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Preface. 

BROOKLYN COLLEGE STUDENTS OF THE CLASS of 2018 began their college experience through the 
freshman common reading of Gary Shteyngart’s Little Failure. Once classes began, students 
discussed Shteyngart’s memoir, wrote their own stories, and attended a lecture and reading by 
Shteyngart when he visited Brooklyn College in October 2014. We call this collection of student 
memoirs Telling Our Stories, Sharing Our Lives. 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01“And then I become who I was 
always meant to be.”  

(Shteyngart 26) 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The Stache

by JOHN KAHN

THE TRANSITION FROM middle school to high school is 
the most terrifying thing I have ever gone through. 
Transitioning to Xavier High in Manhattan from a much 
smaller independent school in Brooklyn was both 
appealing and daunting because my self-confidence and 
social prowess had yet to blossom, and I wondered who I 
could become in the next few years. The summer flew by 
and before I knew it I was lying awake in my bed the night 
before I began high school.

Arriving to school in uniform I looked around an 
acknowledged something I had already become used to: 
at private Catholic institutions being a person of color 
places you in an overwhelmingly small minority. 
Overwhelmed is an understatement, because though I 
was still the only South Asian in my old school and this 
one had many minorities, it was a storm of people who 
knew each other passing by–old friends, family, a tight 
knit community. My outlook was grim, but I was 
determined to get to a good start.

The first couple of days flew by in the ultimate back-
to-school experience, longer and much more annoying 
travel, supplies, understanding academic expectations 
and finally a satisfying opportunity to excel and go beyond 
arrived. Football tryouts happened after school, and 
everyone who was trying out was bussed down to Red 
Hook. A few rigorous days of tryouts had me feeling good, 
I had exerted myself and let out all the built up anxiety. 
The next day it was posted; I made the cut. Jubilant but 
hiding it well, I got in line for my gear and went out with 
the crew of people in my homeroom became comfortable, 
but the traditional cliché of a football family began to play 
in my head. After walking out with the team, and watching 
the football team practice and doing some drill, we all 
wrapped up and took off our helmets. That was the first 
time I heard it.

At the time, I was the only freshman to have a 
mustache. As it turns out, I was the only one in the 
school. Xavier had a clean-shave policy, and it didn’t 
apply much to a mustache and no one had enforced it 
because they never had to with freshman. Immediately 
upon taking off my helmet, the coaching staff starts calling 
me over without me knowing. “STACHE. HEY STACHE. 
OY KID WITH THE MUSTACHE,” they hollered. I realized 
it was me, and turned around and jogged and helped 
carry things off. And it was written in what seemed like 
stone. Everyone began using it immediately; it almost 
gave me a sense of seniority among my peers. Coaches, 
the nurse, friends and Varsity players all began using it, 
random high fives were doled out and friendships were 
forged because people had such an easy way to break 

the ice. My homeroom teacher was first teacher to call me 
“Stache.” A little bit of facial hair became almost iconic for 
me.

A nickname is meant to be short; you ‘nick’ the 
name and voila! A nickname is born. But mine was longer, 
it singled me out after already being a minority and I took 
it in stride. John is the most common name. There were 
at least three other students with the name in each of my 
classes but I was the only Muslim. Islam pushes the idea 
of men keeping facial hair, specifically a beard. Knowing 
that people accepted my “stache” made it easier for me to 
grow a beard. Though it’s unlikely any on will call me 
Beard, being ‘Stache’ let me forget any distress or 
anxiety. By the time I was a senior, and I had begun 
cutting the facial hair off because they enforced their rules 
more strictly, I was a three-season athlete with a bunch of 
AP classes and other extracurricular activities like 
Medical Science Club. In part, I owe it to acceptance the 
nickname afforded me.

College should be daunting. The academic 
standard should probably be as well. I’m proud to say I’m 
on top of my stuff. A bit of facial hair, or name that 
emerged from that bit doesn’t define a person, our 
experience and actions, thoughts and behaviors do. But 
the nickname allowed me to experience so much more, 
free myself and become comfortable with who I am.
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Put a Smile on 

That Face

by SAMIP DELHIWALA

RIGHT FROM BIRTH I was “gifted” with a set of very 
unfortunate facial muscles that I simply cannot control. 
Basically, when I have a straight face, people misinterpret 
it to be a really angry face. This generally leads people to 
believe that I am an angry person, even though I’m 
probably in a positive mood. My facial muscles turn my 
straight face into an extremely angry death stare. I was 
not even aware of this issue until senior year of high 
school, though the effects of my unfortunate facial 
muscles started to show themselves in elementary 
school. Around 5th or 6th grade my parents started saying 
something to me that would stick with me until now: 
“Samip, you should smile more.” 

In elementary school my raging hormones started 
to kick in. I had intense mood swings, therefore I would 
do terrible things at home even if I was just slightly 
annoyed with my parents. I’m ashamed of it now when I 
think about it; I broke cabinets by kicking them, or 
screamed back at my parents at the top of my lungs when 
they scolded me for shattering a mug. This went on for a 
good two or three years.

It was eighth grade and I was walking home from 
school. When I opened the door and began to walk to my 
room, my mom, in Gujarati, quietly told me to come 
downstairs to the basement. I got suspicious right away 
and knew something was going on. What I saw when I 
descended down the wooden stairs blew my mind. I saw 
my entire family: aunts, uncles, cousins, family friends, 
you name it. I was certain that it wasn’t my birthday, so I 
was shocked that all of these people could be confused 
about the date. However, the real surprise awaited me. In 
the center of that crowd, which included my dad, my 
younger sister, and a priest, was a large fire. I was pretty 
sure that fire wasn’t an oversized birthday candle. My 
mom motioned me to join them. I was supposed to sit 
directly in front of the fire for reasons I would find out in 
approximately four seconds. “We believe you have very 
bad demons inside of you,” my mom said. “This will help 
you.” It was basically a Hindu version of my own 
exorcism. I sat there quietly and followed the instructions 
of the priest as a mixture of Sanskrit and Gujarati flowed 
out of his mouth. Fury at my parents invaded my entire 
body that would last throughout the ceremony, and 
afterwards as well, causing the priest to lovingly say to 
me: “Samip, you should smile more.”

I would soon rid myself of the extreme anger I 
had, but I promise you it was not because of that Hindu 
ceremony in my basement. The anger that once pulsated 

through my veins eventually lifted, and I was grateful for 
that. Still, around sophomore year of high school a few of 
my friends started asking: “Yo, why do you look so 
angry?” Even as my friends and family members asked 
me that question, I simply thought they were attempting to 
playfully annoy me. 

Then came senior year of high school. I was 
generally happy with my life. I had a very close and solid 
group of friends and a family that supported me. Put that 
together with the fact that it was my final year of high 
school and you had a very happy – or at least a non-
angry – Samip. Around this time, everyone finally noticed 
that my face was chronically angry-looking even if it didn’t 
represent my mood at all. There was even a popular term 
for this type of face. It was called “chronic b***h face,” or 
“CBF.” By now I had embraced my unfortunate facial 
muscles. My CBF turned into one of the main sources of 
entertainment for my friends and I.

When our International Culture Club had our 
Bollywood dance night, correct facial expressions were a 
significant component of the dance. Of course, everyone 
told me, “Samip, make sure you don’t have your CBF on 
during the dance.” I had to try extremely hard in order to 
perform those expressions, but I somehow got it done. I 
was showered with the expected, “Samip, you actually 
smiled!” 

Skip to my high school graduation ceremony. As 
my name was called to get my diploma, I saw my 
principal, superintendent, and other Board of Education 
members waiting. This was such a surreal moment for 
me; I was graduating from high school and moving onto 
college. Why wouldn’t I be smiling with joy? However, my 
CBF took over as I went to shake all the hands and 
receive my diploma. I looked extremely angry according 
to my friends. As I walked back to my seat, all my friends 
and teachers sang in unison, “Samip, you should smile 
more.” 

Since that day, my friends and I continue to share 
many memorable experiences because of my CBF. CBF 
already affected me during my second week at Brooklyn 
College. I was simply enjoying myself on the basketball 
court with a few other freshmen I had just met. Right from 
the start, I was bombarded with: “Hey, why doesn’t this 
guy ever smile?” I was still under the impression that I 
had made a few friends that evening, but right before I left 
one of them accused me of giving him a dirty look and 
proceeded to spit out some profanities. I went back to my 
apartment and told my friends, and they laughed for a 
while before delivering this very insightful opinion: 
“Samip, you should smile more.” 
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Ana

by AMY YEDID

“I’M NOT HUNGRY,” I said as my dad slid a slice of pizza 
in front of me. But he knew. He knew it was a lie. He 
knew I hadn’t eaten all day. Lying came easily to me in 
those days. I barely had to think about it. 

My dad narrowed his eyes. 
“Amy, you know full well where you’ll end up if 

you continue like this.”
“I know but I’m not hungry. I already ate.” He was 

starting to get angry now. The dark skin on his face was 
beginning to get a red tint to it. My siblings sitting beside 
me barely looked up from their food. They were used to 
the nightly arguments. 

“Amy I can’t keep doing this!” He slammed his 
hand down on the table that rattled the glass dinner 
plates. At this point my brother and sister lifted their eyes 
but kept their heads down, watching the scene play out 
before them but unwilling to interfere. “If you don’t eat the 
damn pizza you’re going to the day program! I already 
had it arranged with the car service to take you there and 
back if I have to send you there. So either you eat or I 
have no choice but to send you there.”

I glared at him but couldn’t reply. A lump the size 
of a golf ball had formed in my throat and I could not force 
words past it. I looked down at the pizza and picked it up 
with shaky hands, tears stinging my eyes: tears of anger, 
tears of fear, I couldn’t tell. As the first bite of pizza 
passed my lips, the tears spilled over, gliding silently 
down my cheeks. I chewed almost robotically, trying not 
to think of what I was doing, but failing miserably. I 
swallowed forcefully, pushing the food past the golf ball-
sized lump while my stomach churned mercilessly. I tried 
calculating how many calories, how many grams of fat, 
how many grams of carbs were in that one bite. I couldn’t 
help it. I was anorexic.

After my dad saw that I had taken a bite of the 
pizza out of fear of being sent to the hospital, he had a bit 
of reassurance to start eating his own pizza. He knew that 
I never wanted to step foot in the hospital again where I 
would have been forcibly fed and tube-fed if I didn’t 
comply. Little did he know that each subsequent bite I 
took was not being swallowed, rather, it was discreetly 
being spit out into the napkins I pretended to wipe my 
mouth with. Also hidden in the napkins were pieces of 
pizza that I tore off while my dad wasn’t looking.

By the end of the meal I had eaten three bites of 
the pizza, and that was only because my dad had looked 
up at me before I had the chance to spit those pieces out. 
I walked to the kitchen to throw out my plate that held the 
remaining pizza crust, my heart pounding, hoping no one 
else could hear the sound of the napkins full of pizza 

rustling in my pocket. The ever-present lump in my throat 
throbbed. I was ashamed—ashamed of myself and 
ashamed of my dad’s trust in me. I didn’t deserve it. 

“How did I let it get this far?” I thought. I knew the 
answer before I finished the question. It started as a 
simple diet that, due to several factors like emotional 
abuse and depression too painful to even think about, let 
alone write about, escalated into full-blown anorexia.

Every week was another trip to the doctor. Every 
week was the same routine: wait in the front room to get 
called into one of the doctor’s rooms, strip off my clothes, 
put on the hospital gown, get weighed by the nurse, go to 
another room to talk to the doctor about my progress—
emotionally and physically—then have the nutritionist 
order me to eat even more food each week. And each 
week I tried to think of more ways to trick the doctor into 
thinking I was getting better. Some weeks I drank bottle 
upon bottle of water before getting weighed so that the 
scale would show weight gain. Some weeks I hid small 
but heavy objects under my hospital gown before 
stepping onto the scale. When my father or the doctor 
asked what I had been eating, I would prattle off a list of 
foods that came to mind that I knew I hadn’t eaten. When 
my doctor congratulated me on my apparent weight gain, 
I tried not to look guilty. My dad always wanted to believe 
I was getting better and I didn’t have the heart to tell him 
otherwise. I wasn’t ready to get better just yet.

For two years I thought it defined me, made me 
stand out from everyone else I knew. I was anorexic; it 
was who I was, as plain and simple as if it was my name. 
In fact, many people with eating disorders personify 
anorexia by giving it the name “Ana.” Ana controlled me, 
forbade me to go out to eat with friends, induced almost 
daily fainting spells, knotted my stomach at the thought of 
food, told me that I had to be the top student in school or 
else I was just a failure.

When I finally recovered, I came to the realization 
that I was wrong. I wasn’t Ana. Ana was just the voice in 
the back of my mind, a voice that sounded identical to 
mine only sinister, taunting, telling me that I didn’t deserve 
to eat. Even though she has been muted, I sometimes 
think I hear her when the remnants of depression start to 
creep up on me again. But I am not she and she is not 
me. I was anorexic but not anymore. Now I am simply 
me.
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Everyone Writes at Their 
Own Pace

by JIHAN RAMROOP

THEY DO THIS most days. All around the world. 
Sometimes they take breaks, and sometimes they don’t. 
Their pens race and their keyboards click. Occasionally 
they'll stop to get food, water, and other life essential 
things. But in the meantime, they’re writing and won’t stop 
until they finish. I wish I could say the same.  

When I was younger I didn't want to write. I didn't 
care about the authors on the covers of the books I read. 
I didn’t think that real people actually wrote them. I just 
enjoyed, but as I got older, it became increasingly harder 
just to enjoy.  

In third or fourth grade I made a book called Mall 
Rats. In it, three friends became stuck in a mall overnight. 
They were eleven or so, and had long necks and cool 
clothes.  I'd even drawn and colored a couple of pictures 
to accompany them. Mall Rats was my way of expressing 
myself. I wanted friends. And I wanted to know what it 
would be like to stay in the mall after it closed. Surely it 
had to be fun. In order to find out, I wrote. 

The next time I wrote a short story was in junior year 
English class. Actually it started on the bathroom floor. 
One day my brother and I started fighting. When we were 
younger he used to be like my unofficial best friend. We'd 
do everything together whether we liked it or not. Once 
when we owned an old boat, we'd jump off it in the side 
yard, into a pile of rusty, crunchy leaves. We'd make 
"nature" soup with twigs and leaves, and play until we got 
tired enough to go inside. But like the kids we were, we 
grew. And now as teenagers, we fought. I ran to the 
bathroom and slammed the door, not knowing exactly 
what to do. Soon I fell asleep. During that summer I was 
trying to write a book. Maybe I thought it'd lead to building 
my self-esteem, and I'd be like all the other writers and 
successful people I knew. But instead of helping me, it 
hindered, and I couldn't even write past the first chapter.   

When I woke up I felt renewed, like I'd had the 
best nap in forever.  In my peripheral vision, I saw black 
and white checkered tiles and the little dust that flecked 
them. The image gave me an idea. I pulled out my iPod 
and started typing. She woke up on the bathroom floor. At 
first the line was the first sentence in my book. Then 
when school started it became a short story.   

In October, the teacher announced that we had to 
write a short story. I thought of that lone chapter. The She 
woke up on the bathroom floor fascinated me. I wanted to 
find out why. How did she end up on the bathroom floor? 
Who was she? And what was her story? These questions 
bothered me as the days to the assignment came up. 

One afternoon I sat with my mom on the couch watching 
a documentary. The film was about musicians, celebrities 
and the drug addictions that had ended their lives. In my 
head I imagined a singer named Develyn. She was torn 
between choosing drugs or her life. In the end, she sang 
into the microphone, Maybe I’m jaded, overrated, and 
then, maybe I’m not. In neat red letters, Ms. E. had 
commented, “Really well written.” I was so proud. Later I 
realized that "Jaded" was really somberly written. It could 
have been better, with a less 'jaded' tone. But I realized 
that was how I wrote at the time and accepted it. 

In my new college’s library, tall shelves stood 
over me. They were large, brooding, and stuffed on either 
side. I looked for a set of numbers the computer had gave 
me. The book was by an author named Gillian Flynn. 
Online I had read that she'd wrote her first novel, like 
many others, while working full-time. During the night, 
she'd go into her dungeon basement as she called it, and 
write. Sometimes she'd dance to Eminem's "Lose 
Yourself.” 

I stopped looking for the book. A thought popped 
into my head. It unfurled like a kernel, and stayed stuck 
there like popcorn in teeth. The book wasn't there, and 
even if it was somewhere, maybe I wasn't supposed to 
find it. Maybe I could try writing my own story.  Maybe I 
could write something worth reading, something I wanted 
to write about but was too afraid and doubtful to ever say. 
The only way to find out if I was right I realized, was to 
just write.
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No One is Alone

by SHAWN ROBERTS

Mother cannot guide you  
Now you're on your own  

Only me beside you  
Still, you're not alone  
No one is alone, truly 

No one is alone

- Cinderella, Into the Woods

INTO THE WOODS was my first musical. In the spring of 
my freshman year of high school, I donned some very 
unfortunate burnt umber pants with matching vest, a 
cream peasant shirt, and a hat with a feather in it to play 
Jack, who spends the show retrieving items from the 
giants at the top of the beanstalk. My then girlfriend, 
Anna, was playing the flute in the pit orchestra and was 
cheering on my first experience with performance. It was 
our last Saturday performance, on April 15th. During the 
number “No one is alone”, as the Baker comforted Jack, 
his mother having just been killed, and in front of my 
parents and friends in the audience, my peers on stage, 
and my aforementioned girlfriend in the pit, I had the 
sudden realization that I was attracted to the very one 
giving comfort.

This awareness was something completely new 
to all of my 15 years. In the mid-1990s, gay characters in 
movies and on TV were relegated to either stereotypical, 
bit part, side characters or main characters in 
independent films, focused generally on AIDS or 
sometimes coming out stories, that never saw the inside 
of a movie theater. This was still one year before Robin 
Williams and Nathan Lane portrayed wildly exuberant and 
flamboyant lead characters in The Birdcage, and two 
years before Ellen came out prominently on her 
eponymous sit-com.

Not to say I hadn’t experienced attraction to men 
before, but denial was a very strong force when I was a 
teenager. I remember meeting this boy in middle school 
and afterwards making sure to walk by his locker every 
day, explaining it away with the thought, “He’s a great 
guy, and I just want to be better friends with him.”

On this night, however, placed prominently 
downstage right (the part of the stage closest to the 
audience on their left), my eyes opened to the truth, and it 
was all I could do not to freak out right then and there. But 
I didn’t freak out; I just started my “coming out process”. 

For those who don’t know, or haven’t experienced 
it, “coming out” isn’t something you can deal with in one 
fell swoop, unless you happen to be a celebrity and TMZ 
happens to take photos of you kissing your new 

boyfriend. Actually, even then, there’s the process of 
media questions, followed by an interview on The View or 
in The Advocate (a gay magazine), so it’s not a one-step 
process. Most people begin with the person they’re 
closest to: a best friend or sibling. The next step will 
generally be a broadening circle of people who know. 
Eventually, you come out to your parents and everyone 
else in between. This is, of course, in a mostly ideal 
world. Some people aren’t comfortable coming out to 
everyone, and some people just don’t feel that it’s anyone 
else’s business. One important note, though, is that the 
process never ends. There will always be someone new 
to meet and come out to, and, while it certainly gets 
easier, the fear of un-acceptance rarely leaves 
completely. Out of all of this, the hardest group to come 
out to tends to be parents.

The first person I decided to come out to was by 
best friend, Ben, and it was nerve-racking, to say the 
least. We met three years prior, just after my family and I 
moved back to Maryland from Germany. I had no friends, 
and yet somehow managed to find a kindred spirit in Ben. 
All of our interests were common, but if someone had told 
me at 12 that I’d still be close friends with him at 34, I 
would’ve thought they were crazy. Spending a good 
portion of my childhood moving from place to place 
disabused me of the notion of lifelong friends. 

I spent a week after coming out to myself 
worrying and stressing out about what I could possibly 
say to Ben. Every thought going through my head was 
negative. “How would he react?” “Will we still be friends?” 
“Will he reject my friendship and tell everyone?” Walking 
home from the bus stop with him, I decided it was time. 
My palms were sweating and I was sure I was pale with 
the stress, so I knew he could tell something was up, but 
he gave me the chance to say what I wanted to.  

Without any preamble, I blurted out, “I’m gay,” 
and just waited for the worst. 

He took a deep breath, looked at me and just 
said, “OK. Does that change anything between us?”

I was stunned that he didn’t care, and that nearly 
immediately after, he teased me, good-naturedly, into 
confessing who I was interested in. A half an hour later, 
he also convinced me to break up with my girlfriend, and 
tell her honestly why. I couldn’t blame her for not reacting 
as well, since this information impacted her to a greater 
degree than it did Ben, but in the end the parting was 
friendly, and we remained close.

A month after Into the Woods, with some goading 
and cajoling from Ben, Anna, and the other friends I had 
told by that point, I decided it was time to come out to my 
parents. Unfortunately, I was 15, and I had no clue how to 
do it. So, on a bright May morning, I placed a carefully 
folded note written on college-ruled notebook paper in my 
mom’s purse where I knew she would find it. She was in 
the bathroom at that point, trying to get her perpetually 
straight hair to hold a curl. I whispered a prayer to myself, 
raised my voice, and said, “Bye, mom. I’m off to school.” 
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The normalcy of her response, “Ok. I’ll see you later 
tonight,” belied the heights of anxiety pounding within my 
chest. The note, which had taken me three hours and 12 
drafts to write the night before, simply said, “Hey mom. 
This is really hard to say, but I wanted to let you know that 
I’m gay. It’s not a phase, and I’ve thought about it a lot. I 
love you. Shawn.”

I was a latchkey kid at that point; both of my 
parents worked until five or six p.m. I would generally get 
home from school, do my homework, watch some TV, 
hang around with my friends, and not hear from my 
parents until they were already home or on their way. This 
afternoon, at 3:09pm, the phone call I had been waiting 
for came. 

“Hey, Shawn, it’s Mom.”
“Hey, Mom.”
“I read your note, and your father and I would like 

to talk to you when we get home.”
“Ok.” My heart was in my chest.
“We love you, and we don’t care. We just want to 

make sure you’re alright.”
My parents, the rocks of stability in my life, 

accepted everything. All of my worry was for naught, and 
Cinderella’s words, “No one is alone,” certainly remained 
true.
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The Volatile Nature of a  
Global Community

by NICKY CHASE

THE INCIDENT WAS not comprehended in the instant in 
which it occurred. I was only six when the planes crashed 
into the towers. I was only running around the drama 
room, acting out the scenario that Ms. Annie directed. The 
morning was normal, and then it was not. After a quick 
boom and a long plume of smoke, every class was 
evacuated. Ash-covered cars and adults poured into the 
narrow street as our grown ups scrambled to make sure 
we were safe. A friend’s mom grabbed me and her 
daughter by the arm, quickly saying me that she was 
going to drive me home. I only lived a block away from 
the ochre colored building, but I complied and got into the 
dusty bug.

