grief-- a manifestation 
that I could have lived without.
 My father was gone after my brother’s passing, as if the grim reaper of death chased him away. 
Not that he was unable to manage the situation as the man of the house, but it was his way of dealing 
with the loss of his first-born son; swept away quietly by the floods.  Jealous of family love, this reaper 
stripped us apart and now my mother and I were alone--for the while--and moving as a result: without 
my father and brother. I looked around the house and all I could see were splinters of a shattered 
family. 
 There was nothing in the house that appealed to my senses and there was nothing in my room 
that reflected me anymore.  I looked around and observed the decorations, clothes  and wall paper 
hangings that personified me, and they were all unable to appease my grief. There was nothing in here 
that flagged sadness, but every other part of my life that was situated in that vacuum; that emptiness 
that I made my space to celebrate my life and painfully live in without my brother: my loss. 



��

The Divorce
Nyasha Lynch

 Guyana, land of many waters and my home. It was the place where I experienced one of 
the worst summers of my life. The summer of 1997 was filled with events such as the death of my 
grandmother and crashing my father’s car.  At 8, it seemed as though I was having the worst time. 
Grandma lost her battle to diabetes just a week before I crashed the car into the neighbor’s yard. The 
funeral and car costs were heavy just like the feeling I got after those two events but what happened next 
would shake my family and my soul at the foundation. That very summer, my parents decided that they 
would get a divorce. The divorce, out of the lot, affected me the most. I knew that they were having a 
hard time but I didn’t think that it would happen then.
 My parents got married young due to the fact that my mother was pregnant. A few days before 
my sister was born, Daddy who was 21 and Mommy who was 19 tied the knot in a civil ceremony. 
As the years passed, the children kept coming and finally I came along in 1989. I was the fifth child, 
the baby and Daddy’s girl. He was my best friend. Growing up, I witnessed what my siblings had seen 
before I was born. My parents would fight (verbally and physically) and we would have sleepless nights, 
teary eyes, and throats that felt like the Sahara after screaming for them to stop. It was obvious that that 
my mother decided that she would no longer subject herself to the constant abuse that she endured over 
the years. Also, I didn’t think  that Mom would share my father with his girlfriend. 
 That summer, things were really bad. He would drink while out with his girlfriend (that the 
whole family was aware of ) and come home and start a fight. This continued for all of July and it was 
mid-August that she sat us down told us what we already knew. I remember that day as if it were just 
yesterday. I was sitting in the living room with my siblings looking at  Disney’s Pocahontas for the 
hundredth time. My mother came into the room crying and very upset, so we immediately focused our 
attention to her and the bad news that she was about to deliver. She delivered the news through tears. 
“ I’ve had enough of it and I’ve asked your father for a divorce and he has agreed,” were the words that 
she managed to choke out. We sat with blank faces and staring in all directions. My mind and heart 
began to race and I felt like my world was ending. She explained that she knew it would be hard on us 
especially since Daddy was moving out that very weekend. I left the room and went into the yard to 
really think about it and what it meant.
 As soon as I got into the yard, I just sat down and let the cool breeze that was blowing soothe 
me. It was then that I was grateful for the North Atlantic Trade Winds that blew over the my coastal 
hometown. I sat facing the breeze which served as my pacifier and closed my eyes and let it encompass 
me. I began to think when the anger flooded me and the questions came with the anger. “Why does he 
have such a jerk at times?” “Why did they decide this now?” “Are my friends going to treat me different 
because my parents are divorced?” I didn’t think anyone knew how I felt at that time.  I was 8 and losing 
my Daddy, my best friend. He was leaving and for good. I knew we would still be in contact but it 
would NEVER be the same with my Daddy gone. He left that weekend and we kept in touch often but 
I was hurting because my Daddy, my best friend was gone from my house and it seemed from my life. 
My mother was the subject of my anguish and everyday I looked at her in disgust. It was her fault that 
he was gone from me. My behavior towards her had drastically changed but hers toward me, remained 
the same. It wasn’t until I was 15, that I realized that I was being very selfish and stupid. She stayed and 
endured the beatings because she loved us. The person who I should have been hating was my lost best 
friend, my Daddy.
 Daddy was the one who was in the wrong because he chose to cheat and hurt us. He was the 
one who caused our family to be torn apart and I blamed my mother for all those years. I just couldn’t 
see him being the one. My mother always told me that one day I would understand why she made that 
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decision and eventually I did. Both of my parents witnessed the same abuse I did from their parents.  I 
realized that their behaviors were probably learned. Daddy saw his father abuse alcohol and his mother. 
Mommy saw her mother take beatings from her father. The cycle continued with them but I made a 
decision to never follow the pattern. I vowed to break the cycle in which my parents were caught in. I 
never want to be a victim of abuse and I don’t want to be with someone who abuses alcohol. Whenever 
I’m in Guyana, I go in the yard, close my eyes and the let cool breeze soothe me. The breeze, the yard, 
the country, they all remind me about the vow I made and they strengthen it each time.
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Growing
Katherine Suarez

As soon as I saw her, my heart skipped a beat and a tingling feeling of absolute terror shot from 
my heart to the top of my head and the tips of my toes.  I summoned a cheerful smile as I hurried to 
the front of the shop to speak to my boyfriend’s Mom, Daranna, who was not supposed to be there.   
She was never there.  If she was there, I knew something was very wrong.

“Hey!”  I said as I gave her a hug.  “What are you doing here?” I think I was still hoping that 
she was just swinging by to see me, that just maybe it wasn’t the end of the world.  She hugged me very 
tightly and then looked me straight in the eye with an expression I had never seen on her face in all of 
the three years that I’d known her and even come to love her.

“Honey, Gram’s not doing so well.” Those words knocked me down.  I felt for the counter top 
and sagged against it.  I tried to turn away because I wanted to drop to my knees and sob.  I didn’t want 
to hear the rest of it.  I wanted to have a boring, tedious day at work making cakes, and then I wanted 
to go home and enjoy the feeling that today had been my last day of high school.  I did not want to 
hear that she was finally dying.

“Kat!” I snapped my head back around to look at her.  She pulled me into another hug.  
Looking back, I don’t know if that was a motherly impulse to comfort me or a human impulse to avoid 
looking at my pain.  “Sweetie, it’s going to be okay.  I just spoke to your Mom.  Connor and your 
brother are outside in the car, and I’m going to drive you to the city so you can be with her.”  For some 
reason, I have always found that her singsong west coast accent was oddly calming. It calmed me this 
time.

“How bad is she?” I croaked.
“She might not make it through the night.” Daranna said gently.  I squeezed my eyes shut and 

mastered another wave of panic.  I took one deep breath. I took another. When I looked up, I was in 
control again.  “Okay,” I said with much more strength and certainty than I felt. “I’ll meet you in the 
car, just give me a few minutes.”  I rushed to my manager and after hurriedly blurting out some form 
of “My grandmother’s sick, she’s dying, I have to go.” I grabbed my bag and ran out still covered in 
icing.

My boyfriend, Connor, turned around in the front passenger seat and gripped my hand as we 
drove onto the Belt.  “Are you okay?” he asked me.  There is nothing to make a person cry like asking 
her if she’s okay. “Yeah,” I twitched my lips into an odd half smile, “I’m fine.”  The ride was only a half 
an hour long, but it was enough time for me to reflect on the past few months and regret every moment 
I hadn’t spent with my Gram.

My grandmother was a matriarch.  She ruled a family consisting of herself, her husband, 
three sons, three daughters-in-law, and eight grandchildren in a manner befitting a tribe, or a small 
independent nation.  She was opinionated, strong, selfless, excruciatingly polite, and very young; only 
seventy.  Gram had been a member of various civic groups over the years, the most notable being the 
Deborah Hospital Foundation.   The only thing that could rival her love for her family was her love for 
her religion and doing whatever she needed to do to serve her church and her community in a Christian 
manner.   Gram was a staunch Episcopalian.  I don’t think that her work for others was ever motivated 
by feeling that she was working toward Heaven.  She was just that kind of person.  She felt that to be 
a Christian, she had to act like one and serving others was how she did it.  She’d bend over backward 
to serve others, and she never really noticed that she was neglecting herself.   She guarded her family 
closely and valued her privacy.  She was also an undisputed fashionista.

As a result of many of these qualities, we fought often as I got older.  I was the oldest grandchild 
living in the city, the oldest girl in our family, and named after her beloved mother who had died 
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painfully and young.  Maybe she took a special interest in me because of that legacy.  I like to think 
so.  I like to think she loved me best and that I was the daughter she’d never gotten, but that’s the 
narcissistic dream of every child and I never really asked her.   We argued often.  It was usually the kind 
of one-sided argument in which she talked, and I sulked or I left believing that no one understood me.  
The church she served with such devotion was floundering under poor leadership and lack of funds, 
but still she toiled, was treated poorly and was hardly ever acknowledged for her labors.  I had already 
expressed an interest in leaving the church for many reasons, but the politics of that awful place and her 
treatment were driving me mad.  I guess it created tension between us and the generation gap did the 
rest.  However, she taught me many things no one would ever expect a “punk” to know.  I cook, clean, 
do needlepoint, cross stitch, and embroider.  We bonded over those things, but still I moved away from 
her over the course of my high school years.

Easter Monday of this year, I went with her to the doctor and after a horrific, tense day of 
tests in the chaos of the Lutheran Emergency Room, I held her hand and hugged my grandfather as 
she was diagnosed with a brain tumor.  She had been more irritable than usual recently and had spent 
the last week growing confused much too often and losing her balance. I called the family.  I filled out 
the forms. I think I aged a few years that day.  She was put on steroids and operated on at St.Vincent’s 
Hospital and home again six days after brain surgery.  It was cancerous, and it was going to grow back. 
She was scheduled for chemo and we rejoiced.  Gram knew though.  Looking back, I don’t know how 
many changes were caused by the steroids and how much were her own actions, but she knew she was 
dying even if we didn’t want to.  

The first thing she did was leave her parish.   She lamented the energy she’d wasted and the 
abuse she’d endured so quietly, but it was an improvement.  She banned the priest from visiting her 
and we immediately took her to a lovely parish in Brooklyn Heights. She only saw it once.  Suddenly, 
many things were changing. Gram wanted to take yoga, Gram was going to do things for herself, she 
was going to fly ( fly!) to Puerto Rico. She was going to live a whole new life when she got better.  She 
never let us buy the tickets.  She started slowly giving away jewelry to her female relatives, throwing 
away old files and getting rid of all her worthless personal effects.  My confusion about her mental state 
comes from the fact that, at about this point, she became convinced the doctors were trying to kill her. 
Suddenly she no longer wanted to eat or drink or walk.   She was readmitted to St. Vincent’s on May 
21st.

Gram never ate a full meal again.  She starved herself.  When it was much too late, we learned 
from a doctor friend that these psychological changes were common results of the steroid being used to 
keep the swelling in her brain down, but it was too late.  If we took her off she would die, and she was 
too weak to tolerate any changes.  I visited her as often as I could, being a working girl in my senior year 
with proms and parties and a boyfriend.  I know I could have visited her more.  I had accepted early on 
that she was killing herself, and I resented her for it.  I still sort of thought she might even come home 
one day, so I always said I’d go “tomorrow.”  When I did go I was no use.  She lay in bed with her eyes 
closed and refused to talk most of the time.  My last real visit, I was so excited when I left.  I had cut up 
and fed her half a slice of pizza and she’d smiled at me and thanked me and chatted a bit.

The next time I had a conversation with her, she never answered me.  She was in the hospital 
for sixteen days and the doctors insisted on keeping her drugged up.  They said she could make it.  They 
would adjust the dosage and she’d make it.

Still she got worse, and the night before Daranna came to pick me up from work, I spoke to 
Connor over the phone as I lay curled in bed. “I don’t think she’s ever coming home. I can’t take it. I 
want to believe that she’s going to get better, but I don’t think she’s ever coming home.”   He tried to 
comfort me but I was filled with a strange certainty.  I had always felt that we were buying time, but 
that night she had been put on a respirator.  Her lungs were filling up, her kidneys were failing, and she 
was getting weaker by the day.

When we pulled up to the hospital, I thanked Daranna as I jumped out.  Connor opened his 
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door to hug me, but I hardly even felt it as he promised to stay near a phone, just in case.
When my brother and I came out of the elevators, my mother and father were waiting for 

us.  The doctors and my family had stopped her meds and her brain was swelling rapidly.  She was in 
a coma.   Then my father said it, “She’s dying. She will probably die tonight.”  I was suddenly filled 
with such rage that I thought I would explode.  My family wept together while I turned my face away 
gritting my teeth and hissed a strangled scream between them.  For a moment, I wanted to find the 
doctor who had ordered her those medicines and kept her on them so long.  I wanted to kill him for 
making her suffer and for making us suffer watching her and still hoping.

We sat in the waiting room and took turns saying goodbye to the woman we loved who was 
already brain-dead.  I will never forget crying with my grandfather.  I will never forget the kindness of 
the priest, Sonia Waters, who had met us once and was a constant, comforting presence that night.  I 
will never forget sitting next to the white bloated body full of tubes that had once been my grandmother 
and laying my head on her hands and talking to her while tears ran down my face.  I opened my heart to 
her as I watched her chest being forced up and down by the machines.  I told her how much I loved her.   
She was already so cold and empty that I felt like I was kissing a corpse when I left.  We left Grampa, 
my father, and Sonia, and by the time we got home late that night, Gram was dead. I felt relieved that 
the suffering of such a strong woman was over, but I couldn’t really cry for my sadness.  I had thought 
that she would be at my wedding and that as I was walking down the aisle, would still be adjusting a 
ribbon and telling me to walk like a lady.

I didn’t weep until the burial when I watched her being lowered into the ground on her 51st 
Wedding Anniversary.  Then I pressed my face into Connor’s suit and wailed as I clutched the last bit 
of dirt from her grave.

I will always regret things I said and didn’t say and things I never did with my grandmother.   
I know now that the real reason we fought was because of how alike we were.  Stubborn, selfless, and 
outspoken.  She taught me well.  I too have the tendency to sacrifice for my family and friends and “be 
the strong one” even if it kills me.  Losing her and watching her prepare for death changed the way I 
see my place in the world.  Her regrets taught me that I must never let anyone take advantage of me, 
because my life is too short.  I will love and live selflessly as she did, but also for myself.   Death comes 
randomly and senselessly so I will live fully, without regrets, and I will live for that balance between 
serving self, and serving others.

Without her, we will never be the same family.  Without her, I will never be the same person.  
It’s okay though.  We are all being forced to create our own lives and our own families without Gram 
here.  We all have a lot of growing to do, but we have a good start.
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Father’s Love
Fan Yang

 Sometimes people come into your life and you know right away that they were meant to be 
there, to serve some sort of purpose, teach you a lesson, or to help you figure out who you are or who 
you want to become. You never know who these people may be - a roommate, a neighbor, a professor, 
a friend, a lover, or even a complete stranger - but when you lock eyes with them, you know at that 
very moment they will affect your life in some profound way. Sometimes, things happen to you that 
may seem horrible, painful, and unfair at first, but in reflection you find that without overcoming those 
obstacles you would have never realized your potential, strength, willpower, or heart. 
 A mother’s love wins people’s praises for its selflessness. Father’s loves are as great as that. They 
bury their love in the deep down in the bottom of their hearts and will never show it. This is the type 
of love my father has. 
 When I was a child, my father always brought me to school and picked me up. Even when I 
went to middle school, my father still picked me up after I finished school in the evening. Each time I 
walked out the gate, he suddenly appeared behind me, startling me. My friends usually laughed at me 
and called me a “sonny” (their term for “like a little boy”). I purposely walked faster, but my father still 
followed me. I believe that in his eyes, I was always a child who had not grown. I tried to tell him that I 
can go home on my own, but my cries always fell on deaf ears. “I am free in the evening,” he would say, 
“I want to ensure you reach home safe.” Not only was he embarrassing me this way, but he also took 
the liberty of controlling almost every other aspect of my life: the school I was enrolled in (whether I 
qualified or not, his money made the difference), the clothes I wore, even the friends I made. I felt so 
humiliated in my teen-aged life, and began to think that I didn’t understand my father. 
 All this controlling done by my father led me to prefer the love of my mother more. A mother’s 
love to me was like the warmth of home, the beauty of nature, as life-giving as soil and as illimitable as 
the ocean. A father’s love, in my eyes, was not as natural. He has little connection with the child in the 
first years of his life, and his importance to the child in this early period cannot be compared with that 
of mother. While father does not represent the natural world, he represents the other pole of human 
existence; the world of thought, of man-made things, of law and order, of discipline, of travel and 
adventure. Father is the one who teaches the child, who shows him the road into the world. Fatherly 
love is conditional love. Its principle is “I love you because you’ve fulfilled my expectations, because 
you did your duty, because you were like me.” I did not understand this type of love. I couldn’t grasp 
its significance at all. As a result, as a natural response, sometimes when my father came to pick me up 
from school, I pretended that I didn’t see him and ran away. 
 After my father changed to another job, he was busier than before. He rarely came home early, 
and no longer had time to pick me up. While awaiting his arrival at dinnertime, it became the norm for 
Dad to call and say he needed to work overtime. His very appearance changed: his hair faded whiter, 
his face formed many deep wrinkles. All this was visible evidence that he was old. Almost every trace 
of youth had left him. His youth became a thing of the past. I now went home on my own. On my 
way there, my mind strayed towards him. I thought of my father sitting in the office, working very 
hard. I thought how he might have been lonely, and felt sorry for him. Even though I was enjoying my 
freedom, I felt regretful that I didn’t understand my father.
 There was a story he often told me. I clearly remember him telling it to me this way: “One day, 
a poor boy who was trying to pay his way through school by selling goods door to door found that he 
only had one dime left. He was hungry so he decided to beg for a meal at the next house. However, he 
lost his nerve when a lovely young woman opened the door. Instead of a meal he asked for a drink of 
water. She thought he looked hungry so she brought him a large glass of milk. He drank it slowly, and 
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then asked, ‘How much do I owe you?’ ‘You don’t owe me anything,’ she replied. ‘Mother has taught 
me never to accept pay for a kindness.’ He said, ‘Then I thank you from the bottom of my heart.’ As 
the boy left that house, he not only felt stronger physically, but it also increased his faith in God and the 
human race. He was about to give up and quit before this point. Years later the young woman became 
critically ill. The local doctors were baffled. They finally sent her to the big city, where specialists can 
be called in to study her rare disease. The boy now is a very famous doctor. When he heard the name 
of the town she came from, a strange light filled his eyes. Immediately, he rose and went down through 
the hospital hall into her room. Dressed in his doctor’s gown he went in to see her. He recognized her 
at once. He went back to the consultation room and determined to do his best to save her life. From 
that day on, he gave special attention to her case. After a long struggle, the battle was won. The boy 
requested the business office to pass the final bill to him for approval. He looked at it and then wrote 
something on the side. The bill was sent to her room. She was afraid to open it because she was positive 
that it would take the rest of her life to pay it off. Finally she looked, and the note on the side of the 
bill caught her attention. She read these words, ‘Paid by a glass of milk.’” Every time I heard this story, 
I wondered and never understood why my father told it to me. All I could gather is that he was the 
one who taught the child, who showed him the way to go, and taught him the values he portrayed. My 
father did the same for me. He usually asked me to give my half sandwich to homeless people. I took 
offense at this, thinking he was against me. I was adverse to him and thought he didn’t love me.
 One evening, I arrived home and saw some leaders of my village inside the house. One of 
them held a letter and some money. He handed the items to my father. “Here, this is from a man in 
the city. He has entrusted me give to you, and expresses his sincere thanks for the tremendous help you 
gave him.” I quietly nudged my mother, asking her what was going on. She told me the beautiful story 
behind it all. My father had seen an old man lying down on the street helplessly. He helped the old man 
up, called the ambulance, and ensured he was taken to the hospital speedily. After he was satisfied that 
the man was well taken care of, my father left the scene. Later on, that same old man told the village 
leaders that he had epilepsy and had suffered a seizure attack. He explained to them that if it had not 
been for my father’s quick response and the ambulance’s soon arrival, he most likely would have died. 
For that reason, he wrote my father the letter and gave him some money to thank him for his heroic 
actions. To my surprise, my father responded in objection. “Kind gentlemen, I accept this letter with 
sincere thanks. However, I cannot accept the money. Please take it back to him. I did not do this for 
the money. Had it been anyone else in that situation, he/she would have reacted just as I did.” At that 
moment, I discovered something new about my father, something that was there all along, but I could 
not see. He was always like a giant in front of me, guiding me and leading me through life. I now felt 
pride that I was my father’s son.
 One day, my mother told me that we were going to move to a house near to my school. “It is 
easier there,” she told me “you can come home earlier, and it’s closer and safer.” Suddenly I realized why 
I seldom saw my father at home early on evenings. He spoke to me even less than before, when I told 
him, “Don’t come to school and pick me up.” I thought he must have been angry and didn’t want to 
take care of me anymore. In fact, he had been working for extra income in order for us to afford to move 
to the house near to my school. He was just too physically tired. At that moment, I was dumbfounded, 
words failed me then. Nothing in the world could express the thankful feeling I inwardly felt for him. 
From that moment on, I tried my best to do well, to make him proud of me. He is such a loving and 
caring father, and I make an effort to please him everyday.
 Sometimes love does not need explanation. Love permeates into the actions. Try to recall what 
your father has done for you carefully, and you will surprisingly find how much he loves you even 
though you can’t clearly see it.
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Missed Opportunities
Camille A. Brown