A couple minutes later, we pulled up outside my 
family’s basement apartment and were silently let in by 
my dad. Every news station was broadcasting the attack, 
filling the airwaves with images of the World Trade towers 
and the wildly different reactions of onlookers. My parents 
and I watched the grainy news feed of the towers 
collapsing, one after the other, our backyard filling with 
the ash and debris that had been carried over the east 
river to Brooklyn: to-do lists, memos scrawled over with 
notes, pages from address books, grocery lists, every 
piece a part of an original, each as unreplicable as the 
winter snowflakes that I mistook them to be.

My father lost his job, two thousand, nine 
hundred, seventy seven people were murdered, and their 
families are still dealing with the repercussions. 

Among this turmoil, easily viewed from our rabbit-
ear antenna TV and just by looking out the window, my 
mother discovered that she was pregnant with my sister.

What is one supposed to make of the discovery 
that, among such death and chaos, they are going to 
bring a life into the world?

The same world that had just proven the volatile 
nature of a global community. The same world that makes 
us question our purpose in life to the point where wars 
are waged and people futilely die in the search for what 
we must do with our lives. The phrase "Older men start 
wars, but younger men finish them," attributed to Albert 
Einstein, suits this description well. Our elders prompt us 
with their beliefs, to the point of disproving the beliefs of 
others, in hopes that we adhere to and pass on their ways 
of thinking. Their legacy grants them immortality, and who 
does not want to be remembered? 

As infants and young adults, our malleable minds 
can be swayed in whichever direction our elders wish. 

Here lies the chance to easily make the most impact on a 
person's identity. Until we reach a level of maturity that 
grants us the ability to look inwards and make informed 
decisions, we base our moral compass on what we have 
been taught by our elders. Depending on the lessons, we, 
the people who all share this planet, may have great 
difficulty overcoming our ethnocentrism and expanding 
our perspectives. Complicating the situation even further, 
the human race has only recently been able to gain 
insight into the hearts and minds of each of the groups 
that make up our global community. Although our global 
community is relatively young, it has become obvious that 
there exists a desire for cultures to unite in more intimate 
and meaningful ways. Every group has something 
important to share, something that each generation 
passes on to the next.

Our legacies are double-edged swords. We can 
either cleave the chains that are hindering our progress or 
maim ourselves in the process, leading to inevitable 
destruction. The most recent example of which are the 
protests in Hong Kong for true, unmasked democratic 
process. These are protests made by young people 
against their elders, willing a foreign concept to be 
implemented into their daily lives. The fantastic aspect of 
these protests is that they have been advocating using 
nonviolent means; the key to positive and very real 
change.

Instead of spending our lives and those of future 
generations shying away from our fears, we must plant 
our feet and face them. However, we must not meet our 
fears on the field of battle. We must instead welcome 
them with open arms, learning to cooperate with one 
another. A situation is only as hopeless as we allow it to 
become. Our personal responsibility is to continue to feel 
and believe with passion, and to do our best to gain an 
understanding of the unknown. This is the potential that 
comes with new life and new minds, such as my sister's. 
She and I might be born with the burdens that our 
predecessors bear, but whether we continue to carry 
them onward or set them aside is ultimately up to us, the 
youth.
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Lion Time

by MOHAMMED ASADUZZAMAN

BORN IN BANGLADESH, a nation overrun by poverty 
and a ridiculed state of government, I was given a 
traditional Muslim name that has been dragged along my 
lineage for years; Mohammed Asaduzzaman. Though my 
name is immensely difficult to pronounce, my parents 
believed it was the most suitable name for me. This 
superstition that my parents created from my name has 
always been a question for me. How was it suitable for 
me and how did they know? As I immigrated to this 
country in 1996, my parents saw this as a gateway for my 
siblings and me to acquire innumerable opportunities; 
such opportunities that Bangladesh couldn’t provide for 
this generation of the Zzaman family. During my arrival as 
a seven-month-old infant, I would never have thought that 
a long, tongue-twisting Bangladeshi name would actually 
be a representation of my life and personality. 

Mohammed, der ived f rom the name of 
Muhammad, who is the prophet of the religion of Islam, 
was ubiquitous in our family. All my brothers and my 
father himself had “Mohammed” as their surname. 
However, we all had different last names which consisted 
of different prefixes and the same suffix, Zzaman; 
Asaduzzaman, Aminuzzaman, Akhtaruzzaman, 
Amiruzzaman, and lastly my father, Eklimuzzaman. 
Traditionally, members of Bengali family are supposed to 
have the same last name and different first names. 
Ironically, my father did the complete opposite, giving my 
siblings and me the same first name and different last 
names.  Whenever our phone rang in the house, my 
mother would anxiously grab it expecting it to be her 
sister calling to have long, extensive conversations about 
what happened on the Bangladeshi soap operas that they 
watched that day. These long phone conversations used 
to always lead to the development of thick, white, puffy 
smoke that would first lead into the living room and chase 
itself down the dark, narrow basement stairs to my 
bedroom. “Peeeep, Peeeeep!” That signaled sound of my 
annoying fire alarm that used to ring off whenever my 
mother’s cooking burned. As she slowly grabbed the 
aluminum tray out of the oven, a dark, charcoal 
impression would appear on all sides of the tray, letting off 
the sickening stench of a summer barbecue. “I zon’t know 
how dis haffened. I just fut it in,” she’d say. 

However, whenever she’d answer the phone with 
her hard and thick Bengali-American accent and 
someone would ask to speak to Mohammed, she’d look 
in ten different directions of the house; the kitchen, the 
living room, the dining room. She’d look to see if any of us 
were present so we could deal with the hassle. Then 

she’d say: “Vhich Mohammed are ju looking for?” This 
was always the hardest part for anyone; to pronounce our 
last names. It’s as if their tongues suddenly transformed 
into roller coasters that kept stopping aimlessly along the 
ride and ended up derailing and crashing into trees. They 
stammered while processing all the letters together in our 
last names, which always ended in failure. My friends at 
school would look at me with a confused stare while I’d 
tell them about my last name. I’d wait about two seconds 
until that confused stare would break away from their 
faces and their eyebrows would unfreeze, leading to 
glowing, wide smiles slowly unveiling their teeth, while I 
stood there with the same unamused face that I always 
displayed when confronted with this situation. 

My real qualities can be seen through my last 
name. “Asaduzzaman,” a long and stammer-inducing 
name, was the biggest parody of my life; well that’s what 
I’d thought. “Asad,” an Arabic term that meant lion, and 
“Zzaman” another Arabic term that meant age or time, put 
together meant “lion-time.” You would think with a name 
like that you’d brave, bold, and strong, kind of like those 
superheroes depicted on the cover page of Marvel 
Comics. 
In my case it was the complete opposite. As a youngster, 
I was afraid of many aspects of life. One aspect of life that 
a majority of us don’t like to look into or even talk about is 
death. The gruesome, undesirable look into a dark, 
wooden coffin, accommodating my cold, blue body as I 
was being put into my deep grave sent shivers down my 
spine. I never wanted to perceive such an image in my 
head at such a young age. 

Why was I thinking of death? As I turned thirteen, 
I started growing. Growing: not mentally or vertically. 
More like horizontally. My stomach grew and grew, day by 
day, as I kept chowing down cold, greasy Dominos pizza 
that my brother would bring home late night from work. I’d 
always think I was hungry but I wasn’t. For some reason, 
I just had to consume such a large amount of 
carbohydrates, even though I wasn’t hungry. Maybe food 
was a way that I escaped from thinking of my fears. In the 
summer of 2009, I weighed an astonishing 245 pounds. 
As soon as my doctor placed his cold stethoscope over 
my chest and examined my labored breathing, he knew I 
wasn’t so far from heart disease. This news brought a 
sudden tempest to my head; a tempest of a blurry image 
of that dark, cramped place where I wasn’t able to feel the 
movement of blood rushing through my veins or open my 
mouth to utter a single word. I was pretty much one poke 
away from exploding, as I appeared in the eyes of my 
family. Day by day, I kept contemplating a change in my 
lifestyle until one day I signed up for a membership at the 
local gym. 

As I entered the gym on my first day, I slowly 
approached my evil enemy that endlessly made me 
repeat my steps; the treadmill. With its rugged textured 
floor that wound only one direction and arrows that let you 
increase the speed and the floor level, I was up for the 
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challenge of my life. Every minute I took a step on this life 
changing device, I felt more courageous to take the next. 
It’s as if something inside me was begging to rip through 
my enormous torso and just keep going on this adventure 
to prosperity and triumph. Was this the so called “lion” 
inside me that was raging to come out in a matter of 
time? Could it be? 

To answer these questions, I knew what I had to 
do. I had to visit this holy spiritual place of transformation, 
this little gym, and continue on my quest. As time 
progressed, I began to shed weight. Every day as I’d look 
into the mirror and inspect my body, I’d see a change. It’s 
as if the gym was a sculptor and I was a bit of clay. Every 
day the gym would mold my body; leaner, tighter, and 
healthier. Stubborn, hard body fat turned to tight, firm 
muscles.

This is where I began noticing the lion inside of 
me claw its way out; not only physically, but also mentally. 
Since that day I embarked on this journey, I’ve overcome 
my fear of death. The lion inside me kept roaring while 
gaining more power and initiative. Power and initiative; 
these two factors were indeed the reason for my success. 
Now five years later, I’ve managed to sculpt my body to 
180 pounds, due to the contributions of the lion that 
bought out the best qualities in me and taught me as a 
true king of the jungle to embrace my despair. 
Asaduzzaman isn’t just my last name; it’s my story.  
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Verbal Lexapro

by PORFIRIO TRINIDAD

“VERBAL LEXAPRO” HAS been my stage name for a 
number of years now. My friends would call me “Savvy” 
because of my overall well-roundedness and know-how in 
the technical field of computers and software. Although I 
felt that the original name was right on point, I was still 
eager to come up with something that would represent 
my new love for hip hop. I remember looking through the 
dictionary trying to find an alias that would suit my 
character and style of emceeing. I wasn’t expecting that 
an actual life-altering event would help me manifest what 
would become my new name. 

I was prescribed Lexapro back in 2006 by my 
psychiatrist after being hospitalized for severe stress and 
depression during finals week in SUNY Albany. I was in 
the campus library reading a textbook on communication 
theory when the words in the book started to make me 
feel guilty for leaving my family behind in Queens to 
pursue an education in Albany. I left before someone 
could sense what I was thinking and somehow hold me 
accountable for it. The air was thick and suffocating when 
I got back to my dorm room.  One of my suite-mates was 
playing a hip hop song in the background. The song felt 
like it was operating at the same frequency as my anxiety. 

I realized then that I was having flashbacks of my 
life’s choices adding to the guilt that I was already feeling. 
Regrets of not studying harder and managing my time 
better. I could hear the host of the prank television show 
Punk’d, which was on in the background at the time. I felt 
like I was the one who was a part of some sort of cosmic 
joke. The heaviness of these emotions made me drop to 
the floor. The doctors would later say that I was having 
auditory and visual hallucinations, but that’s not what I 
considered it. I felt an inner-consciousness was beginning 
to unlock in my mind.

I called my parents to take me home and they 
would ultimately take me to the hospital. I was home 
listening to Jeru the Damaja’s “Can’t stop the Prophet” 
feeling like the lyrics were speaking to me personally. The 
lyrics in the song described Jeru’s battle with jealousy, 
anger, envy and ignorance. My mother walked into the 
room and told me to get ready but I didn’t think to ask 
where we were going. Before I could realize what was 
happening, we were at Elmhurst Hospital psychiatric 
center for an evaluation. 

After the evaluation, I was admitted to the 
psychiatric unit where I was given a course of medication 
that made me feel like I was an animal. One of which was 
Lexapro, the drug that I am on to this very day, an 
antidepressant that kills anxiety; and I feel that the 

calming atmosphere of my lyrics and my demeanor has a 
similar effect on people and listeners. They say a good 
writer writes what they know: “Lexapro” is the remedy, 
“Verbal” is the medium of communication and “Verbal 
Lexapro” is my cure, or remedy, for life’s interpersonal 
and internal struggles.  
        Going on antidepressants would soon shift my 
writing focus to something much more personal, and in 
my opinion, more beneficial to society. It has given me 
something deeper to write about and has helped me 
connect with people and myself on a more personal level. 
Today I have been an active performer at The Art of Lyrics 
showcase at Camaradas in the El Barrio section of 
Manhattan and have digitally released an album under 
the name Verbal Lexapro. 

I feel that we don’t need prescribed medication all 
the time, but rather another vessel to channel ourselves. 
What we truly need is solidarity and a strong support 
system or cast of mentors who speak to those going 
through painful times. 

 I am Verbal Lexapro. I write to uplift and help 
those in the struggle emotionally, spiritually and 
physically. My function is for others to listen to my 
message and I promise the positive results can be found 
without the side effects of medication.
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An Outsider

by KELLY BURNS

SEPTEMBER 1981 WAS when my perception of life 
changed.  It was my first day of Junior High School as I 
eagerly waited for my last period gym class. Following the 
directions given by the gym teacher, I placed my bag into 
my locker as we were informed that we had fifteen 
minutes to change into our uniforms before returning to 
the gymnasium for floor assignments. I sat on the bench 
thinking about the trampoline and the fun activities we 
would participate in. Michelle Syville interrupted my 
thoughts by gracing me with her presence, inviting herself 
to a seat next to me on the bench.  Michelle’s entourage 
tagged alongside her, squeezing themselves on the 
already full bench. Of no interest to me, Michelle 
immediately began describing all the sex and marijuana 
she had with different boys on different occasions over 
the summer. I was uncomfortable as Michelle and her 
girls continued with their stories of drugs, sex and Rock 
and Roll.  Did they not hear that we had 15 minutes to 
return to the gym? I was excited as my mind was on the 
trampoline while Michelle and the girls went on with their 
chatter of the personal details of their love lives.     
    The whistle blew causing the entire locker room to 
scurry back into the gym. At this point, Michelle turned to 
me in front of all her followers, asking me what my 
summer had been like. There was silence as I began 
describing the fun I had playing sports over the summer. 
As expected the silence was too good to be true. Lisa 
(whatever her last name was) blurted out “Are you 
serious? That wasn’t fun, that was torture. You must be a 
virgin!”  As I attempted to walk away, Michelle grabbed 
my arm, staring me in the eyes questioning “Are you still 
a virgin, Kelly?” I stood frozen, unable to utter a sound. 
The girls started laughing, as all eyes were upon me as 
we exited the locker room. I slowly walked towards my 
assigned place on the gymnasium floor.
      Michelle did not take her eyes off of me for the rest of 
the class, as she whispered to her friends, pointed and 
made faces. I became angry at the humiliation and 
walked over to Michelle and punched her right in the face.  
Needless to say, I was suspended on my first day of 
Junior High School. 
     What a difference a day can make.  Life as I knew it 
before that September morning no longer felt normal. 
Until then, sports had been the center of my world. My 
perception changed from a naive tomboy to a curious 
female for the first time. 
     Femininity, boys and sex seemed to be at the top of 
any normal girls to do list in Junior High School. Michelle 
Syville and her girl friends clearly let me know that I, 

however was not a normal girl. I dressed casual and did 
not wear dresses or skirts like Michelle and her faithful 
tag along friends did. Furthermore, by no means had the 
thought of polishing my nails cross my mind. Therefore it 
is safe to say that Michelle (and her stand in the shadow 
girlfriends) and I had nothing in common.  Moreover, they 
annoyed me with their obsession with their images. I don't 
ever remember seeing any of them having fun, laughing 
or engaged in anything that did not promote beauty. The 
glamour girls often stood around being pretty and that 
was not my idea of fun. I preferred two hand touch 
football and playing skelly in the streets. Yet, in 
elementary school the feminine ideal that divided our 
worlds had not collided until that day in Junior High 
School. 
     As for the matter relating to boys and sex, let's just say 
that the subject had an unusual appeal to me. Since my 
only interest in boys was for competitive reasons, sex 
was not important. My best friends were boys and they 
weren't very interested in sex either; at least not with me. 
Boys to me meant sports and athletics. We had fun 
competing, hanging out and on special occasions we 
laughed at Michelle and her girls (all dolled up), watching 
us play after school.
     I can't recall being as irritated as I was by Michelle and 
her girls more so than on the first day of Junior High 
School. Looking back, there had been no birth to an 
obvious conflict between us girls as long as we  stayed in 
our circles. While we did not share similar interest, there 
had been a mutual respect. Perhaps, my anger was 
misdirected at Michelle who had become the target. 
Maybe by the time I reached gym at the end of the first 
day of school, I was already feeling insecure and 
inadequate. Still, I always knew that if any one in 
Michelle's crew got out of line with me, I would be more 
than happy to put them back in place. Michelle being the 
leader and all, would be the first one to get it and she did. 
In any event, my new perspective on femininity, boys and 
sex was conceived. While I continued to play  sports with 
boys and was like one of the guys, it just didn’t feel the 
same. There were certainly other ways to play with boys, 
as I learned from Michelle and the girls. Only I wasn't a 
normal girl in the loop.
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My First Mass

by ROBERT GUREVICH

WHEN I WAS EIGHT, cousin Lea invited my father and I 
to her pipe organ performance. I did not like the idea of 
this for several reasons. Firstly, it was in the godforsaken 
borough of Queens, whose desolation I witnessed once 
out of a car window while stuck in traffic. Secondly, the 
performance was in a church…and we are Jewish.

Performing at an evening mass in a Catholic 
church did not bother Lea one bit. At the time, the job 
market for pipe organists was quite dismal, so Lea 
developed the philosophy that “god is one and money is 
green.” I, however, did not share her cosmopolitan 
mindset. 

I spent the entirety of the mass contemplating my 
impending doom. Surely the Jew alarms would go off at 
any second and I would be struck dead. So I made every 
effort not to blow my cover. But when the time came for 
everyone to walk up to the altar, I was exposed. I sat in my 
seat panicking while the stares I got from people pierced 
my soul. Lea’s moment of glory finally did arrive, but I was 
too uncomfortable to take note of her performance. 

In retrospect, the eight year-old me may have 
been overreacting. Nobody knew I was Jewish. And even 
if they did, nothing would have happened to me. The 
congregation was actually quite friendly as soon as I 
stepped into the church. So why did I feel as if I was 
marked by a scarlet letter, awaiting my execution?

I was not raised with religion as a significant part 
of my life. When I was eight, I knew that I was Jewish, 
though I didn’t really know what that meant. In fact, until 
that point in my life, I had only been taken to a synagogue 
twice—once for a funeral and the other time for a bake 
sale. So walking into a place of worship, I felt like an 
outsider. I thought that religious people knew something 
that I didn’t, that they had some unique bond. Everyone 
around me seemed to connect with the priest, each other 
and god—what right did I have to participate? They 
shared common thoughts, while my thoughts focused on 
my impending doom and probably wondering what was 
for dinner. I didn’t want to be there, but maybe if I sat 
quietly for a while, I would get an extra hamburger as a 
reward.  

If I had to go anywhere to explore religion, it 
would be a synagogue. Despite the fact that I was not a 
practicing Jew, I still felt like I had a debt to pay. To go to a 
church was treason, a slap in the face of my Jewish god. 
That’s what made me feel the most uncomfortable. 

Because I did not follow their faith, I felt isolated 
from the other children I saw, who knew what to do and 
what was going on. I was envious of their involvement 

and closeness to each other. It strikes me how religion 
brought them together, even if they did not full understand 
its principles. Teaching religion to children is futile in some 
senses, similar to teaching them art—while everyone 
focuses on the forceful brushstrokes of a Van Gogh 
painting, the kids think it’s cool that the guy cut his own 
ear off. 

As clueless as I was as an eight year old, I really 
did get something out of that experience. I gained 
valuable insight on what means to be part of a 
congregation. This allowed me to better appreciate my 
Jewish community. To this day I’m not entirely sure what it 
means to be Jewish, however. I am still uncomfortable 
setting foot in a place of worship. I don’t like this, but I 
accept it. I am not expecting any kind of epiphany in the 
near future. Nor am I any more fond of Queens. God, I 
hope I never have to return. 
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Can I Call You W?

by WAJIHA KAZMI

MY WATCH READS 1:15. I’m late and I’m running as fast 
as I can to make it to the Brooklyn College orientation on 
time. Entering the room, rows of cold steel chairs and 
unfamiliar faces greet me, making the air-conditioned 
room seem even colder. They are all standing in a 
circle--- not the kind where there are spaces for people to 
join, but rather the kind that is meant to exclude. It’s never 
easy to approach a group that’s already formed. They’ll 
have to make space for you. They’ll have to move 
around. No one wants to do that.

The group leader says it is time to play the beach 
ball icebreaker game that will help us learn each other’s 
names. Everyone in the group wears a name tag and we 
begin. Bob is holding the ball, so he says his name, 
“Bob,” and then says “Sue,” who catches the ball and 
chooses another person to throw the ball to. Joe, Bob, 
Sue, Kim, Mary, and John each catch the ball and toss it 
to another person. I wait idly. We go a few rounds. I’m still 
waiting. The group leader notices I’m being excluded and 
says, “Hey, what’s your name again?” I respond, “Wajiha. 
W-A-J-I-H-A.” She replies, “I’ll just call you W.” Though W 
is now playing the game, Wajiha is not.  

……………………
My name, Wajiha, is not a common one. When I 

type my name on top of an assignment, a squiggly red 
line appears under it, with some of the following 
suggestions from spell check: waking, waggish, whigs, 
and waging. In a list of Johns and Kates, there will hardly 
be any names that begin with a w, let alone names that 
begin with this unique letter and are difficult to pronounce. 
Although I was born in America, my name indicates 
“foreign” and “outsider.” 

At the orientation, when I was not included in the 
name game I could not help but feel the cultural 
apprehension associated with my name. This possibly 
stemmed from the fear of mispronouncing it and offending 
me. I am no stranger to this feeling. All my life I have had 
to spell out my name after saying it to make it easier for 
people to pronounce. But despite my efforts, people often 
truncate my name to just one letter. Calling me ‘w,’ like 
the group leader did, or insisting on giving me a more 
“American” nickname is not only irritating, but it is also 
inconsiderate. So many children who are first or second 
generation Americans have chosen to adopt American 
names (pseudonyms) in an attempt to eliminate this 
“outsider” feeling. That is why a Sang-an Kim prefers to 
be called Matt, a Zohrein says “call me Zoey,” and a 
Waqas introduces himself to clients as Vick. They change 
their names to fit in, and lose a part of themselves as a 

result. I, however, do not wish to conform to such an 
extent. 