 Every little girl dreams of that unparalleled father and daughter bond that she will experience 
throughout her life. For much of my adolescence, I was that optimistic little girl. I cherished the 
relationship my father and I had. He was many things to me: my hero, my best friend and my inspiration. 
In my opinion, he could do no wrong. I would soon learn, however, that my dad was capable of making 
mistakes. Slowly and unsuspectingly, my father’s desire for that close bond began to falter. He became 
this person I no longer recognized. Our relationship became strained and unhealthy.
 I was born and raised, up until the age of eight, in a country known for its magnificent beaches 
and breathtaking landscape, Jamaica. As a young child, I was able to take full advantage of such an 
upbringing. However, at seven years old, my world began to unravel. At that age, I was much more 
intelligent than a seven-year-old should be. I started to notice a difference in the way my father and I 
interacted. He no longer seemed like the loving and supportive father that he once was. The hugs and 
kisses became less frequent. We spent little to no time together. Nevertheless, those father and daughter 
bonding experiences became a thing of the past. There were no play dates at the park or afternoon tea 
parties to look forward to. All the simple pleasures  at that age were stripped away from me. I couldn’t 
understand why he had become so distant. How could a person change so suddenly and so drastically? 
I tried my best to understand. In some way, I even tried to validate the reasons why he would be so 
withdrawn from me. I also looked to my mother for an explanation as to why the relationship between 
my father and I had transformed. Unfortunately, she was unable to provide answers to my questions.  
 Then, the most devastating blow came when my father relocated to England. That was the 
last thing I expected to hear when he came to visit me that August afternoon. I was not offered an 
explanation as to why he was deserting me. Rather, I was kissed on the cheek and told that he would be 
in touch. My father did not hold true to his promise. I would receive a phone call “whenever his busy 
schedule permitted.” We were drifting further and further apart and there was nothing I could do about 
it. 
 A year later, my maternal grandmother filed documents for my mother and me to come to 
the United States permanently. We moved into her apartment in the Bronx. My relationship with my 
dad began to deteriorate further. There was little contact between him and me. When we would speak, 
however, it was oftentimes forced and brief. He would always end the conversation with I love you and 
although I would return the gesture, it was as though it was coming from somewhere foreign. Also, my 
father never encouraged me to visit nor did he try to visit me. It became clear that he was content with 
the way our relationship was unfolding. 
 Middle school was in many ways a new beginning for me. I moved from my crammed  
apartment in the Bronx into a new, spacious apartment in Brooklyn. My mom had received an offer 
for a position in a nursing home. I enrolled in a new school and was looking forward to the school 
year ahead. The prospect of meeting new people and being in a new environment was exciting to me. 
My mother was also experiencing changes. She was introduced to and began dating a co-worker. I 
was astonished at how much he treated me as if I was his own daughter. Her then boyfriend,  now my 
stepfather, did things for me that my own father was unwilling to do. He would take me out for dinner 
and take me shopping. When I needed support and advice, I could count on him to offer it. My father 
still refused to play his role and provide for me. Thus, I have finally accepted that my relationship with 
my father is beyond repair. He is still the same distant and unsupportive man that he was eight years 
ago. Nothing I say or do, I’ve rationalized, will change this. It is in my best interest to move on and 
continue living my life. In many ways, I have a lot to thank him for. My dad has contributed to my 
growth as a person. I am a strong, confident, courageous and self-reliant individual. He is the one that 
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is missing out on getting to know a beautiful young woman.
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My Own Disappointment Artist
Elsie Dwyer

I laughed when I got to the Brooklyn College orientation and I was handed a book by Jonathan 
Lethem that was supposed to be our summer reading assignment. My friends had read his other books, 
Motherless Brooklyn and Fortress of Solitude, and enjoyed them, but I hadn’t. It seemed to me that I 
didn’t need to read a book about a self-righteous middle class child who grew up with hippie parents in 
Brooklyn; it was, in too many ways, my life story. 

While my parents weren’t exactly hippies, they were liberal. They were too young to celebrate 
the ‘60s, but I grew up in Park Slope, Brooklyn, a neighborhood known for it’s population of Jewish 
ex-hippies with summer homes in Woodstock. Jonathan Lethem could have been most of my friends all 
grown up, and I felt that was reason enough to ignore his books, including the Disappointment Artist, 
which the bitter secretary sitting at the orientation desk told us we were to read in the next two weeks 
before classes began. So I laughed. I was coming out of my senior year of high school, and I had spent 
most of that year smoking pot, hating my friends, and not doing any school work. While I didn’t get 
into to any of the private colleges I had applied to in a smokey, lazy haze, I had learned how to roll a 
perfect blunt. Having to read the memoirs of Jonathan Lethem, a writer one of my best friends revered 
because he was “just like us,” at a time when I was trying desperately to get away from reading about 
people just like me, was one of those comically ironic my-life-is-a-book sort of realities. I had done 
some soul searching over the summer, and I was ready to put my Park Slope stereotype life behind me, 
but it was an uphill battle considering I was still living there, and going to a college not ten blocks away 
from my high school. I had spent a year being my own disappointment artist, and a summer thinking 
my way through it, and I was in no mood to read about someone else doing the same thing. 
 I’ve always been a rather introspective person, but in my senior year of high school I began to 
stop thinking. I wasn’t happy with what I was doing socially or in school, and I became self destructive. 
I thought senior year would be great. I only needed to take five classes, and all I had to do was pass 
them. It turned out this was one of the worst scenarios I could have put myself in. The fact that I usually 
had about three classes a day, and one of them was gym or ceramics, meant that I felt like there was no 
reason to even bother going. I wasn’t challenged, but more than that I didn’t want to be challenged. I 
wouldn’t say that marijuana is inherently addictive, but I would say that I have an addictive personality, 
and was emotionally vulnerable at the time, so it became an addiction. Every day I would wake up late 
for school, pick up my backpack, go for the couple of hours that I had classes, come home, put down 
my backpack, call my friends, leave my house, meet them, smoke, go back to my house, watch TV, and 
I wouldn’t pick up my bag again until I had to leave for school the next day. The only class I had that 
posed any kind of challenge was AP English, for which I occasionally wrote lackluster essays, if I really 
had to. 
 My AP English teacher was Mr. Glaviano, a somewhat creepy guy in his late 30’s best known 
for allegedly sleeping with a student on a senior trip six years earlier. He took an early interest in me, as 
I had some dealings with him late in my junior year, and apparently decided that I was his star student. 
He was in charge of the senior yearbook, and though I wasn’t a member of the staff many of my friends 
were so I spent a lot of time in the yearbook office and developed a casual rapport with him. At the 
first parent teacher conference of the year, an event so monumental that both of my parents attended, 
he informed my mother and father that I was brilliant and should be going to Harvard. While I didn’t 
agree with him about going to Harvard, I figured who better to write me a college recommendation? I 
asked him if he would, and he told me to meet with him so we could go over my transcript. I should 
preface describing the meeting by saying that I wasn’t the star student he had hoped I would be. I was 
doing a minimal amount of work, not keeping up with the class’s daily reading of Hamlet, and not 
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offering much in the way of class discussion. I could tell he was disappointed by my performance, but 
I didn’t know how much thought he had given me until our meeting. 
 I  sat down at the chair next to his desk, thinking back on it I was probably late, put my transcript 
in front of him, and stared at him. “What’s going on with you?” he asked. I laughed, “Nothing. What 
are you talking about?” He sighed, “That’s right, you’re not doing anything. Why are you wasting your 
time?” It took me by surprise. I had expected the meeting to be a casual technicality. He would look 
at my transcript, see that for four years I had been acing English and flunking math, and write about 
how talented a writer I was in his recommendation. I quickly realized this was not the meeting he had 
planned, and began to sink in my chair. “Do you know how smart you are?” he began. “Do you know 
that you could be going to Harvard? And you don’t do anything about it. Why is that?” He stared at me, 
apparently expecting me to have an answer. “I don’t know,” I murmured sheepishly. “Well you better 
start thinking about it. Clearly you’re self destructive.” I couldn’t believe it. No one had ever put it to 
me like that before, and I slowly began to realize that he was right, but denied it violently. “That’s not 
true, stop it. You know that’s not true.” I said, going through the motions; what I thought my reaction 
would have to be outwardly while I quietly mulled it over in my head. “No, I know that it is true, and 
so do you.” he said, leaving me no time to think about it. “You forgot your calculator the last time you 
took the SATs? You haven’t written your college essay or thought about where you want to go yet? Are 
you serious? These aren’t just random events. It’s sabotage. And, if I had to guess, I would say that you’re 
smoking too much pot.” I rejected all of his notions wholeheartedly, denying smoking pot, saying I 
slept late for the SATs and was in a rush in the morning, and pretending that I didn’t think I needed to 
know where I wanted to go to school yet, but I knew he was right about all of them. I just hadn’t been 
self deprecating enough to know that I was self destructive. Or rather I had been so self deprecating, 
that I didn’t see I was self-destructive. I had been numbing myself with weed and beer because I knew 
that eventually I would have to face my demons head on, and I didn’t want to deal with it yet. I needed 
to face the fact that I was terrified because I didn’t know what I wanted to do for the rest of my life. 
I had been starting to feel like maybe I wasn’t as smart as people were telling me, or I knew I was but 
because other people knew it too I didn’t have to do work. “I’m smart, things will happen for me, just 
not yet,” I kept telling myself. “And what’s high school anyway? I’m not learning anything, and I’m too 
far above it to even be here.” Woody Allen once said that human beings’ favorite thing in the world, 
above sex, above food, above Christmas morning, was rationalization, and I had been doing that for 
too long. “Why would I stop smoking pot every day? I don’t have anything else to do.” I had been 
convincing myself that I was doing okay, though deep down I knew I wasn’t I just wasn’t ready to deal 
with it yet. And because I was able to, for the most part convince myself, I was able to, for the most 
part, convince other people. So when Glaviano basically told me everything I had been thinking in the 
back of my mind for the past couple of months about myself, but had been denying, it hit me hard. 

It makes sense now that the person I would need to articulate these nagging feelings in the 
back of my head was an over analytical, self righteous, metaphor and symbol seeking high school 
English teacher. I see now that marijuana wasn’t the problem, my friends weren’t the problem, my 
school wasn’t the problem. It was me. I knew it, and I had been avoiding it, laying the blame elsewhere. 
I had to start thinking differently; I had to start thinking for myself, and about myself in a serious 
way. And so that was my summer before my freshman year of college. The summer before I had to 
read The Disappointment Artist. It was the most important summer of my life to date, and while I 
haven’t made any colossal changes, I still hang out with the same people, I still have similar habits, and 
I still rationalize, I’ve recognized myself as an introspective person, and am finally ready to take on my 
demons, and listen to the voice in the back of my head.



��

Becoming Bonilla
Elisabeth Bonilla

 Fiercely independent, gregarious, articulate, and active, I’m also terribly honest and prone to 
putting my foot in my mouth.  I appreciate pinot noir, good books and opera only after my guilty fill 
of messy cheeseburgers, the Food Network, and dirty reggaeton.  I am neither meek nor forgettable.  
I manage two restaurants in the city but my most cherished work was in a domestic violence shelter, 
I am hard and soft.  I was raised in a suburban middle class home tainted with the resilient smells of 
cabbage and fatback, staples of a Ukrainian kitchen.  My adolescence was spent in proud feminist 
rage, appropriately attired in big, black combat boots.  My car had many outspoken bumper stickers, 
reflecting the cause du jour.  For years, I debated having ‘Alis volat propriis’ tattooed, Latin meaning 
‘she flies with her own wings.’  Although I never could decide what it was I wanted to spend the rest of 
my life doing, I knew eventually I’d achieve greatness, however small. Open to any new experience, I 
thrived on travel and my interests varied far and wide.  Marriage was one of the last things on my life’s 
very long to-do list.
 In the years before I met my husband, I believed that I wandered but wasn’t lost.  I started 
college with the intention of studying holistic medicine.  When I outgrew the crunchy granola lifestyle, 
anthropology seemed to fulfill me.  In time, I discovered that the material I studied, while fascinating, 
was impractical.  Social theory would never pay the bills or keep me in nice boots.  Social work was 
the lumpy sack dress that neither fit nor flattered.  It is terribly important work overwrought with 
problematic public policies, work I simply didn’t have the patience or passion for.  As an on-again, off-
again student, I moved to Brooklyn with a close friend and wandered some more.  
 The morning of Tuesday, September 11th devastated me.  From my apartment across the water, 
I watched in horror as the buildings collapsed.  The gathering cloud of debris and dust blocked out the 
sun, casting eerie light over the streets.  There was absolute silence in the minutes that followed, while 
it snowed death in September.  For years to come, I carried with me all the items I thought I’d need 
to survive at least a few days: Power bars, bottled water, wet-naps, Advil, a good book and a deck of 
cards.  Should I ever be trapped alone, I could entertain myself with solitaire.  Disillusioned with my 
studies and our state of affairs, I fell into a deep dark hole.   Devastating depressions were not new to 
me, since adolescence I’d suffered through several dreadful episodes.  One particularly nasty episode, I 
took to the couch for months, curled up in a crusty old bathrobe, utterly useless.  This time though, I 
had rent and bills to pay, so I kept at my job waiting tables.  Having lost my health insurance, I replaced 
therapy and Zoloft with what I found to be a reasonable alternative: vodka.  As I found no shortage of 
drinking buddies in my co-workers, I continued for a few years, drifting even further.  Now it seemed 
I was positively lost and no amount of time spent at Mexican yoga retreats was bringing me back.  
 One fated night, I went out after work with Alejandro, a sweet, hard-working Mexican line 
cook I’d known for years.  I’m still not sure if it was one cocktail too many or destiny, but we ended 
up sharing a piece of chocolate and a kiss.  He stayed the night and many nights thereafter until his 
socks invaded my drawer and his toothbrush took up permanent residence next to the sink.  Discovery 
could be ruinous, so we kept our affair very quiet while we continued working together.  In our first 
few ‘casual’ months together, we encountered enough hardship and grief to tear even the most resilient 
of couples apart.  His father died after an episode of binge drinking that resulted in a fatal head injury.  
The grandmother who helped raise me finally succumbed to cancer at the age of 92.  Alejandro’s young 
brother attempted suicide by taking too many pills.  He simply couldn’t face coming out of the closet to 
a conservative Mexican family.  My brother half-heartedly slit his wrists in an attempt to thwart his own 
inner demons.  Alejandro’s ex-girlfriend gave birth to their son, the child he begged her not to have, 
their obsolete relationship notwithstanding.  Of course, only then were we outed and received no short 
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order of hell from our boss and co-workers.  Normally very open with my mother, I just didn’t have 
the strength to share any of this with her.  She misinterpreted my silence and began to wonder if I was 
‘leading the alternate lifestyle,’ her mommy-speak for gay.  Amused but a little irritated, I finally told 
my family that I was dating a Mexican.  Bittersweet sighs of relief could be heard in the stratosphere.   
 Despite all this, Alejandro and I grew closer.  We managed our grief and our brothers with 
a sense of humor and late nights at the bar.  He quietly asked me to curb my hard-partying ways 
and I listened, not only because I respected him, my tired body was ready.  This unexpected man 
seemed to embody the peace and wisdom I so desperately sought within, inadvertently forcing me 
to reexamine my life.  Having felt so empty for so long, these subtle shifts over time freed me to feel 
human again.  Nature and time took their due course and we became a genuine couple.  Despite my 
serious commitment anxieties, we even survived moving in together.  

When scans highlighted mysterious spots on my father’s lungs and femur, we couldn’t be sure 
how long a timeline or lifeline we were working with.  One chilly November evening during dinner at 
our favorite bistro, Alejandro took me by surprise and dropped on bended knee.  Joy, nausea, and terror 
ruled the months to follow as we planned a New York wedding, only to give way to my overruling need 
to say “I do” on a beach.  Having crossed the border in Nogales in December of 1997, Alejandro could 
not return to Mexico.  As it so happens, my favorite place in the world is a tiny beach town on Oaxaca’s 
southern Pacific coast.  My dream wedding could never be realized without the help of border coyotes.  
This side of the tortilla fence, Miami seemed like a reasonable stand-in.

With a handful of our closest family and friends, Alejandro and I were married under a clear 
sky with a moon shining so full and bright, it must have been our gift from the heavens.  Arm in arm, 
Dad and I strolled down the beach toward the water, the moon’s reflection, and my husband to be. The 
ceremony was a funky blend of our backgrounds and traditions, the vows spoken in both Spanish and 
English.  Ave Maria played softly in the background throughout.  Triumphant and dazed, Ode to Joy 
carried us back up the aisle as one.  Afterward, we ate and drank and danced and much to everyone’s 
surprise, my grandmother adored the Mariachis that serenaded us.  

The only thing to overshadow the event was the absence of Alejandro’s mother, stuck in New 
York with no room on stand by flights.  Having been denied visa entry, this petite mother of six packed 
her bravado and pesos and crossed the border alone.  She had been traveling for a week, hiding out for 
days when trailed by INS officers, surviving on very little water and food.  Although Alejandro was 
suspicious, we learned that she was in the country only the day before the wedding.  Alejandro had 
not seen his mother in nine years.  Even writing this now, the lump in my throat returns remembering 
how valiant he was in spite of his anguish.  Together, we knew this wedding could not be postponed-his 
reunion would have to wait until after the honeymoon.  When they finally did meet again, I was lucky 
enough to witness one of the most tender and awesome moments of a lifetime.  The following weeks 
were filled with so much good food, laughter, and tears.   Although my mother-in-law was unsure of 
me at first, I proved my worth elbow deep in masa dough, helping her make tamales for our big family 
dinner.  Never underestimate the work it takes to make this seemingly simple Mexican staple-my back 
ached for days.     

Without question, my marriage to Alejandro has had the most profound impact on my life.  
Regardless of how successful the wedding day may be, the process leading up to it is not unlike passing 
through the birth canal: stressful, demanding, but ultimately gratifying.  The couple that chooses 
the traditional route is asked to face many challenges and responsibilities not required of singletons.  
‘The Wedding’ is a demanding master that forces its constituents to critically examine themselves as 
individuals and together as couple.  In essence, it tells us to grow up or get out.  I firmly believe that 
the friends who eloped were deprived this experience.  Meeting each other’s families, trying to perfect 
languages not our own, we had to overcome great cultural, class, and religious differences.  I finally 
learned how to share and to humble myself to the mysterious workings of a world that I may never 
understand.  
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Ever the feminist, I wrangled with the subject of changing my name.  I never much cared for 
my difficult Slavic maiden name, but I wasn’t absolutely ready to have my identity change.  Finally, it 
occurred to me that in a room full of people, no one would ever put us together.  A Match game with 
human cards might never pair me with the man who makes me laugh, dries my tears, and supports all 
that I am and want to be.  He is an incredible man, whose unwavering faith in me led me to believe in 
myself again, face the ghosts of broken dreams, and begin anew.  I am here now because of Alejandro, 
and I realized the very least I could do was honor him by taking his name.  The man responsible for the 
greatest changes in my life is also how I became a Bonilla.  I’ve had a year now to grow into this name 
and I have to say, I think it fits me perfectly.    
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My First Day at School in a Foreign Country
Termalar Robinson

1) The snow trucks are back at work, spraying large chunks of brown salt on the nearby roads.  Looking 
through the passing windows, as I walk down the hallway of what seems like the largest building ever, 
I notice that the snow mounds are getting taller by the second.  Thankfully, this highly evolving snow 
white city outside serves as a perfect distraction from an attempted conversation with my “needed” 
escort.  As we continue walking, I realize that my black turtle neck, black jeans, and layers of multicolored 
clothing underneath are unable to keep away the chills that periodically overcome me.  Coming to an 
abrupt stop, we face the door labeled Room 301.  “Well missy, this will be your new class.  Don’t be 
nervous now.” My escort playfully cautions, and with the same speed of the falling snow outside, she 
reaches for the door knob, opens it, and steps foot inside.  “I can’t do this,” I think.  Taking a last glance 
at the chilling nation forming outside, my mind rewinds to the days I spent on my couch, religiously 
watching the sitcom series ‘Saved by the Bell’.