People often ask why I care so much about my 
name and why I am not okay with people calling me 
anything they would like. Even Juliet in Shakespeare’s 
beloved play Romeo and Juliet asks, “What’s in a name? 
That which we call a rose by any other name would smell 
as sweet.” I don’t agree because I have learned that our 
names are powerful, and they greatly influence our 
characteristics and the people we become. My maternal 
grandmother, who recently passed away, was the one 
who chose my name for me from an Islamic prayer. Over 
the course of my life, I have seen my personality develop 
in agreement with the prediction my grandmother made of 
what qualities the name Wajiha would help me possess. 
My name is said to give me patience, resilience, and 
optimism and I have seen them surface in me especially 
during the trying times my family and I went through 
together. I sincerely believe that I would not have become 
the person I am today if my name were different. So why 
should I have to shorten or change my name for anyone? 
For me, Wajiha is more than a mere grouping of letters of 
the alphabet; it is my identity.
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An Encounter with Fate 

by RICARDO HUERTAS

I ONCE SAW a tree root that over the years, grew and 
broke three sidewalk blocks. No, the process did not 
happen overnight nor did any magic juice force this root 
to grow. Constant force from the tree finally broke the 
sidewalk. The beautiful thing was the sidewalk did not 
break as if it were destroyed, no not at all. It seemed as if 
the root broke through, and became a part of the 
sidewalk. The root was not an emerging force making the 
sidewalk imbalanced or by any means useless. Instead, 
the root added this uniqueness to the sidewalk. I am a 
sidewalk, you are the sidewalk, we are the sidewalk. The 
tree is our destiny which is constantly breaking everything 
down in order to fulfill our purpose. Growing up I had this 
huge battle of helping children with special needs which 
seemed impossible to overcome. But who knew that 
years later, helping special need children is not only my 
passion, but also my career choice?  

It was early in my last year of elementary school, 
I woke up thinking it was going to be a normal day. I was 
sitting in my Science class a period before lunch. The 
assistant principal, Ms. Vecione, came knocking at my 
classroom door and told me to follow her to her office. 
Since I had never been pulled out of class, my heart was 
beating out of my chest with every step I took. She sat me 
down in this big red chair which was entirely too big for 
my body, most likely there for parents. "Good morning 
Ricardo." she said in a pleasant but somehow an 
extremely intimidating tone. "I pulled you out of class 
because I've noticed how responsible and friendly you 
are." My throat loosened up but was still too tight to 
respond with a thank you. "I have a proposition for you." 
"Yes mam'?" I responded. My mind was stirring up a 
million different scenarios. "How would you like to watch 
over a child from the Special Ed class during recess?" 
The words screeched in my ear, as if somebody just 
planned my death. In my ears, the words Special Ed 
signified "freak." Surely I could not deny the assistant 
principal, although this was sure fifth grade social suicide. 
With my voice I said "Yes, of course", but my insides 
screamed no. Immediately, my head spun with the worst 
scenarios. "Great, you'll meet him next period during 
recess! You're free to head back to class now." I walked 
back to class dragging my feet, feeling as if I just sold my 
soul. I plopped back in my seat unable to even learn or 
focus. However, I missed one very important detail. 
"Ready for practice next period?" asked my best friend, 
and basketball team mate Adam. I had completely forgot 
my basketball team practiced every day during recess, 
and if you miss practice, you get cut.

            The bell rang, and my heart sank to my stomach. 
The second I stepped outside, there they were. Ms. 
Vecione and the kid that would change my life forever. I 
walked up to them with cinder blocks tied to my feet. 
"Carlos, this is Ricardo. Ricardo, this is Carlos". His huge 
smile somewhat disgusted me, and I reluctantly mumbled 
a "Hello."  He yelled hi in an awkward, obnoxiously loud, 
but never-the-less inviting tone. "You two will be playing 
together until line up starts, have fun!” She walked away 
leaving us in the center of the field. I felt as if every single 
eye was on me, judging me, as if every link of popularity 
and friendship I made since Pre-K was crumbling 
because of this one boy. He just stared at me with his 
gigantic, beady eyes. "Well, what do you want?" I snarled 
while piercing his skull with my eyes. "Wunna play hop-
scotch?" he asked genuinely excited. "Can you even 
count up to ten?" I asked facetiously. "Of course! I'm the 
best at math in my class!" He proudly stated. "Okay… 
Well then go." We walked to the hop scotch board, the 
whispers I heard were stabs to my ego. He joyfully and 
playfully hopped again, and again and again.
          I spent the rest of recess making sardonic 
remarks about his lack of knowledge, lack of physical 
skills, and because he was not like me, just bashing his 
overall demeanor. The rest of that day, it felt like I had 
some kind of viscous, foreign disease because some 
people did not even want to get next to me. Aside from 
my cousin, best friend, and a couple others, I was 
completely cut off from many peoples’ "posse". Maybe 
they thought that Autism was some kind of contagious 
illness, or maybe it was not the "cool" thing to do in fifth 
grade. All I know, is that I blamed Carlos for all of it. I 
blamed him for losing my friends, I blamed him for no 
longer being "popular", I blamed him for getting kicked off 
the basketball team, I charged him guilty with every crime 
possible.
         The following day, the recess bell rang, and 
instead of dreading to see him, I was actually anxious, but 
for all the wrong reasons. I was determined to release 
every molecule of anger on this boy. At that moment my 
tongue was a serpent and no antidote would be able to 
save him from the venom about to enter through his ears, 
and travel through his soul. 

The next day came, and like yesterday I was 
eager to see him to give my apology. There he was, 
standing alone, and I knew what had to be done. I walked 
to him hesitantly hoping he had forgotten the incident. 
Our eyes met, but his eyes quickly shot away. I gave him 
a somewhat sincere apology, thankfully he received it. 

The rest of the year I got to know Carlos, and 
although he was younger and in the special needs class, 
he was the most interesting character I knew. I learned 
how to deal with his personality and he taught me who I 
was. I learned that giving was more pleasing than 
receiving. He taught me there is perfection in everything; 
you just have to dig deep. This one kid changed my entire 
life and my view on life completely. 
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There is not one doubt in my body that this what I 
want to do forever. I want to spend the rest of my days 
helping and guiding these kids. I want to spend my hours 
teaching kids how to read, write, express their emotions, 
and so much more. This one child put a love and passion 
in my heart that cannot be taken away. I have learned to 
love these children more than I Iove myself, and if you 
want to know who I really am, just look in the hearts of 
these children. 
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Love at First Bite

by MYSA ABDELRAHMAN

EIGHTEEN YEARS AGO would mark the day we laid eyes 
on one another. I entered the world a crying baby in my 
mother’s arm, but all the fears of the world slowly began to 
dissipate as I was fed for the first time. Little did I know that 
I was being introduced to a nourishing relationship that 
would last a lifetime.

My relationship with food began at a young age. 
Many people would think that being in a committed 
relationship at the age of one is strongly inappropriate. I, 
on the other hand, highly disagree. Gerber, I assume, 
would support my stance on the situation. Whenever my 
mother would push me in my secondhand stroller through 
the aisles of the supermarket, my senses would heighten 
the moment we stumbled upon the baby food. All the 
possibilities made my little mouth water; however green 
peas, apple sauce, carrots and sweet potato were among 
my favorites. And don’t get me started on Enfamil. In my 
earlier days it seemed like breast milk wouldn’t cut it; my 
stomach craved more and baby formula seemed to do 
wonders when it came to satisfying my hunger. Now that I 
come to think about it, food seemed to always understand 
me even when others around me really couldn’t. For 
instance, as a toddler I used to cry for hours on end. My 
mother probably thought, “Maybe she needs a diaper 
change, or a nap, or maybe even a burp.” However the 
answer all too often was simple: food. Whether it was milk 
or something mashed up, the nourishment that came with 
food filled a void in my life at the time that no amount of 
naps or rocking seemed to fulfill. 

As I grew up I came to appreciate food even more 
so than I did as a toddler. As my baby teeth began to set in, 
my adventures with food began to flourish. My newfound 
knowledge of the existence of cookies, cake, and candy 
elated my undeveloped taste buds. The all too familiar 
sound of the ice cream truck actually began to mean 
something to me. All at once I was shocked by how food 
had such variety. One minute it could be sweet, the next it 
could be sour, and yet it all tasted delightful. I remember 
putting a sour blue raspberry starburst in my mouth for the 
first time. My underdeveloped taste buds couldn’t handle 
the burst of sour that had entered my mouth. And yet to me 
it was the most invigorating thing in the world. Adrenaline 
junkies had absolutely nothing on five year old Mysa and 
the rest of the pack of starburst. I soon began to 
understand that food not only satisfied my hunger and 
cravings, but also helped me make a ton of friends. It 
started off simple, just my food and I, but then upon 
entering kindergarten and first grade snack time brought 
about a variety of foods and everybody wanted a piece of 
something that wasn’t theirs. That was the only time in 

which the ‘Sharing is Caring’ policy was actually acted 
upon in grade school. And thus, once children frightened to 
let go of our mother’s hand on the first day of school, we 
were now Gods and Goddesses of snack time. We didn’t 
have to succumb to the meals forced upon us by our 
parents, we could now choose from the wide range of 
promises that lay in our classmate’s lunch box.

The endless possibilities of food became apparent 
later on in my life. Although happy meals will always have a 
home in my heart; it slowly became apparent that there 
was now more to food than the eye could see. Into my teen 
years, I began helping my mother in the kitchen and it 
became clear to me that food wasn’t merely a means to 
satisfy my hunger, but a form of art. It was a concoction of 
spices and herbs I never would’ve imagined. A bit too 
much of one thing, such as salt, could jeopardize a whole 
dish. Likewise too little of the same thing could 
compromise the essence of the whole meal. It was all too 
fascinating. Coming from a Sudanese household, Middle 
Eastern foods were a must for our family dinners. So each 
time my mother made lamb (lahma) or chicken (dajaj) or 
even salad I eyed her closely, because to me food was 
now an enigma that captivated all my senses. I began to 
appreciate the effort put behind my meals, and their taste 
knowing that I helped turn bits of nothing into something so 
exquisite. Not to say I didn’t acknowledge foods 
awesomeness before, but now when I went to my best 
friend’s house for Arroz con Pollo (Hispanic rice and 
chicken) or a restaurant for baked ziti it tasted a tad better 
knowing the dedication it takes to make such an enjoyable 
cuisine.

Though food has been with me in this relationship 
for several years, it seems that now more than ever it 
brings me joy and comfort unlike anything I’ve ever felt 
before. There have been times where I would blow half my 
paycheck roaming the city with friends trying out foods in 
places rated #1 on yelp.com. And my friends and I wouldn’t 
have it any other way. Because why would you go 
shopping waiting on long lines or searching through racks 
and racks of things, only to end up with socks when you 
can sit at a table and be served whatever it is you want? 
Even if no money is wasted, a nice day at home mindlessly 
watching T.V. and eating junk food is the perfect solution to 
a week filled with papers and work. Slowly but surely I 
have come to realize that in all the turmoil that life may 
bring, food will always be a constant. People may come 
and go, but food has always remained. It took me a few 
years to understand this epiphany, but it’s the truth. I’m the 
happiest when I’m munching on something scrumptious, 
and I look forward to every meal because food, unlike 
people has never ceased to disappoint me. My fifth grade 
teacher used to say that silence is golden, as our class 
talked away, and now in my relationship with food, I get it. 
Food doesn’t talk back; it comforts and soothes the aching 
soul. When I’m emotional or am at ‘that time of the month,’ 
I know I can count on food to be there for me when I need 
it the most. Best of all food doesn’t judge or criticize, nor 
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does it care about the petty issues in life, it just cares to be 
enjoyed. It’s for this reason that I enjoy my relationship with 
food. It gives without asking for anything in return, and 
truthfully how many people can say that they’re in such a 
relationship?

Ultimately throughout the years, my relationship 
with food has only grown stronger. I know now that neither 
time nor distance can sever the relationship we both have 
for one another. Food has been a means of survival for me, 
but more than that it helped me in my early stages of life, 
when it came to making friends. And although the years 
have changed us both I’ve only come to realize that food is 
more than something physical. It is a mixture of things, both 
big and small that help shape it into the delightful meals it 
can become. Science has also taught me that starches, 
carbohydrates, amino acids, and ATP are all found in the 
food that I consume, that helps make life sustainable for me 
and all the people around me. In my eighteen years of living, 
I have never come to meet anyone as giving as food has 
been to me. My only hope is that I can grow up to attain the 
qualities I have come to recognize from my relationship with 
food. 
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My Sticker Book

by JENNY LAI

MY TINY FINGERS were determined as I pressed the 
fold of the green construction paper into a straight line. 
My eyebrows furrowed in concentration, and my eyes 
pierced into the soul of the green paper as my left index 
finger gently pressed down at the end of the line. I let out 
a sigh of relief, and my heart fluttered at the sight of the 
most perfectly folded paper I had ever seen in my eleven 
years of life. Trust me. I had seen a lot of folded papers in 
my life and none of them had ever come close to the 
perfection that was lying beneath my petite fingers. There 
was not a shadow out of line and the edges lined up 
perfectly, just like how a professional would have done. I 
was on my way to becoming a professional. 

Except I didn’t.
……………………

I flopped against the cold, beige wall like the tired 
high school senior I was, and wriggled my ass around 
trying to get comfortable on the equally cold, blue floor. I 
had my legs stretched out in a V-shape, just like the dark, 
eye bags sagging below my eyes. 

Steven, one of the few male friends – as in friend-
friend, not just friends-because-we-are-in-the-same-class-
and-we-will-not-bother-contacting-each-other-after-class-
friends – I had, tapped me on the shoulder and greeted me 
with his uplifting big smile and rows of straight white teeth 
that contradicted with his permanent, dark, eye bags.

“So Jenny, what are you planning to major in in 
college?” he asked as he settled down next to me in his 
favorite position (legs crossed together and arms resting 
on his thighs). 

“I am planning to major in psychology,” I replied.
He pulled out a blue binder and a pack of color 

pencils from his black backpack, which he had tossed 
aside when he settled down next to me. He started working 
on the anthropology homework that our favorite teacher in 
the whole, wide world assigned to us. 

“Future psychologist,” he stated matter-of-factly, as 
he colored in the different skeletal structures of a 
Neanderthal on the worksheet: red, orange, blue, yellow, 
and green.

“Yup, future psychologist...” I muttered as I 
watched the colors cross over the dotted outer line, like the 
sprinkles of colors that split from the green construction 
papers six years ago.

……………………
My small fingers gripped the handles of the 

scissor tightly as I pulled it out from the supply container, 
like a warrior pulling out his sword from the sheath in 
preparation for a duel. My duel was cutting the folded 

green paper in half. The scissor gleamed against the 
lamp light as I slowly positioned the sharp edges of the 
scissor onto the folded line of the green construction 
paper. It was an intense duel, but I had the advantage. I 
was a professional, so of course the cut was perfect. I 
repeated the steps of folding the green papers and cutting 
them right at the folded line until the stacks of paper were 
enough to make a thin booklet. I plucked the gray stapler 
from the drawer, and stapled the left borders of the paper. 
kaCHUNK, kaCHUNK, kaCHUNK. 

I grabbed the markers – red, orange, blue, yellow, 
and green – from the same drawer where I whipped out 
the stapler. I pulled the cap off of the orange marker and 
delicately hand wrote 'My Sticker Book’ on the center of 
the first green page of the thin booklet. I then wrote my 
name in the new technique I learned from school, script. 
Jenny Lai. ‘J’ like a sideways ribbon, ‘e’ like a deflating 
balloon, the two ‘n’s like bumpy hills, ‘y’ like a cat swaying 
its tail, ‘L’ like a seated diapered baby, ‘a’ like a tadpole, 
and ‘i’ like a dolphin's nose passing the ball. I wrote my 
name at the bottom right corner of the front page because 
all the professionals did that for their work. ‘My Sticker 
Book’ was where I would put all my stickers in, and I 
would decorate it beautifully. I was a professional.

I took out the pile of sticker papers from the same 
drawer where my pack of markers and stapler were taken 
from and selected my favorite stickers to paste into ‘My 
Sticker Book’. There were pink roses, spotted kitties, and 
princesses in blue dresses. I made sure to paste them in 
the right angle so they don't go over the edge of the 
green papers. I made sure to find a balance in each page 
so there were different varieties of stickers on different 
pages. It was the perfect sticker book. 

……………………

“Are you going to try to pursue anything else 
besides psychology?” Steven questioned as he continued 
to fill in the skeletal structures of the Neanderthal outside 
the dotted outer line.

“Do you have any markers?” I pulled the 
worksheet away from the top of his blue binder and took 
the markers that he dug out from his black backpack. I 
pulled the cap off of the orange marker and gently 
thickened the edge of the dotted outer line so it would 
cover up the colors that trespassed the line. It was the 
same shade of orange that was on ‘My Sticker Book’ 
years ago. 

“How about art?” 
“Nah.” 
Nah. Nah, because I couldn't. Nah, because I 

could no longer. Nah, because I lacked the courage. Nah, 
because I didn't have the motivation. Nah, because I lost 
the passion. Nah, because I was not a professional. Nah, 
because ‘My Sticker Book’ was gone. 

……………………
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The perfect sticker book separated from my 
hands and was teared into fluttering pieces. The sprinkle 
of colors peeled away from the green papers. Down they 
fell until they became scattered pieces of nothing. They 
were no longer pink roses, spotted kitties, and princesses 
in blue dresses. They were just colors – red, orange, 
blue, yellow, green. It was no longer the perfect sticker 
book.

“你作画家没有前途!” she screamed as I cried. 
You won't have a future as an artist! 

I cried because ‘My Sticker Book’ was no longer 
‘My Sticker Book’ but ‘My Sticker Bo ok’. I cried because 
‘J’’ was no longer a sideways ribbon, ‘e’ was not a 
deflating balloon, the two ‘n’s were no longer bumpy hills, 
‘y’ was not a cat swaying its tail, ‘L’ was not a seated 
diapered baby, ‘a’ was not a tadpole, and ‘i’ was not a 
dolphin's nose passing the ball. I cried because there 
were no more pink roses, spotted kitties, and princesses 
in blue dresses. I cried because there were only colors – 
red, orange, blue, yellow, green. I cried because I was no 
longer a professional. I cried because my dream was 
crushed. I was a professional.

Except I am not, not anymore. 

                                                                                                                                                           

�26



What’s Your Name? 
by JENNY YE EUN PARK 

I HATED WHEN a new school year came around or 
rather, I hated introducing myself to others. Why? No 
one remembered anyways. No matter how many times I 
repeated myself to correct my classmates’ and teachers’ 
pronunciations, they always asked, “How do you say 
your name again?” Or worse, “What’s your name again?” 
I wrote all of this down on my DIY Change of Name 
Petition. This summer, I told the judge of Queens Civil 
Court, located in Jamaica, that it was time for me to be 
like everyone else now that I’m going to naturalize. 

It’s a pretty name. When I went to school in 
Korea for a year, some of the girls were jealous of it. But 
when I came America, my fourth grade teacher 
pronounced it as “gaeran.” Egg. She is generally bad at 
pronouncing words. She says “idea” as “idear” but I don’t 
know how my name that starts with a “y” ended up with a 
“g.” I can never forget the humiliation when the kids 
laughed as the teacher constantly repeated my name, 
each with a different accent. 

I just gave up, thinking that will make my life a 
little easier. “Just what ever is comfortable for you. It 
doesn’t matter.” Maybe that was mistake. From then on, I 
had one thousand different variations of my name. Yeee-
oon, Ya-ran, Yeh-woon. I applauded them for their 
creativity, but the winner goes to the class clown in fourth 
grade. He came up with a rap. “Yeah- uh, uh uh, Come 
on yo uh uh. Ma name is Yeah—uh Yeah-uh uhuh. Call 
me that yea, yo.” I understand that my name is not the 
easiest thing to pronounce but some people were just 
being ridiculous. 
 But what can I do? If someone called for a weird 
sounding name, I automatically assumed it to be mine. It 
was comfortable that way after going through it for 
couple of years. However, my exhaustion and insecurity 
was dirtying the once beautiful name that my parents 
gave me. Before it got worse, before my self-esteem hit 
the bottom, I had to make myself an English name. 

Life is a bit easier now that I had established an 
English name for myself. Instead of having to correct the 
pronunciation of my Korean name, I just say, “you can 
call me Jenny.” Most people are pleased when I tell them 
that as if I had completed a long biology assignment for 
them. 

Now that my Change of Name has been 
published in the newspaper, I just need to wait for my 
certified copy of my new name. When I saw the 
published paper, I was glad to see that the long process 
is coming to an end but on the other hand, I was 
annoyed that this little writing on the newspaper costs 
$116.25. What’s up with those twenty-five cents? Why 

couldn’t they have just charged me hundred sixteen 
dollars? I thought I just needed to sacrifice six burritos 
for the entire process. Honestly, I would’ve reconsidered 
changing my name if I knew that the total cost for this 
name change was over two hundred dollars. Maybe not. 
I could’ve bought twenty burrito bowls at chipotle for that 
money but I am relieved that I am officially like everyone 
else. 

People started to call me Jenny since high 
school. “You might not get into college because your 
teacher might write ‘Jenny’ instead of your legal name on 
their recommendation letters.” My dad warned me. I did 
chicken out back in freshman year. But I couldn’t let that 
prevent myself from introducing myself confidently with 
my American name. I definitely did notice that I made 
more friends with the name Jenny. People were less 
intimidated. Maybe it’s just that I became a different 
person, more open. 

My parents seemed indifferent when I declared 
that I was changing my name. They don’t know about 
what I went through with the name they gave me. They 
thought I was changing it because of naturalization. 
“Wae naegajoon yeireum buhryuh?” Why are you 
throwing away the name that I gave you? I was startled 
when my dad asked me that. I didn’t know how to 
answer him. I just sat next to my dad without a word. 
After I started to call myself a different name, I was no 
longer the insecure Ye Eun. Maybe I was too used to 
living the life as Jenny that I didn’t want to go back. “Dad, 
I live in America. I might as well have an American name, 
right?” I didn’t think I betrayed my dad. Rather, I thought I 
was betraying God. “Jesus’s Grace.” This is what my 
Korean name stands for. I didn’t feel that way because I 
changed it to some random name. I felt that my desire to 
hide my name was dirtying his grace.

“Jenny.” It wasn’t quite planned. When someone 
asked if I had an American name, I had to make up one 
in order to fit in with the group. I was a fifth grader back 
then and there was a very popular Korean comedian in 
the early 2000s who called himself Jennifer. Yes, a male 
comedian. That name was the first thing that came to 
mind. As I got ready to spit it out, it was stuck on the tip 
of my tongue. I couldn’t recall the spelling. I didn’t want 
to be “the girl who doesn’t know how to spell her own 
name.” I had enough nicknames. So I shortened it to 
“Jenny.” So from August 27th 2014, I am Jenny Ye Eun 
Park. I am no longer ashamed of myself. 
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Shades of Blue 

by CRISTIAN CAMPOS

IF I HAD STOPPED to think at any point throughout my 
high school years, about who I was, and who I was 
becoming, things would've been a lot different. I would be 
different, and the decisions I made would have been 
different. But it's not as if I had no idea about who or what 
I was, that's impossible. There's a sort of metaphysical 
mirror we all look in to everyday, sometimes more than 
once a day. After we speak with somebody or do 
something particularly bold we ask ourselves, “How did 
that go, did that look okay?” So, we do have some idea of 
who we are, but I've found for me, personally, that this 
inner mirror is more of a set of goggles, from the point of 
view of an outsider. In other words, I wonder more about 
whether my actions and behavior are socially acceptable 
as opposed to whether or not those things were 
acceptable to me. Recently I've realized, however, that it's 
more important to “know yourself” as Socrates and Plato 
would have said.   

 My favorite color is Blue. I've changed my             
favorite color about four times in my life. First it was 
“Blue,” then “forest Green,” then “Red,” and now “Blue” 
again.  I remember going to school and all my friends had 
favorite colors, so one day I went home, and I thought to 
myself: “What is my favorite color? Everybody has one, 
so I must have one.” I then looked at the colors in my 
room and at my favorite book covers and my clothes, and 
came to the conclusion that since I had so many blue 
jeans, and my favorite books had blue covers, and my 
bed sheets were striped blue and white, then my favorite 
color must be blue. So the next day at school I excitedly 
shared this new fact with all my friends and proudly 
proclaimed, “My favorite color is blue!” and I finally felt 
included in this one particular topic of conversation. Then 
only a few months later, I noticed everybody else was 
“growing up,” so I thought I must be too. And, 
sophisticated youngsters couldn't just say, “my favorite 
color is blue,” and colors nowadays came in the more 
descriptive variety. So, I took the opportunity and went to 
Home Depot and decided that “Forest Green” was the 
manliest color on the wall, and it was two whole words, so 
that became my favorite color. Then, several years later 
after 3 incarnations of the hit show, I decided that 
because the most powerful Power Ranger is red, and I 
wanted to be the best, my favorite color would be Red. 

All throughout this hunt for “a favorite color” I             
never really thought about what I liked. I always put on 
these exterior looking goggles, to see what other people 
saw, and went with that. If I had known myself, and 
looked at myself in an introspective mirror, I would have 

seen that my favorite color really is blue, but because the 
sky is blue and on a cloudless day it looks amazing. And 
because the ocean is blue, and from an airplane the 
ocean looks as endless as the sky does from the ground. 

I spent most of my adolescence reading books             
such as Harry Potter, Robinson Crusoe, and Huckleberry 
Finn, so when it came to high school I was not very 
comfortable with modern human interaction. All I really 
knew about how to “socialize” or “make friends” were the 
clichés from Disney Channel original movies, like “Brink!” 
and “Johnny Tsunami”, and other movies featuring 20 
year old actors and actresses in a high school setting, 
and my mother’s own advice about how the only human 
interaction I should have outside of my house is 
exchanging contact information with kids in my classes in 
case I forgot the homework. I remember she was so 
serious about this, that the first week of middle school she 
asked a random boy in my class for his phone number for 
her “forgetful son.” Clearly my experience with social 
interaction was pretty limited. 

Even my first phone was no reflection of my             
decisions. It was a simple flip phone, which I used to 
contact my parents after school to tell them that I was out 
and I would either be on my way home, or on my way to 
the library. I did not choose this phone, I didn’t even 
realize I was receiving a phone until my mother turned 
around in the passenger seat of our old Toyota Sienna, 
and said, “This is for school. Don’t make any calls until 
after 7, when it’s free, unless it’s to another Sprint 
Customer.” This may not seem like a big deal, but as an 
adolescent these things matter. Everybody else in my 
class bragged about their new Razor flip phone, or 
Sidekick, while I felt the heavy lump of plastic in my right 
side pocket with three saved numbers belonging to: My 
mother, my Father, and my friend Areeb who shared all 
my classes with me and always copied all the homework 
for the night down dutifully. 

Honestly speaking, the most important piece of             
advice any adolescent from age 11 to 17 can hear is “be 
yourself” and to be yourself you must know yourself. An 
individual should know what makes them happy, and 
what bothers them. They should know how they respond 
in certain situations, and what their favorite food is, and 
how many kids they want someday, because otherwise 
they become a product of their environment. Freshman 
year of High School I lost myself in the enormity of 
Brooklyn Technical High School. It's easy to get lost in a 
large place when you're actions are based on essentially 
other people's approval, because that's what society is all 
about. So I became what I believed others expected of 
me. I didn’t want to be the “nerd” I always was in 
elementary and middle school, so I became the arrogant 
douche-bag extraordinaire I always hated. 

 Looking back, it wasn't until after I got kicked off             
of the wrestling team at Brooklyn Technical High School 
that I really came in to my own. For once I was angry for 
myself, because the coach kicked me off for a simple 
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miscommunication, so it was clear that he was looking for 
an excuse to do so. I took it in stride, however, because 
for once in my life, the fact that somebody didn't like me 
didn't drive me insane. I simply shrugged and realized, I 
have better things to do than try to please him. I'll just find 
something I want to do after school. And that's when I 
realized that 1) as much as I like wrestling, the reason I 
joined the team originally was because wrestlers got a lot 
of respect in high school, and 2) I didn't really care about 
another person's opinion. That was consequently, the 
best year of high school I had. 

My favorite color today is blue, the kind of             
shocking blue that spans the whole sky, untouched by a 
single cloud, the kind of blue that is the dark, deep, of old 
royalty, the kind of blue that can’t be captured on a 
computer screen, and it is the kind of blue that makes the 
best photos reflective and deep. This blue has shades of 
the soft blue-greens of tropical oceans, and the nearly 
violet blues of the prettiest and sometimes deadliest 
flowers. This kind of blue reflects who I am where, when I 
look into my metaphysical mirror, there's no desire to 
please anybody except myself because, finally, I see me 
in all shades of blues. 
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02 “But what kind of profession  
  is this, writer?” 

(Shteyngart 5)
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Gary Shteyngart: Little 
Failure?

by MICHAEL PARNES

IN GARY SHTEYNGART’S MEMOIR, Little Failure, he 
portrays himself as a self-pitying, self-loathing, failure, 
who yearns to be loved, and who strives to fit in. He 
delivers what seems to me to be an honest and moving 
description of his feelings, experiences and challenges 
growing up as a Russian, Jewish immigrant in a 
dysfunctional family. He does this with humor and wit. 
From the very beginning of the book, Shteyngart 
describes himself as a failure. This opinion of himself, 
however, changes over time, and he demonstrates that 
he is not a failure and can accomplish a lot. I believe that 
Shteyngart is motivated to tell his story as a form of 
therapy for dealing with his relationship with his parents. It 
is also intended to help others use his experience to help 
them deal with similar issues. Although I find Shteyngart’s 
self-pitying and self-loathing to be rather negative 
attributes, I admire his ability to succeed when all odds 
are against him. It is difficult to find success as a Russian 
Jewish immigrant, having few resources, living in a 
strange country with parents who constantly chip away at 
your self esteem. 

In addition to learning a new language and way of 
life, Shteyngart had the obstacle of dealing with abusive 
and unsupportive parents. He quotes his father as often 
saying, “He who doesn’t hit doesn’t love.” He uses 
sarcastic humor to describe the reason that might prompt 
his father to hit him. If his father is frustrated at work, has 
a bad day, gets into trouble and may be fired, while his 
mother is sending money, which they may need, to her 
dying mother, then, “you should give him one across the 
neck.” His mother’s abuse takes on the form of silence. 
Shteyngart says his mother “has it all wrong when it 
comes to love. She barely hits. She is the expert on the 
silent treatment.” If you don't do what she wants, “there 
will be no communication. Go find your love somewhere 
else.” Shteyngart thinks this method of punishment is 
especially cruel. During one such episode he starts 
yelling at his mother, “If you won’t speak to me, it is better 
not to live.” Shteyngart describes how his mother enjoys 
retelling this story of her “two-day long silent treatment.” 
Of all the obstacles that Shteyngart has to overcome in 
order to succeed, surviving harshly critical parents who 
make you feel worthless and use their love as a weapon 
to gain power over you is by far the worst. 

The issue of Shteyngart’s being a failure is 
introduced early in his story. It is interesting to note that in 
the beginning of his story he measures his success 

through the eyes of his parents. When he first introduces 
his parents he describes how “graduating summa cum 
laude improved my profile with Mama and Papa, but when 
I spoke to them it was understood that I was still a 
disappointment.” His father calls him “Soplyak,” or Snotty. 
His mother coins the term “Failurchka,” or “Little Failure.” 
Shteyngart gives us an example of why he believes that 
his parents’ new name for him may have been valid. He 
explains that he used the term in a manuscript of a novel 
that he was writing, while applying to the creative writing 
program at the University of Iowa. When the manuscript is 
rejected, he takes it to mean that, “his parents weren't the 
only ones to think that he was nothing.” At the age of ten, 
Shteyngart’s writing is acknowledged by a teacher Ms. S. 
After reading one of Shteyngart’s novels, The Challenge, 
she has him read it, in parts, to the class who look forward 
to his daily readings. Shteyngart is grateful to the kids for 
giving him a chance. He is not accustomed to being 
received in a positive way.

Shteyngart is enraged by his inability to gain his 
parents’ praise. It takes considerable psychotherapy for 
him to finally be able to ignore their criticism and abuse 
and move on. The final straw is when Shteyngart is about 
to publish his first book and his parents call him up in a 
rage. His father calls him “Mudak,”a derogatory term 
which brings to Shteyngart’s mind  the other derogatory 
terms, “Snotty”, “Weakling,” and “Little Failure.” 
Shteyngart tries to remember what he learned in 
psychotherapy, but the hurt is still there, and Shteyngart 
wonders, “Why can't you be proud of me in my finest 
moment to date?” He soon finds out that the source of the 
anger is a Jewish newspaper reporter who suggested that 
Shteyngart’s parents “resemble the hero’s parents in the 
novel.” After his mother states that they never want to 
speak to Shteyngart again, Shteyngart replies, “Well 
that’s fine. Do as you please.” This is in sharp contrast to 
his prior responses to this same threat of silence. 

Surprisingly, his latest response stops his 
mother’s outburst and causes his parents to take a step 
back with regret, but it is too late. It is at this moment that 
Shteyngart is truly liberated and comes to terms with his 
relationship with his parents. He is divorcing himself from 
them. He will, “continue to see them and love them and 
call them each Sunday night…. but their opinions of me, 
the fanged hurt of their own childhoods, will not rend my 
world asunder, will not send me to the nearest bar, will not 
be unleashed upon the woman I share my bed with.”  He 
is finally able to step back from his parents and assert 
himself. Shteyngart realizes that he is not a failure. He is 
no longer the self-pitying “Failurchka.” He will no longer 
allow his parents  to put labels such as “Failurchka” on 
him in an attempt to force him to go in a certain direction. 

In another episode, after Shteyngart has already 
succeeded as a writer, his father finds a way to try to 
diminish Shteyngart’s glory by pointing out that there is 
talk that Shteyngart’s success will be short-lived. He says, 
“I read on the Russian Internet that you and your novels 
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will soon be forgotten.” His mother adds, “Yes. I read that, 
too. It was ____.” His mother cites the name of the 
blogger, but according to Shteyngart, she has not even 
read the book. Shteyngart changes the topic refusing to 
discuss his success or failure with his parents. 
      Although I dislike his self-pitying and self-loathing 
tone, the fact that Shteyngart has the ability to succeed in 
spite of the odds is admirable. Shteyngart has the difficult 
task of trying to “make it” as a Russian Jewish immigrant, 
with limited resources and abusive and unsupportive 
parents. Shteyngart’s self-pitying and self-loathing are 
evident throughout his story. He pities himself, because of 
his asthma, his panic attacks, his faulty circumcision, his 
lack of money and his lack of love from his parents, girls 
and classmates. He hates himself, because he is a 
“failure,” everyone else hates him, and he is Russian. 

Shteyngart moves to Queens from Russia at the 
age of seven. He describes “coming to America after a 
childhood spent in the Soviet Union as equivalent to 
stumbling off a monochromatic cliff and landing in a pool of 
pure technicolor.” This description shows how different 
America was from the life that he was accustomed to. His 
first home is with his aunt Sonya and his parents in her 
small Forest Hills apartment. Everything is a wonder to 
him. Cereal boxes with their prizes seem to capture his 
particular interest, as does American pizza. Everything 
seems bigger and better, and he begins to criticize his 
country of origin which can’t compare to America. 
However, he learns quite quickly that there is a learning 
curve that he will have to overcome if he is to succeed in 
America. His new friend “lives in something he lacks the 
vocabulary to describe. The whole building is his own 
house, and there is grass in front of it, and there is grass in 
back of it, and grass on the sides, and there are trees that 
belong to him, which are his personal property, so he can 
even cut them down and he won’t go to a labor camp.” This 
is such a candid picture of how different a world he comes 
from. A free-standing house and property that is owned by 
a family is something out of his vocabulary range. In 
addition, Shteyngart must learn to communicate in a 
manner that will bring him acceptance and friendship 
among his peers. He spends a great deal of time as “the 
most hated,” or the “second most hated,” kid in class. 

Fortunately, writing his memoir serves as a type 
of therapy for Shteyngart. He describes writing as 
something that surpasses all other joys, “even when the 
writing is twisted and full of hate, the self-hate that makes 
writing not only possible but necessary. I hate myself, I 
hate the people around me. . . . Lenin didn't work out; 
joining the Komsomol youth league didn't work out; my 
family--Papa hits me; my religion--children hit me; but 
America/ Atlanta is still full of power and force and rage . . 
. I can fuel myself with.” He is trying to make sense of his 
own life, and writing about it gives him an outlet for his 
feelings. It allows him to heal.

Although Shteyngart portrays himself as a self-
pitying, self-loathing failure, his thinking undergoes a 

transformation. Through his writing, as well as the help of 
psychotherapy, Shteyngart is able to succeed and view 
himself as someone other than the failure that his abusive 
parents see him as.
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Gary Shteyngart 

and His Writing Career

by MAGDALENA CZERKIES

THE IDEA BEHIND William Shakespeare’s words when he 
wrote, “We know what we are, but not what we may be,” is 
reflected in Little Failure by Gary Shteyngart. Shteyngart’s 
memoir portrays the life of Russian immigrants in the 
United States. The author moved to the country at the age 
of seven and through his struggle with the new 
environment accompanied by his passion and devotion to 
writing, became a well-known Russian-American writer. In 
his memoir, the author provides us with a very detailed 
story of his life from childhood until the present. Many 
events occurred in Shteyngart’s life, however, the facet that 
was essential and constant was his writing. Shteyngart’s 
imagination and fantasies are an escape from the ordinary 
and writing is his the way of finding acceptance and 
salvation. It is writing that helps Shteyngart understand life 
better and find his own identity. 

The author’s passion for writing started at a very 
early stage of his life. He acknowledges this fact by stating: 
“And so it begins. I am five years old with thick, stubby 
pencil in my hand and a graph-paper tedratka waiting to be 
scribbled on” (59). Encouraged by his grandmother Gayla, 
Shteyngart motivated by her reward system, begins to 
write; – one piece of cheese for a page and a sandwich for 
a chapter. Inspired by his everyday environment, mainly by 
a statue of Lenin situated in the Moscow Square, where he 
spent most of his time, he created his first childhood 
masterpiece entitled Lenin and His Magical Goose. He 
wrote with his grandmother as his audience and as an 
attempt to gain her love. He looked for acceptance and 
approval of what he wanted to become, a writer. He aimed 
his work at his grandmother, his parents and to any future 
readers. He mentioned all the aspects that surrounded 
him: Lenin, Moscow Square, his father’s stories, banki and 
asthma. These things created an enjoyable story. However, 
that was just the beginning of his career and his passion 
towards writing kept on growing stronger.

His writing became more serious at the age of ten 
when he moved to the United States and enrolled in The 
Solomon Schechter School of Queens. This is where he 
achieves his first literary success. Thrown into deep waters 
- different country, a different culture, and a different 
language, he tries to figure out where he actually is and 
most importantly, how he fits into that new environment. 
After picking up a little of the native language, he writes his 
first novel, The Chalenge, in English and it is based on a 
then famous show Star Trek. Despite his young age, 
Shteyngart seemed very knowledgeable about the 
structure of the novel already. He gave acknowledgements, 

a dedication, and exhibited a sense of refined stylistic 
choices. He created a main hero and an evil character as 
well as recognized the importance of “the love 
triangle” (147). Shteyngart was now taking writing seriously 
and approaching his work professionally. His teacher, Mrs. 
S, encouraged him to read his novel to his classmates, his 
first serious audience. The Chalenge became a hit. 
Children listened to it in silence and with extreme interest 
and demanded further stories. Shteyngart writes, “With my 
newfound lesser brand of hate comes the responsibility 
that will hunt me for the rest of my life. The responsibility of 
writing something every day, less I fall out of favor again be 
restarted to Red Gerbil status” (151). Being bullied in his 
school, Shteyngart found his salvation in writing. However, 
the “responsibility” of writing was not the only reason he 
wrote his stories.

The author clearly explains his reasons for writing 
in Chapter 11 where he remarks, “I write because there is 
nothing as joyful as writing, even if the writing is twisted 
and full of hate, the self-hate that makes writing not only 
possible but necessary. I hate myself, I hate people around 
me but what I crave is fulfillment of some ideal” (148). The 
author tries to find himself in the painful situation. Here he 
is in a new, completely different country far away from his 
childhood life. He finds himself in surroundings that tell him 
Russia is an enemy. Whatever he believed in, cherished 
and loved must be replaced with what he is experiencing 
now. Lenin and His Magical Goose was written in Russian 
and it was all about Russia and his life experience there. 
He writes, “But now I know to avoid anything even 
remotely Russian” (148). He receives a lot of love and 
appreciation from his peers for his fiction stories. He 
realizes that he has to leave his past and concentrate on 
the present situation and that would be his way of survival. 
Shteyngart says, “Am I scared? No. I am eager. Eager to 
begin my life” (150). Shteyngart is very excited to finally 
present his work and he feels blessed with the chance he 
received from his classmates.  He realizes that writing 
allows him to gain acceptance and recognition in school.

Shteyngart’s passion and commitment to writing 
grows throughout all the stages of his life. He observes, 
listens, analyzes and tries to find the answers to the 
questions that bother him. Through that process he tries to 
better understand the surrounding world. In his memoir, he 
states, “I’m desperately trying to have a history, a past. I’m 
flooding myself with memory, melancholy and true” (277). 
Writing, as if it was Shteyngart’s best friend, accompanies 
him every minute of his life. When criticized by his girlfriend 
that he does not know how to do simple activities like fry 
eggs, make coffee or drive a car, he proudly states that at 
least: “I have never experienced that which they call a 
writer’s block” (276). Shteyngart is very confident with his 
ability to use words and the power he possesses over 
them. He continually writes and he struggles on his long 
way of becoming a writer despite of his parents’ 
expectations of him being a lawyer.  
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His parents did not show too much enthusiasm 
and approval from the very beginning when Shteyngart 
announced his decision of a career choice. In the first 
chapter, he mentions, “But what kind of profession is that, 
writer? my mother would ask. You want to be this? I want 
to be this” (5). Every parent dreams of his or her child 
getting an education that allows them to find a good job 
and have comfortable living standards. In Shteyngart’s 
case, his parents want him to become a lawyer, however, 
being a paralegal for a civil rights law firm is as close as he 
gets to their desire for him. For his parents, the writing 
profession seems to be a little risky and unstable. On the 
other hand, the only activity that Shteyngart is good at and 
feels passionate about is writing. Despite his parents’ 
different vision of his future, he disobeys, follows his 
passion and eventually proves them wrong.

Little Failure by Gary Shteyngart tells an 
extraordinary story of a Russian immigrant, who came to 
the United States without the knowledge of the native 
language and still became a famous Russian-American 
writer. The issues introduced in the memoir indicate that 
Gary is a born writer and that writing is a tool that helps 
him throughout his entire life. His imagination and ability to 
create stories are his way of overcoming obstacles and 
understanding his environment better. He starts writing 
looking for the acceptance and later on he discovers that 
writing gives him salvation and approval.  He observes and 
writes trying to find the answers and to identify his place in 
the world. Analyzing Shteyngart’s profile provided in the 
book it is hard to imagine him doing something else. 
Despite his parents’ dissatisfaction of his choice of career, 
he succeeds and publishes his novels. He is not a “Little 
Failure” any more. He is a successful Russian-American 
writer.
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More Than a Meal

by LOGAN FRAZIER

FOOD IS MUCH more than a necessity to sustain life. 
Food is emotion; it is memories; it is something that can 
bring people together and tear them apart with equal 
ease. It is powerful because it is necessary, but even 
more so because there are so many choices. 

The multifaceted nature of food is apparent in the 
memoir Little Failure by Gary Shteyngart. The discussion 
of this simple, yet complex concept appears in a variety of 
places throughout the book and shows how food can 
represent a vast array of ideas. These descriptions were 
relatable to my own life for several reasons. There are 
many emotions that are connected with certain foods in 
the memoir, and this reminded me of my own habit of 
equating the two. At times, food is my security blanket. I 
have specific meals that I eat when I am truly upset. 
When the stress of school becomes overwhelming, 
chowder, with its velvety embrace, is always there for me.

Shteyngart has a similar way of eating through 
his depression. He is not strong enough to deal with his 
problems so he buries them in expensive cuisine. 
Shteyngart states, “I retreat into food and cocktails to the 
point where Pamela complains that all I ever talk about is 
the overpriced crap I put into my mouth” (299). 
Shteyngart receives comfort from the “oysters at Pisces 
on Avenue A” and the “yam and roast duck at Le Tableau 
on Fifth Street” (299). While Shteyngart gets pleasure out 
of these dishes, some nostalgic cuisine can make him 
feel the opposite. 

There are several dishes in Little Failure that are 
linked to memories. Shteyngart’s memories of his 
Grandmother Galya are closely tied to cheese 
sandwiches. Speaking of his grandmother, the author 
states: “‘for every page you write,’ she says, ‘you will get 
a piece of cheese. And for every chapter you complete, I 
will make you a sandwich with bread, butter, and 
cheese’’ (59). Unlike many of his other memories from the 
USSR, these are happy memories. He contributes the 
beginning of his fascination with writing to his 
grandmother and her cheese sandwich rewards. 

In a similar manner, I keep the memory of my 
grandmother alive through food. Whenever I bite into a 
butter cookie I can see my grandmother arriving at 
Christmas time, her arms weighed down with suitcases 
and tins of cookies. Through the familiar taste, I am 
instantly transported back in time to my childhood. 
Whenever I miss her, I just buy a tin of those cookies. 

Certain foods have a way of bringing people 
closer together. In my family, Thanksgiving dinner is a 
time when everyone sets aside their differences, at least 

for the duration of a meal. While there are always 
squabbles, everyone is able to survive the night together 
through the power of a good roast turkey and a pound of 
mashed potatoes. 

Shteyngart’s Thanksgiving meal is similar in 
many ways. His mother tries to make something new that 
she believes everyone will enjoy, even though some of 
her Russian heritage still makes an appearance in the 
supposedly French dish. Shteyngart writes, “What I 
believe my mother is aiming for is a mille-feuille, or, in 
Russian a tort Napoleon. The result is a vaguely 
Passover-based departure from pastry reality” (28). 
Despite his mother’s somewhat failure at creating a 
French dish, Shteyngart’s father is pleased because of 
his role in it, “‘but the best part is the raspberries which I 
grew myself!’” (28). Everyone in Shteyngart’s family 
wants attention, and while they often fight for it, they are 
still able to sit around a table together for a somewhat 
American meal.