2) Sipping on some fresh squeezed lemon juice, making myself comfortable as the theme song begins 
to play, and—as any other fanatic would—attempting to sing along to the lyrics without making one 
mistake, I anxiously await the brand new episode of Saved by the Bell.  In this episode, a new student 
has just entered Bayside High School.  He is of the perception that fitting in at Bayside High School 
would be a piece of cake; sadly, he finds out—the hard way— that his perception is totally wrong.  He 
gets bullied, and is named the class idiot.  Although this episode was displayed in a comically subtle 
manner—I must admit that I was no longer seated on the couch, but instead rolling with laughter 
wildly on the floor.  The message was pretty clear— outsiders were not welcomed at Bayside High.

3) Feeling like the outsider, I enter the classroom.  What seemed like a thousand pairs of eyes stare at 
me.  I imagine them all gawking at the imaginary buzzing, neon, Outsider sign stuck to my forehead.  
“Focus on the teacher,” I chant silently, as I approach her desk.  My escort, who is already at the 
teacher’s side, feels that it is necessary to explain to her that I am a new student, not only to the class, 
but to the school (such a wonderful escort, don’t you think?).  With that information relayed to the 
teacher—information that must have been quite clear to the sharp ears of the students—I am left all 
alone at the desk.  “Class,” she begins, “this is Termalar.  She will be joining our class this year.  Please 
treat her as you would treat one another.”

4) I go into a complete shock after hearing this statement, and like a zombie, walk to the lone seat at 
the back of the classroom.  Seeing: Jose continuously punch Kevin; Rhea get teased about her uniform 
by Aaliyah and Christine; Malcolm and Stephanie throw paper balls at one another; and even more 
appalling the teacher sit and do nothing to stop this, I begin to dread my future at this school.  My 
mind wanders to the large chunks of salt being spread on the roads, the manner in which they are 
able to dissolve, with just one touch, the newly forming snow city.  At this point, I consider myself a 
snowflake, and the entire class, large chunks of salt.
5) Feeling myself slowly melting away, I take my seat.  “What’s up new girl?”  I hear a student ask.  Her 
name: Abiluz.  Chubby with long, untamed hair, Abiluz seems to radiate with energy.  “Do you know 
what the schedule is like?” she asks.  “Well,” she begins again before I can think up a response, “the class 
goes to Gym after this [English]; and when tomorrow comes, we start this shitty process over again.”  
Then, after taking a deep breath, she asks, “So tell me again why you came to this school?”

6) To this, I say nothing, but smile.  Later on in the day, she appoints herself as my tour guide for 
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the Alcatraz like school building.  This act leaves me with a skeptical feeling, instead of one that was 
overjoyed.  The reason: my father’s particular words of advice an hour before travelling to school.  
“Tammy, remember that in America, there is no such thing as friends.  People up here just use you to 
get as much out of you as possible, especially when they see that you are different from them.  And 
trust me, when they realize that they can’t get anything from you….. Humph.  They will be sure to let 
go of you in a heartbeat.”  Indeed, this stern lecture certainly prevented me from seeing the sincerity in 
Abiluz’s effort in helping me get acquainted with the school’s surroundings.

7) The day finally comes to an end.  Abiluz, still radiating with energy asks, “So, are you ready to start 
this shitty process over again?”  Laughing, I reply “You’ll know if I show up.”  Saying goodbye, I leave 
Abiluz and make my way towards my Dad, who is impatiently awaiting my dismissal.

8) As we make our journey back home my Dad questions me about my first day of school.  “So, did 
you meet any friends today?”  That, I have no answer to.  Nevertheless I tell him, “I can’t say that.”  He 
looks at me with a puzzled face as I continue “because, my definition of a friend may be different from 
your definition of a friend.”  Shaking his head, he leads us away from the school grounds.

9) The snow trucks are now on a break.  The city of snow—previously, a work in progress—is now 
officially complete. As I climb up one of the many snow mounds, I notice that the once, large chunks 
of salt, are now tiny pebbles of brown salt.  They, unlike before, now seem to have no effect on the 
fallen snow.  It also comes to my attention that this magnificent city of white snow was formed in a long 
period of time, with one unique snowflake after another coming together to make a united, solidifying 
structure; a structure, which ultimately withstood the potency of the deadly salt.

10) Reflecting now on this experience, I realized quite a great deal about myself.  First off, the neon 
OUTSIDER sign on my forehead is now replaced with TERMALAR.  After all I am Termalar.  I make 
it crystal clear to show to everyone who I am (be mindful that I did not say to “tell” everyone who I 
am).  I also realize that the Termalar who stands before anyone is a culmination of her own unique 
and individual characteristics, beliefs, opinions, as well as those of others—my father’s sternness, and 
Abiluz’s radiant energy being some of them.  As a result, I find myself being able to overcome the 
seemingly large obstacles that plague my life, and at the end of it all I come out a winner.
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Bright Lights 
Claire Zarif

About two years ago, I found myself in a terrifying situation, although it seems like it literally 
happened yesterday. I had accidentally been bumped into, and thus had fallen onto the train tracks…as 
the Q train was speeding on its way towards its next stop. Obviously, I got out in time, but for a 
while—and by “while” I mean two seconds—I really thought it was over for me.
  It was a Wednesday afternoon on a breezy April day. I distinctly remember that because I was 
wondering if there was an all-new episode of One Tree Hill that night. I had rushed out of school hoping 
to catch the train, but as luck wouldn’t have it, I had missed by a second. I stood about a foot and a half 
from the edge of the platform. Soon enough kids from my school came running up just as I had a few 
seconds before because school had been dismissed just moments earlier.
 I had just finished a conversation with one of my friends when I felt a slight pressure on my 
back. Before I knew it, I felt my feet leaving the ground and felt a blinding pain in the back of my head 
connecting with a steel pipe right before my body followed it to the ground. I looked up to see the 
train about 40 feet away and showing no signs of stopping. For an instant, the bright lights held me in 
a trance that seemed endless.

Without thinking, I got up and started running back to the platform. I’m pretty short and 
even with heels, the platform was still taller than me, and for a second I thought that there was no way 
I would make it out alive. But there was no way I was going to give up that easily. I pushed my hands 
up ready to hoist myself up to the platform, when I felt someone’s hand wrap around mine. The next 
thing I knew, I was being pulled up (by the boy who accidentally bumped into me) and falling onto the 
ground of the platform. I can safely say that I had never been happier to be lying on dirty concrete. 

About two seconds later, the train had already made its way into its stop right in front of me. I 
heard the train doors sliding open and for a second I thought I needed to rush to make it in there. But 
then reality seeped in, and I just got up. My cousin Arielle pulled me into a hug. Though I kept telling 
her that I was fine, somehow I couldn’t seem to stop my hands from shaking. I looked around the 
platform and saw that a few girls from my school stayed behind with me to see how I was. They didn’t 
really know me, but they sill stayed behind to see how I was and that meant the world to me. 

We looked across the tracks and saw that my art teacher, Mr. Novetsky, was waving his arms. 
Apparently, he saw what had happened and came right over. The girls and my teacher helped me get my 
things together and walked me back to school. As we were crossing the street, Mr. Novetsky suddenly 
stopped. “Claire, I need to lift up your jacket for a second, ok,” he said. Adding, “Don’t panic,” when he 
saw the worried look on my face. He lifted up my jacket, and I heard an intake of breath. I looked down 
to see the entire back of my shirt soaked with blood. It looked like I had been shot. He kept reassuring 
me that the cuts weren’t that bad and we went into the school.

As soon as we walked in, one of the security guards said, “Wow, I heard what happened, Mrs. 
Sanders (one of my principals) is waiting for you.” I didn’t even think to ask him how he knew what 
had happened just five minutes ago. I walked into her office and we talked about what had happened. 
I called my mother, who was with my grandmother in the hospital at the time (my grandmother had 
ovarian cancer), and she told me she would be there as soon as possible. My father wasn’t answering his 
calls, so I called one of my sister’s friends to tell her (my sister) what had happened so that she could 
take me to the doctor.

Arielle helped me wash some of the blood off my back and the dirt off my face. To me, she 
and the other girls went above and beyond by staying to take care of me, and I cannot thank them 
enough.

Everything from then on seemed to happen in slow motion. I felt like I couldn’t take a step 
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without thinking about what had happened and how surreal it all was. Once I had gotten home after 
getting staples in my head and stitches on my back, I just wanted to crawl into bed and sleep. But that 
was too much to hope for as just about everyone from my community rushed to my house to see how I 
was and called all night. I honestly didn’t think that what had happened was that big of a deal, so I was 
a little baffled as to why I had so much attention bestowed upon me. Naturally, conversation flowed to 
what had happened that day. I had recited every detail of that story so many times, that it felt ingrained 
in my mouth by the end of the fourth recitation. It really made me feel so much better that so many 
of my friends and family seemed to rally around to give support during what I don’t even consider to 
be a very difficult time. Whenever I feel like I’m alone, I just remind myself of how I was treated, and 
I realize that I am most certainly not alone.
 The question almost everyone seems to have is: Did you see your life flash before your eyes? 
Honestly, it did not. There wasn’t really enough time for that. The second question: Are you scared to 
go on the train now? No, I’m not scared. Truthfully, it still doesn’t feel like it actually happened, as if it 
were just another episode on Days of Our Lives. But occasionally, if I think about it, and I look at the 
tracks as the train passes over them, I flinch imperceptibly. But then, I just brush it off.
 This experience did not change my life in the way most people would assume. Sadly, it did not 
make me appreciate life all the more, although I wish it had. And it did not stir some sort of spiritual 
awakening. But it did change me. It made me realize how strong I actually am. It may sound conceited, 
but I am so proud of myself for saving my life. Had I not gotten up after falling, I wouldn’t be here 
today. If I hadn’t run toward the platform, I’d be dead. If I didn’t raise my hands, I would not be sitting 
here typing this essay. I owe everything to the boy that saved me, but I played a big part in it too. I’m 
always told how most people would have just stood frozen had this happened to them, and I take pride 
in the fact that my instincts saved me. This was my grand epiphany.
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When Life Wakes Up
Omar Alvarado

Going to high school, I was the most selfish, unbounded, arrogant person in the world. Like 
every teenager, I thought I was invisible in my own sinful ways. I would do whatever it took to do what 
I wanted, get what I wanted. I worked, but never felt like I had a purpose to do so. My father, however, 
would work like a fanatic. He would get up at 1:00 a.m., go to work, be back home by 3:00 p.m., seven 
days a week. Not bad for a sixty-three-year-old man, huh? He would work and work and I would just 
take and take. Knowing he got paid every two weeks, I would wait till he fell asleep and take $20 – $100 
from his pocket. I would do this for months and months. I figured, I’ll never get caught so what’s the 
worst that could happen? After he filed his taxes, he got about a good $4,000 back. I would wait until 
he went to bed, and pull out $100 – $200. I figured he couldn’t tell the difference. Until one day he 
asked me about the money. I acted like I didn’t know what he was talking about and denied everything. 
I felt invisible, like there would be nothing to stop me.                

One day, I came home from work, tired and exhausted from having to work a rough eight-
hour day. I went upstairs and my father was not in the living room. Normally after work he would be 
on the couch lying down watching television. However this time he was not, he was in his bedroom. I 
walked to the room and I saw him sitting on his bed next to a fan gasping for air with his shirt off. He 
was sweating a lot, looked very pale, and very fatigued. I looked at him wondering what was wrong. I 
asked him if he was all right and he would tell me yes.  I asked him if he wanted to go to the doctor, 
but he refused to go. As hours passed I was getting worried: he looked more pale, sweaty, had a huge 
discomfort in his shoulders, and rubbed his chest. Finally the pain must’ve been so large that he gave 
in and wanted to go to the hospital. We took a cab to Long Island College Hospital. They took him 
in the emergency room, and they eventually told me he was having a heart attack. I couldn’t believe 
what the doctor had told me. I refused to believe it. I couldn’t believe my father, who I never saw in 
pain, was howling in pain. I just remember him saying every minute, “Oh God,” in terrible pain while 
gasping for air. That image will never leave my mind. My father, however, would only last six days in 
intensive care.

After my father’s death, it was my turn to work countless hours. I would have to be head of 
household, even though it didn’t feel right. Waking up at 5:00 a.m., and coming back home at 1:00 
a.m. was not easy. Money would come; bills would make it go. Not having my father any more to steal 
money from, having to rely on myself was the hardest.  After his passing the invisibility that was there, 
was gone, nothing but misery would arrive: the feeling as if the whole world was on my shoulders, and 
I would fall and not get back up. Everyday I was waking up wondering if what I had done was worth all 
its results.  Everyday I was questioning myself, and if I would ever be forgiven by my father. Bills were 
backed up without an answer, me wondering if this was my punishment. 

Eventually, hope would find its way to help me find ways to make money. Selling DVD’s, 
working countless hours, getting a raise was solving my problems. Times would be hard, but giving up 
was not an option. If my father at sixty-three was able to wake up early in the morning and work like a 
dog, I should have no excuse but to do the same. Soon bills would be paid and money would flow. The 
responsible young man my father wanted to see was all grown up, learning the ways of life.

Looking back at everything that has passed, I see that life is just lesson. It’s amazing how when 
someone thinks they’re invisible, they really aren’t. When you feel you’re on top of the world, life comes 
and smacks you back to reality. We pay for our mistakes when we least expect it. At times when we fall, 
it seems as if we cannot get back up, but in due time we can. My mistake was to take life for granted; I 
never appreciated what I had until I lost everything. I love my father; I just never appreciated him. We 
all make that mistake though: never appreciate what we have until it’s all gone. At the same time we all 
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learn lessons: mine was to grow up, and learn how to support myself and make my own money instead 
of taking it from others. Everything you do in life in some way, some time, will come back to affect you. 
When it does come back, what do you do?
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Yemen to Me
Amany Esa

 I am from Yemen—a saying I have repeated more times than I can count to those who usually 
asked about my heritage. Until my junior year in high school, Yemen, to me, always seemed what it 
literally was, ten thousand miles away. A land where my parents were born and raised, and in the end, 
had left for America. Yes, I spoke Arabic with a Yemeni dialect. Yes, I knew how to cook Yemeni food. 
Yes, I attended Yemeni weddings and whatnot. However, I never really knew what it actually meant to 
be from Yemen. 
 On more than one occasion during my upbringing I can recall my shame and neglect of my 
homeland country. Going to school in Brooklyn with typical American girls tends to make me shy away 
from being different. I had stopped bringing lunch to school, because the aroma of the food my mother 
cooked for us didn’t fit within the confines of peanut butter ad jelly sandwiches. 

I remember all too well the incident in second grade. It is a typical school day when we are led 
into our classroom, but I don’t want to take my coat off. Shame and guilt are written all over my face. 
Ms. Millstein comes over and asks me why I still had my thick winter coat, since the indoor heating 
kept our colorful classroom warm and dry from the snow and ice of that winter morning. I mumble 
that the zipper is stuck and she insists on helping me get it off. To her pleasure, the zipper comes 
undone easily. I bow my head and avert my eyes trying to hide what is exposed for all to see. I am 
wearing a traditional orange Yemeni dress bejeweled with gold sequins. I shimmer when I walk. Already 
the glances from my fellow classmates are etched into my memory. 
 Yet there I was in my third year of high school, with all the memories of my American rearing 
blotted with a reminder of where my parents were from: Yemen, where I was soon to go for the first 
time in my life. I was getting married that summer at the age of seventeen. Seventeen years old, and I 
had to leave everything I had ever held dear because my husband, Ali, insisted our “honeymoon” be 
there. My parents, my siblings, my friends, my city, my home were to become a dot on the map half 
way across the world. 
 July seventeenth, a week right after my wedding, I am all packed up and ready to go. I feel the 
grogginess of this Thursday morning and the usual mechanics of getting up in the morning are lost to 
me in the blur of leaving New York. The hour-long drive from the hotel to my parents’ house is silent. 
We were in a hotel that week after my wedding, as though to get me familiar with the unfamiliarity of 
where I would be going. 
 As soon as we reach the front of the house, I get out on shaky feet, and walk up the steps 
leading to my family. I know they were wide awake and waiting for me. They try to comfort me and to 
encourage me: saying that this trip will be so quick, that I’ll be back before I know it, that I am stronger 
than I think. They say anything to try to make me stop crying. 
 My eyes are swollen and my face is red as we pull up in front of the airport. The next five hours 
I transform into a robot; moving through customs, security check, and baggage count with a haze 
over my eyes. I sleep through the whole eleven hour flight and am woken up when we land. Sitting 
on a chair in Sana’a International airport, staring at my feet and waiting for my husband to claim our 
suitcases, I take my first look around. Women are dressed in the mandatory black robes and veils, men 
with their jembiyas (traditional daggers worn as a belt), children running amok everywhere. 
 Ali comes over and tells me we are ready; I nod and reply all right, even though my body is 
screaming at me to stay in this airport that has Kris Cringle’s name. My heart is thudding so loudly in 
my chest; I think it actually visible through my own robe. We are swarmed by beggars as soon as we exit 
the airport doors. Men, women, and children with their hands outstretched for money, since to them 
we just came from a country of plenty. Outstretched hands surround me like a cloud of locusts and I 
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hectically try to reach for my purse but am led into the safety of our car. I try to control my breathing. 
Was this how my stay was to be? 
 It is another seven hours of driving until we are to reach our destination. The last four hours are 
not what I called driving, but clinging to dear life as we made our way through the unpaved mountain 
roads. And then we stop—I look up to see where we are, and I see a quaint little village with a few 
houses scattered here and there, as though someone had sprinkled them randomly over the green fields. 
Nothing like the rigid side-by-side structuring of Brooklyn houses.
 I am weary and tired as I am swarmed yet again, by strangers who are family. In-laws, cousins, 
aunts, and neighbors all want to greet the American bride. After polite smiles and nodding my head like 
a bob on the windshield of a car, we retire and I sleep. 
 I end conversations abruptly and go to my room whenever I am with a local villager or even 
a family member. My room has become my sanctuary. It is my way of detaching myself from the 
people downstairs, the people of Yemen. For hours and hours I stay in my room, alone and depressed, 
immersing myself in my journal, interrupted every now and then with a tray of food from the kitchen.  
When Ali goes sight seeing or catching up with old friends and family, I stay alone in my room, waiting 
for the day when all this will be just a memory. 
 After one month of almost literal isolation, of being served day and night, I get out of my room 
and head downstairs. No one is around.  I saunter outside, following the sound of female voices, to the 
kitchens. To the right of the kitchens, our cow is tied to a post grazing on grass. It looks up at me and 
I cower back a bit. Never before had I ever seen a gray cow. Brown cows, yellow cows, black and white 
cows with common colors but this cow was gray, the color of my soul at that moment. Standing at a 
crossroads: Should I go inside? Should I go back to my room?  Breathing slowly, I enter nervously and 
tell them good morning. Wide-eyed, they ask me what I need, and why I bothered to come down. I 
reply I want to help them and after some negotiations I begin to cut the salad for lunch. Gossip, chatter, 
and laughter soon fill the kitchen. They talk like me, they look like me, and suddenly I begin to lower 
my guard. The wall I had built to keep me from making any kind of connection in Yemen is crumbling 
before my very eyes.
 I had hated getting up each morning, waiting for the day to end so I could leave this place; 
but after my realization in the kitchen, Yemen started to become not just another third world country 
with poor beggars and old world views, but a land of my people. My days are now spent talking about 
anything from weather to weddings. I enjoy meeting new people and having the elders reminisce about 
their time years ago.  And it is the process of listening that paved a way into my heart. Their tears and 
laughter are forever imprinted in my mind. 
 About six months after my arrival to my village, I am packed again, this time to go back 
to America. After wanting to go back to Brooklyn for so long, this good bye is harder than I ever 
imagined. Streams of tears streaked my face as well as my sister in laws and friends. As the car began 
making its way to the main road, the children of our house run after it, neighbors line up to get a view 
of my departure, I wave frantically to all of them, knowing that I was going back to Brooklyn, but also 
knowing that I would be taking all of the with me in my heart. 

II
 It would be another two years before I was to see my country again. This time I was coming 
back with my one year old son, Hatim. I wanted him to know where his roots are, to instill into his own 
heart the love I have for Yemen. As I bid my parents and siblings farewell, I am the one comforting them 
and trying to make them see why I am going. They don’t think it is necessary to take their grandson to 
a country that is half way across the world. I tell them that it will be a wonderful experience, expanding 
his horizons literally and figuratively. 
 Now, as I am in the plane I am alert and not at all sleepy—perhaps my son has a role in that 
area. Nonetheless I am not the exhausted Amany I was the first time around. We arrive in Sana’a airport 
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and I smile at the bustle and hustle of all that is going on around me. I look for familiar faces, excited 
to see anyone again. When we exit, I have coins ready for the beggars and even let Hatim hand a few to 
the children, to teach him how good it feels to give.
 The ride to the village isn’t as treacherous as it used to be, bumpy no doubt, but not dangerous. 
I take the time to enjoy the scenery, pointing out the animals we spotted to my son’s delight. I keep 
waiting for the moment when my village will appear, to see my second home again. As soon as the car 
stops, I hand Hatim to my husband and I am out of the car with arms open wide. I see them all, family, 
friends, and neighbors, at the same spot where they stood when I left. It is as though they had never 
moved, waiting until my return. 
 I lived in Yemen much longer this time around. I marvel at how quickly my son picks up his 
cousins’ habits, mimicking their gestures and language. I am so proud at the way he confronts the 
animals who want to enter our yard to eat the plants. He names each animal as it passes by; cat, chicken, 
cow, camel, donkey were all a part of his vocabulary now. The simple everyday tasks like throwing out 
the garbage are an adventure with him. The toot of the ice cream man’s horn makes Hatim light up and 
run to me looking for money. He even has his own wooden jembiya, which I dress him in with pride. 
I now see why my mother wanted us to wear those neon dresses in second grade. I think about that 
memory and chuckle to myself. My son is a part of Yemen, as am I.
 My room is still my sanctuary. There I am able to reflect about my time with my journals. 
In my room, it is “me” time, when I read the latest novel sent to me or listen to lectures. I eventually 
connect to the internet on my brother-in-law’s laptop, and I spend many nights chatting with my 
sisters. My room is my connection to New York. When I feel I miss my family in America too much, it 
is in my room I find solace. At times I feel guilt if I spend a few hours locked up in my room because I 
am not taking advantage of the time I had. 

Everyday, I wake up and the sky is bluer, the grass is greener, the animals are definitely smellier, 
and I am at peace. I work the fields with my family and learn the difference between many different 
kinds of crops. I aid them in getting cave water when out tanks ran out, and I’m reminded to be 
thankful for running water. At times, I wonder how I ever saw this place as uncivilized, how I used to 
view my people as inferior. What used to make me so afraid of this land that I would come to call my 
second home?

It is night when the beam from Ali’s flashlight is visible in the hallway. He joins us in the living 
room and sits besides his mother, where she already has three candles burning. Ali looks over to his 
sister and they share a look for a moment. He turns the flashlight off. I smile and tuck the blanket over 
my sleeping son next to me. Through the window I see complete darkness and then, slowly but surely, 
the darkened windows of my neighbors’ houses each fill with candlelight.
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Coming out of the “box”
Neyra Azimov

 Think outside the box, they tell you, with such a falsely encouraging tone that you just doze 
off and play that song you heard earlier over and over in your head. It’s so cliché, that phrase. Who’s 
to say what’s inside and what’s outside the box? Is wearing capris and Nikes to prom “thinking outside 
the box”?  So then does following the etiquette and wearing those glittery gowns with bone-breaking 
six inch heels make one a conformist, a follower, another brick in the wall as Pink Floyd said? I was just 
never really fond of that phrase. 
 The eighth grade prom at Edward B. Shallow was when I first came out. Although, it’s not the 
“coming out” that you’re probably thinking of. It was more like a symbolic out of the shell rebellious 
coming out that earned me many stares and whispers behind my back but I didn’t care. In my quest to 
form an identity and a personality that I have lacked for the past six-ish years before that night, nothing 
and no one could stop me from walking into that lavish hall with my best friend, Aida, dressed like it 
was just any other day in our lives. We were making a statement, but my statement was more internal 
than external. I needed to prove to myself that I could stand up to human criticism, that I could put an 
end to that shy, quiet girl who sat in the back of her classes in elementary and junior high school, who 
was too afraid to speak because God forbid someone would disagree with her and she would sink under 
her desk, blushing, heart racing, tears. 
 The prom was my switch, I was standing right on the boundary between two territories, both 
metaphorically and literally, about to step into a whole new world, a whole new me. It took me about 
twenty minutes to make that switch, though. I stood outside of Rex Manor pondering my decision 
over and over again, anger accelerating because I felt as though I wouldn’t be able to do it. I could hear 
the hip hop songs playing in the depths of the hall, their beat resonating with my racing heart. It was 
time. I fixed up my Jordache capris, checked the laces on my Nike sneakers and from then on it was 
Showtime.  
 I felt as though I was on ecstasy. There was so much color in the room, so much glitter and 
shine from the dangling earrings and Swarovski crystals sewed on the gowns. The girls’ nails reflected 
the lights of the disco ball, their hair hard and untouchable as a result of massive amounts of hairspray. 
The air, perfumed and contaminated with the fruity and flowery scents hit us in the face as Aida and 
I proceeded to our table. Our friends, Allie, Jessie, Chris and Crystal were already there, looking as 
though they had just stepped out of Vogue’s evening section. They laughed and commented on our 
appearance, even complimented it. The anxiety that prevailed in the beginning began to drift away and 
the fact that people kept flashing dirty looks and gossiping seemed actually humorous to me rather than 
intimidating. 
 The music blasted continuously, jumping from hip hop, to trance, to reggae. I was inseparable 
from the dance floor, dancing being a whole new experience on its own, for it was my first time ever 
doing so, especially among such a large crowd. The climax of the night came when Nelly’s “It’s getting 
hot in here” took over the turntables for ten minutes. The boys took off their shirts and the girls threw 
their shoes up in the air, subconsciously yearning to get out of the conventional skins they were in 
that night. Or so I think. As the hours passed, more and more people came up to Aida and I saying 
how lucky we were that we were dressed so casually because we could actually enjoy the prom without 
worrying that someone would step on our dress and most importantly because our shoes weren’t killing 
our feet. I felt accepted, empowered, a bit cocky, but above all else I felt victorious.  
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The Artist’s Orgasm
Helen Marder

Epiphanies are like jack-in-the-box. Jack is in the box and you know it but you’re unsure of it, 
and you don’t know when he will come out. So, you wind him, you push him to discover the truth. 
Once he comes out, his box can’t stop ringing. Creating is my “jack.” It is inside my box, a passion 
“ringing.” And it took a dragging phone call from a dull friend on an inspiration-craved day to receive 
this self-realization. 
 I was fifteen years old and I was making my first Halloween costume. I was going to be the 
fairy of the forests. I already had a picture sketched out. It was imaginative, as always. She had wings, 
majestic and strong. Her top, an orange corset, was held together with leaves and headphones. Her skirt 
was full of depth, but ultimately shredding down to little swirls in the end.  Her arms, overstretched, 
fingers that could reach into the pipe you just lost your ring to. She was a goddess. Yet like all the others, 
only on paper was she one. There I sat, staring at my constipated creation, admiring her, trying to figure 
out how to make this thought come to life. I was thinking of what type of cloth I should use for the 
skirt, but the phone interrupted this thought. It was Rosie. Roosevelt is his real name; Rosie is what 
I called him, and what everyone eventually called him. Every time he called me, he either fell asleep 
or he was multitasking; music, internet, video game, and then me. Today he was multitasking. Our 
conversations usually lasted an average of four hours. They were always pointless, but not this time. 
 My usual routine with Rosie was to find something productive to do. It helped make the silence 
less meaningless. Rosie was the reason my art portfolio was bloated. I looked at my sketch, looked at my 
fabric box, and began the fun. As I was digging through the fabrics, I asked, “So what are you up to, 
Rose?” He replied, “Nothing much, you?” Sure, the sounds coming from his TV were nothing much. 
“Well, I’m working on my Halloween costume,” I replied. He began ranting: “Halloween’s stupid. Why 
are you wasting your time? Giving a ton of candy to kids is a terrible thing to do. No wonder America’s 
so fat…” He got political. I zoned out. For the preservation of my sanity, I zoned out. All the while, I 
was getting my skirt done. This is enjoyable, I thought. 
 There I was, sewing, cutting, and observing the progress while talking and listening to Rosie. 
Multitasking was enjoyable. Three hours flew by and I was halfway through with my skirt. I stepped 
back to take a look at it. I hated it. It was quiet, so I decided to vent my pessimistic demons to Rosie. 
“Ah! This skirt is coming out to look so cheesy. I can find a replica of it in Party City! It wasn’t meant 
to look this way. It looks so much better in the picture I drew.” “I’m sure it doesn’t look that bad. I’m 
sure it looks fine,” Rosie counseled. “No. The picture looks fine. This looks terrible,” I said. Rosie, who 
was good at analyzing situations, said, “Okay, what does the picture have that you didn’t make?” After 
I described the sketch, he said, “Well, you can do that, Helen. You can make it look like whatever you 
want it to look like.” I considered his argument. A thought suddenly jumped into my mind and it was 
on a train, a fast one, it was picking up speed as fast as it was picking up information. It was a domino 
effect of realizations. My eyesight went blurry. My adrenaline was at a rush, I was so exhilarated. I got 
dizzy, so I sat down. But I couldn’t stay down, this was too exciting. I didn’t know what to do with 
myself. The sound effects weren’t understandable. Rosie was so confused, “Helen, what’s going on? 
What happened?” I couldn’t say anything. I had to let this feeling pass. I felt like my soul left my body, 
feeling empty, yet full, and so heavy. I don’t know how long I was away, but once I was collected, I 
said, “Dude, my soul just left my body and came back. But I realized something; I can make the shreds 
on the bottom of the skirt turn to swirls, just like in my sketch! Whoa! Thanks Rose.” My greatest 
obsession; swirls, finally had a door, finally had life with the help of paper glue, and circular objects like 
hair curlers and body mist bottles to manipulate the fabric into swirls. That realization was the cause of 
my episode. After I explained this to Rosie, he laughed. Maybe my soul didn’t leave my body. Maybe it 
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was just the effect of being on the phone in an unventilated room for 3 hours. Whatever it was, I called 
it an orgasm; a climax of my many emotions. 

Though the swirls never worked because paper glue can only hold so much, this orgasm was 
not triggered because of my love for swirls. Now that I look back at it, it was a building block to the 
epiphany that slowly surfaced. Of all my five senses, I love my sight the most. I love the way things look, 
the way they move. I’m sure other people have felt the “baking orgasm” or the “organizing orgasm.” 
Creating is what I’m in love with. It triggers me in ways nothing else can. From thereon, I sculpt my 
path keeping art in mind, always. 
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My So Called Fashion Do’s and Don’ts
By Vincenzina D’Amato

 I guess we can say that we’ve all had a few a bad experiences with fashion in the past. From the 
fluffy shoulder pad outfits our mothers forced us to wear, to the “OH MY what was I thinking” attire 
during our adolescent years.  Either we were color blind or just flat out insane.  
 While looking through some photo albums for inspiration, I came across three photographs 
that really defined me as a kid, weird, chunky, but beautiful all the same. In one, I was about six years 
old, and my hair was flying in every direction. I had pink shorts with a brown tank top and a red cap 
on. It looked like a tornado had just hit me. My mother was crazy for allowing me to walk out of the 
house in such a hideous outfit. But then again, she never cared how she looked as long as she had a 
clean shirt and pants on. In the second photograph, I was about nine years old. I was holding this box 
of Italian sweet bread and I was wearing this neon green sweater with brown overalls, which definitely 
belonged to my cousin Frank. Oh and who could forget those huge ugly black and white sketchers I 
was sporting. I wore those things for a good three or four years. The third photograph I actually stared 
at for a good five minutes. I couldn’t believe the change. I looked like a well behaved little princess. It 
was at a wedding, of course, about ten years ago. I was wearing a white silk blouse and a navy blue velvet 
dress with a pretty little bow in the front which had thin straps trailing in the back. My hair was neatly 
fastened with this beaded blue and white ribbon hair piece my mother had made. I was posing in sort 
of a “Look-at-me-I’m-so-pretty-type-of-way” that was very rare for me at that age. 
 One of the many disadvantages of being the youngest in the family was that most of my clothes 
were hand-me-downs from my sister and older cousins. However, I never seemed to mind that at the 
time, because I thought whatever my cousins chose to wear was definitely cool. So even when they wore 
it about twenty times and then gave it to me, I was astounded. I loved going shopping in my cousin’s 
pile of old clothes and picking out the oddest things. Once I picked an orange and purple zigzag tank 
top which I wore religiously for a month and then gave it away to a church. That seemed to be the 
process: when my cousins got tired of their clothes, they gave them to me. They thought it was a shame 
to give it away to charity so quickly.  I mean not when I could get some use out of it first. Was I charity 
to them? 
 In dancing school, when I was five years old, I was practicing my grand pleas when my tights 
suddenly ripped right down my rear. Everyone started laughing, including the teacher. I remember 
getting kicked left and right by the twenty-five other girls in the cramped studio. My tights were ripped, 
my tutu kept falling off, and my right ballet slipper had a hole in it so my huge toe was sticking out. All 
of the girls had nice new dance equipment and all I had were cheap hand-me-downs from my cousin. 
It was humiliating. I didn’t even know girls could be so cruel at such a young age. If my huge toe didn’t 
get them laughing then scrapping my nose the day before my recital was a comedy hour for them. I quit 
dancing school two weeks after the recital and have regretted that decision everyday since. 
 After my dancing school days, I hit a weird tomboy stage. I wore oversized clothes, sportswear 
outfits, and got into a very defensive mood. All my friends were boys and all I wanted to do was play 
sports with them. Those were also my layer years. I can recall wearing baggy blue jeans, my infamous 
black and white Sketchers, a t-shirt, a navy blue hoodie, a baby blue cotton vest, and a stripped grey 
and blue sweater tied around my waist. The funny thing was that it wasn’t even cold outside. I was just 
strange. 
 I used to think that dress down days in catholic school were the best. I would always go for 
the cool and comfortable look and it usually worked for me. Except for one day, in the 6th grade, I had 
earned a dress down day after selling twelve boxes of chocolate. I went to school wearing a white Math 
League T-shirt, those free shirts you got for participating in a fundraiser, and baggy blue jeans. I felt 
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liberated from the tacky white blouse and dull black, blue, and yellow plaid skirt we had as a uniform. 
In the school yard after lunch, this little 8th grader came up to me and shoved three dollars in my face 
and told me to go buy a shirt that wasn’t worth 99 cents. I was furious, so I punched her in the face, 
threw her to the ground, ripped the three dollars in front of everyone, and ended up getting detention 
for a month. Oh who am I kidding?  I froze. I ran to the girls’ bathroom and cried my eyes out until 
good old Mrs. Howell dragged me back to class and told me to “grow a backbone.” 
 High School was no different. Everything revolved around designer clothing and other expensive 
brand-name items. People never really said anything out loud, but you could see it in their stares and 
the full body scans they took of you. “What is she thinking? Oh my…that outfit is ridiculous.  Ew.”  I 
went to somewhat of a rich school, with kids from wealthy families and spoiled drama queens. It was 
a world of coach bags, Juicy outfits, and the never ending battle between Hollister and Abercrombie. 
All you would hear in the girls locker room was, “Did you see what so and so is wearing? Ew that shirt 
does not match those shoes.  You can’t wear American eagle jeans on Hollister Thursday….dahh that’s 
fashion suicide.” Their ideology was based around ins and outs, this season and last season, and red 
cherry or chocolate flavored lip gloss. I do admit, however, that I tried to care for a while. I had to have 
those tight Juicy pants that showed every one of my deformities, those little tiny Abercrombie tank tops 
that never passed my belly button, and those ever popular Uggs, that made my feet look egg shaped and 
twelve times their size. My history teacher told us that it was demeaning to girls when we wore clothes 
that insulted us such as the Juicy pants that usually had “JUICY” written on our behinds. 
 In Psychology class one semester, we were discussing individuality and the need to express 
ourselves. The teacher asked us to stand up if we were wearing Nike sneakers and about half the class 
stood up. He asked again how many of us were wearing blue jeans. The entire class stood up. He told 
us that it was “a bunch of bull” to waste money just to look like everyone else. We tried to explain 
to him how fashion was a way of expressing our emotions but all we did was prove ourselves wrong. 
What he saw was a bunch of teenagers with no real-life experience and no way of knowing what it was 
they wanted to express. He was right. We all, in one way or another, looked the same no matter how 
different we tried to be. 
 The only time my mother and I fought was over what I called my “lack of a wardrobe.”  I 
whined about not having anything to wear to school and that everyone was going to laugh at me if 
I showed up with “clothes from the 1800’s.”  I especially remember this one incident my first day of 
school sophomore year. We didn’t have time to go school shopping, so I didn’t have the all important 
“first day of school” outfit. I woke up early that morning to see if I could put something together, but 
I wasn’t satisfied with what I had. I got frustrated and started taking my entire closet apart. My mother 
came upstairs to see what all the fuss was about. When she saw the mess I was making in my room, she 
flipped. Her eyes started bugging out and her nostrils widened, even her hair seemed to inflate. I was in 
for it. She exploded into a discussion about poor children in Africa who only had leaves and branches 
for clothing and little Chinese children forced into sweatshops to make the clothes I had thrown on the 
floor. She told me I was a spoiled, selfish brat who didn’t appreciate anything. She told me I had to be 
grateful for the roof over my head and a closet full of clothes, even if I didn’t like them. She threatened 
if I didn’t pick anything by the time she counted to ten, she would pick something for me. She didn’t 
even reach seven, when I saw her rummage through my clothes and pick out an old green shirt that had 
“born to shop” across the front and beige corduroy pants. I thought I had gotten rid of them. I mean 
who wore corduroy pants after 1995?  How did I still have them? I’m telling you my mother had the 
superpower to make things, which had been lost around the house for years, magically appear. 
 After the incident in the 6th grade, I was never satisfied with my wardrobe. I begged to be 
noticed and fought hard to fit in. I even got depressed over the issue to the point where my mother had 
to scold me. I would complain about not having what everyone else had and she would comment on 
my lack of appreciation and stupidity. By the time I reached High School, she had grown tired of my act 
and told me to get a job if I wanted to “fit in.” She was right. So during my third year in High School, 
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I got a job in a clothing store on Kings Highway. I worked tiring hours everyday for a year. I ended up 
buying only two shirts, two pairs of jeans and a pair of shoes that year, and wore out everything I had 
previously owned. I realized then how cheap I really was and just how idiotic it was of me to waste all 
of my hard earned money on ninety dollar shirts that would fade and stain the same way a thirty dollar 
shirt would. I became more resourceful and acquired some of my mothers shopping skills. 
 What I should have realized sooner is that a shirt from Armani does the same job as a shirt 
from Old Navy and a pair of jeans from Aeropostale looks exactly the same as a pair from Abercrombie. 
It’s really ironic that we have to spend an arm and a leg just to keep up with the current fashion hypes 
that repeat themselves every three years anyway. I like to dress up and look fashionable, but now I do it 
because I want to, not because I have to. My little fashion crises in the past, however inappropriate and 
hideous I may have looked, were kind of cute. You know what? I am proud to say that I was a plump 
kid in dancing school, a wild, tough tomboy in elementary school, and a little girlie-girl from then on.  
And now, I can think back and laugh at the fact that I was so desperate to be something I wasn’t. I go 
for stuff on sale now and have learned how to manage my money and spend it on the more important 
things in life, like my three-hundred dollar phone bill! 
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The Traveler
Harry Shuluk