However, there are times when food can have the 
opposite effect. I have seen food tear people apart in my 
own life. My mother is one of those college-bred, organic 
hippies that never grew out of the phase. My brother 
Brendan and I grew up on a diet of quinoa and edamame 
beans. That focus on the raw, healthy aspect of food has 
stuck with me all my life. 

My brother, however, became more like 
Shteyngart in relation to eating. There is a scene where 
Shteyngart is in silent rebellion against his Russian family 
friends because they committed the sacrilege of bringing 
an ethnic meal into McDonalds: 

It is a cooler, packed, before we left the 
motel, by the other mother, the kindly, 
round-faced equivalent of my own mother. 
She has prepared a full Russian lunch for 
us. Soft-boiled eggs wrapped in tinfoil; 
vinegret, the Russian beet salad, 
overflowing a reused container of sour 
cream; cold chicken served between crisp 
white furrows of a bulka. ‘But it’s not 
allowed,’ I plead. ‘We have to buy the food 
here.’ (181)

Shteyngart is raging against the obvious “immigrant” 
nature of the situation. He just wants to fit into the 
Amer ican way of l i fe wi th a “s ix ty-n ine-cent 
hamburger” (181). 

My brother had similar sentiments. When friends 
would come over, he would scoff at my mother’s 
preparation of vegetarian stir-fry and demand for the 
steak and potatoes which were the norm for other 
families. My brother tried very hard not to be seen as the 
hippie kid. The majority of his allowance went to Taco Bell 
and Wendy’s, and my mother, similarly to Shteyngart’s 
family, did not understand. Shteyngart’s family viewed his 
behavior as odd, commenting: “sitting there hungry and 
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all alone- what a strange man I am becoming!” (182). My 
mother felt the same way towards my brother. The food, 
while vegetarian, was healthy. It would make him grow 
into the jock that he wanted to be, but they just did not 
understand each other. Cuisine created a rift in my own 
life as well as Shteyngart’s.

Because of the variety of food, it often becomes 
representative of more than just a life-sustaining entity. 
Due to the choices that can be made, cuisine can bring 
about agreements and disagreements. Food is there 
when we are sad and can remind us of a past that no 
longer exists. Food is an irremovable part of our culture 
and I would not have it any other way. 
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American Failurchka        
by REBECCA HARMATA

HOW DOES ONE achieve acceptance in life? Who 
determines the meaning of success? How can one 
become successful when no one, not even his 
parents, believe in him? In Gary Shteyngart’s Little 
Failure, Gary, an indignant man searching for love, 
struggles to gain acceptance from his parents and 
society. Gary’s father, a condescending authority 
figure, and Gary’s mother, a beautiful woman who 
tends to ignore her problems, create a conflicting 
environment for Gary, expecting Gary to achieve their 
dreams and not his own. Although Gary claims family 
is the most important aspect of life, his repeated 
attempts to please his parents propel him into a 
lifetime of loneliness and failure - failure in the eyes of 
his father, mother, and peers.    

Negatively charged diction, a non-chronological 
plot structure, and the use of flashbacks depict Gary’s 
relationship with his father and reveal the complexity of 
Gary’s character. Shteyngart’s reverence toward his 
father, his only “real best friend,” is evident throughout 
the novel (11). Unfortunately, Shteyngart receives only 
constant contempt in return, which generates 
Shteyngart’s indignant isolation. Beginning early in life, 
Shteyngart develops asthma, physically debasing him 
from the standard of a Russian boy. Seen as a 
“malfunctioning creature” by his father, Gary transforms 
into an “underappreciated [sic] child,” sulking under his 
father’s relentless, derogatory nicknames (290). 
Nicknames from Gary’s father, such as “Slopylak, or 
Snotty” and “slabyi,” or “weakling,” establish the narrator 
as a disappointment within the family, contributing to 
the narrator’s sense of isolation (4;167). These 
nicknames have been specifically chosen for their 
negatively charged connotation. Instead of describing 
Gary with neutral descriptors such as “frail” or “fragile,” 
Gary’s nickname of “weakling” exemplifies the 
patronizing tone of the father. In rejection to Gary’s 
chosen career as a writer, Gary’s father bitterly claims 
Gary will “soon be forgotten,” because “many writers 
aren’t acknowledged until after their death” (41). Even 
when Shteyngart graduates “summa cum laude,” he is 
still seen as disappointment to his father, and remains 
“the small one, forever” (4; 31). In addition to 
Shteyngart’s physical shortcomings and ignored 
accomplishments, Shteyngart’s alienation also stems 

from the fact that he “didn’t really know” his father (43). 
The lack of connection between father and son 
supplements the conflict, leaving Gary “a stranger” in 
his own home. The disconnection between father and 
son is reinforced by the implementation of a non-
chronological plot structure. Gary intermittently recalls 
happy moments in his childhood, including playing 
hide and seek and flying a helicopter with his father. 
However, these flashbacks are juxtaposed with panic 
attacks. The juxtaposition of the jovial memories and 
panic attacks confuses the reader and reflects Gary’s 
ambivalence towards his father. For example, Gary 
constantly remembers a time when he flew a toy 
helicopter with his father at the Chesme Church in 
Moscow Square. Gary emphasizes his carefree 
character by describing the church as having 
“sugarcoated spires and crenellations,” thus drawing a 
comparison between childlike candies and the 
structure of the building. Gary also describes the event 
as being “the happiest day” of his life (17). However, 
immediately following the flashback, Gary succumbs to 
a powerful panic attack of unknown cause which 
reflects Gary’s emotional ambiguity towards his father. 
Although Gary’s father constantly reminds Gary that 
Gary is a failure, Gary respects his father. He longs “to 
be the best,” refusing to “appear mortal” in front of his 
father (325; 327). Gary’s reverence towards his father 
is also evident in Gary’s ceaseless efforts to be his 
father’s “equal” throughout his life (326). However, the 
everlasting debasement leads Gary to believe that he 
is “nothing,” always “living in the shadow” of his father, 
a recurring “big vs. small” motif, reinforcing Gary’s 
indignant character (167). Gary constantly establishes 
himself as the “smaller” one, the “big one” being Gary’s 
father (325; 49). As a dynamic character, Gary realizes 
that he is “an object of love-hate, both a best friend and 
an adversary” to his father. However, Gary is “not even 
a person” in the eyes of his mother (183).  

Gary’s relationship with his mother, or lack 
thereof, shapes his character as resentful and 
helpless. He continually searches for the love his 
mother will never provide him. Gary explains that his 
“mother has it all wrong when it comes to love” (126). 
Gary needs “to be loved so badly,” especially by his 
mother (161). He claims that he cannot “live without 
her love and attention” and longs for his mother’s 
support “in this unhappy, alien place” (126;104). As 
an immigrant of Russia, the mother expects Gary to 
attend the most prestigious college in America to 
become a lawyer. Therefore, when Gary finally 
chooses to become a writer, his mother disapprovingly 
questions his sanity by asking, “What kind of 
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profession is this” (5)? In addition to his father, the 
mother also gives Gary her own cruel nickname: 
“Failurchka, or Little Failure,” which contributes to 
Gary’s resentment towards his mother and a nearly 
innate sense of failure. The mother also strongly 
believes that Gary is “never going to amount to 
much” (4). Her unattainable expectations and 
standards leave Gary craving “the fulfillment of some 
ideal” never to be achieved, thus making failure an 
inescapable outcome (148). The mother also fails to 
provide Gary with the basic necessity of life: food. Gary 
is charged “$1.40” for each “Kiev-style cutlet” he 
consumes (17). On the trip back in to Russia, his 
mother explained that she had to charge him money 
for food because “there was nothing to eat,” even 
admitting to coming back home with “nothing to feed” 
him (329). The explanation of Gary’s hated tradition, 
the buying of the chicken cutlets, comes too late; he 
already has learned to be “someone who can be 
alone,” which carries over into his social life (185). As 
an “expert on the silent treatment,” Gary’s mother 
leaves him feeling as if “it is better not to live,” and in 
this way, robs Gary of the emotional support he desires 
throughout his childhood (126). Thus, Gary develops 
into “a materialist without possessions,” seeking 
physical aspects to comfort himself (259). 

As a Russian immigrant, Gary experienced 
tremendous adversity from his peers, which further 
strengthens Gary’s sense of alienation. When Gary 
arrives in America, his first “friend” is a “Mozart candy 
with its prized wrapper,” his second being the Russian 
language (107). The lack of acceptance from peers 
increases the isolation Gary already experiences from 
his family. Burdened with a heavy Russian accent, 
Gary is “too ashamed to say anything” at Hebrew 
school (106). Too afraid to speak up when they refer 
to Gary with humiliating names, such as “Red Dawn,” 
“Red Gerbil,” “Commie,” and “Russki,” Gary is 
secluded to the point when he believes that his 
purpose is to “absorb the sunlit, nascentmustachioed 
hatred of the future homeowners of eastern 
Queens” (119;124). The debasement of his peers 
lowers Gary to the “second most hated boy in first 
and soon to be second grade of Hebrew school,” 
causing him to refer to himself in the neutral pronoun 
“it” and the derogatory nicknames his peers labeled 
him with (118). In one description, Gary states, “the 
Red Nerd finds itself doubly handicapped, living in a 
world where it speaks neither the actual language, 
English, nor the second and almost just as important 
language, television” (138). He even compares his 
status of immigrant to a girl with one eye, stating that 

they are “even,” and thus suggesting that his 
immigrant status is a disability (101). The “slurs and 
swipes” of Gary’s classmates, the “little bastards” as 
he refers to them, lead Gary to “hate” himself and 
“hate the people around” him (145; 148). The 
negatively charged words describing Gary’s peers 
reflect his bitterness towards them. In an attempt to 
escape the oppression and achieve equality, Gary 
finds solace through humiliating a child named Jerry 
Himmelstein, taking full advantage of Jerry’s 
vulnerability “because it’s pretty wonderful, his pain, 
pretty wonderful as these things [go]” (124).

Gary believes that one “can only rely on… 
family” (26). Unfortunately, the people that Gary 
needs to support him, instead, push him to believe 
that he will never amount to anything. The definition 
of failure is “the nonperformance of something due, 
required, or expected,” and although Gary believes 
he fits this definition by not achieving the dreams of 
his parents, he finds inner peace after reconciliation 
with his father. Gary finally achieves equality with his 
father, standing “at exactly the same height as him.” 
He finally becomes “just” Gary (348). 
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03 “Coming to America after a 
childhood spent in the Soviet Union is 
equivalent to stumbling off a 
monochromatic cliff and landing in a 
pool of pure Technicolor.” 

(Shteyngart 95)
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Little Failure: Effects of 
Leaving One Country for 
Another

by ANELISA DEFOE

LEAVING ONE’S COUNTRY or culture is a transition that 
changes the perspective of one’s life.  People may adapt 
without difficulty while others may struggle to find 
balance.  Gary Shteyngart’s memoir Little Failure depicts 
an individual who must come to terms with his identity as 
he undergoes several trials and tribulations during his 
transition to a new society. By reading this autobiography, 
I realized that if one doesn’t overcome these challenges 
one will never discover self-satisfaction and will lead a life 
of questioning and emptiness.

Shteyngart’s transition from growing up in Russia 
during a time of hardship into living in a place of 
opportunity such as the United States heavily influenced 
his potential to become successful and well established. 
He was introduced to a new lifestyle that he had to adapt 
to as a child, and he took advantage of his new 
opportunities. In doing so, he established a foundation for 
becoming a renowned writer. Therefore, it is important to 
note the distinctions he spoke of between his homeland 
and Western Europe and the United States as the change 
in traditions heavily influenced his life.  

Shteyngart spoke of constant terrors such as his 
asthma attacks in the middle of the night. He emphasized 
how underdeveloped Russia’s medical technology was by 
describing the “cupping” treatment his parents thought they 
had to utilize in order to alleviate his symptoms. This 
treatment is a painful and ineffective method of dealing with 
this ailment. As a consequence, he wondered at night about 
whether he was going to live or die. Upon arriving in Vienna, 
he received an inhaler that treated his asthmatic symptoms 
more effectively than the “cupping method”. The doctor who 
provided him with the new inhaler commented: “How old- 
fashioned”, “How idiotic” or “You crazy Russians, what will 
you do next, huh?” (51). Shteyngart refers to the day he 
received his inhaler as “the first time in my life I will enjoy the 
realization that I do not have to choke to death every night.” 

He also points out that his family decided to 
emigrate from Russia to the United States in search of 
better opportunities. They immigrated to Queens, New York 
where they lived with several family members in a small 
apartment in hopes of becoming more prosperous. It is a 
common ambition that motivates people to leave their 
homeland in hopes of finding more opportunities to thrive. 
Living in a tight apartment with his extended family became 
Shteyngart’s new lifestyle as a young boy. His family lived in 

poverty and could not afford much after transitioning to a 
new country and culture. Shteyngart points out that his 
English was not easy to understand and that the chance for 
miscommunication existed. When he tried to inform the 
school bus driver of where his apartment was located, it 
came out as “Oberzer! Look at eet! Eet izt mai haus” (106). 
His peers believed that he was referring to the entire 
apartment complex and assumed that he was rich. The 
challenge of overcoming language barriers is often faced by 
people who immigrate to other countries, making it more 
difficult to adapt to a community that has different norms and 
customs.

Shteyngart’s family pride in being Soviet Jews 
influenced his personal development and identity. Growing 
up as a child, he was told stories about his ancestors who 
died as a result of the hardships in Russia. An example of a 
family member who Shteyngart once looked up to was his 
grandfather. According to his family, during the Great 
Patriotic War, Shteyngart’s grandfather killed Germans 
before being blown up in his tank (81). Although this story 
was eventually dispelled as a childhood lie, Shteyngart 
valued his identity as a Soviet Jew. His grandmother 
prompted him to write stories as a child and in doing so, he 
expressed his passion through literature.

Shteyngart’s pride as a Soviet Jew continued to 
influence him when he and his family ventured to the United 
States. As indicated within the text, Shteyngart was 
confused as a child as to why they were leaving Russia to 
go to Western Europe and then the U.S. He reiterates “we 
are going to the enemy” throughout the sixth chapter of his 
autobiography to display the conflicted emotions he had as 
a child. One can imagine the confusion a child must have 
about abandoning their homeland to move to a country that 
is understood to be their enemy.  Shteyngart then titles his 
seventh chapter as “We Are the Enemy” to signify the 
detachment he felt towards the United States upon arriving 
in New York. Conflicting emotions tend to arise when one 
leaves their place of comfort to immigrate to a new and 
unfamiliar territory.

Leaving one’s homeland for another country is 
definitely a significant transition that can have extensive 
effects on an individual. As described by Shteyngart, the 
change can be very challenging and requires one to adapt 
to new customs while still trying to maintain balance 
between their old and new lives. It is important to find this 
balance in order to effectively understand one’s true identity.
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Boat Boy

by CYNTHIA LY

Young little one, age of eleven
Wore stitched rags
And blistered feet

No shame, a jug to drink and grains to eat
Young little one, age of eleven

Sailed on a boat
Hoping for a better place like heaven

Without frightening men, with weapons and such
Every step of the way felt uneasy

Like a broken crutch
Young little one, age of eleven

Sailed with momma and papa and the little ones
Whisked by the ghostly winds
Beaten down by the thunder

Pinched by the rain
Had to go through it all, had to live through the pain

Young little one, age of eleven
Witnessed the impaired being thrown aboard

Hugged momma tight
Held papa’s firm hand

Kept the little ones close in
Three weeks passed
No food to be found

Oh momma, why so thin?
Young little one, age of eleven

A few have passed
A ship has docked us

He, who greedily stole our grains,
Molested our women

Shot our heroes
Have neither dignity nor grace

Sailed far far away, without a trace
Young little one, age of eleven

Wipe your delicate tears
&

Burry your frail fears

1978. IN AMERICA, it was filled with Woodstock and 
growing media. All seemed peaceful, until you went to the 
other side of the world. 1978. In Vietnam, it was filled with 
dictators and threats. The Vietnam War was dead but 
Communism was very much alive. In a country with such 
nationalism, everyone had much to fear. A poet who wrote 
about her disagreements with the Vietnamese 
government was never to be seen again; and a family’s 
hut was burned down due to a protest in front of the 
presidential palace.

My 爸爸 (Bàba), a Chinese-Vietnamese native, 
was eleven years old at the time. Giá Rai was the village 
he was from. Even though the war was over, it would 
never be the same for the Ly family. Walking barefoot to a 
nearby market was infeasible. There was a new currency 
– there was always a new currency. The Việt Cộng did it 
on purpose so everyone would be penniless. Every 
corner you turned, there were bodies on the ground – big 
and small. Their faces were stone cold with terror in their 
eyes, despite the humidity. My Bàba ran straight home 
and was greeted with even more unpleasant news. 
Fellow villagers were gathered together with his own 
family in an isolated room. They were planning to escape 
Vietnam. “The Việt Cộng are going to kill all of us 
because we are partially Chinese,” a woman shrieked. 
Later on, an older man responded, “We must leave as 
soon as it gets dark.” The quest for freedom was going to 
be difficult but the challenge was accepted. 

There were fifteen people on the handicapped 
boat. It housed rotted wooden floors and an unstable 
structure. Everyone silently boarded with an extra pair of 
clothes, bags of rice, jugs of water, and any jewelry they 
had. My Bàba boarded the boat with his Bàba, Māmā, and 
four little brothers (Xiǎodì/⼩小弟). My Bàba looked around at 
the people on the cramped boat. Bàba smiles to me and 
recalls, “It was so scary – what we were doing. But despite 
that, everyone looked fantastic! My Māmā was wearing her 
best áo dài [a traditional Vietnamese dress] with silk 
embroidery. Looking around, my fellow villagers looked like 
a million bucks. Men and boys wore proper dress shirts. 
Women and girls were wearing bright áo dài, sewn with 
floral artwork. It seemed as if we were going to a party! 
Everyone wanted to dress nicely so that when we landed 
in America, we would look presentable.” 

With his jaw resting on his palm, on the table, a 
dreamy smile appears, “America. That was everyone’s 
dream. We had heard great things about America. It was 
the land of freedom and opportunity!”

As the wind lightly pushed the boat, the villagers 
wondered where they were going. It didn’t matter. They 
were safe for now. 

“At times, we were blessed with rain and other 
times we were cursed with it,” my  Bàba recalls. Night and 
day would be dedicated to getting the water out of the 
boat with buckets and cupped hands. “Other times, we 
would lack water and we would just collect the rain to 
drink. It was better than the water in the ocean.”

The boat rocked back and forth against the titanic 
waves when storms passed by. Many members became 
ill. They eventually died and their bodies were thrown into 
the sea. 

“Pirates. They exist. They had a big ship, 
compared to our tiny boat. We were gullible and thought 
the big ship wanted to help us. Instead, they took our food 
and girls over to their big ship. I was a kid, but I knew 
what they had done. The girls of our village were returned 
after an hour or so. Their clothes were ragged and their 
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áo dài’s were not the same as they used to be. Once 
bright and colorful, now dark and mortified. I was so 
angry, I wanted to kill them all. How could they treat our 
girls like that? It was disgusting! Three of our neighbors 
tried fighting the pirates. It didn’t end well and they were 
shot off the boat. My second brother and I were beaten 
up and bruised by them because we wanted to protect 
our food and people. I’m not going to lie. It hurt. Even 
though I was the oldest kid, I was bawling like a baby. My 
Māmā and Bàba held my brothers and I close. They told 
me, in a situation like this, “im lặng là vàng” (silence is 
golden). Our silence was gold, but we were left with 
nothing,” said my Bàba. Back then and today, his pools of 
brown couldn’t contain themselves as black steam ran 
down his cheeks. 

Fast-forwarding two months later, the boat people 
were later pulled into a refugee camp in the Philippines. 
The refugee camp sheltered and sponsored my dad’s 
family’s trip to America. Their first stop was in California 
and their final destination was New York. It took over a 
year and eight months to finalize documents and approve 
the trip. My Bàba always tells me, “The journey was 
rough, but it was worth it. Life in America was sweet and 
the taste of freedom was much sweeter.”
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Public Transportation 

by AMY SEN

MOVING FURTHER INSIDE the bus, I stand near the two-
person seat and grasp the handrail. As the bus moves, I 
stumble to the side then right myself again. The lady sitting 
in the seat begins to speak. “Watch it,” she warns, pointing 
at the bag that is hanging on my wrist as I hold onto the 
metal rail. “You’re gonna poke someone’s eye out.” 

Though my tennis racket handle is sticking straight 
out of the bag and facing her, it isn’t even remotely close to 
her face; there is at least a foot of space between them. I 
roll my eyes behind my shades, but other than that I give 
no indication I hear the lady. I check the time on my iPod. 
Wow, I’m actually going to be early for my class. That’s a 
first.

The lady leans forward in her seat, searching her 
purse which is placed on her knees. She does this for a 
couple of minutes, rummaging around ferociously as if 
looking for the Holy Grail stashed inside. For someone 
who’s scared of getting her eye poked out, she sure is 
getting awfully close to said eye poker. The irony doesn’t 
fall flat on me. I roll my eyes at her, torn between 
amusement and annoyance. Suddenly my favorite song 
starts and I tap my foot to the beat, letting the music sweep 
me away.

More passengers get on, causing me to lean 
forward a bit so their gigantic bags don’t slap me in the 
back. The lady eyes—no pun attended—me, or should I 
say my racquet, warily. “Put it down.” The command as 
well as the patronizing tone in her voice make me bristle, 
and my hand clenches around the cool metal. “Put your 
bag down.” She enunciates every word, slowly, like she’s 
speaking to a child. The lady even mimes it for me, 
pushing her hand in a downward motion, in case I didn’t 
get it the first time.

Is she serious? Who does she think she is telling 
me what to do? As if I would place my cute “Home is where 
the Wi-Fi is” bag on the dirty, disgusting floor. If I wanted to 
put it on the ground, I would’ve done so already.

Ignore it. Don’t let it get to you.
My irritation rises. It’s six thirty in the morning, not 

to mention I'm tired and cranky from waking at the crack of 
dawn like a freaking rooster. I'm in no mood to fight over 
something so trivial—especially with a stranger. I keep 
quiet. I tighten my grip until my nails dig into my palm and 
take deep breaths. I try to shove her out of my mind, 
contemplating whether I should turn my music louder to 
drown out the nuisance in front of me. In the end I decide 
not to; I don’t want to burst my poor eardrums. 

Ignore it. Don’t let it get to you.

Unfortunately, the woman doesn’t share the same 
mantra as I do since she keeps this up for the rest of the 
ride. She sounds like a broken record that keeps skipping, 
put it down, put it down. Even though my wrist is beginning 
to ache from the weight, my stubborn pride won’t allow her 
the satisfaction. If I did lower my bag or switch hands, she’ll 
think that I'm actually listening to her. 

“You’re gonna poke someone in the eye.”
Believe me lady, if I wanted to shove my tennis 

racquet anywhere, it wouldn’t be your eye I’d be aiming for.
Finally, she gets off at her stop and I release my 

death grip on the handrail, stepping aside to let her to 
pass. Even ticked off, I still retain my manners. I take the 
now unoccupied seat and plop down. By now, my music is 
long forgotten; not even my favorite tunes are able to 
distract me. Music soothes the savage beast, yeah right. 
Before the woman leaves, she manages to get one last 
snide comment in: “You should be more careful with that 
thing, it’s dangerous.”

Her comment i s r id icu lous—the ent i re 
conversation is ridiculous—however I can’t bring myself to 
laugh at the absurdity of it. Come on, brush it off. I 
should’ve said something, anything. But no, I have to be 
the bigger person. Why didn’t I speak up? I’m probably the 
biggest doormat in the world. Here, would you like my 
dignity? By all means, help yourself. Let it go. My mind 
conjures up different ways I should’ve handled it. In all of 
them, at least it seemed like I had a backbone to stand on. 
Replaying the scenario in my head, I mentally berate 
myself for not doing anything. Ignore it. Don’t let it get to 
you. I want to push it out of my head—out of sight, out of 
mind—but it’s not working. In fact, the more I try to ignore 
it, the more it keeps breathing down my shoulder. I can’t 
shake it off. 

Frustration and anger burn inside me, not only 
directed towards the woman, but at myself as well. 
Whenever the situation presents itself, I always slink away 
from the slightest hint of confrontation. Why can I stand up 
for my friends and family but not for myself? Why do I let 
others walk all over me? Do I have a stamp on my 
forehead that reads “pushover” or something? I find my 
hands drawn up into fists and I have the sudden urge to 
punch something—possibly that woman. 

Ignore it. Don’t let it get to you. A wry smile 
appears on my face. Too late now. 
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Going Home 

by JEANETTE ELIEZER

“WELCOME HOME,” SAYS the voice on the loudspeaker, 
her Israeli accent reverberating through the massive El Al 
aircraft with those two words. “We’ve landed in New York. 
Thank you for…” but I do not pay attention to the rest of 
her address. I cannot. I can only think of those two simple 
words, hanging in the air as we prepare to journey into 
the world that is the JFK Airport. Welcome home? Just 
ten months ago I was on the same plane, only it had just 
landed six thousand miles east, in the center of Tel Aviv, 
Israel. “Welcome home,” the voice had said back then. So 
where is “home”?

To my right is a group of young men and women on           
their way back from a tour of Israel. In front of me sits an 
American-Israeli child, speaking in English to his parents 
who respond in Hebrew. We are all excited to be back in 
New York, but there’s something missing. I can feel it. 
And by the looks on their faces, I am sure they can feel it, 
too. Jews in America are raised with an ultimate sense of 
national pride; America is our home, and we’re sure of 
that. But from a very young age, we are taught of our 
homeland, our holy land, the land of Israel. We sing 
songs that reflect our ever-present longing to return to 
Israel, we send our sons and brothers to the Israeli 
Defense Forces, and we celebrate Israel’s independence 
by marching in the annual “Salute to Israel Parade” in 
Manhattan. We learn its history, its traditions, and its 
language. Or rather: we learn our history, our traditions, 
and our language. Israel is also our home. 

I get off the plane, excited to move my legs beyond           
the mere forty-foot long plane that I have been confined 
to for eleven and a half hours. I suffer through three hours 
waiting in a line that seems never-ending, anticipating the 
experience of crawling into my own bed, a luxury I have 
been deprived of for ten months. In seminary, the Jewish 
theological college in Israel where I spent my gap year, 
our beds were thin as paper. We went into bed each night 
dreaming of the bed we had at home, longing to be in our 
warm rooms on the other side of the world. I stop walking 
for a moment, my mind fixated on a thought I once 
believed to be simple: I cannot wait to be home. But 
where is “home”?

I wait in line for the Passport Control booth, and           
when I finally reach it I hand my passport to the man 
behind the counter, waiting for the stamp that will let me 
pass through. “Where do you live?” he asks, as I have 
been asked by countless others due to my long stay 
abroad. 

“In America.”           
I live in America.           

That obvious statement makes me feel a hint of           
despair flow through my body, but I don’t know why. I know 
that I live in America. I know that my house is in Brooklyn, 
New York. I know that I am excited to finally be home. But 
something about that identification, that I’m an American 
and only an American, doesn’t sit well with me. 

After struggling through a mob of people at           
baggage claim, I grab hold of my two fifty-pound bags 
and head to the exit. Soon enough, I reach my father. He 
hugs me. I am so excited to be back. I am so excited to 
be home. 

Two days later, my friend surprises me by coming           
over to help me unpack. I am sitting on the floor drowning 
in a sea of clothing and notebooks, among other things, 
and thanking God that I will not have to suffer through this 
mess alone. “I know that you wish you were in Israel, but 
didn’t you at least miss me?” she asks.

Of course I did. And yes, I missed America, too.          
There are a lot of things about New York that I           

missed more than I ever dreamed possible: the loud 
noises that keep you up throughout the night, the 
multitude of stores that you can never truly escape, the 
familiar smell of coffee and cigarettes, and the diverse 
group of people you encounter every time you leave the 
house. And there are plenty more. Last week, I didn’t 
think it would be possible to miss anything as much as 
home. 

Now, I am not sure if I could say that I was wrong;           
indeed, it isn’t possible to miss anything as much as 
home. But this week I am referring to Israel, not America. 

Ten months in a country full of hope and belonging.           
Ten months during which I explored the country, learned 
all about its seasons and its land. Ten months that helped 
me acquire a deep understanding of the culture that I had 
never had before, breathing in the Middle Eastern spices 
and hearing the endless Hebrew banter. Ten months that 
brought me to a profound knowledge of my own identity. I 
developed an immense love of Israel over these ten 
months, and have decided that I will be going back to 
Israel after I finish college in New York.

So where is “home”? Home is where the heart is.           
Home is first and foremost a state of mind and of being. 
And I am finally home. 
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All Aboard The Agra 
Distress

by LOVEDEEP SINGH

SOMETIMES THE SMALL events are the ones that bring 
on change to our personality and identity. We live life 
taking things for granted until we lose something we 
never really knew meant that much. 

As a child I always use to take things for granted, 
never fully understanding that having a family and a home 
is not something that everyone has. But one day that was 
challenged, and a little kid learned what it felt like to lose 
something he always took for granted. 

Agra, India is known to be a place of beauty, filled 
with wonders like the Taj Mahal. Millions come every year 
to see this wonder, and in the summer of 2005, my family 
decided to take this wondrous journey. Sounds amazing?

The journey was far from amazing; it was horrific, 
well at least for a 10 year old who had never stepped out 
of the United States. Getting to the Taj Mahal wasn’t easy, 
it consisted of four days on the Indian Railroad, and if you 
think the NYC Subway system is a mess, the Indian 
Railroad makes it look like first class on a plane. The 
railroad consists of disgusting bathrooms, random 
assortments of live cows, chickens, sheep and people 
who try to scam you at every possible moment. I recall a 
family in our train car who sounded like they were from 
Australia get scammed by Indian vendors. 

“How much for the spiced tea and biscuits?” the 
Australian lady asked the vendor.

“Only 800 rupees,” he said with a tiny smirk on 
his face. The lady enjoyed her tea not knowing that she 
just paid 15 bucks for it. The train was accustomed to 
robbers who looted people’s valuables and jewelry when 
they were sleeping, so taking a nap on the train was out 
of the question. My mom and dad would take turns 
staying up, making sure we were safe while my sister and 
I were sleeping. While they were awake keeping watch 
over us, my egotistical self was dreaming of a place far 
away from this dreadful train. I did however enjoy the 
frequent stops we made while going to Agra. Seeing the 
different cultures and street performances was a treat 
compared to the horrific train experience. Nightly train 
stops were splendid, as street performers came from 
different corners of the country to dance, sing and even 
juggle fireballs. Watching people play with fire was every 
10 year olds dream, but like all concerned parents, my 
mom wasn’t a fan. On the second day of our railroad 
adventures, I decided to get off and get something to eat 
on the New Delhi station. Usually the train stopped for 
forty-five minutes before it started moving again, so I 

knew I had plenty of time to get a snack and check out 
some of the souvenir stores nearby. 

I walked across the platform looking for a place to 
eat when all of a sudden I heard the train whistle. Seems 
odd, I thought to myself as I got on the line to get a 
vegetable samosa. I heard the train whistle again. I 
started to feel as though I should board the train but my 
turn on the food stands still hadn’t come. This time I 
heard an even louder whistle. Now I knew the train would 
start moving, but it was my hunger vs. the train. And that 
delicious vegetable samosa was winning by a long shot. 
The train started moving. At this time I felt my heart 
beating so hard, the guy standing next to me on line 
probably heard it. I ran off the line and started running to 
the train. The train was too fast for me. The faster I 
started to run the train picked up the pace even quicker. 
That’s when I realized I wasn’t supposed to get of the 
train. This wasn’t a stop. The Agra Express left the station 
and I was left with 200 rupees in my hand and tears in my 
eyes.

“This has to be some kind of joke or something, 
the train is probably coming back,” I told myself as I 
walked around to the platform. But it wasn’t a joke. It was 
the real deal. I was stuck in an unfamiliar city with a 
population of 300,000. So many thoughts rushed into my 
head. “Should I ask someone for help or should I just stay 
here and hope for the best?” I questioned. It would’ve 
helped if I knew the city a little bit. Delhi seemed like a 
whole new world compared to the streets of Manhattan, 
which actually had paved streets.  Roughly an hour later 
after the train left I felt as though a whole day had already 
passed. My Hindi was terrible and of no help so I decided 
to stick with my good old English and asked a man who 
was standing quite near me. “Hello, sorry to bother you 
but do you know where the nearest police station is,” I 
asked with a fearful tone. 

He seemed quite friendly and smiled while 
saying, “Yeah, right when you exit the station keep 
walking down GT road and you should see it,” he said 
with great authority and confidence. Maybe it was my 
scared 10-year-old self, but something told me I shouldn’t 
leave the station. I thanked the man and he continued to 
wait for his train. 

I didn’t even want to go to the Taj Mahal in the 
first place. All I wanted to do that summer was play video 
games with my friends in my small but comfy apartment 
in Greenpoint, Brooklyn. Now look at me. Stuck in God 
knows where with no money and no chance of finding my 
way back by myself. 

A few hours passed and I started to doubt that my 
parents would come back. Trains left and arrived at the 
station and there was no sign of them. “What if they think 
I’m still on the train?” I wondered. I began to realize I 
might never see my parents again. Missing children was 
very common in India, as nation with over 1 billion people, 
finding one person can be a great challenge. Now I was 
the missing child.  What if they never find me? I thought 
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to myself. Would I get kidnapped? Or would I have to 
scavenge food for the rest of my life? Maybe I can 
become a street performer. It looks like fun, plus the tips 
are probably great. As I kept on thinking about my future 
career as a fireball juggler, it didn’t seem as fun as it use 
too. To anyone who has ever been lost, there is one 
defining moment where it hits you. I saw a bunch of kids 
walking together on the platform. I thought to myself, 
“Where are their parents? Is that going to be me?”

The kids seemed to be enjoying themselves 
playing with what looked like an old water bottle.  There 
faces covered with dirt and clothes seemed unfitting and 
ragged. They seem to be happy with so little, something I 
have taken for granted for a long time. I saw the kids look 
at a bunch of schoolchildren about there age. Suddenly 
they stopped playing with the bottle. Their smiles were 
brought to a sudden end leaving behind sad blank 
expressions. I had only been away from my parents for a 
few hours; these kids had probably never even seen their 
parents at all. 

Five hours passed and it began to get darker and 
darker. With only 50 rupees left in my pocket, I wouldn’t 
last another day at this station. It had gotten so dark that I 
began to see bats fly above the train platform. A man 
about six feet tall approached me as I sat on the platform 
bench. Although my memory is unclear of him I do 
remember his iconic mustache, somewhat similar to 
Salvador Dali. He was wearing a navy blue uniform but 
nothing was written. As he approached me he said, 
“You’ve been here quite a while son, need any help?” My 
mom told me not to talk to strangers, but seeing as she 
wasn’t here I decided I should let Mr. Dali mustache know 
about my problem.

“I got off at the wrong stop sir and my parents were 
still on the train,” I said.

“Where were you headed?” he stated in a 
questionable manner.

“To the Taj Mahal in Agra sir,” I said. He looked at 
me and didn’t answer. He started walking to another guy 
who seemed to wearing the same blue uniform. “Maybe 
they’re the police?” I asked myself.

This time both men came back to me with blank 
expressions on their faces. 

“Sorry about your parents but you can’t be on this 
station after 11pm,” they stated. I soon realized that they 
were not police but janitors of the station. They began to 
walk away and the only companions I had left were the 
nocturnal bats in the sky. 

I used my last 50 rupees to buy a bottle of water 
and then I officially had nothing. No money, no parents 
and no way of getting back home. It was about to be 
11pm and I decided I should leave the station, as I knew 
my parents would not come back. If it weren’t for me 
being lost, Delhi itself was quite beautiful and nice at 
night. The streets would light up with different colorful 
strobes, and you would see stray dogs chasing each 
other down the alleyway. In its own way it was similar to 

New York City, streets packed with people rushing to go 
someplace. I sat on the steps outside, drinking from the 
last drops of water I had left. Never had I felt so alone and 
lost in my life. I looked across to see hundreds of taxi’s 
stuck in traffic. Now it really started to feel like New York. I 
started looking carefully at each taxi as one of the cab 
drivers hysterically laughing at what seemed to be a radio 
show. His hilarious laughter, even this beautiful city 
wouldn’t cheer me up.

But then I saw something that put a great big 
smile on face. A familiar face came to my attention. I saw 
my sister’s head from outside an old rustled up taxi. She 
looked quite worried as she kept looking as though she 
was searching for something. I couldn’t believe my eyes. 
Maybe I had hallucinated to the point where I began to 
see my parents and sister. All my attention now lays on 
this cab. I got up and ran for dear life right to the taxi. 
With the voice of an opera soprano, I screamed the 
highest sound I could make. Unlike the train, the taxi 
stopped for me as my parents came out of the car with 
large grins on their faces. It’s funny because that’s all I 
remember of that day. Right up until that moment. After 
seeing my parents I can’t remember anything else but 
waking up in a hotel somewhere in India with my parents 
in the other room.  Somehow by a great miracle this 10 
year old kid was reunited with his family and it couldn’t 
have been any better. What happened to me in such a 
short span of time played a great role on my personality 
and identity.  Family is something you should never take 
for granted because many do not have people to come 
for them during times of trouble and adversity. 

That summer was quite different from the rest as 
it was first time when I finally began to understand to be 
grateful for what I have. For a brief moment in time I was 
out of my comfort zone, I experience a few hours of what 
those abandoned kids at the train platform faced 
everyday. Basic amenities in America such as education, 
shelter and overall support are a rare gem to 
underprivileged people all around the world. Just like my 
10 year old self on the summer of 2005, step outside your 
comfort zone for once. Experience a little adversity that 
others feel on a daily basis and then maybe you can 
understand what it’s really like to be you.
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A Torch of Hope In The 
Dark 

by ANONYMOUS

9-1-1. I NEVER KNEW it could be so hard to dial just 
these three digits. My heart beat like a drum against my 
chest and my thin fingers shook as I finally managed to 
find and press the call button. My little brothers’ cries 
made it hard to hear what the 911 operator was saying, 
so I quickly ran to the room where my sister was having 
the seizure. Tears blurred my vision when I saw her lying 
on the floor while every inch of her body seemed to shake 
and twitch. That day Maysa was diagnosed with epilepsy. 
Discovering that my 14-year-old sister had been 
diagnosed with the disease felt like a vacuum had been 
turned on deep inside me sucking all my happiness out. 

Throughout the years, I’ve been forced to watch 
my sister have many near-death experiences without 
being able to help her. I can recall how ridiculous it 
sounded the first time a 911 operator told me to “let the 
seizure run its course,” as if it were an earthquake. There 
must be something I can do, I kept telling myself. 
Unfortunately, there isn’t much to do. I learned that 
helplessly watching a loved one suffer is one of the worst 
feelings in the world.

The morning after Maysa had a seizure and was 
officially deemed an epileptic, I dreaded the inevitable 
school day awaiting us. What if she has a seizure at 
school? How will everyone react? Most importantly, how 
will my sister feel? As I walked into the kitchen with these 
unanswered questions clouding my mind, I found my 
sister at the kitchen table laughing and making jokes with 
my little brother, like every other morning. Instead of 
ignoring her as usual, or making fun of how corny she 
was, I eyed her suspiciously and managed to force fake 
laughs. 

At school I passed by her lunch table and 
overheard her suggesting that the lunch ladies must be 
using an ice cream scoop as she opened and held up her 
sandwich in disgust, exposing blobs of jelly. Her friends 
chuckled in agreement. That whole day I watched her like 
a specimen under a microscope while she continued to 
surprise me with how normal she was acting. All of my 
attempts at talking to her about this were futile. When 
questioned about the disease, or how she felt before a 
seizure, my talkative and very opinionated sister would 
suddenly have nothing to say. All I can do and all I did 
was admire what I thought was her strength.

When the doctors said that someone has to 
always be with her and make sure she doesn’t fall in case 

she suffers from a seizure I decided that I would make 
that my mission. Except I was scared and it wasn’t easy. 
After having watched Maysa have seizures several times, 
the feelings remained the same. In fact, helplessness, 
anger, and worry become synonymous with my sister 
having a seizure. I thought if I always expected a seizure, 
I wouldn’t be scared once she actually had one. So I 
spent my days waiting for her to have a seizure. 
Whenever she turned her head to look at something my 
heart would start racing because it looks too much like 
the way she turns her head and her neck stiffens before a 
seizure. When she made any weird noise in her sleep, I 
would run to her room and wait for her to start shaking in 
the darkness; only she didn’t. When she took too long in 
the shower I would pretend that I had to get something 
only to find her singing. Just like that, I secretly lived in 
fear.  When my sister wakes up from a seizure, we 
would be really disappointed because the medication 
didn’t work well or she did something wrong. But I thought 
she wouldn’t have another; our desperate hopes clash 
with reality. To prevent such disappointment, I realized 
that we shouldn’t hope too much, shouldn’t hope at all. So 
along with expecting a seizure, we had no hope that she 
wouldn’t have another one. We could only imagine hope 
because the idea of it was beautiful. We made sure it 
stayed foreign to us, we never looked at it in the eye. The 
uncertainty of the future is scary and being too hopeful 
will only hurt and shatter us. We figured that fear and 
sadness were enough.

One day, I tiptoed to Maysa’s room in the middle 
of the night to check up on her while she was sleeping. I 
found her lying there, eyes wide open, twirling her long 
brown hair as she emotionlessly stared at the ceiling. 
That night I saw a side of my sister that I haven’t seen. A 
side I never imagined her having. I caught a glimpse of 
the broken parts in her. The softness behind her strong 
and outgoing personality. It pained me to see the sadness 
that lurked behind her beautiful smile. Maysa and I 
discovered that we’ve both been secretly living in fear; I 
didn’t dare to tell her how many times I thought she was 
having a seizure and she didn’t want me and others to 
worry so much about her. But past midnight, people are 
most true because at that time it’s almost impossible to 
hide the way you really feel. When the moon and the 
stars glow above you, they seem to shine on the feelings 
and thoughts, that during the day, you have tucked and 
hid in the darkest corners of your mind. At that moment, 
you realize how fragile and temporary your life is 
comparing to the perfect and everlasting universe.

Days after, Maysa would frequently come to me 
in the middle of the night asking for help on homework. I 
would gladly help her while she quickly understood and it 
amazed me how rapidly our conversations went from 
solving quadratic inequalities to venting. I didn’t know 
whether to be envious of how quick of a learner my sister 
was or proud of my good teaching. It later occurs to me 
that I shouldn’t be either, as Maysa one day 
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absentmindedly asked me for help on an assignment 
dated from long ago. Knowing that my sister was using 
her homework as an excuse to talk to me encouraged me 
to be the one initiating our late night conversations.

However, it wasn’t any easier for me either. My 
sister and I always competed with each other. When we 
were young we each tried our best to get more attention 
than the other. As we got older, we both strived to be the 
sister with the prettier room or the one with the higher 
grades. Unfortunately, when my sister became an 
epileptic, our behavior towards each other didn’t change 
as fast as everything else did. Suddenly becoming 
interdependent with your biggest rival was simply very 
weird. We were only used to arguing and at the nicest 
giving each other simple advice. Talking about our 
feelings and things of importance to us was, for quite a 
while, new and strange.

As our late night conversations continued, they 
brought me and my sister closer, and made us realize 
that being hopeless is destructive and was the worst thing 
we ever did to ourselves. We learned to welcome hope, 
breathe it and let it seep through our bodies. Suddenly, 
epilepsy wasn’t that scary anymore. Maysa can finally 
turn her head without my heart changing its beat. For 
Maysa, epilepsy became like a body part; something she 
had not only accepted but also learned to control. Never 
before would I have imagined her joking about the way 
she had a seizure. 

Throughout all of this, I was spending myriad 
hours in the library reading about epilepsy. Every fact I 
read about epilepsy left me empowered. Though the 911 
operator may tell me to let the seizure run its course, I felt 
like I had the knowledge to change epilepsy’s path. The 
huge lack of awareness inspired me to create and 
distribute flyers around my neighborhood informing every 
one of what it is and common misconceptions. When my 
sister didn’t have a seizure for a very long time, I found 
myself still devoting my leisure time to learning about 
epilepsy. It later occurred to me that I’ve developed a 
newfound interest: I craved to know more about this 
mysterious disease. 

On one of our late night talks, I promised Maysa 
that I would find a better way to help her and all epileptics 
as soon as I can. I promised her that the least I can do is 
find a better treatment where maybe she wouldn’t have to 
take three different pills each night. 

My promises hang in the air and the huge 
uncertainty looms over us. Still, it makes us feel better. I 
treasure these moments with her because they wash 
away the guilt of not being able to help her when she is 
sick. In those moments of me promising her, she 
genuinely smiles and I see so much hope in her big 
brown eyes because she knows that no matter the 
outcomes, I never break a promise. Though my sister still 
and will always have epilepsy, I feel like we have won the 
fight. 
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Make a Wish

by NICOLETTE DINOME 

I’VE ALWAYS LOVED my birthday. It falls on President’s 
week which means I have a week off to do whatever I 
want. My parents, brothers and I usually road trip down to 
Florida to visit the rest of my family. Besides the vacation, 
I also adore all the small things about birthdays: the way 
my parents wake me up by telling me how no matter how 
old I get I will always be their little girl, sass free brothers, 
texts from people I haven’t heard from in a year, ice 
cream cake, and last but not least that annoying “make a 
wish” that follows the corny birthday song. I always make 
some silly wish that isn’t important, but I need to make up 
something to waste my wish on. For seventeen years my 
birthday was predictable, but my eighteenth birthday went 
a little differently.