 
 As I trudged toward the Nevins Street train station steps, tired and weary from the long night 
before, four strange faces stopped me. First of all, let me start by clarifying, the night before had been 
much more than long; it had been an all night, all morning fest of trouble and teenage mischief mixed 
on and off with police and firemen. I was just starting my pilgrimage back home from Brooklyn, where 
I had stayed at my dear friend’s house, when I was prevented from furthering my journey. Now, keep in 
mind, I was really in no mood to hear anything like: “Sorry sir, 4 and 5 trains aren’t working,” or “Can 
I see some ID sir?” While I was in no mood to deal with the trivialities of daily life, I had no idea that 
I was about to verify one of life’s major tenets—that in the act of helping someone else and seeing life 
through that person’s eyes, one is also truly helping himself and reaffirming his own perspective.
 The first face was a woman’s; she had a kind face, with high cheekbones and hair in braids. She 
was black, like most of the people in the neighborhood, but she had an accent when she spoke. Her first 
gesture to me was an out held hand as to signal “STOP.” She was dressed well, so I stopped and took an 
earful of Haitian sounding broken English. “ELP DIS MAN, PLEASE SIR.” I was honestly exhausted 
and looked at her, and then at her three assumed family members. The man she was referencing was a 
hulking, bald giant wearing a polo shirt, carrying a bag. He had deep-set eyes, but a kind face as well, 
so I agreed to stop and really listen. A part of me wanted to just get on with my way, keep going, and 
walk right by them. I then thought of what my mother had said to me since I was a child: “Be nice, you 
be nice, help people that are less fortunate than you are,” and they all looked lost. Really lost.
 As I stared and listened to the woman, she expressed that he was taking the 4 train (the same 
train that I happened to be taking), that he was from Haiti and didn’t speak  much English. He needed 
to go to Chinatown, the Canal Street station. I responded to them by saying “Sure, I can help. He can 
take the 4 train to Brooklyn Bridge, then transfer across the platform to the 6 and take it one stop to 
Canal.” The woman looked up at the man and spoke some Creole to him, then glanced back at me and 
gestured to him. I got the feeling that I was going to be involved in the accompaniment of this strange 
Haitian giant to Chinatown. Sure enough, after about some time, she turned back to me and said again 
in her broken English, “PLEASE ELP DIS MAN, TAKE ‘IM TO DE CANAL STREET.”
 I thought to myself, it wasn’t particularly out of my way, and it wouldn’t prevent me from getting 
home late really. I looked up at her, and between the latter stated thoughts and the fact that I really just 
wanted to get on my own way, I said “Sure, I’ll take him, c’mon.” So after a quick Creole goodbye, the 
giant followed me into the dark mouth of the subway entrance. He had two dollars already out of his 
pocket, I had my monthly, and so I showed him how to use the machine to get a single ride. I noticed 
that
Creole wasn’t an option for the choices of languages, so I chose English. After swiping through the 
rotating teeth of the turnstile, the man followed me down the steps into the esophagus of the station.
 We walked down the platform and I noticed him looking all around, observing, taking his 
surroundings in, soaking in all the details of the dingy station. With a wave of my hand he briskly 
strolled behind me to the enlarged subway map by the wooden benches toward the end of the platform. 
I explained to him as best I could where we were, and how to get to where he was going on the map. I 
showed him the green line of the 4 from the red encircled “YOU ARE HERE,” to the Brooklyn Bridge 
stop, then the 6 lines’ continuation on local stops to Canal Street. I told him that we had five stops 
on the 4 line from Nevins Street: Borough Hall, Bowling Green, Wall Street, Fulton Street, and then 
Brooklyn Bridge. From there I explained to him that right across the platform of the Brooklyn Bridge 
station, he could transfer to the 6 line and take it one stop to Canal Street. He looked down to me and 
said, “OK.”
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 I stepped close to the yellow warning track running along the edge of the platform to lean in 
and look for any signs of an approaching train. Headlights loomed in the distance, growing brighter 
and drawing nearer with each second. The giant joined me in glancing down the iron tracks. His eyes  
widened as he focused in on the train. He quickly stepped back while I slowly drew further from the 
edge as the metal container pulled into the station. The train was pretty much empty so I took a seat 
by the closed set of doors opposite the ones we entered through so I could see each station we pulled 
into and the people that got on. Typically, when I get on a train and there is ample space, I choose a 
seat away from everybody so I can have some kind of privacy, but the Haitian giant plopped down right 
next to me, giving me hardly any legroom. What could I do?
 The doors of the subway car shut and I leaned back after inspecting the car and its occupants. 
They were satisfactory. I noticed that the giant was extremely observant, which, in turn, made me be 
observant as well. I saw him checking out each station stop and the design of them. One had a stand for 
magazines, food, and drinks; he was particularly interested in this I noticed, from the intent look on his 
eyes. Fixed on each magazine displayed and every candy bar and pack of gum. I started to look at these 
frequently visited and common train stops as something more; I saw them from the eyes of an outsider 
to the New York Metro Transit Authority. I took notice of the tile work of all the stations names as we 
passed by; I looked at the intricacy of tile placement and craftsmanship and wondered how skilled one 
must’ve been to complete this work. The bright red Bowling Green station is the first in Manhattan and 
it’s appropriate for the Manhattan welcome. The mosaics of dockworkers and ships in the navy yards 
of early and ancient Manhattan decorate the rouge walls. The giant was awestruck, and so was I for the 
first time.
 Brooklyn Bridge quickly came and I told him this is where he makes his departure. The 6 train 
was already there waiting for him as we pulled into the station. I pointed to it and said, “That is your 
train, it is the 6 train and it will take you to Chinatown. Get off at Canal Street station, it is one stop.” 
The giant grabbed his bag, got up and with a big smile and an even bigger outstretched hand thanked 
me the best he could. I took his hand and embraced it in mine. I could tell he must have done some 
manual labor of some kind because his grip was strong and his hands were rough. Shaking his hand 
and smiling back I said goodbye to the stranger. I watched him depart from the 4 line and wait in 
front of the 6 train for the doors to open. While the doors of the 4 train were shutting I sat there and 
watched him. The doors of the 6 train opened, but before he boarded, he turned and waved a gigantic 
wave accompanied by his enormous smile. I briskly put my hand up the way the woman did back at 
Nevins Street, and then with a smaller, less conspicuous wave of my own, flashed him a thumbs-up 
accompanied by a smile of my own.
 These departures from normative subway behavior made me think my whole ride home. I 
specifically thought of the Patron Saint of travelers (Saint Christopher) whose medallion, ironically, I 
wear around my neck. Saint Christopher had helped Jesus cross a raging river and many sailors wear His 
chain. I was thinking of how I came to wear His chain; my Irish mother gave it to me, she said that life 
in itself is a journey and that we are all travelers in our own respects. She told me that He would watch 
over me if I wore His chain. This man obviously didn’t know the subway system and was lucky that I 
had the time to do this deed. It was my one good deed for the day; I always try to have one. But then 
I was wondering…Saint Christopher didn’t know it was Jesus that he was helping, he was just doing it 
out of the goodness of his heart.
 I remembered that at first I was very reluctant to take some strange man on the train with me…
who could he be? What was his business? Where was he going? Strangely enough, these series of events 
made me think of the ancient Greek practices of Dike, which is a code among guest and host and Xenia, 
which is hospitality to strangers. The ancient Greeks believed that the Gods could take any form and 
could even be a strange visitor from another land, it was good courtesy and good Xenia to take them in 
and treat them with respect and hospitality, so if it was a God, they would favor you.
 I then was overcome with this crazy thought, what if this strange giant from another land was 
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in fact, a God. I then laughed at myself out loud on the train and received some glances and New-
York-looks from other passengers. I also thought of the possibility that maybe something was going 
to happen to me on my train ride, but with the protective company of this giant, it, whatever it was, 
had been thwarted. Maybe Saint Christopher was looking out for me instead. Either way I came to the 
realization that it really didn’t matter and that the point was that I looked out for a stranger; Love Thy 
Brother, right? I came away from this encounter with a new perspective on helping strangers in need, 
and maybe one day a stranger will help me if I am ever in need. To me, good deeds need no reward, just 
as there should be no reward for honesty or any other just practice. Honesty and kindness should be 
free. With this, I got off of the train and recounted the events of the ride. Maybe I missed something, 
but I didn’t; it was just that. It was just the fact that I had helped someone who was lost on his way. It 
was just the fact that our paths had crossed, maybe for a reason, maybe not, but to me I saw the ride as 
a lesson. God works in mysterious ways, right?
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Camp Sternberg: Uncut (Slightly Bruised)
Bailey Lustig

Orientation…
It was my tenth summer at sleep-away camp. It was to be a routine summer filled with friends, 

fun, and the obligatory amount of growth to make it complete. But this summer was different. This 
summer I was staff. Not just junior staff that has its days off planned for and has to pay to come. But 
real, hard working, wage (ha!) earning, staff.
 Staff came a few days before the campers arrived so that we would have time to get settled, and 
get to know one another. This provided the camp directors with the chance to have us participate in 
numerous workshops designed to convince us that if our campers didn’t have eating disorders, it was 
only a matter of time before we discovered that they did have a fear of showers/dark spaces/spiders, or 
that their family’s were so dysfunctional as to make the Osbournes look like the Partridge family.

First Day Jitters…
 When the big day finally came, it was a relief to see that my campers weren’t mutants directly 
off the latest spaceship from Mars, but were in fact regular kids nervous about spending six long weeks 
away from their hot showers and mommies. My campers got right into the swing of things, winning 
Bunk Night and pulverizing our co-bunk on the soccer field. It was about three days in before my 
counselor and I noticed anything amiss.
 It was a regular volleyball activity, but my campers decided it would be more fun to ride on the 
swings instead. As I stood there explaining to them that that was not an option, I felt something wet on 
my hand.

Let the fun begin…
“Did you just lick me?” I couldn’t help but question such a ludicrous concept. My 11-year-old 

camper just smiled at me and went one step further; she bit me right on the arm. The camper on my 
other side thought this was a marvelous idea, and proceeded to latch on to my other arm. I should have 
had a premonition of what was to come.
 When I went to my division head with what had happened, she seemed sympathetic. However, 
bureaucracy exists even in summer camp, and nothing was done.
I then realized that in my role as a JC, it would be up to me and my counselor alone to give these girls 
the most fun filled summer with the least amount of physical harm.
 After a couple of days my bunk’s violent tendencies shifted from us, the counselors, to their 
fellow campers. Despite desperate pleas of soda for peace, alas it was not to be. We had our fair share of 
Jerry Springer moments before our bunkhouse quieted down, with only one kick in the ribs (“She was 
being so annoying!”). Eventually a tentative truce was formed, and my bunk grew to get along with one 
another, if not to become the best of friends.

Repeat that, please…
 It was the last night of camp that everything changed. The head counselor had started an activity 
in which every girl who chose to was allowed a chance to speak and reflect back on her experiences over 
the past six weeks. 
 When I walked in, one of my campers was up front, on the verge of sharing her feelings. This 
camper, the same girl that had licked me and then gone on to bite me, described how welcome she felt 



��

in our bunkhouse, how much she loved her counselors, and how we were always positive and caring 
towards her. Throughout the activity more and more of my campers got up to thank my counselor and 
I for helping them to have a wonderful summer.
 I’ll never forget that time I stayed up with them all night (those of them that lasted), and 
talked, laughed, made more friendship bracelets than I could ever possibly hope to have friends, and 
most importantly, listened. My campers were telling me how much influence each person can have in 
this world. Whether through my goodnight hugs, my not quite stellar athletic ability, or my original 
bunk cheers, I helped these girls feel like a part of something. 
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To Cross or Not to Cross…
Ling Charissa Cheung

This is not the question.

A bright yellow Mercedes passes by in the speed of light, but for the remaining of the two 
minutes, no other cars appear.  People are passing by me one by one.  Some pass by without looking; 
others stare at me in awkwardness.  Occasionally, one or two people wait with me.  The sign turns from 
a red hand to a white person.  Finally, it is my turn to walk.
     
 Since I was a little girl, I have followed all the rules.  Sometimes it was tedious, but I kind of 
got used to it.  Following rules felt very natural to me.  I was always very proud of following every single 
rule my parents, the church, and the school set up.  I almost never went out by myself until I was about 
thirteen years old (and rarely afterwards). I never cheated on a test, nor copied any homework before 
high school.  Not that I did afterwards.  I did not cross the streets when it was a red light.  I did not even 
eat or drink anything in the house unless I got my father’s permission.  When my father said “NO,” no 
it was.  I never dared to say anything.

 Speaking of eating and drinking, there are some interesting rules in my house. Besides bread 
and biscuits, there is no food allowed unless if you ask.  Well, when I want to eat an orange, for 
example, and my parents are not home, I have to call and ask them.  If I was lucky, my father would 
pick up the phone and say yes, which he did 99% of the time; but if I was ill-timed, I would have to  
wait, sometimes for hours, just to eat that orange.  Another rule in my house regards on the order of 
drinking soda. Children are not allowed to open a can of soda.  When I was little, I could only drink 
soda when my dad was home.  He would open the can, take the first sip; my mom would take the 
second sip; I, who happened to be older than my sister, would take the third sip; and my little sister 
could only wait until all three of us finished our sips.  I am so used to this habit (or rule, if you insist) 
that I still sip from my father’s can soda instead of opening a new can myself.

 All throughout my life I followed every single little rule.  But most of the time, I just followed 
them because they are rules.  If my dad said so, they must be good for me. Besides, I got complimented 
and avoided punishments.  What else would I want?  I am very proud of myself for not jay-walking.  I 
must have spent some 400 hours waiting for the red light to turn white (or green in HK).

 A little more than two years ago, I was walking on Eighth Avenue with my father.  We were 
waiting for the light and he jay-walked. I was very surprised. I asked him, “Why did you jay-walk?” 
He simply answered me with, “Why not?” I thought about it for a long time. I realized everything I 
did before was because of rules and regulations, sometimes because of respect to my parents.  However, 
there was no meaning behind those actions. Dad saw my silence and added to my thoughts, “If you 
follow rules for rules’ sake, I rather you don’t follow them!” That puzzled me for a long moment. Soon, 
we encountered another crossroad. Should I cross the street or should I not? The answer was always 
within me. I waited, but this time, I waited meaningfully.  I waited for the sake of safety, not only my 
own safety, but the safety of many others. 
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Anonymous
Lemons

1. In the period of time that elapsed between September 9th, 2003 and October 3rd, 2005 I managed 
to remove everything in my life that most normal people consider worth living for. On October 3rd, 
2005, did I think my life was worth living? Certainly! I was firmly grounded in the assumption that 
I was not like most people. I was not the bored employee traveling from his two story house in Long 
Island to Manhattan everyday, on the same road, to the same job, to do the same thing. I wasn’t the 
frustrated anti-social city-dwelling hermit sitting in a cubicle designing cubicles. I was on a different 
plane because I found something in life that took me there, and I wasn’t going to let it go.

2. September 9th , 2003 I left the jeweled throne of 8th grade and stepped into the dirty peasantry of 
high school freshman. In a sentence my autobiography up to that point would be that I was born 
curious, and under the emotional constraints of overprotective parents became bored. Ready for a new 
experience I turned on my radar and began to examine the 5,000 kids that scurried in and out of my 
high school. I scanned the crowd for who looked like they were having the most fun. Baggy jeans and 
oversized shirts freestyling on the corner? No. Sitting under a tree in the park across the street from the 
school, skipping class, smoking something out of a psychedelic looking glass bowl? Yes!

3. My new friends were very glad to introduce me to my new obsession, drugs. I was bored with what 
I had found the normal everyday world offered (not that I spent much time looking), so I fell in love 
with all the various ways I could warp it using substances. I could not, however, share this newfound 
love with my parents because the chances of them approving were slim. Plus my mom was sick, and 
everyone knows that stress isn’t good for people with cancer.

4. I weeded out from among the crowd the people who got high just a little bit, and the people who 
got high a lot. I began to work on trying to get into the good confidence of the heavy smokers so that 
I could go where they went, but it was hard getting their acceptance when I had to make an 8:00 PM 
curfew. My new friends wouldn’t mention their parents in a sentence unless that sentence included a 
string of curses or at least one demeaning comment. I found that even in my rebellious drug use, I was 
making curfew, busting my ass to make sure my parents didn’t know about my favorite new hobby, and 
running home to erase messages from either teachers or truancy officers. Well I had to! My mom was 
not allowed to be under stress.

5. Prior to October 3rd , 2005, if you would have asked me why I got high, I would have told you that 
it was what living was REALLY about, and would have proceeded to explain how you’ve been missing 
it all your life. If you ask me today why I got high, I’ll tell you that I have an addictive and obsessive 
personality. If it’s quick, easy, and makes me feel good then there is a good chance that once I start I’ll 
fall in love with it and won’t be able to stop. How did I develop this personality? Well, let’s just say when 
life gives me lemons, I don’t make lemonade. I pile the lemons on a shelf while stuffing myself with 
cheesecake in a frightened stupor because I know that as soon as I stop eating cheesecake I’ll have 
to deal with the huge pile of lemons behind me.

6. December 31st, 2003 I entered my room to see all of my cleverly hidden drug paraphernalia spread 
out neatly on my bed. I would have been shocked but there wasn’t enough time for my brain to respond 
before my mother and sister burst into the room and assailed me with difficult questions. One of these 
was, “Where’s my money?”, since the reason they searched my room is because I had stolen some cash 



��

from my sister. I stood there in a state of panic as my sister threw one of my pipes at me. Later that 
night, however, I stewed in a brew of angry relief, because now they knew.
7. I cashed that night in for a “do whatever you want” ticket. Or, to say it in a way that makes sense, I 
lost the only thing that was holding my drug use from spiraling out of control. I promptly proceeded 
to break curfew, and venture into territory that I swore I would never enter.

8. Between January 1st 2004 and October 3rd 2005 I tried marijuana, cocaine, LSD, mushrooms, hash, 
DXM, nitrous, alcohol, crack, ecstasy, and various prescription pills. I dropped out of high school, 
left home for days at a time, slept erratically, if at all, grew my hair down past my shoulders, and was 
completely broke. Personal health and hygiene were no longer a priority since I consumed only enough 
food to live and get high one more day, and showers became a rare luxury. I thought I had found the 
holy grail. What else could life possibly offer me?

9. Why do I keep mentioning October 3rd 2005? Well, on October 3rd I woke up in my parent’s car 
as they were pulling into a parking lot that had the words, “Honesty, Purity, Love, and Unselfishness” 
written around some sort of stupid looking triangle. I spent the next 21 months in the boarding school 
that owned that parking lot.

10. Every morning we woke up at 6:00 AM. I lived with 21 guys my age in a single wide trailer with 
three bathrooms. At 6:20 AM we had to be ready to scurry up a steep hill in order to not miss the 
Chapel Service. After the half hour Chapel Service we had breakfast until 7:30 AM and then we went 
to classes until 6:15 PM. You can count the hours.

11. When I was there fourteen months I lost my privilege of going to class because I was a liar. I was 
a sneaky coward and would constantly tell lies and half truths to get out of consequences. Instead of 
going to class I worked from 7:30 AM to 6:15 PM. What did I do? Laundry, scrub floors, clean walls, 
scrub dishes, break boxes, shovel snow, or sometimes carry buckets of rocks up and down hills. Two 
weeks later I was back in school. I missed the work; that was perhaps the most peaceful I have ever 
been.

12. I am an addict, and an addict left to his own devices will end up either in a jail, an institution, or in 
a graveyard. Today I am attending Brooklyn College, which is not a jail, an institution, or a graveyard. 
What happened? I found out that there is so much more to life than I ever thought. On my knees 
scrubbing floors, shoveling snow, carrying buckets of rocks, I realized that there was a spiritual solution 
to my problem. I dug into my overflowing pile of lemons, and they were very sour.

13. I was thirteen years old when I started using substances to self medicate with drugs and alcohol.

14. Two weeks ago my mother received the tests results from her doctor, and her cancer has been 
thoroughly weakened by the treatment. She is on her way to getting better.