I went to Florida as usual, but this trip was 
different. It was the first time I had been there since my 
grandma was in a nursing home. So instead of the 
traditional lunch out, we brought lunch to her. It was 
probably the first time I saw my grandma with out lipstick 
or cheetah print clothing but I ignored it. We all sat on the 
second floor balcony pretending everything was normal, 
but it wasn’t. My grandma that used to be attentive and 
talkative was in a different world, but she nodded 
pretending just like us that she knew what was going on. 
My mom would speak louder as if that would help my 
grandma remember. We got halfway through breakfast 
before my day turned upside down. My aunt asked my 
grandma if she remembered whose birthday it was. Even 
though I knew the answer would be no, I waited for her to 
say my name anyway. After enough awkward silence my 
mom nodded her head towards me. I watched my 
grandma open her mouth to say my name but instead she 
said “the piglet’s.” And I had felt my world stop; she really 
didn’t know my name. Maybe if this pet name had some 
sort of significance to me I wouldn’t have been so upset 
but after sifting through all the memories I have with my 
grandma, trying to make it relevant, there was no hidden 
meaning. I looked up at my mom and she laughed it off 
and gave me a look suggesting I do the same, so I did. 
We aren’t supposed to confuse her, in case it gets her 
upset or angry, but all the emotions I was sparing her 
overwhelmed me. I was upset and angry, but not with her, 
with Alzheimer’s. I know no one liked it, but in that 
moment I hated it more than anyone else could.

After that the day it is kind of blurry, but I 
remember a few things perfectly. When we were leaving 
the home, my mom started to tear up, and my grandma 
told her not to be upset. “Don’t be sad, I’m not going 

anywhere, I never do.” That sentence was the highlight of 
my birthday because for those five seconds everything 
went back to normal. Later on that day we ate dinner at 
my aunt’s house and we all sat around the table until they 
brought out an ice cream cake that read “Happy Birthday 
Piglet” and we all laughed, trying to make light of the 
situation. It was time for that corny birthday song again, 
and when the song was over it happened. Someone said 
in that annoying tone of voice, “Make a wish!” I closed my 
eyes and wished that before her life of constant confusion 
she had known how much I love her, whether she knows 
my name or not. I wished that even though she is 
surrounded by strangers, she doesn’t feel lonely. I wished 
for a few more memories with her, even though I’d be the 
only one to remember them. I wished for my grandma 
back. I kept my eyes closed for longer than usual 
because I knew I was wishing for the impossible but I 
didn’t want to accept it. I wished I had saved the previous 
seventeen wishes, instead of wasting them, because this 
is the only one I wanted.

Every time I see her I struggle to understand why 
things have to change, or why this happens to people. 
For a while I didn’t really want to visit her because I didn’t 
think it was a good idea, but that was the fear kicking in. 
Since then, I have started to face the problem I have with 
my grandma’s Alzheimer’s, and I’ve learned so much. I’ve 
learned to stop focusing on all the things she doesn’t 
remember, and start focusing on the few things she does. 
I now know that even though I didn’t ask for this, neither 
did she and I can’t back down to my fears of facing her 
because that’s not what she would want. I always knew 
how close my family was, but now I’ve witnessed first 
hand just how strong we can be as a unit. My dad will 
drive 18 hours to make sure my mom gets to see my 
grandma despite her fear of planes, or my aunts will not 
remind my grandpa that they advised against whatever 
crazy decision he recently made that led to yet another 
negative outcome, like when he thought he could take 
care of my grandma and checked her out of the nursing 
home only to put her back three days later, even though 
they told him it wouldn’t work out. I also learned that 
sometimes things have to change, and bad things happen 
to good people but the way you face the poor hand you’re 
dealt with determines who you are. I’m not done facing 
my challenge and I don’t know exactly who I am, but I’ll 
get there eventually. Maybe my wish next year will be to 
figure it out.
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In Retrospect

by NISHAT ANJUM

I DON’T REMEMBER the picture being taken, but there I 
am, four years old in a magenta jacket. My eyes are 
bigger than my face and I look confused. My face has 
grown to accommodate my eyes but I am still confused. 
College begins tomorrow and I have no idea what I am 
doing. I don't think I’ve ever known what I was doing. My 
sense of timing is off. Wasn't it only yesterday that I had 
started the 8th grade? Did graduation even happen? 
2014 my eyes search the sea of bodies on the Quad, 
2000 my eyes look around the American Immigration 
Center.

Why is it so cold here? I don’t understand. Ki 
baulchen? Where is Uma Nannu and Chittagong? Where 
are the rickshaws and smells? Apni ke? My mother is the 
only familiar I have. My ally, turned enemy fourteen years 
later. 

“Rhydee you need to stay here, I’ll be over there. 
Right over there.”

“Rhydee lay your head down and I’ll brush your 
hair.”

“Rhydee you need to study harder, do well now 
and life will be good to you.”

“Rhydee you need to stand on your own two feet. 
Men, they are no good.”

“Rhydee, become more than me.”
More than you? How can I become more than 

you, when you are all I truly understand in the world. Your 
motives are simple. You want to love me but know that 
hardness is necessary to create something strong. You 
want the world for me, but you don’t want the world to 
hurt me. In short I was to be your revenge, your victory. 
You know it’s a harsh fate, but choose to compensate by 
making sure I never go hungry or have an arranged 
marriage. 

I don’t understand why my financial aid didn’t go 
through. Why do I have to go to the West Quad? Aren't 
there any bells? How do people know where to go?                                              

My first American memory, that I remember, takes 
place in North Carolina. I have no recollection of JFK or 
Brooklyn. The van is gray and big and I’m sitting on 
someone’s lap. The door is open and we’re in a private 
housing community. Majority of the people are white and 
there are tennis courts and pools. Years after we leave it 
will become rundown and dirty. But for now my eyes take 
in the immaculately cut grass and identical houses.

“Oh, I don’t think he’s here. Are you sure want to 
meet him?” Someone teasingly asks me if I want to meet 
my father. Father? Someone like a mom. I’ve heard 
stories and seen pictures. Stubbornly I shake my head 
vigorously, “No!” I’m not stupid. We didn’t come all this 

way for nothing. 
Then he comes out. And I go running. Even at 

four years- old I know how to put on a good show. My 
Amu dressed me prettily. The pink compliments my round 
cheeks and my skin is fair, a status symbol in South Asia 
that my mother made sure I had.

“Rhydee, I’m your father.”
“Rhydee 4 * 5 is what?”
“Rhydee why did you get only 90%?”
“Rhydee why take creative writing, it’s a useless 

class.”
“Rhydee majority of students with a liberal arts 

degree are jobless.”
“Rhydee become a doctor or don’t. I gave up on 

you.”
The need to please is strong in any immigrant 

child. We see our parents suffer and gain no pleasure. 
We are supposed to reap the sowings of their hard work. 

My father looks like a strong reliable man. He is 
charismatic, bordering on arrogant. Most of the time he 
stubbornly believes that only he knows best. Even in this 
foreign land, with its education system that he took no 
part in, he knows best.

For now he does know best. The sky is grey and 
it’s about to rain, but everyone is happy. A family is 
reunited after so long. But can you be reunited with 
someone you’ve never meet before? Someone you’ve 
never united with in the first place? The breeze is cold on 
my face but my father’s arms around me warm me. I eat 
my popsicle, my eyes taking in every detail. My mom is 
off to the side with a sad look on her face. She has that 
look now, and I’m no longer eating a popsicle. My father 
moves back and forth, his arms waving about since they 
are no longer burdened with my weight. Of course at 
seventeen I weigh too much for him to carry. “THIS IS 
IT? THIS IS WHAT WE’VE WORKED FOR? I COULD 
HAVE STAYED IN CHITTAGONG AND LIVED AS A 
FIRST CLASS CITIZEN. WE’D HAVE A MANSION AND 
DRIVERS. INSTEAD I CAME HERE, WORKED A LOW 
INCOME JOB FOR THIS?!”

I want to yell and rant too, but in my family only 
my father holds that privilege (sometimes my mother 
does too). I want to scream that I didn’t want any of this. 
Did I ask for a good education, clean water, and good 
health insurance? No. So why did you give it to me?

It’s not my father’s fault. After all what’s a man 
supposed to do when he’s pinned his hopes and dreams 
on a bird that wants to swim instead of fly? He’s done all 
he could, worked his back off and he comes home to this. 
A family, mother, daughter, son, so close knit that he’s an 
outsider. Him. The breadwinner, the man of the house. 
Well fuck them. Who needs love anyway? You can’t be an 
outsider if you don’t care. So you forget your son’s 
birthday, never show up to any of your daughter’s 
performances, and constantly criticize your wife. You 
cope the only way you know how, this is what the war has 
taught you, this is the way your father raised you.
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The Same Dream

by ALBERT BENJAMIN

AS A BOY I never really knew my family’s history, but as 
the years went by my father told me an anecdote here 
and there. Eventually, I had enough to piece a story 
together.  What I didn't realize was that this history would 
have an impact on my life.

It all started in a small house in Cairo, the capital 
of Egypt. My dad was the eldest in the family with three 
siblings. His dad Jaques, my grandfather, worked at a toy 
store in a big neighborhood filled with people that didn't 
want him there. As, Jews there weren't many places they 
could've gone without being discriminated against. It 
didn't take more than a few months of him working there 
that they let him go because of his religious background. 
He realized that he couldn't work for anyone because 
nobody would hire a Jew in Egypt. So he came up with an 
plan: he would go to school to be an optician, and then he 
would then open his own store, and this would support his 
family. Jacques did it, but it took years of hard work and 
savings. 

Things began to improve as the years went by, 
even if there was still anti-Semitism. One day a customer 
walked in and asked my grandfather for help. The man 
had trouble seeing from a distance, and he said that it 
was hurting his job. Jacques helped the man and became 
friendly with him. Little did my grandfather know that this 
customer would one day be his savior. Jacques learned 
that his name was Mohamed. After his visit, my 
grandfather didn't see him for a long time.

My dad, on the other hand, had some other 
issues. My dad started practicing judo, an ancient 
Japanese form of wrestling and fighting at an early age. 
As he got older, he started competing in tournaments, 
and he never lost a single fight. He was spotted and 
started playing for a club in Egypt. He worked his way up 
the ranks, and he became the national champion in 
Egypt. The same year he got the title, he got in touch with 
the Olympic team thinking that they would take him in a 
snap. He spoke to the coach and the discussion of 
religion came up and the minute he found out that he was 
Jewish he rejected him from the team. This was 
devastating—and I mean devastating—to him.

Soon after my father got rejected from the 
Olympic team, things got bad in Egypt. Jews were being 
jailed and killed left and right; it was like a hell on earth for 
them. Two of my uncles, whom I never met, died in this 
time period. One of which was murdered by one of his 
workers who was not Jewish so he got away with it; the 
other was jailed at the airport as he was trying to leave 

and was killed. Jacques was terrified; he felt hopeless. 
They were one of the last Jewish families left in Egypt.

Jacques was just waiting for a chance to leave, 
and the instant he had the opportunity he bought tickets 
under his companies name and packed all that he could. 
They got to the airport and noticed all of the guards 
everywhere searching for attempt refugees. It seemed 
like the end was near but it was not. My grandfather 
heard a voice saying, “Jacques! Get over here!” It was 
Mohamed, Jaques customer. He took the family right past 
security and onto the plane. That plane ride was the start 
of their life in America.

Today I am a teenager living in a successful 
Jewish home. I learned so much from the stories of my 
fathers family. Hard work will cause pain, but it will 
eventually lead to happiness. Another lesson I learned is 
that if one thinks that they have it bad, they should realize 
that there is always someone who has it worse. I live by 
this, and I can’t complain about anything because my 
parents went through so much worse living by the same 
rules. Here in America anti-Semitism is not as prevalent 
as it was in Egypt, but I am aware of what real anti-
Semitism was through the stories of my family’s history. 
My family’s history might seem like a horrible story with a 
good ending. but it’s more than that —it’s an introduction 
to a good life here in America. Their history has affected 
my life as well.

My parents expect for me to become a doctor in 
the future. This is purely because of their struggles in the 
past. They have a dream of success that comes from 
their journey to America. Because of his dream of 
success, my parents never allowed me to explore what I 
wanted to do as a person. I went along with it and 
eventually learned to share the same dream with them. 
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Transitions

by VLADISLAV BORISOV

     
I HAD JUST BEGUN to explore my power of flight when 
the alarm blares, a deafening mixture of train whistle and 
demonic shriek. Eyes still clammed shut, my palm 
instinctively flies to the off switch and plops down fast - 
I'm eager not to wake my parents still snoozing twelve 
feet over, separated by two thin apartment walls and a 
narrow New York City kitchen. Groggily, I groan and force 
my eyes open, turning onto my stomach to survey my 
phone's screen. The swirling mixture of bright pixels 
burns into my pupils, slowly solidifying and forming 
symbols I recognize: five, five, zero, A, M. I blink, and, the 
next time they open, my eyes see different numbers: six, 
zero, three.

Pressured by the screeching gusts outside, I 
rouse my tired, aching body, drag it from the bed, and 
start getting ready for the day. My school bag remains 
cast aside in the corner of the room, untouched this early 
Saturday morning. A different bag lies beside it, however - 
one I stuff with gloves, a boombox, sneakers, and two tall 
thermoses filled with hot coffee. I slip the pack over my 
shoulder, the heavy strap cushioned by my layered shirt, 
thermal, and thick black sweater, and awkwardly 
maneuver my bike out of the front door.

The bitter wind swirls all around, encircling me in 
its harsh grasp, frost biting the exposed skin on my 
cheeks. It seems to push and pull in every direction, 
unsettled and undecided. Straddling my bike, I tuck my 
hands into my pockets and ride without them, favoring 
warm fingers over the difficulty I would have avoiding 
potholes. Arriving at the empty park, my eyes begin to 
light up with glimmers of anticipation. The smooth rubber 
freezes every winter, losing any elasticity and paling in 
color, though this is the same park I've been practicing in 
for years. I set out my boombox, put on my beat-up 
Adidas sneakers, and remove my gloves to take a long 
gulp of coffee. The scalding bitter liquid runs down my 
throat and energizes me. My fingers, already half-numb, 
clumsily select a favorite mixtape from the iPod plugged 
in, and I grin slightly as the familiar percussion begins.

Glancing up from my hands, my eyes nearly 
water from a new breeze of air, this one steady, powerful, 
and unerring. The wind flows swiftly and surely in one 
direction.

As I rise slowly from my feet, I feel all of the 
uncertainties of my life fall away - no longer is my mind 
occupied with thoughts of the status of my Macaulay 
application, financial struggles, or my future career - all 
these thoughts and woes are swept away as a gentle 
wave cleanses the beach of broken glass and chips of 
stone. 

I adjust my hat, tuck in my shirt, and walk around 
the area a couple of times, clearing away the branches, 
leaves, and pebbles that have not already been swept 
aside by the wind. My mind focuses.

The wind builds around me and subsides, and 
the world is eerily silent. There is no one around to judge 
my thoughts, no friends around to cheer me on, no 
guiding voice or applauding crowd. I look up and I see the 
trembling branches of large trees, the mild movement of a 
child's swing, the occasional swirling of dust and dirt in 
short-lived cyclones. No, I would find neither solace nor 
censure in those around me. I am alone, and it is time to 
train. That is my solace. As my feet move across the 
rubber, motivated by the music, my thoughts converge in 
unity. Soon my hands join my feet, and at times, the 
crown of my head, and my back, and my shoulders too, 
all twisting and spinning and flowing to the beat and the 
melody. 

I take deep and aggressive breaths, the cold air 
flowing into and burning my throat. But this is my home, 
with my body close to the ground. This is my focus, and I 
am here alone, my direction and drive existing without 
competition or interruption. My mind thinks, my body 
reacts, and the music encourages. To some, the lack of 
company might have been depressing, though, to me, it is 
nothing but inspirational.

I am accompanied by the familiar howling of a 
cold and lonely wind.
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From a Land of Mischief 

to a Concrete Jungle

by INGRID PEREZ

THE STORY ALWAYS seems to begin the same way; you 
move to a new country and the values of your old culture 
furiously collide with those of your new one. With this 
collision arises an intense struggle that forces you to 
make a difficult choice, the choice between conforming to 
the new countries ideals or dismissing the traditions and 
morals your family holds dear. Gary Shteyngart plays tug 
of war with these two choices in his relatable memoir 
Little Failure. His battle with these two notions, shape the 
way he adapts to his new country. Shteyngart shares with 
us a story that many seem to have in common. It appears 
conventional for immigrants to suffer a “culture shock” 
after arriving to a new country. Yet despite many common 
factors of a typical immigration story, my story seems to 
take a slightly different direction. At the, unripe, age of five 
I received the news that I will no longer spend every 
waking moment with the children I, so contently, grew up 
with. Their firecrackers will no longer wake me at the 
crack of dawn cuing me to go play dodge ball, and their 
wild, slightly dangerous, pranks would no longer keep me 
on my toes. It seemed as if I would never have such fun 
again and joy would cease to exist in my life. Like 
Shteyngart, this news felt as if it were the end of world, as 
it would to any other child asked to change any aspect of 
their life. Now looking back to the snippets of memories 
barely flashing in my consciousness, the joy I felt during 
that time seems so trivial flashing forward to the 
proceeding joys I felt in my future years. Unlike Shteyngart 
I immediately experienced benefits from moving. His 
experience was incomparable to mine in the sense that he 
lost his identity upon arrival to New York and I found mine.

The move was quick. Traveling 2,060 miles from 
the only place I have ever known should seem nerve 
wrecking but it was not. The excitement of experiencing 
the jolt of a plane gliding through the runway as it initiates 
flight into the air consumed both my attention and all of 
my emotions. Not once did fear or sorrow cross my mind. 
It seems to me that more often than not, experiencing 
such ease of mind after a major move is not common. 
Shteyngart experiences many asthma attacks just from 
thinking about his move to the Big Apple. He makes it 
very clear that he did not wish to move, he continuously 
repeats, “we are going to the enemy,” with anguish and 
despair (85). In my eyes my move to New York was a 
chance to make more memories in a place that was said 
to be “the land of opportunities.” Shteyngart's views 
drastically differed from mine since he was given a 
negative image of New York. He states, “Channel one in 

Leningrad has dutifully shown us clips of the homeless 
negry on Manhattan streets choking under billows of 
racism and smog” (96). He already held a negative view 
of New York; I could not hold the same views since during 
my move all I could think of was that I would finally see 
my mother after six of the longest months of my life. 
Change can be overwhelming to many, so much so that 
parents send their children to psychologists, spending 
thousands of dollars in an attempt to cure their child's 
social anxiety because their move has left them distraught. 
None of these changes seemed to faze me. After what my 
father said was one continuous, endless bounce, I finally 
landed and stepped my gracious yet slightly oversized feet 
on the United States of America. The air smelt differently. I 
could not point out what the difference was at the time, but 
now I know it was the crisp smell of a dry fall evening and 
the blunt polluted air of the borough of Queens. Like 
Shteyngart, I walked the crowded halls of JFK 
international airport; this began a better chapter of my life. 
Contrary to Shteyngart's difficulty adapting, I instantly 
grew accustomed to the fast paced life of a “New Yorker.”

The lights, the people, the language, everything 
about my new city ignited a fierce interest in me. I could 
not help but want to learn more. I have heard people say 
that the hardest thing when coming to a new country is 
learning the language, but I could not disagree more. 
Learning English was one of the easiest and fascinating 
things I have had to do. It is apparent Shteyngart and I 
experience this differently, I had such a burning desire to 
learn the beautiful language and Shteyngart did not. I 
believe this is why he had such a hard time adapting to 
this “new world.” I also believe my story differs in a crucial 
aspect to Shteyngart's. He traveled to America and could 
simply not depart from his old live and allow himself to 
mold a new one. Even though his family’s values played a 
significant role to this mindset, I embraced the change 
placed in front of me and not even my parents’ traditions 
chained me to any specific customs. I allowed myself to 
bloom in a “concrete jungle.” The moment the turbulent 
plane made that rocky landing on the third runway of JFK 
international airport, my old life no longer mattered. The 
rules I once followed, under a seemingly non-existent 
government at the time, ceased to apply. This is the polar 
opposite of Shteyngart's view of his move. I saw the 
country I was in as different and now so was I. Everyone’s 
journey differs in the smallest of events. Unlike 
Shteyngart, every aspect of the journey from my small 
house, in a condominium in the heart of Guatemala City, 
to a crowded apartment building in Williamsburg was 
something I would never wish to take back.
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Grande on Grande

by AILEEN BOLAND

HE WAS A VIRGO, idolized Spiderman, had artistically 
crafted 13 tattoos on his body, and made my Grande Iced 
caramel macchiato with extra caramel perfectly – every 
single time. Warm hazel eyes, and a heart to match – I 
swore he was the one. I stared from afar for weeks on 
end, gazing at the barista with bloodshot eyes who 
skillfully and meticulously perfected my drinks. I knew 
nothing of it just yet, but soon enough he would be mine. 
Much to my surprise, a single instance would forever 
close a chapter in my life that I wanted to read forever. I 
did know one thing for certain though – we both needed 
saving.

We took on each other’s troubles, hand in hand. 
We had one common factor that held us closer than 
anyone ever could. One of our parents each held a 
serious substance abuse problem. Sure, it seemed cliché; 
the couple brought together in troubled times to save one 
another. But he was different. He had dealt with the same 
agonizing pain and hardship as I, just much differently. As 
an insomniac, workaholic and heavy smoker, his 
presence and the way he operated on a daily basis 
fascinated me to the point of no return. Part of me 
understood the coping and defense mechanisms that 
came with growing up in an alcoholic’s household. 
Another part of me however, noticed a destructive pattern 
unfolding right before my eyes. I took one look at him, 
and realized I couldn’t allow myself to cope the same way 
he did. He was a ticking time bomb, and I needed to 
disable it as fast as I could. 

His name was Jonathan, and he dropped out of 
high school in the 11th grade. He took interests in graphic 
design, the zodiac, and anatomy. He taught me that 
Hennessy was good for the heart, and I taught him how to 
cook my dad’s famous Cream of celery soup. He stayed 
on my stoop with me until the stars faded into the mauve-
dust blue sunrise, 4 out of the 7 days of the week. I 
comforted his every sorrow and blocked off anything 
animate or inanimate that could ever drag him into harms 
way. Little did I know, I was dealing with someone much 
more explosive than I had ever thought. He stopped me 
from foolishly crossing streets without looking, and I had 
this burning desire to stop him from himself.