15. I haven’t used any mind or mood-altering substance since October 1st, 2005.

16. I was sixteen years old when I was sent away to boarding school.
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The Victrola
Annelisa Purdie

 In its heyday, it was the cat’s meow, and it hung in there for a while.  By the time I got around 
to it, it was already seen as a relic, a memory, something that popped up every once in a blue moon 
and then disappeared back into oblivion.  Whether it should be filed on the shelf along with the Lindy 
Hop and the Segway or whether it should be held on to for as long as possible is an entirely individual 
matter.  Personally, I think it’s a little bit of both.
 The first time that I laid eyes on it, I wanted it.  The year was 1995, and I was about four, 
sitting on the floor of my living room, eyes glued to the screen.  The video playing was “The Aristocats,” 
a tale of upper-class felines who get kidnapped in 1910 Paris.  The movie went along as it usually did, 
until Madame Bonfamille, one of the few human characters in the movie, took out a record.  It wasn’t 
the latter that attracted me (this was the 90s, after all,) but rather the device that she placed the record 
on.  It had an octagonal shape, with a heavy, circular needle, and a handle on the side that was turned to 
make the device run.  What impressed me the most, however, was the long, pink, flower-like apparatus 
that extended from the base of the machine.  As one of the kittens turned the handle, tinny music 
rose out of the flower and increased in volume.  I ran, barefoot, into the kitchen for my mother and 
promptly asked her what it was.  She replied that it was called a “Victrola” or “phonograph,” and that 
it was used to play records a long time ago.
  “Did you have one?” I asked out of curiosity.
  “Oh no!” she laughed.  “Those are quite old.  By the time I was around, you didn’t see them 
anymore.  They were around more in Daddy’s time.”
 That really caught my attention.  I thought for a minute, and then spoke again.  “But people 
still make them, right?”
 “Probably so, but they’d be hard to find.”  She stopped and looked at the T.V. screen, then 
smiled.  “You want one?”
 “Mmm, maybe,” I replied, but I think she knew better.  She went back into the kitchen and I 
stayed in front of the television.  Of course I watched the rest of the movie and loved it, but no matter 
how hard I tried, I couldn’t get the image of the Victrola from my mind.  When the movie ended, I 
found myself rewinding the tape and viewing that part again.
 The person whom my mother had referred to as “Daddy” was my grandfather, George Luther 
Purdie. He was born in 1910 in Lumberton N.C., the son of a Black woman and a full-blooded 
Cherokee Indian.  He was a handsome, dignified man, but he was no-nonsense and accepted absolutely 
no sort of crap from anyone.  He loved each of his ten children equally, and had a great love for his wife, 
my grandmother.  Always meticulous about his clothing, he would never leave the house for work until 
every last item was in its proper place.  He liked watching nature programs, and he loved Gospel.  Not 
the newer stuff mind you, but the old stuff, like Mahalia Jackson and Thomas Dorsey.  Our dog, Misty, 
loved him to distraction and followed him everywhere; she especially liked the familiar pants that he 
wore around the house.  He was, in a nutshell, amazing, and everyone who knew him thought so.
 With the way that I talk about my grandfather, you probably wouldn’t believe that I had never 
met him.  He died a little while before I was born, so I had never gotten to share his warmth.  I knew 
what he looked like, but I wanted to hear his voice, to touch him.  I wanted to sit on his lap and talk to 
him.  What I wished for most was to have a story about him.  All the time I heard my family reminisce 
about my grandfather, each of them with their own distinct recollection that made them laugh or cry, 
or that gave them some good advice for the future.  I listened to these stories with relish and begged 
for more, and my family complied.  I missed him so much despite the fact that I had never seen him, 
and I loved him as much as I did any living family member.  My mother often told me that we would 
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have loved each other so much had we met.  I also took solace in the fact that whereas I had inherited 
my complexion and facial features from my grandmother, I had inherited many of my personality traits 
from him.  Still, there were days when even these offered no comfort.
 Everyone in the family knew how I felt about the Victrola; I brought the subject up nearly 
every day.  I’d draw them on paper, getting more sophisticated and practiced with them as I got older.  
I would turn an imaginary crank over and over at any place and at any time, belting out 20s tunes that 
I’d heard at some place or other.  It had even gotten to the point that I would dream about them for 
nights in a row.  I’d dream about my grandfather when he was younger, sitting in his little living room, 
listening to the Victrola with happiness.  I saw him stick his head into the flower (which I later found 
out was called a “bell”) like I wanted to, wondering where the sound was coming from and wondering if 
he could catch it, like I did.  Even the radio in my room was subject to my imaginations.  You wouldn’t 
believe me if I recounted to you all the times that I thought of it with a neon blue and pink bell.
 (It should be said that I kept all of my Victrola dreams among my family and close friends.  
The kids at school thought that I was a little on the weird side anyway, and when I launched into my 
love of the Victrola, backed up by pictures and a ton of research, they shrunk back in fear.  Even the 
teachers seemed as if they were thrown a little off balance, although I think they were more surprised at 
a ten year old talking about vinyl and RCA than the idea of the Victrola itself.  Undaunted, I continued 
on, the reactions of others forgotten and ignored.)
 By the time I was in middle school, I had begun to slack up on my Victrola dreams a little.  I 
kept wondering whether it was something that needed my serious attention, or whether it was just a 
childhood longing that would one day pass.  While I didn’t ask for it every day now, it was still an idea 
that I nurtured in the back of my mind, bringing it forward every so often.  Sometimes I would just sit 
and think on it for hours at end, finally stopping myself to move on to something else.  My grandfather 
was gone.  The Victrola was becoming unobtainable with each passing day.  I knew that these were 
truths, but I just couldn’t stop myself.  I, the idealist, the dreamer, kept on in my usual pattern, although 
everything around me seemed to go in the opposite direction of what I wanted it to.
 Christmas, 2004.  I was getting used to high school and found it was as much as I expected, 
and I looked forward to the break.  The usual Christmas tunes played on Lite FM, and so did the new 
hip-hop ones, which incidentally had nothing to do with the season whatsoever.  I had already made 
my gifts and had made clear what I had wanted, so there was nothing to do but wait and enjoy the good 
feeling that came with the holidays.  When I woke up on Christmas morning it felt like any other day, 
until I focused my eyes and saw what was in front of me.  It was cherry wood, with an octagonal shape, 
a silver and black circular needle, and a handle on the side.  The little RCA logo was on the front.  The 
only thing different was the bell, which was a bright, metallic gold that caught what little light came 
in through the window.  I got up, slowly, on unsteady feet and walked around to touch it, making sure 
that it was real.  My mother came to the door, grinning.
     “It’s about time you woke up.  We put it together while you were sleeping.”  (This didn’t 
surprise me; I can sleep through an earthquake.)
 I looked at her, and then looked back at the Victrola.
 “Sorry it took so long to get it.  They had it on sale at Macy’s for two hundred and some 
dollars.”
 I looked at her, and then looked back at the Victrola.
 “You know that they have to do everything modern these days, so there’s a CD player along 
with the radio and phonograph.  The handle is for decoration, but it adds a nice touch.”
 I looked at her, and then looked back at the Victrola. 
 My mother smiled again.  “Well, enjoy it baby.  Merry Christmas!”  She then turned and went 
into the living room.
 It took me about seven or eight minutes before I could stop drooling and ran after her with a 
jubilant shriek.
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  As you can probably guess, the Victrola was on my mind all throughout the day.  Throughout 
the visits, the food, the other presents and the general hubbub of the day, my mind kept coming back to 
it.  I finally didn’t get to be alone with it until late at night, when everyone was asleep.  So as not to wake 
anyone else, I crept into the living room and took one of the omnipresent LPs off the shelf.  I placed it 
on the Victrola and set it to the proper speed.  As soon as it started to play, I placed my hands over the 
speakers on the side and put my ear into the bell.  In the stillness of the night, I heard the filtered, tinny 
sounds of Mahalia Jackson come through.  It was “Silver Bells.”  In the darkness, I smiled.
 And I could have promised myself that I felt my grandfather’s hands resting on my shoulders.  
He had felt it, too.     
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Gin and Shirley Bassey
Scott Kubovsak

There is a very colorful man in this world that is unlike any other. He is the only true eccentric 
I have ever known. While many people with splashy personalities and unusual lifestyles have crossed 
my path over the years, in many cases their flamboyancies seemed to be manufactured veneers. In my 
friend’s case, a proud individuality was expected of him at a very early age. As he grew into an adult, 
he lived only for himself, and his lust for life and unconventional personality traits were nothing if not 
completely honest and genuine.

Lyndon was born in England as one of the first in a line of many children. After relocating 
the family to Jamaica, Lyndon’s father attained some success as a politician. His considerable income 
allowed the family to accumulate a great deal of property over time. Though the children were spoiled 
by wealth, they were groomed at an early age to represent their country whenever necessary. Their 
father’s connections often thrust them into the public eye to perform minor stately duties. When the 
queen visited the island, it was the children who were called upon to present the welcoming flowers.

In his early years, Lyndon had been given a great deal of individual attention by his adoring 
grandmother, who encouraged him to be a free thinker and to live for himself. Those things, combined 
with an already elitist family image, were no doubt responsible for his colorful personality traits that 
were beginning to emerge. He wore his pride on his sleeve from a very early age, never censored himself 
and knew neither shyness nor shame. Eventually, most of the children were sent off to the United States 
to receive their education, while the elders stayed on to manage the affairs of the family’s Jamaican 
holdings. Lyndon brought his free thinking to New York.

He was a tall and thin man, with perfectly even-toned dark skin. He kept his hair closely 
trimmed and in his adult years wore a Clark Gable moustache. He always carried himself with a 
determined, yet collected grace, like a dancer taking his place on stage. His proud poise often gave the 
illusion of arrogance to those who observed him. He frequently dressed in black from head to toe, and 
on any given evening, he could usually be found in a social setting with a cocktail in one hand and a 
cigarette in the other. People loved to hear him speak, not just because he was an excellent raconteur, 
but because he had a truly unique accent which was a product of his multi-national upbringing. Ask 
him where he was from and the answer would always be the same. “London born, Jamaican raised, 
New York bred.”

Over time, his artistic passions, particularly of dance, led him to a career in arts management. 
He thrived in this field, establishing himself quickly and emerging as someone everyone wanted to 
know. If there was an important opening night, he was there. If there was an exclusive event, he could 
get anyone in. He made many connections and stockpiled many favors. Soon his talents, along with his 
desire to be an even bigger fish, drew him to the west coast.

San Francisco’s exclusive set embraced him almost immediately upon arrival. There was 
certainly no shortage of cocky, eccentric men there, but he brought with him his cultural ties to New 
York and beyond. He worked in a field whose commodity was in high demand by the public; it was 
his job to distribute it. Soon a parade of old money socialites befriended him, all forging relationships 
for the best performance tickets or well-placed gala tables. He loved the attention. It may have been 
superficial, but it was an unending supply of fuel for his self-image.

Shortly after I moved to San Francisco in the mid-nineties, word of mouth had led me to 
Lyndon’s telephone number to inquire about a job opening. Completely thrilled that I had never had 
a real job in my life and had no specific experience doing anything in particular, he hired me on the 
spot and announced his intentions to become my professional mentor. My initial reaction to Lyndon 
was much like everyone else’s: Is this man for real? His habits were hard to comprehend. In the office he 
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sang at the top of his lungs, though he didn’t have an ounce of musical talent. He wore sunglasses in 
the late-night hours and draped long flowing scarves around what he referred to as his “beautiful swan-
like neck”. He’d give me bizarre projects to work on, like sending his congratulations on to Barbara 
Walters for an interview well done. All the while, he would praise his own brilliant thinking and profess 
his undying love to himself. His eccentricities often made me laugh, but he was never the intentional 
clown. Every aspect of him was very real.

After losing a roommate, Lyndon asked me if I wanted to move into the spare room in his 
apartment. He called it his Pacific Heights Tara. The apartment had large breezy rooms with huge bay 
windows, high ceilings, ornate woodwork and the ghost of the previous tenant, who he was convinced 
had been on purgatorial house arrest for committing suicide at the dining room table. Living under 
the same roof gave me the opportunity to see how Lyndon lived his life outside the office. Aside from 
a habit of quarrelling with our ghost when the lights would flicker, there was absolutely no difference 
between how he conducted his life at work and at home.

He had a tendency to change his interests and hobbies frequently. Quick, new and relatively 
unpredictable passions were things I came to expect from him. Though each fascination was begun with 
what seemed to be a genuine dedication, they quickly died out to be replaced by something else. He 
would plunge into an intensive course in French only to drop it in favor of a steady in-home massage 
therapist. One month his wardrobe mainly consisted of sarongs, while the next was all about kimonos. 
An assembly of chanting Buddhists in the living room lasted for a month or so, until he had moved on 
to studying poetry. Arbitrary interests, no matter how unusual, were just par for Lyndon’s course. These 
things did not faze me because I knew nothing would last. It’s not that he was non-committal. He just 
wanted to sample a little of everything life had to offer. The only pastime that really stuck seems to have 
been his efforts to document his fantastically fabulous life. The still-in-progress memoirs have likely 
grown to a work of epic proportions.

After several years in California, he found life becoming dull. “Well, here I am again. One of 
the most beautiful boys in the gayest city in the world is at home, dateless on a Friday night, drinking 
gin and listening to Shirley Bassey.“ He reveled in the drama he evoked not just with the words he 
spoke, but with the unusually long cigarettes he smoked while speaking them. Not long after, he 
changed his mantra to “London born, Jamaican raised, New York bred, and San Francisco bored,” and 
left for New York. In a few years he would pass his job onto me just before moving on to London. He 
never saw the growth in staying put.

I have known an unfortunate number of duplicitous people over the years. Some go to great 
lengths to keep their private and public lives as far away from each other as possible, while others 
carefully select which aspects of their lives to reveal based on the company they happen to be keeping at 
that moment. Not since Lyndon have I known a single person who was unafraid to be his true self every 
moment of his life. He chose to celebrate every thought he had as if it was the most glorious revelation 
ever to emerge from mankind. He not only embraced life’s pleasures, but he gave every disappointment 
and uncertainty equal attention.  He was completely unapologetic for everything he did and everything 
he said. Not everyone liked him, but everyone knew he was nothing if not consistently honest and 
authentic.

These days, I try to maintain a friendship with Lyndon, though the frequency of our 
communication has diminished to a couple of email exchanges a year. When I last heard from him, 
he had left London to begin a new life as owner and operator of a bed and breakfast on the Spanish 
Mediterranean, which is just unexpected enough to make absolute sense.  I have no doubt that, wherever 
he goes, someone is not only enjoying the humor of his character, but learning by example, a lesson or 
two about how to live a more genuine life.
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The Child Within
Jonathan Lam

 The gigantic vines climbed slowly up the trees in the huge indoor garden.  What seemed like 
a humongous Venus Fly Trap was bubbling with digestive acids as Commissioner Gordon struggled 
to keep from being dissolved alive.  Barbara Gordon, in an attempt to save her father’s life, disguised 
herself to resemble one of the greatest heroes of Gotham City.  She was Batgirl, the soon to be sidekick 
of the one and only Batman, the nighttime alter ego of billionaire Bruce Wayne.  First, saving Batman 
from the hypnotic control of Poison Ivy, former best friend Pamela Isley, Batgirl became the key to 
saving the day, on what was her first unofficial day in the life of a superhero.
 Saturday morning cartoons were the television shows that I would look forward to all week 
long.  Contrary to other weekdays, I would voluntarily go to bed early on Friday nights knowing that I 
would have to wake up bright and early to watch cartoons.  Like clockwork, I would wake up and get 
out of bed around eight o’clock, brush my teeth, walk down the stairs to my living room, and turn on 
the TV.  I would then plop myself onto a chair in a comfortable position.  It was there that I would sit 
for the next four hours, barely moving an inch, other than to flip of the channel.  I would constantly 
flip between channels five and eleven in search for the better show during a particular time slot.

Life just kept going without me.  Family members shuffled in and out of the living room 
without my knowledge of them being there at all.  For those four hours, I escaped from the bore of 
reality and became a member of the magical world of animated television.  It was here where the doors 
of endless possibilities existed.  I could travel the world.  I could be a part of the adventures of the 
X-Men in California, investigate mysteries with Sherlock Holmes in futuristic London, or even come 
back to New York to eat pizza with the Ninja Turtles.  For those thirty minutes I spent with each of 
these characters, it was as if reality didn’t exist.  All of life’s problems were microscopic as compared to 
life-threatening super villains set out to take over the world.  Whether the characters were talking rats 
in Pinky and the Brain, or children with mystical rings in Captain Planet, cartoons emitted a glimmer 
of hope. Hope that anything can happen in life, even outside of television.  Hope that everything will 
come to a happy ending.  Hope that life can change drastically if you put the effort into making it 
happen.

Batman was the one cartoon that has been there ever since I was a little boy.  Over the years, it 
may have gone through many revisions and changes, in the appearance of Batman, the time period of 
Gotham, and the gadgets, but the idea of the Dark Knight has never faltered.  In fact, I find Batman to 
be one of the most inspirational of all cartoons in that anyone can become the Batman.  Bruce Wayne 
was just an ordinary person, he wasn’t born from an alien race and nor did he have superpowers.  It was 
with his own efforts fueled by his desire to keep the people of Gotham safe (not to mention the billions 
of dollars) that gave birth to Batman.  

Although nowadays, I can barely force myself to wake up at noon let alone eight in the morning, 
I still consider cartoons to be somewhat of a guilty pleasure.  Every now and then, I might be able to 
catch a part of what used to be my Saturday morning ritual, and still, I can become entranced and lose 
myself in this virtual world.  I guess I’m just waiting for my real-life cartoon to come about.  
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Pride and Prejudice
Robin Stein

About five years ago my mother purchased a gift set of DVD’s, all nineteenth century period 
romances. Among these was a six hour BBC miniseries version of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, 
starring Colin Firth in the role of the romantic hero, Mr. Darcy.  The film, situated in the English 
countryside, depicts the trials and tribulations of the Bennet family, specifically Mrs. Bennet’s crusade 
to marry off her five daughters. My first viewing of the film was innocent enough. My Mom, my 
sisters, and I sat in the den one evening and simply watched an enjoyable movie, one my brothers 
would disdainfully call a “chick flick.”  We all enjoyed it and laughed companionably at Mrs. Bennet’s 
sometimes over the top machinations in her quest to find husbands for her daughters. One such 
incident involves sending her eldest daughter Jane to visit a neighbor when rain was a certainty. Instead 
of sending her in the carriage she insists Jane go by horseback, insuring that Jane would be thoroughly 
soaked upon her arrival. Jane would most probably catch a cold and be forced to stay over in the 
neighbor’s home, thereby putting her in the orbit of the very eligible Mr. Bingley, a potential suitor. 
What Mrs. Bennet in her matrimonial zeal, neglects to take into account, was the fact that bad colds 
had a way of turning into pneumonia, which in the nineteenth century, before antibiotics, often turned 
deadly. In any case, Jane survives and in fact does go on to marry Mr. Bingley one year later (or six hours 
DVD time), after much confusion, comedy and angst.
 Over the next few weeks and months I found myself watching Pride and Prejudice again and 
again. I was not alone in this pursuit. Sometimes I would come home and find my mother or one of my 
sisters watching it, and would simply sit down and join in at whatever point the film was at. Sometimes 
I would find myself bored and would go into the den and watch the film myself.  Conservatively, I 
would estimate that I have viewed this film at least twenty-five times in the last five years. It became a 
running joke in my family. My Dad or one of my brothers would walk past the den and say, “Oh, that 
again,” while rolling his eyes in amusement.
 Clearly there was something about this story that mesmerized me. Was it just entertaining or 
was watching this film becoming an obsession? I had to ask myself why I was so attracted to this film. 
Was it the handsome hero? Was it the period costumes? Was it the lush English countryside?  Was it the 
genteel manners of the gentlemen? Or, was there some deeper reason that made me feel so connected 
to this film?
 One day, I felt as if a light bulb went off in my head. Yes, I was watching the daily struggles of 
the family of a nineteenth century English country gentleman, but their issues were not so far removed 
from my own life in twenty-first century New York. This revelation occurred to me at about the same 
time I graduated from high school, a year and a half ago.  To understand the significance of this I have 
to explain a little about my upbringing. I am a native New Yorker, an Orthodox Jew and have lived 
my entire life in a predominantly Orthodox Jewish neighborhood (only half a mile from Brooklyn 
College). I attended Jewish schools, and synagogue and socialized with Orthodox Jewish friends. I have 
also lived my entire life with a “Jewish Mother.” To understand a Jewish Mother one only has to look at 
Mrs. Bennet of Pride and Prejudice. Although certainly not Jewish, she exemplifies all that is good and 
bad about Jewish mothers.
 Like Mrs. Bennet, a Jewish Mother’s main goal in life is to marry off her daughters. If she does 
not do this, she is considered a failure.  Preferably, her daughters should marry young men who are rich 
(family money), or, if not rich, at least in or on their way to medical school.
 This matrimonial quest does not simply start when a young Orthodox Jewish girl graduates 
high school. While watching Pride and Prejudice, I realized that, like the young English girls whose 
dress, behavior, education, deportment and speech were monitored so as to present the most appealing 
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persona for marriage, so too, my peers and I had been groomed for just such a purpose.
 I remember my mother telling me and my sisters that if anyone cut the line in front of us in a 
local store to be careful not to be rude but just to let them go ahead of us. I clearly remember her words, 
“you never know who your mother-in-law will turn out to be.” I was probably only nine or ten years 
old the first time I heard this. Good grooming and dressing were always emphasized. If I was running 
out to do an errand in workout clothes and a ponytail, I would hear, “you’re not going out looking like 
that, are you?” I realize now, in retrospect, that all these comments were geared toward the future, my 
future prospects in the marriage market. I have developed a sudden compassion for the Bennet girls.

To be fair, my mother is not a typical Jewish mother, nor is she as bad as Mrs. Bennet. Although 
I know that she considers marrying off her daughters part of her job description (she has had one success 
already as my older sister was married at 19), there are other things that are important as well. Unlike 
Mrs. Bennet, my mother is educated (she is an attorney) and insists that her daughters be educated as 
well. Even so, she wants an educated and married daughter.

As one can imagine, the pressures on teenage girls in the Orthodox Jewish community are 
enormous and since my younger sister is only fourteen, the pressure in my family is all on me.  The 
pressure to always look good and say the right thing is constant. Many of my high school classmates have 
started college with the stated intention of dropping out as soon as they get engaged. It is considered 
somewhat rebellious, and not quite the norm, to say, “Wait a minute; I don’t think I want to get 
married quite so young.”  Nevertheless, I have said it. 

 My mother is a little preoccupied right now since my twenty-seven year old brother is getting 
married in October (by the way, Jewish Mothers like to marry off their sons almost as much as they like 
to marry off their daughters). I hope to remain under the radar for just a little bit longer, as I still have 
a twenty-four year old brother at home for the matchmakers to focus on.
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Dah Dah Dah Dumm
Abdelrahim Abdel

As I sit listening to classical music, all I can ask myself is why? Why do I like this music so 
much? Why does it calm me down? My pondering only leads to more confusion, and it just makes no 
sense. Then I stop the music, and hear my sisters bickering over who should be cleaning up. I turn it 
on again and I am no longer in my house. The answer came to me once the music hit my ears. The 
music actually takes me to a different place.  It is a place far from my own home, one where no one is 
able to reach me. 

Imagine a cloud ever rising above all places, above the earth and attaining no destination. 
While the cloud passes by different regions I seem not to take notice of what is around me. The cloud 
is comfortable, and I am serene. In fact, it just seems that I am being supported by absolutely nothing.  
It is as if some unknown invisible force is pulling me along.  My head constantly receives messages that 
sound like, “Come to me, it’s much better here.” As I continue to listen, the message becomes more 
audible. It persuades me as if someone is trying to get me to do something I just do not want to do. 
Everything seems to be muted except for the music going through my ears. The music consumes me 
and becomes my surrounding. Strangely, there are no lyrics that hint at such a message. If there are 
words being said, they would be expressed in a language that would be incomprehensible to me.

Beethoven composes part of his 9th Symphony, “Ode to Joy,” in German. Yet, “Ode to Joy” has 
always been one of my favorite compositions. I certainly do not understand words such as, “Freude, 
schöner Götterfunken” or “Tochter aus Elysium,” which come at the start of the symphony. The 
German language has never had a soothing effect on me. Ironically, the language actually seems like 
a harsh combination of words that are meant to discipline me in some way. For some strange reason, 
only the German military comes to mind. The words of the 9th Symphony, however, sound majestic as 
if the collection of these German words makes it sound unGerman. It is no longer the traditional sense 
of German, but some language of a higher order. I find myself singing along to the chorus of “Ode to 
Joy” and sharing in the experience of a masterpiece written over a century ago. 

Mozart’s Requiem is no different. The foreign language does not affect me in a way that it 
might affect others. It is composed of lyrics in Italian. Italian has been known to have a beautiful tone. 
The sheer sound of the Italian language implies romance and love. On a side note, this has nothing to 
do with the fact that it is a Romance language. That last trivia piece, I have just mentioned, only means 
that it has evolved from the ancient Latin language originated in Europe. Mozart’s Requiem is a piece 
indicating funeral settings, which is logically not romantic to most people. The Italian in Requiem, as 
is the case of the German in “Ode to Joy”, is no longer Italian to me. It becomes a far stranger one. It 
becomes what I call classical language, but not in the traditional definition of the phrase. 

The classical language of classical music tells me a story, each with different plots and climaxes. 
The stories are alive and seem to take place right in front of my eyes. Frankly, it is merely taking 
place in my head. My imagination runs wild with depictions of what is being told to me. Although 
these representations are perhaps not right, they are, nevertheless, my explanations of the music. The 
compositions are truly works of art that inspire me. When I listen to the music, I feel that I am the only 
capable interpreter of the nuances of the composition.

I am the sole interpreter of the music. At least that is the case in my own world of imagination. 
I believe that it is my duty to provide the world with the brilliance that is classical music. I must share 
these magnificent sounds with the rest of the world. I constantly try to find people who have similar 
interests in the music. Very few, it seems to me, appreciate the same enthusiasm for these masterpieces. 
Many ask me the reason why I listen to the music. Amusingly, my sister has told me that I am strange 
for listening to music I do not comprehend. I have tried to convince countless people to join in my 
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euphoria of the true classics. I have received several negative responses, often including the fact that the 
tones of the pieces are fearsome rather than calming. It is only logical that they do not fully understand 
the greatness that comes with such works of genius. Frankly, they are not imaginative enough to create 
their own stories behind the music.

My friends and relatives often see me doing amusing hand gestures as if I, myself, was conducting 
a symphony. I find them staring at me incessantly hinting at me to stop. Honestly, I do not care enough 
to stop. The music is actually conducting me. It consumes me to the point where my surroundings 
become of no concern to me. It can be quite dangerous if someone is calling me to come to their aid, 
although, I doubt I could ignore a call for help. Such an occurrence has never occurred. 

My gestures are not limited to waving my hands back and forth like a maniac, which most 
probably is the case most of the time. I find myself moving my fingers as if playing the piano. It is as if I 
am creating the music myself. While typing this essay and also listening to classical music, I find myself 
tapping the keyboard repeatedly to the sounds of the compositions. My yearning to play the piano 
increases tremendously when listening to the pieces made by some of the greatest composers of all time. 
Ludwig van Beethoven, Amadeus Mozart, and Johann Bach are some of the few that come to mind. 

It frustrates me that I only know so few composers. I have only experienced the music that has 
been offered through various media such as history classes and movies. I find myself at a disadvantage 
when I do not know the spectrum of classical composers throughout history. I have recently discovered 
that there is a channel on the DIRECTV satellite, which plays many classical pieces. I am extremely 
anxious to find out what it has to offer. It is hopeful that it lives to the expectations of such a channel. 
I just hope it lives up to my expectations of containing only the best of classical music.

I finally understand what Jonathan Lethem, an American writer, discusses in his essay, “13, 
1977, 21.” Lethem talks about the effect of “Star Wars” on his life. He explains that the movie theatre, 
in which he watched the movie, was his domain. He used it as a fortress against the harsh realities of 
life. His parents were constantly arguing, and his mother was dying. I now begin to feel the same way 
about classical music. It becomes my music. It does not change; it will always stay classical music. As in 
Lethem’s case, my obsession becomes my protection against the harsh and changing world.  
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Boy, Oh Boy
Caleb Twombly

Imagine if you will a television show that can change lives. It can entrance you, seduce you, 
suck you in by the very core of your being and never loosen it’s grip. The title characters are so realistic 
you feel a part of their group. They are your friends, your comrades. You laugh when they laugh. You 
cry when they cry. You learn about life from the way they live theirs. Corey Mathews, Shawn Hunter, 
and Topanga Laurence were there for me through it all: three people who never let me down.

Yes, my friends, I am talking about the one and only Boy Meets World.
From a very young age I fell in love with this show for it’s slapstick humor and compelling 

characters. As I grew older, though, I began to notice that not only was I enthralled with the show, but 
subconsciously I was also miming the television situations in my own life. In my mind, I had become 
one of them.
 Boy Meets World became an obsession for me. In fact, it quite literally became a way of life. In 
everyday situations I found myself thinking, What would Shawn and Corey have done? Or, this is exactly 
like the episode where…It was all I could think about. Every day I would come home and forget all my 
cares, just so I could see what shenanigans the gang was going to get into.  Boy Meets World became 
my bible. And Caleb Twombly was more than happy to bow down to any advice the gods of this holy 
show were to offer.
 For years I watched and watched. Eventually, I began to learn life lessons through the television 
show. I learned how to talk to girls. I learned how to deal with a jealous best friend. I even learned how 
to make a bed and breakfast in my neighbor’s house. (A skill that may come in useful as I search for 
creative ways to pay for college.)
 One episode in particular comes to mind. Corey is in just starting high school and really 
starting to realize his love for Topanga. The trouble is, Corey can’t seem to talk to her because of his 
nerves. I was the exact same way in ninth grade. And a monologue he did at the end of the episode, 
“My Best Friend’s Girl”, has always stuck with me.
 Corey begins by saying to Topanga, “I can’t talk to you! I mean don’t you think I want to? I 
mean in my head this is so easy. I’ve said it all summer long a million times. But I can’t say it now!” 
Finally getting up the nerve. “Look, Topanga, if I had to dream up the perfect girl, she wouldn’t even 
come close to you. Would you be my girlfriend?”
 And not only did that episode teach me how to talk to girls, but it made me realize that there 
might actually be hope for the funny, nerdy kid in the corner. It changed the way I thought about girls 
and overall how I treated them. I felt one with Corey. All I had to do was find my Topanga.
 Boy Meets World also helped me deal with some very real emotional issues. Growing up 
without a dad is tough for most kids. For me, it was nothing because I felt like a Mathews kid. All the 
lessons that their father taught them, I felt as though he were teaching them to me, too. When he yelled 
at them, he yelled at me. When he loved them, I felt loved. Alan Mathews loved me. I think this helped 
me overcome the fact that I never had a father. I didn’t feel badly because I did have a father, and he 
came on that small box every Wednesday night at 7:00 PM to teach me yet another lesson.
 There was a period in my late high school years where I became very depressed. I had been 
ripped away from my home of five years and thrown into the pits of central Florida. I started drinking 
heavily. I would get  alcohol from older kids and just sit in my room and drink my troubles away. 
Until I watched yet another episode of Boy Meets World. Corey and Shawn go out and start underage 
drinking and inevitably they get caught. When Mr. Mathews sits them down, he doesn’t scream and 
ground them, but rather tells them how much he loves the both of them and how dangerous drinking 
can be. Honestly, that day I stopped throwing my “pity party” and found new and safer ways to vent. 
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I only drink socially now, and overall because of the lack of drinking, I really am more of a peaceful 
person.
 Even my personal friendships mimic Boy Meets World. Where my best friend, Kevin, is safe 
and cautious, I was reckless. Because I grew up never knowing my father, I always felt as though I had 
something to prove – just like Shawn. And just like Shawn, I could never play by the rules. Corey and 
Shawn were near mirror images of Kevin and Caleb, and it has stayed that way throughout our seven 
year friendship. 
 When I entered college, a startling realization came over me. Soon, I will be without my guide 
to life. Despite my current obsession to re-watch every episode to glean as much insight as possible, 
my education will be incomplete. The show’s long television run ended as Corey, Topanga and Shawn 
finished college. They were frozen in time. Never would they have to face a world without the wisdom 
of Mr. Feeney or the constant support of the Mathews. Never would they have to face the hardships of 
the real world. Unlike my heroes, with any luck, I expect I will be graduating from college and facing a 
life outside academia in a few short years. But as this boy meets world, I have to wonder: have I learned 
enough? Will I be able to stand tall with what I know? Will I truly be able to say that everything I 
needed to know, I learned from Boy Meets World?
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Computer (pre)Occupations
Jonathan Chan

#include <iostream>

int main() {
 cout << “My first program!”;
}

 Over 20 files, more than 29,000 lines of code, 110,000+ cryptic words, almost 1.25 million 
characters, and countless hours spent – the price of my first program. Many people call computer 
programming a great “normal” occupation to take up, but I know the truth. No one can call themselves 
a computer programmer without losing some normalcy and becoming ridiculously obsessed. When 
the difference between a program that runs and one that doesn’t is a period, comma, or semicolon, one 
quickly develops these hawkish eyes that are far from natural. When one spends all day and all night 
writing “if (square_root(16)==4) { cout << “do something stupid”; }”, one loses part of himself to the 
code. Of course the square root of 16 is 4! But we the programmers are forced to deal with terrible 
stupidity of computers – they don’t know a thing until you teach it to them.

@echo off

echo Hello world!

Whether it was my parents’ master plan or just purely my curiosity, I will never know. I do 
know though that the computer strategically placed inside my room was possibly the worse thing to put 
in the room of a kid with my temperament. What started out as a toy to run computer games ended up 
into weekend projects disassembling the computer, reading 300 page manuals that adults shudder to 
even look at, and eventually programming the thing to do whatever I wanted it to do.

The more I think about it, the more I must blame or praise my parents for their master scheme. 
It all comes clear why they gave me a mechanical science kit at age 8, an electronic kit at age 10, and 
half a dozen computers when I was 12 or 13. That guy who was supposedly donating computers to the 
church wasn’t donating anything at all! It was all part of my parents’ master scheme to indoctrinate me 
into the dark arts of the computer sciences. What boy at age 10 plays with capacitors and resisters and 
transistors? Why was I trying to figure out the difference between N-Gate and P-Gate transistors? Boy, 
I want my childhood back!

<?php

while ($poor == true) {
 $work=true;
}
?>
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 All I wanted was some extra money to buy some Christmas presents for my friends and family 
– this was 2005. If I had known I would be programming through several nights and driving myself 
crazy, I might have just taken a normal easy job at McDonalds or something…     But no, I couldn’t. I 
had the computer programming bug in me. I wanted to see if I could code on my own, if I had what 
it took to make it big. What did I find? The computer programmer never makes it big, it’s the business 
guy who wears the suit and hires the computer programmer that gets all the money and the normal life. 
Why am I still studying CIS then? I don’t know. It just has to be that computer bug. Hopefully someday 
I’ll be a normal person, but I definitely know – there’s no such thing as normal!
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Hunk-a Hunk-a Burnin’ Love
Megan Rumph

My mom has always been a free spirit. She has always said what she has wanted to say, dressed 
how she has wanted to dress, done what she has wanted to do, and she has always loved Elvis Presley. 
Her love for Elvis was so strong that it could have been part of her DNA, and just like she gave me her 
eyes and her smile, she also gave me her love for him. She couldn’t have known, however, that Elvis 
would eventually bring her family closer together.

It was the last weekend of my vacation the summer between fourth and fifth grades, and I was 
up late trying to make it last as long as possible. My parents were in their bedroom watching TV and 
I was left to entertain myself. Finally tiring of playing with whatever one of the hundreds of toys that 
I owned, I made my way into the den and turned on the TV there. Flipping through the channels I 
was suddenly mesmerized by the gyrating hips of a Mr. Elvis “the Pelvis” Presley.  TBS was showing a 
marathon of his movies to commemorate the thirteenth anniversary of his “death.” After peeling my 
eyes (and nose and hands) off of the television set, I ran into my parent’s room and demanded that they 
turn their TV to channel 12 so that they could see this magical man. My dad so sensitively responded, 
“Megan—Elvis is dead.”

“What?” I shouted with that irritating shrill that all preteen girls seem to possess. “What do 
you mean he’s dead? And what kind of name is Elvis?” My dad flipped the TV back to whatever it was 
that he was watching, but my mom was already half way out of the room with a look of excitement on 
her face. I followed her to our game room which housed my dad’s pool and ping-pong tables, a pinball 
machine, and an arcade sized Pac Man game that my dad took as payment for work that he did on some 
guy’s car. The room had a really ugly red plaid carpet and it always felt kind of damp. I hardly ever went 
in there unless it was to bother my brother or use the pool table to put on one of my performances of 
dancing and lip-synching. So I was shocked when my mom showed me a whole shelf of old records in 
the corner that I had never noticed.  She popped an Elvis record onto the old turntable that we had and 
I immediately jumped onto the pool table and put on a show. How could my mom have let me live 
for ten years without ever hearing this voice? We spent the next couple of days listening to those Elvis 
records over and over. This new thing I had for Elvis sparked a whole new relationship between me and 
my mom. I was in love, and she loved reliving her youth with me. Never to do anything less than 100%, 
my mom indulged my Elvis obsession with full force. 

The next summer, between fifth and sixth grades, was devoted solely to me—and to Elvis.  
Normally, every summer our family would pack up our giant van and go on vacation. With my love 
for “The King” still going strong, and my mom rekindling her flame for him, that summer we headed 
for Graceland. My mom helped me make a sign that read “Graceland or Bust” and my dad let me tape 
it to the back of the van. 

For anyone who is obsessed with Elvis, Graceland is Mecca. I was immersed in everything 
Elvis: his white room, his TV room, his jungle room, his cars, his stables, and his costumes. I was 
surrounded by hundreds of other Elvis fans, too. I felt like a duck lost in the desert who finally finds 
her way back to the pond. Only in Graceland can you meet another fifth grader who knows all of the 
words to “Love Me Tender.” It was incredible. My family completely obliged me and we did everything 
“Elvis.” We stayed at the Heartbreak Hotel and swam in the guitar shaped pool; we saw his plane the 
Lisa Marie; we ate fried peanut butter and banana sandwiches, and we talked to one of his uncles who 
was still living at Graceland. My dad even found himself getting in the spirit and set off a “fan detector” 
crowning him “The Biggest Elvis fan”! My mom and dad bought me an Elvis jumpsuit and lamb chop 
wig for the next Halloween at one of the gift shops. We all wore Elvis T-shirts and laid flowers on his 
grave. My brother and I bonded over many games of “Elvis-opoly” that we played at night in the hotel. 



���

When we left we wrote messages to the King on the wall that surrounds the estate, and we all sang along 
to my Elvis tapes in the car on the drive home from Tennessee. It was the most amazing family vacation 
that we had ever been on, and I did not want to leave. 

I have not had a chance to go back to Graceland since that summer, but I am still obsessed 
with Elvis. I have even decided that I want to get married there, in the little chapel in the woods. My 
family still indulges me, too. When we got a puppy on January 8th (Elvis’s birthday) we all agreed to 
name her Presley, and I still get some kind of Elvis gift for every birthday and at Christmas. Just last 
week my mom sent me a note on Elvis stationary. She has introduced me to so many cool things from 
her generation: The Beatles, The Monkees, The Bee-Gee’s, The Carpenter’s, Herman’s Hermit’s, The 
Mary Tyler Moore Show, The Dick Van Dyke Show, I Love Lucy, and Dark Shadows; but my favorite 
will always be Elvis. I don’t know if my love for him would have grown the way that it did if my mom 
had not loved him first, but I am so glad that it did. Elvis has had a huge part in making me who I am 
today, and he’ll always be my hunk-a hunk-a burnin’ love.        
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In a Flash
Cohlie Brocato

 
Many kids go through the painful experience of their heroes abandoning them. Most discover 

that Santa is not real; others see their favorite celebrity go to rehab, and some have their family members 
walk out of their lives forever. My hero disappeared into the Speed Force two years ago. Yes, the Speed 
Force, that mystical energy that grants The Flash his spectacular power.

I’ve always wanted to be as fast as Wally West, a.k.a. The Flash. Wally gained his powers 
while he was touring his soon-to-be uncle’s, Barry Allen a.k.a. The Flash (the second one, stick with 
me), forensics lab when suddenly there was a flash of lightning and Wally was doused in electrified 
chemicals. Wally promptly became Kid Flash, and did not become the official Flash until Barry died 
in the Crisis, the first Crisis that is. Confusing? Allow me to clarify, the original Flash from 1942 is 
Jay Garrick, a scientist football player who went from lead-foot to speedster when he was exposed to a 
chemical concoction of his own creation. Barry Allen, a witless forensic scientist for the Keystone Police 
Department was a huge Flash fan, hopelessly in love with Wally West’s aunt Iris. One day while in his 
office Barry was struck by lightning in front of a cabinet of chemicals instantly transforming him into 
the fastest man alive. That is a brief history of The Flash, the longest origin around.

The first series of comics I read was The Flash. As I began to enjoy comics more I expanded 
the number of titles I was reading, always keeping The Flash as a sanctuary. Soon, comic books became 
more than a pastime. It surpassed ritual. The best term to categorize my growing relationship with 
comic-dom is mania. Undying passion is a close second. The owners of Collector’s Universe, the closest 
comic book shop to school, knew me as The Flash. This is not to say I thought of Wonder Woman 
as the love of my life, or that I would sell the family pet (which didn’t exist, so I can’t say for certain) 
for a comic book. These heroes in all their spandex glory were my idols. Many a day I would sprint 
into Collector’s Universe just before closing time and comb the shelves for interesting comics to sate my 
reading desire. They were so cool! Robin was like a best friend: smart, dedicated, driving me to strive for 
excellence. Batman became my mentor in self-confidence. Each hero held a special place in my heart as 
someone I related to, someone who was my friend, but none more than The Flash. 

I realize upon reflection that this makes me sound like a friendless nerd, geek, dork, loser, or 
variation thereof. I was far from friendless; in fact, I had many friends, yet they were different from these 
friends. These friends fought crime, had amazing powers, and were always there when I needed them, 
no questions asked. This group of friends were a deliverance from the loneliness that had accompanied 
puberty. 

As I grew older I found that my friends were not enough, I wanted something more, 
a companion, a confidant, a girlfriend? Not one to speak of emotions to my buddies, I often kept 
whatever was bothering me at school or home to myself, bottling it up. Regardless of how upset I would 
become, I would never confide in my friends. The Flash was the expression of what I strove to be, 
capable of outrunning my problems. I went from three books a week to six, seven, eight. Sadly, my love 
of comic books was not enough to extinguish my loneliness. Where once comics distracted me from the 
mounting desolation, they soon lost their ability to do anything more than entertain me. 

The page of a comic book was once a window to a new world. Soon, however, I realized 
that these windows had glass that I could not pass through. I was damned to forever only watch. The 
Flash and I ran parallel to one another; we ran the same path but could and would never cross. These 
feelings engulfed me. My only respite came in the form of a schoolmate who would walk home with 
me everyday. 

In actuality we walked to the Tram. I lived (and live) a block from there, and she took the bus 
home across the street from the Tram. Our school was about a half-hour brisk stroll from there, but 
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both of us being New York trained walkers it only took fifteen to twenty minutes. Our walks began 
with debates. We disagreed a lot at first. Beneath these minor differences we discovered how alike we 
were. I had never spoken to someone so interesting before, so educated, so incredibly open minded. She 
didn’t mind hearing about comic books at all! An origin story of The Flash, or description of a comic-
book scene, was accepted with an understanding, smile, and a nod. We began to expand our ritual 
walking from a stroll, to a daily snack at the nearby and conveniently cheap diner. I loved our walks 
together; she became my best friend, my confidant, my crush. I blush even as I type that, I have tried 
to find a less embarrassing synonym, but none can express the feeling better. After months of “walking 
out” I asked her to be my girlfriend, and she accepted. I had never felt anything like that before! I was 
running the speed of light.

 I discovered my Iris, my Lois, my M. Suddenly it all clicked for me like a math equation. 
I=Flash and what is the Flash without Iris (or in Wally’s case Linda) to fight for? What did I have to 
fight for? Like a bolt of lightning I realized what I had been missing all this time, someone special to 
inspire me. School continued. M. and I grew even closer, our relationship flourished. Junior year was 
in full swing when it happened.

Infinite Crisis, the name alone describes what this comic book series did to many a comic 
fanatic. In a desperate attempt to stop Super-boy Prime from killing anyone else The Flash, with 
support from the new Kid Flash (Bart Allen, Barry’s grandson) pushed Super-boy Prime into the Speed 
Force and disappeared. I was devastated. This beacon of heroism and strength in my life had evaporated 
into a hypothetical dimension. I had lost my direction. Then it suddenly happened: he returned.

Clad in his scarlet costume The Flash appeared having escaped from the Speed Force. I was 
thrilled! I was mistaken. The young man clad in The Flash’s uniform was Bart Allen, Kid Flash. Not only 
did Bart not know Wally’s fate, but he also lost his powers and decided to quit super-heroics. WHAT!? 
How can DC do this!? Certainly there was some sadistic editor sitting behind his desk cackling at the 
thought of crushing some teenage boy’s heart. I was miserable, not only was my Flash gone, but his heir 
was de-powered and jaded, an angst driven ball of contempt. 

A long time passed before I heard The Flash was returning. When issue #1 finally hit the 
shelves I peeled back the cover with ecstatic anxiety. I greedily devoured the pages, desperate to see his 
triumphant return. NOTHING. It ended with Bart engulfed in lightning, but refusing the power! I 
eagerly awaited the next issue, checking DC’s website daily. When the next one came little happened. 
As the issues reached double digits Bart had barely accepted the mantle. I was depressed; my hero 
was replaced with some angry punk, forcibly aged four years (from the Speed Force) and incapable of 
handling it. I related to him far too much.

This was around the time of college decisions. Senior year had jumped me. The miserable 
prospect of going to college and being away from M. loomed. There was no comic book character I 
related more to than Bart. He had a huge responsibility pushed upon him. He had aged four years in 
the span of a few days, a feeling I completely understood. Where had my high school years gone? Before 
I knew it, the New York Department of Education had dragged me off faster than the Speed Force. 
At first, Bart was too much like me to admire. Soon, however, he grew on me. By issue #12 I was a 
dedicated reader, and thoroughly enjoying the adventures of the fourth Flash, who seemed to handle his 
new responsibilities with grace. I was so enthralled that I eagerly bought a copy of issue #13 the same 
day I went with my girlfriend to visit her new college. I was so amazed that the girl I loved so dearly was 
going to this new, different, environment. Going to a separate college in another state was going to be 
difficult. Somehow I never thought college was going to happen, but she was actually going to college. I 
couldn’t believe it. The Flash was dead.

There in the halls of her college I saw the fourth Flash die. He knew that he was going to die, 
but he chose to save lives instead of surviving (classic heroics). His girlfriend wept over his corpse. There 
was a huge funeral. I had once again lost my hero.

Befuddled, a week later I bought All Flash #1. On page one was none other than Wally West, 
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apparently just dandy after his stint in the Speed Force. So, Bart, The Flash that represented my own 
changing world was dead, and Wally, The Flash that symbolized the stability of being younger was alive. 
I was twirling, being pulled on all sides. What did this all mean? I had no idea what to think or feel. I 
read Marvel.

The Flash is still my hero. As of now I have yet to read the next issue to see what happens. M. 
and I are still dating, we’re closer than ever, though not in the same state. Luckily I am close enough 
to visit on a weekly basis! Not a day passes without me willing the Speed Force to allow me to see her 
between heartbeats. My hero left when I was most confused and scared. In his stead was a boy, no more 
prepared for the future than I. I’m not scared of what I must face now. Bart taught me not to fear my 
future, how to overcome the seemingly impossible task of surviving college, and he taught me to be 
my own hero.
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El Baile: Mi Obsesión Terapéutica 
(Dance: My Therapeutic Obsession)

Kristian Romero

“El doctor me tomo el pulso. Con cara de preoccupado, me examino. Pero que le 
paso? El diejo, ‘No reconosco ese sonido. Suena como maracas, clavé, y bongo!’ Y 
yo lo dieje, riendo, ‘Doctor lo que usted esta olleindo, es el sonido del son en mi 

corazon,’” Celia Cruz, Diagnóstico.

 Dance is in my blood. It is an aspect of my culture and, therefore, of me. As such, it has 
become an obsession of sorts; it is my escape door in life’s most crucial moments, my therapist in times 
of stress, and my clear head when my thoughts are too thick and murky to grasp. The above quote 
translates to, “The doctor took my pulse. With a worried look, he examined me. What happened to 
him? He said, ‘I don’t recognize that sound. It sounds like maracas, a clavé and bongos!’ And I told him, 
laughing, ‘Doctor what you are hearing is the sound of the beat of my heart.’” A heartbeat mimics the 
two beats per measure structure of a typical merengue. Therefore, as a dance aficionado, I must move 
to my body’s rhythm. 
 When two people dance, they move in synchronized steps according to the song’s underlying 
beats. When I dance, my partner and I are one, no longer dancing but passionately embracing. For a 
few brief minutes, our very souls intertwine; at this point, it does not matter who she is— a stranger, a 
friend, or perhaps more, but for the duration of the song, our hearts beat in unison. 

“No hay manera ni forma d’entender lo que guarda en la alma, una mujer,” El Gran 
Combo, No Hay Manera.

 Through those passionate minutes in which a simple relationship becomes more special, if 
only briefly, everything makes sense. There is no doubt in either of our minds as to what we are doing. 
To share a dance is intimate, friendly, jolly, sensual, and, on occasion, goofy. This, however, is the only 
time dealing with women is so simple. “There is no way or form to understand what a woman hordes 
away in her soul,” is how the above translates. When dancing, emotional problems fade away, relieving 
me of a heavy burden. 

During my junior year of high school, I had an English teacher who decided that because 
our education was above average, we should strive for even better. Our daily essays poured forth our 
weariness, yet not one was good enough; it did not matter how much effort any of us put in. My teacher 
reported her nightly tears due to failing us as a teacher and due to our inabilities to write at respectable 
calibers. Those of us who were her star students would spend hours perfecting essays in order to console 
her. We got somewhat better, but at what cost? It was the year colleges looked at with the most scrutiny, 
yet all of our grade point averages plummeted below our respective norms.
 Around the same time, my mother was having severe health problems due to her diabetes. 
Every time I brought home a grade that was lower than the usual A, she would yell at me for a couple 
of hours, indirectly blaming me for putting stress on her and consequently making her worse. My 
multiple sleepless nights throughout junior and senior year did not make her any better. After a while, 
I, too, started to blame myself for her illness, for it was my small mistakes and failures that evidently 
made her worse. Why was it impossible to do something right? Why were (and are) her expectations so 
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high? Why can’t I be perfect to please the people in my life?

“Siempre que la primavera, le da su turno al verano, la costumbre del hispano, es 
salir a vacilar. Se reúnen en la barriada, dejando atrás sus labores, y se van para las 

villas, en son de rumba señores,” Pochy y su Coco Band, Salsa con Coco.

“Provided that spring passes to summer, the custom of the Hispanic is to go out to have fun. 
They reunite in the neighborhood, leaving behind their labors, and they go to the parties, to sing and 
dance to the beat.” I have shared my dance with a few females, but only Laura comes to mind. We were 
not involved, but flirted nonetheless. I took her to my cousin’s wedding reception to keep my distance 
from being too close to family and school. She has a similar family to mine (they’re both loud, crazy, 
and Latino), and she went to my school, so she understood my situation. (I was single at the time, as 
was she.) Normally, we were just friends, but on the dance floor we were lovers. 

I looked into her round, puppy-doggish brown eyes, and got lost in the stare. The corners of 
my mouth cracked and twisted into a smile; I hadn’t smiled like that for a long time. Her lips, painted 
powder pink and soft as flower petals, smiled coyly back at me. She had a sweet, light air about her; it 
might have been her perfume. I brought her close, pecho a pecho (chest to chest), my hand on the small 
of her back, inches from her luscious bottom, holding her there tightly. She, in turn, held me in the 
same lustful manner, her hand almost digging into my back. 

Each movement of the night became more sensual, and each salsa step brought us closer to 
climax. When that one merengue came on, we exploded in a flurry of acrobatic turns, embraces, and 
expressions of sheer pleasure. Afterwards, I remember walking her downstairs to her father’s car. I came 
back up, and my mother asked if I had kissed her. I said no, and my family gave me a look asking, “So, 
what was the point of bringing her?” I saw her the next day in school; we hugged as usual and spoke 
nothing of the night before. It was our night; it was our love scene. We are still friends today. 

“Yo no me desado jamas en la vida, cambiar por nadie. Pues con mis defectos y 
con mis virtures, siempre suepe acceptar me. De mis fracasos, mis amores, siempre 

apprendie de mis errors, pero nunca celos ni envida, de nadie, jamas yo senti,” Marc 
Anthony, Celos.

“I’ve never, in my life, wanted to change myself for anyone. With my defects and my virtues, I 
always knew how to accept myself. From my screw-ups, my loves, I always learned from my mistakes, 
but never jealousy nor envy, of anyone, did I ever feel.” I never desire to change myself for other people. 
Sometimes, however, it feels good to have something secret. Dancing is a small piece of life that diabetic 
mothers, “girlfriends,” and obsessive teachers cannot penetrate because it is my only personal treasure.

I do not remember many other details about that night, but I do remember occasionally 
looking at other people dancing. Many of them danced better than I could ever dream of, but I am 
not envious of them. Dance is not something to be competitive about, for when it is, it loses passion, 
and therefore loses purpose. It is life when life is too competitive for success. Merengue and salsa are 
my escape and should never be anything else. While dancing, there is no need to get the best grades, 
or to understand what a particular female is thinking, or to please my mother. There is just living.
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Pinstriped Sentiments
Stephanie Mathew

 A clear blue sky, the smell of hot dogs, the tinker of a cowbell, and a quiet roar of excitement 
filled the air. I breathed it all in as I opened my eyes, and cleared my mind. This was the day I’d been 
waiting for since the last time I’d been here. A huge red, white, and blue flag waved on the field as a 
choir of army men and women sang the national anthem. As I stood there, I was reminded of moments 
in time when I would long to feel this experience once again. I cannot explain the feeling that was 
inside of me. Pain? Heaviness? Excitement? Love? Obsession? Whatever the sentiment, the tightness 
in my chest tightened even more, and each breath that I took seemed shallower as I watched the blue 
and white uniforms run out onto the field. It was game time! What is my influence? The New York 
Yankees. 
 Growing up in New York, whenever I was asked what baseball team I liked, I would automatically 
say, “The Yankees!” Of course I didn’t know anything about the game at the time, but somehow it felt 
right saying that. It wasn’t until the year 2000, that I happened to watch an actual game. It was the 
World Series, or what most people called, the “Subway Series”, because the Mets and the Yankees were 
playing. Of course, the Yankees won, but that wasn’t the most important thing that had happened that 
day. At the age of 11, I had become the ultimate Yankee fanatic. 

During that off season, I don’t know why, but I felt like I had to learn everything about 
the sport. I watched old games, looked up historical facts, and even made collages of people who I 
thought were remarkable players. With each new fact or statistic that I discovered, I became more 
and more impressed by the game. The structure and order of the Yankee team taught me so much. 
Mr. Steinbrenner’s rules and regulations made the team different than any other baseball team in the 
league. As their owner, he controlled them, from their salaries, to the way they played, all the way to 
the hair on their faces. I also found something as simple as a uniform crucial to the team’s outlook. 
While other teams changed their styles and colors of clothes several times, the Yankees always kept 
their classic pinstripes and “road grays”. To me, that was why the Yankees always remained the same, 
despite changes in players over the years. Although players have come and gone since the early 1900s, 
team cooperation, determination, their distinct style of playing, and a winning record have always put 
the Yankees at the top. They were not just a team who liked to play baseball. They loved the game 
and respected it. Like a business, each level worked together to make an organization work. At such a 
young age, I was able to understand how order within any sort of society, job, or individual was what 
made things run efficiently. Quite unintentionally, over the past seven years, I have come to realize that 
structure within one’s life leads to success.

 I can candidly say that resorting to the Yankees really helped me through my “awkward 
years.” At age twelve, I was an above average height, and just growing into myself. Being an extremely 
introverted person, I was uncomfortable in front of people and did not have many friends. However, 
it was just fine with me. Each day, I looked forward to running home from school to do homework, 
and then watching the game. As banal as it may seem, I considered the Yankees to be my secret friends. 
Although I was shy to say a word around people, whenever a player scored or an opposing team 
member struck out, a different side of me would emerge. I would yell at a close call from an umpire, or 
cheer boisterously at each run scored by the Yanks.   
 Coming from a traditional Indian family, my parents thought it was wrong for me, a girl, 
to love a sport so much. Indian children, they said, were supposed to be extraordinarily intelligent. 
They were to choose the right things to do in their free time, and study the rest of time. Therefore, 
in order to satiate them and keep up with baseball, I worked harder at school and pulled off straight 
A’s. Furthermore, my time-management skills improved considerably. They also believed girls were 
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supposed to play with dolls, or follow their mothers around the kitchen in training to tend to their 
future families. At times, I was the center of all of my families’ attention. My cousins began teasing me 
by calling me a boy. Since I was watching “a man’s sport”, was I not normal? I soon began sitting in my 
room trying to prove to them that I could be “girlish”. I would play with dolls, and help my mother 
around the kitchen, but when it came to game time, I would put on my headphones and listen to the 
game. What was better for me was that they thought I was listening to music. All in all, everybody was 
happy.
 Everyone knows what happened on September 11th, 2001. New York City was hit hard with 
the unimaginable. Just entering my teenage years at the time, I could not believe what had happened. 
Only the week before, I had visited the World Trade Center with an uncle and aunt visiting from India. 
A friend of mine lost his mother in the tragedy, and all of us felt feelings of anguish for the lives of many 
New Yorkers. Within a few hours, everything had changed, and life did not seem normal. A few weeks 
later, my friend and I went to the first game the Yankees played at the stadium since the terror attack. 
It was September 25th, and the Yankees were playing the Tampa Bay Devil Rays. After an emotional 
ceremony and a moment of silence, although it was hard for them as well, the Yankees went back to 
their jobs of entertaining New Yorkers. That day was the first time I can remember feeling safe and 
happy once again. My friend, who had lost the most important person in his life, was able to smile, if 
just for those few hours that we were there. Even though the Yankees lost that day, the feeling in the 
stadium was unfathomable. My parents, who had actually watched the same ballgame on television, 
told me that they didn’t mind my “obsession” any longer. For them too, even if it was through a screen, 
they were able to feel the love and support. Everyone was able to enjoy the moment, and forget about 
the problems that remained only a few miles away. 
 Since then, things have drastically changed. I have grown up, and have gotten past those 
insecure years. In Junior High School as well as High School, I met people who were Yankee fans, and 
became fast friends. Talking about the Yankees seemed to lead to other topics of interest, and I was able 
to open up, for my turtle-like personality had evolved. My parents, especially my father, have become 
avid Yankee fans, so much so that I laugh when I think about the transformation. I am still quiet at 
times, but I am a different person than I was five years ago. The only thing that truly remains is that, I 
have the same zeal for the game now, as I did when I was twelve. 
 I still have lessons that I can learn from the Yankees. Even this year, the Yankees struggled 
poorly during the first three months of the season. Every newspaper article I read, said that it would be 
almost impossible for them to make it to the playoffs. Even I, their biggest fan, had doubts in the back 
of my mind. However, each Yankee kept persisting that even though they stunk, they would be back. 
Winning is what they do best, and so far this year, they have proved to be fighters until the end. Being 
in college now, I can actually put their example to test. I know that giving up will only put me behind 
the flow of things, so determination will be the only thing that can move me along to my aspirations. 
Recently, when I told somebody that the Yankee team was my greatest influence, they laughed at me. 
“Are you serious?” they said. I smiled, and told them to read my English paper. 
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My Famous “Wrap” Years
Viktoria Bayramova

 The years when I attended day care were very poor in Russia. The Cold War had just ended, 
and there were barely any candies or even fruit sold at that time. But like any kid, I loved candy. Once 
in a blue moon, I would get that special treat I desired for so long. After some time, I started to realize 
that many of the children I went to day care with had started to collect candy wrappers. I felt weird 
because I didn’t understand why it was such big deal, but at the same time I was so intrigued that I 
started my own collection. Each time I ate candy I saved the wrapper, because the next day we all sat in 
a circle and bragged about how many candies we had eaten. 
 My collection grew as the years went by. I was so proud to have my very own collection. I even 
dated each candy wrapper to keep track of the number I ate per week; however, I would usually lose 
count after ten. It was bizarre how important I thought it was, to show off the leftover paper from the 
candy bar. Maybe that’s why I lost my baby teeth so fast.
 Perhaps my favorite wrapper was the first one I got at my family reunion. It was from my 
uncle, who had just come from the southern part of Russia. Since he was there on vacation, he bought 
all kinds of things to bring back home. I thought he had forgotten all about his niece. He gave this and 
that to my cousins, parents, and even grandparents. I started to get upset and almost started to cry, but 
I felt someone stop me as I turned to walk away. I saw his hand in front of my face, holding a bright red 
and yellow bar. He took my hand and said, “This thing right here, I bought especially for you.” I wasn’t 
sure if it was what I thought it was, but somewhere in my heart I knew it was candy. I never traded that 
wrapper to anyone.
 My obsession increased, because everyone seemed to be so enthralled. I always tried so hard to 
fit in with the “cool” people. I wanted to play with the big kids. My mom worked in the supermarket, 
where they sold lots of candy. I think it is true to say that I was spoiled in some ways. I got way more 
candy than others. When I was sick, my mom would bring me gummy bears, Jolly Ranchers, and 
gumballs. Not only did I become popular with my wrapper collection, but I also started to trade with 
kids. This became like a baseball card collection that everybody wanted, where you could trade your 
cards for something newer and better. It wasn’t about the diversity of candy brands anymore, but their 
amount. The more, the better. The better, the more friends. That’s how it worked around there.
 Wrapper collections were pretty famous. Almost every kid in the neighborhood knew about 
them, since there was only one day care in the neighborhood. That was the beginning of my obsession. 
Not only was I obsessed over the wrappers, but also in making sure I had the most. I had an obsession 
over being obsessed with my sacred collection. It was a competition, and I always wanted to win. The 
kid with the biggest quantity was the leader of, well, “The Hood.” 
 For as long as I could remember, the role of my mom in my famous “Wrap” collection was 
what made me different from the others. Every New Year (in Russia, Christmas is less important than 
the New Year), my mom was in charge of the presents. Every year during parent-teacher conference 
nights, parents would gather to collect money for presents. And, as I said before, candy was very 
important to us kids. That time of the year seemed like a ray of sun, shining bright with colors through 
my soul. I would sit there with my mom in the evening, watching her count candies for everyone. I was 
always hoping in my little heart that there would be one too many, so I could eat it before everyone else 
could. Usually there weren’t any extras, though, because apparently my mom knows how to count. 
 This obsession didn’t last forever. Before I knew it, I had to go to the first grade, and everyone 
was separated. It ended fast, like the pain after ripping off a band aid. It was there, and then it was gone. 
I was the first one to grow out of it. It is kind of ironic how my obsession ended pretty much the same 
as in the book The Disappointment Artist. Although this was my obsession, I shared it with dozens 
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of other kids. It was more like a hobby, a thing everyone did. A chance to stand out and be superior. 
Maybe even an obsession of being better, getting more friends and being liked. 
 I think obsessions are temporary. They can come and go as you move into a different stage of 
your life. Since then, I have never been obsessed with anything. I have had desires (and I still do), but 
I never drove myself crazy over a thing, a person, or even my thoughts. I don’t need certain assets to 
pursue happiness. As I grew older, I got smarter. I figure out my own ways. Just because I don’t have any 
particular obsessions doesn’t mean somebody else doesn’t. Candies made me happy only for a few years, 
and I got nothing in return from them except rotten baby teeth. This memory of my past obsession 
reminds me not only of the consequences, but also of the time I got to spend with my mom and my 
friends. It was fun and unique, and I will never forget it. 