His name was Jonathan, and I knew he turned to 
drugs to cope with, solve, and face any and all problems. 
He turned to anything that would alter his reality and help 
him drift off into the clouds for a little while. This alarmed 
me, given that we both emerged from the same broken 
childhoods we were trying for so long try to forget. I read 
books and wrote pieces of writing, and he turned to the 
bar and rolling papers. He treated me better than anyone 

ever had, and respected and supported anything and 
everything I wanted to pursue. Unfortunately though, his 
father’s problem was reflected in his own habits – like 
father, like son. He taught me how to crack my thumbs, 
and I wanted to teach him how to crack the habit. You will 
do anything for the one you love, and this was a battle I 
wasn’t willing to lose.

July 27th, 2014. 10:55 p.m. 10 minutes past 10:45, 
when he regularly got out of work. No texts. No phone 
calls. His cousins and closest friends turned to me, thinking 
I may have been the one occupying his time. Watching the 
clock change from 10:55 to 11:55 to what was soon 2:55, I 
took it upon myself to venture out and look for the boy who 
had so effortlessly tugged on my heartstrings. I walked 7 
blocks to his building and ran up the three flights of stairs 
that lead to me walking into my boyfriend cheating on me 
with something slightly more captivating and much more 
beautiful than I could ever be. Cocaine had won him over, 
and all my efforts to save him from himself had failed. I 
never got a text or phone call again. In that moment, I 
realized that you can’t save someone from themselves, 
and you certainly cannot save someone who does not 
want saving. 

You cannot fall in love with the image of what 
someone has the potential to be, and you cannot fight a 
battle with one’s demons, because you cannot and will not 
ever win. I wanted to take on our battles together, and fight 
his demons off as much as I wanted to mine. I had to 
remove myself from the equation, to allow for him to find – 
and hopefully one day better himself. I fell in love with the 
boy who figured out my zodiac sign the moment I met him, 
and who fell asleep in my lap after a long day at work. 
Disappointing habits ruined a beautiful thing, but could 
never alter my admiration for him. 

As I sit down in my local Starbucks and look past 
my laptop screen, I see the boy with bloodshot hazel 
eyes, making my Grande iced caramel macchiato with 
extra caramel. He seems a little happier, and I hope that 
he is. As the days pass and the seasons change, I realize 
that maybe we were joined together to serve a certain 
purpose or quintessential lesson in each other’s lives. 
Jonathan was a walking encyclopedia and a burning 
flame in one. He had so much of the world’s knowledge in 
that brain of his, but you’d burn if you got too close. 
Hopefully we’ll meet again somewhere down the road 
when we’re much better for each other. For now he’ll 
continue to make my iced caramel macchiato with extra 
caramel, and I’ll continue to gaze from afar.
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Who do I Love More
	  by RONI PEDAHZUR

I REMEMBER LEARNING the meaning of the word 
"divorce." It was a typical sunny Saturday morning; my 
brother and I were called to the living room. The four of us 
sat on the couches that, for some reason, in the picture I 
have in my head were red, when in fact they were most 
probably black. They told us they were getting divorced, 
"girushim" in Hebrew. I was 5. This was prior to my way too 
soon to come adulthood and my addiction to television. It 
was the first time I had ever heard that word. I had no idea 
what was going on, until my annoying, distant older brother 
started to cry and went back and forth between my mom to 
my dad, reaching for hugs, climbing into their laps. I was 
not going to let him steal all the hugs and the attention, oh 
no mister. I cried too, and went back and forth between my 
mom to my dad, reaching for hugs, climbing into their laps.

It wasn’t much after that my father moved out. I 
can't say I really noticed any changes. I don’t remember 
normally seeing my dad that much before he moved out. 
He was working a lot, and I had a very reasonable early 
bed time at the time. To my recollection, the divorce back 
then didn’t have much effect on my daily routine. 
Nightmares of my kindergarten teacher torturing my friend 
and me, turning us into dolls, kept me up some nights, but 
no emotional breakdowns. At least none from the divorce. I 
don’t think. 

My brother divorced my mother and me and 
moved in with my dad when he was 15 and I was about 11, 
but up until then we both stayed with our mother. My dad 
however, always lived nearby, and by nearby I mean 
around the block, or two blocks away. Tops.  

Mondays and Wednesdays from 6 p.m. to 8 p.m. 
plus every other weekend. Back then, this arrangement 
was perfect. We were getting a lot more quality time with 
my dad than we did when we were living under the same 
roof, and when he picked us up we would usually spend 
our evenings doing something fun. 

A favorite was in a city named Ra'anana, at a mall 
that had an arcade court. The amount of prizes and paper 
money I had won was ridiculous, especially when a few 
years later I had to throw away the literally thousands of 
dusty unused tickets I had saved. I guess even back then I 
was cheap. Another family favorite was bowling. Bowling 
always ended in disappointment on my side. Being a 
female, and much younger than my competitors, I would 
always go with the hope of winning, and leave defeated, 
comforted by the idea that one day they would be 
extremely weak and old and I would beat them with no 
mercy. I still have hope. 

The big girl problems began later on, when I 
started to have an opinion, when I had to make my own 

choices and not follow what the piece of paper my parents 
signed in court said. The hardest part was that one parent 
refused to be in the same room with the other parent. At 
every school event, every basketball game, I was faced 
with the toughest decision of all. Who did I love more? Who 
was I more comfortable with, who was more supportive, 
who would cheer without embarrassing me, or who would 
be easier on me when he found out I might have skipped a 
class or two? Or twelve…

I had two houses, two beds, two birthday presents, 
two bat-mitzvah trips and two completely separate and 
different families. 

Over the years, I started to realize that my 
relationship with one side of the family became stronger 
and deeper, as the other one became extinct. One side 
kept a Friday, sometimes Saturday, dinner tradition, 
whereas I only saw the other side every other holiday. I 
took pride in one parent, and ashamed of the other. I chose 
sides, and at that point it wasn’t because I had to, but 
because I knew who I wanted to be more like, and the kind 
of person I never wanted to become. A feeling of guilt 
started building up inside, masking the path I needed to 
take. 

At the age of 16, I made the bravest, most 
terrifying, decision of my life. I was going to be the 3rd 
person to divorce my mom. To this day, feelings of 
culpability sneak up on me in the most unexpected 
moments. Moving to my dad's apartment was a work in 
progress. It took me more than a year of conversations 
with my beloved psychologist to find the perfect opportunity 
to allow myself to become a healthier, happier person, 
mainly because every time we touched the subject, I would 
convince myself out of it. 

During the summer between 10th and 11th grade, 
my mother and I moved to California. It was my dream 
since I was 11 years old to play basketball in the states. 
That dream was mostly driven by the need to get as far 
away as possible from my home, a fact that I did not fully 
understand at the time. My mother was also trying to make 
a change in her life, but she would tell you that I was the 
main reason for that move, for better but mainly for worse. 
We rented out our home to our next door neighbors for two 
years, and while my mother left Israel before I did in order 
to get everything settled in California, I was staying with my 
father for a couple of months. 

I honestly think that my time in California could not 
have been any more depressing than what it was. As 
always, it was up to me to be the adult. I made the decision 
to go back to Israel, which did not make my mother very 
happy, to say the least. My mother had to stay in the states 
for a few more months to make final arrangements for her 
departure back home, considering things didn’t go quite as 
planned (something I surprisingly had nothing to do with). I 
happily returned to my dad’s apartment upon my arrival. 
Knowing it was the perfect opportunity to make a move, 
pun intended, I had to make a call that was as 
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uncomfortable as wearing the emergency panties when 
you had forgotten to do the laundry.

It broke my mamma's heart. I called from the other 
side of the world, and told her that I wasn’t going to live 
with her anymore. When she finally came back from the 
states, I kept my perfect- never ever going to die-dog at her 
place, making sure that I would have an excuse to spend 
time at the only home I had ever known. 

There is no denying that both my parents dealt 
with this lousy situation the best that they could at that 
time, but the ones who had to eventually pick up the pieces 
were 10 years old boy, and his annoying, distant, younger 
sister. 
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Born From the Ashes of a 
Life I Burnt

by GIOVANNI TUZZOLINO

Aufersteh’n, ja aufersteh’n wirst du, Mein 
Staub, nach kurzer Ruh! Unsterblich 
Leben Wird der dich rief dir geben.  1

I CAN FINALLY say I’ve died and been reborn, not 
physically, but spiritually. These words from Gustav 
Mahler’s “Resurrection” symphony No. 2 can give others 
a glimpse into my life. I grew up ignorant and aggressive, 
barely knowing how to appreciate what I’d had- musical 
talent. My only real memories of elementary school were 
fights, screaming matches, and blind rage. Middle school 
was no better. If I wasn’t in the dean’s office, I was in a 
small, poorly lit room waiting out my suspension. At age 
fourteen, after five years of playing trombone in 
mediocrity, I’d decided I was going to quit. I would never 
again pick up my trombone; never express myself 
through music again. I was finally free until I was shoved 
into a sweaty-smelling room filled with parts of dead trees 
that were called “string instruments.” The sound they 
made was a horrendous screeching at first- barely able to 
be called music, but then it evolved into a shimmer of 
what life had to offer. The day I was put into that 
orchestra, the old me died.
 

Wieder aufzublüh’n wirst du gesät! Der 
Herr der Ernte geht und sammelt Garben 
uns ein, die starben.  2

The first assignment we had was to listen to that 
season’s project; Franz Schubert’s Symphony No.8 
“Unfinished.” It was the first piece of music- real music- 
that I’d ever play, and certainly not the last. I was given 
first trombone, regardless of my lack of skill and my lack 
of knowledge of the horrible, torturous alto clef. That 
event, as minuscule as it was, sent me careening down 
the path of music; one that would prove to be serene at 
times, boisterous at others, and overall arduous, but I 

pushed on and made myself rise from the ashes of my 
old life.

O glaube, mein Herz, o glaube: Es geht 
dir nichts verloren! Dein ist, was du 
gesehnt! Dein, was du geliebt, Was du 
gestritten!  3

My rigorous practices, rehearsals, and sectionals 
began shortly after. I was the top trombone player in the 
group, but that wasn’t enough. No, I would have to try 
harder. Some days I would skip meals (and sometimes 
classes) just to get in as much practice as possible. My 
entire schedule changed from “school, homework, sleep, 
repeat” to “school (music classes), homework (listening to 
our next concert piece), sleep (sometimes with 
headphones in), repeat.” My newfound love for music was 
swallowing what was left of my previous life and snuffing 
it out like a dying candle’s last breath. I lost the friends 
that I needed losing, but found others along the way. My 
personal life would change drastically along with my study 
habits.

O glaube: Du wardst nicht umsonst 
geboren! Hast nicht umsonst gelebt, 
gelitten! Was entstanden ist, das muß 
vergehen! Was vergangen, auferstehen! 
Hör' auf zu beben! Bereite dich zu leben!  4

My life at this point would be nothing without 
music. I tried convincing myself that I wanted to be a vet, 
a dentist, even an architect at one point. I always loved 
the sciences, so I figured I’d compromise and become a 
music therapist. Lately, however, performance has been 
growing on me once again. Instead of spending my 
money on things I need, like transportation, a phone that 
isn’t basically a paperweight, and a laptop capable of 
doing what I need to do as far as schoolwork goes, I’ve 
been saving up for a new trombone. In retrospect, I 
suppose being a musician has done more harm than 
help, being that I’m about to blow three thousand dollars 
on a shiny piece of metal, but in the spiritual sense, I 
could not have been helped more. 

O Schmerz! Du Alldurchdringer! Dir bin ich 
entrungen! O Tod! Du Allbezwinger! Nun 
bist du bezwungen! Mit Flügeln, die ich 
mir errungen, In heißem Liebesstreben, 

 “Arise, yes, you will arise from the dead, my dust, after a short rest! Eternal life will be given to you by him who called you.”1

 “To bloom again are you sown. The lord of the harvest goes and gathers the sheaves, us who have died.”2

 “O believe, my heart, oh believe, nothing will be lost to you! Everything is yours that you have desired, yours, what you have loved, 3

what you have struggled for.”

 “O believe, you were not born in vain, have not lived in vain, suffered in vain! What was created must perish, what has perished must 4

rise again. Tremble no more! Prepare yourself to live!”
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Werd' ich entschweben zum Licht, zu dem 
kein Aug' gedrungen! Sterben werd' ich, 
um zu leben!  5

When I look back and think of how my life would 
be without having been put in that class, I feel a bit 
disturbed. I wouldn’t have the friends I have today, most 
of whom talked me out of quite a few bad decisions in my 
life. My younger, stupid self was curious about things like 
alcohol and drugs, and severely depressed for a few 
months during my sophomore year of high school. It was 
the friends I had made through the music program that 
convinced me to stop smoking, popping the occasional 
pill, and drinking until the world spun and went dark. I 
spent nearly a year of my life on the brink of throwing 
everything away, but it was those friends that kept me on 
the right track. I wouldn’t have the outlet that pushes me, 
builds me up, and frees me from the chains of life. I 
wouldn’t have the connection to the ethereal world of pure 
emotion and power. I wouldn’t be me. 

Aufersteh'n, ja aufersteh'n wirst du, Mein 
Herz, in einem Nu! Was du geschlagen, 
Zu Gott wird es dich tragen!  6

– Gustav Mahler

  

 “O Sorrow, all-penetrating! I have been wrested away from you! O Death, all-conquering! Now you are conquered! With wings that I 5

won in the passionate strivings of love I shall mount to the light to which no sight has penetrated. I shall die, so as to live!”

 “Arise, yes, you will arise from the dead, my heart, in an instant! What you have conquered will bear you to God.”6
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04 “Do not be lonely?” 
(Shteyngart 13) 
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Cody 
7
by KELSEY STRICKLAND

“KELSEY WAKE UP,” my mom said softly as she pulled 
back my warm plush blanket. I rolled over and checked 
my phone for the time. 8:45. What could be so important 
on a Saturday this early?

“What happened mommy? It’s mad early.” I 
yawned loudly and stretched so far that I felt the universe 
was in my reach. She looked at me with great grief and 
with no hesitation said, “It’s Cody, he got shot.” Instantly 
my dream about Pluto and Mars and last night’s banging 
mac’n cheese left my mind. “ What are you talking 
about ? What do you mean he’s been shot? He’s all right 
though, right?” I scrambled through every word, wanting 
to know but not wanting to hear his fate. My mother’s 
tears flooded the room like a summer monsoon over an 
East Asian city.

“No Kelsey, he’s dead. They killed him Kelsey, 
he’s gone." She did not  know how to tell me but could not 
hold it in any longer. I embraced her with all the energy 
that I could conjure up. 

In disbelief at first I had no reaction. “No he’s not 
mommy, I just was at aunt Helen’s house last week, like I 
seen him ...we spoke.” I knew this was just some kind of 
cruel joke, and that Ashton Kutcher was coming out of my 
bathroom to say “ Hey, you just got PUNKED!” But there 
were no cameras and no bright lights, Cody was dead 
and there was no staying tuned for next week. “So what 
happened mommy?” This could not be happening, Cody 
was my big cousin. Our relationship was more like a 
brother and sister bond so imagine losing a sibling. My 
big brother was gone; who was going to protect me now?

I jumped out of bed, “Well who did it, why would 
they kill him, Cody didn’t do nothing, mommy, I love him.” 
My mouth felt so dry, like that dryness you get right before 
you throw up. At the back of my mind I knew that we were 
just waiting on a call from the hospital saying, “Guys don’t 
worry, we brought him back, he’s a trooper!” but like I said 
before this was not a show, Cody was dead in real life.

So what happened to Cody the night he left us? 
Cody had gone out with friends, probably partying or just 
hanging out being a 20 year old. If you were from Queens 
you would know that Sutphin Blvd was not one of the 
greatest areas one should be at, especially at 1 a.m. 
Cody was walking around with one of his so called 
“Bros” (a term of endearment most black men call their 
friends or homies) when a shot went off, not once, but 
multiple times and went through Cody’s chest. My Cody. 
You wonder who pulled that child killing trigger right? Well 
but of course one of Cody’s “Bros.”

But the worst had not come yet, two other males 
decided they would get in on the fun too. They stripped 
his clothes and robbed him, as he lay there helpless. 
Dragged against the side walk and hidden next to an 
abandoned Cadillac hooptie, Cody slept. The doctors said 
he did not die instantly though, if someone had taken him 
to the hospital he would still be with us. But instead he 
was left for dead bleeding every inch of life away. But no 
one noticed him? 

My beautiful angel Cody, my brother, my cousin. 
“Do you know who did it mommy? Like what’s his name?” 
I felt so angry I was ready to explode. I wanted to do 
something about it. Red eyes, puffy cheeks and a bad 
attitude; nothing was going to hold me back. “They don’t 
know baby, but they’re going to find out, trust me no one 
gets away with murder.”All I wanted was justice, how 
could they kill someone so sweet and loving? I would not 
wish death on anyone but how about killing someone who 
deserves it? My mother wanted to give me time alone so I 
could calm down and quit the hyperventilating that would 
lead to an extreme case of asthmatic inhaler dependency. I 
called my close friends and family so I could share the 
tragic news and vent, hoping that someone would say the 
right thing. But of course there’s no sweet way to tell 
someone to get over it, he’s dead, not coming back, better 
luck next time. Instead they say, “Oh Kelsey, he’s in a 
much better place now,” but what does that honestly mean. 
Is it just a phrase to escape the fact that someone you love 
is dead? That one day you may or may not see them again 
in another life? That they’ve escaped the cruel planet earth 
and reached heaven? Even if god needed his angels and 
took Cody back, he still was not here with me.

Later that day my family and I decided to go to my 
aunts house to see how every one was coping with their 
loss. Let me tell you it was not a pretty scene. There was 
my aunt crying on one side,my cousin Diana (his sister) 
holding her baby for strength on the other side, my uncle 
(his father) staring in disbelief, and various aunts and 
uncles crying.To see my uncle cry hurt me to the core. My 
uncle was a strong man from the hood who did not take 
bullshit from anyone. But Cody was his son, his twin, his 
baby and a death like that can knock even the strongest 
man.

As I tried to comfort my family I caught Diana 
staring at a young Cody through the glass of a distant 
picture frame. I hugged her and she asked, “Are you 
okay?” All I could think was that I should be asking her this 
question, but I just hugged her and said, “I love you.”

The next couple days leading up to the funeral 
went a little like this: eat, sleep, stare, cry, and sleep 
some more. The day of the funeral may have been one of 
the toughest days of my life. When I walked into the 
funeral home I could see his body from a distance. I told 
myself that I would not go up there but fuck it, I had to see 
if it was true. Expecting to see my cousin in the casket I 
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stood puzzled. Who was this thirty five year old man with 
wrinkles covered in dark brown makeup? He wore Cody’s 
clothes, but this person that lay cold and hard was not the 
handsome man I knew.

I touched his lifeless hand and stared at his dark 
fingers, I just stood there waiting to see his big smile one 
last time. I wanted to feel his warm embrace and hear him 
say, “Don’t trust these guys, if you need me I got you.” All 
I saw were memories; him telling me how beautiful I am 
and how makeup is not what pretty girls wear. He won’t 
even be able to watch his niece grow up or fight off little 
boys for her. “Cody!” I screamed and laid my head on his 
body. My sister ran over to me and cried with me, we felt 
each other’s pain. Eventually she pulled me away. “You 
have to let go Kelsey,” she said. “But not just let go of the 
casket but let his soul free, you won’t ever forget him, 
hold on to the love and memories you shared.” As I sat 
back in my seat I looked around the large funeral home. 
Hundreds of family, friends, and people from the 
community had come out to enjoy the life of my beautiful 
angel, my Cody.
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What Would Crystal Do?

by CRYSTAL DESROSIERS

“WHAT WOULD JESUS DO?” is what my Sunday school 
teacher had asked the class. My small feet were dangling 
from the dusty fold-up chair that smelled like old cheese. 
Oreos. Barbies. Bugs Bunny. Santa Claus. More Oreos. I 
couldn’t stay focused. Looking around the room, the walls 
of the Church basement were covered in drawings and 
coloring book images of biblical cartoons: David and 
Goliath, the Angel Gabriel, and the big man Himself—
Jesus Christ.

“Does anyone know what this means?” the teacher 
asked, seeming frustrated. Half of the students had no idea 
what she was talking about. The simultaneous sniffles from 
the colds the kids had and the loud tick-tocking of the large 
clock in the room began to sound like a song. “Anyone? 
C’mon kids.” She eventually gave up and offered to help us 
color our projects about how much we loved Jesus. A part 
of me wanted to get up and leave because I was so bored, 
but I know I would’ve been sent straight to timeout. What 
would Jesus have done? 

I think it’s safe to say that religion has always 
played a large role in my life. Well, in my family’s life. That’s 
something that you can expect when brought up by strict, 
old-fashioned West Indian parents. It’s what keeps us 
together. I have always been religious from what I can 
remember. It’s been there with me for better and for worse 
(more for worse, unfortunately).

“Now Crystal, we have grown tired of seeing you 
here in the principal’s office, and I am pretty sure your 
parents are as well. Do you have anything to say for 
yourself?” I couldn’t stare directly into the principal’s eyes. I 
don’t think he would’ve appreciated my pointing out his 
severe case of crow’s feet. School. Dinner. TV. Cartoons. 
Chocolate Milk. Look serious Crystal, they’re staring right 
at you. I could feel my infuriated mother sitting next to me, 
her constant huffing and puffing sounding like a fire 
breathing dragon. I didn’t mean to hit her, I swear to God.

“I didn’t mean to hit her, I swear to God!” I finally 
said. 

“Please do not use the Lord’s name in vain,” both 
my mother and principal told me almost simultaneously. I 
looked around the office: degrees, trophies, family pictures, 
and a gigantic banner that repeated the letters “WWJD?” 
all over the walls. I wondered what the hell possessed me 
to hit that girl. What was I thinking? I wasn’t thinking. What 
would Jesus have done? 

I had attended Catholic school since I was four. 
You would think that all the kids were quiet and never 
misbehaved but you’d be wrong. My school was full of 
spoiled, corrupt kids who were forced to listen to why they 

should always let Jesus into their lives, even if they 
questioned his being.

Christmas was just around the corner and the 
streets were busier than ever. The red and green lights 
were shining ridiculously bright on every single street in the 
neighborhood. I was busier than ever, and stressed out 
might I add. I had midterms and finals on the way, and I 
was cramming every single night—except for this one. I 
couldn’t think straight and had been keeping to myself for 
the entire week. “Crystal? Are you there? Helloooo?” I 
heard a distant voice say in the background. “Crystal! Do 
you wanna start walkin’ to the Church now?” my cousin 
asked, getting fed up with my constant daydreaming. Truth 
is, I seemed to be getting fed up with her and just about 
everything else in the world. I was tired, my mother was 
sick, and my father was out of a job; nothing was going 
right.

“Shut up, I’m walking okay? I don’t even like this 
stupid holiday.” I got to the Church and Mass began. 
Christmas lights. Rudolph. Animals. Food. Steak. I’m 
hungry. I wasn’t always like this. I used to love going to 
Church. But up until then, I saw no use: every time I got up 
from praying on my knees, it seemed as if another thing 
would go wrong. How could God love me so much yet let 
all this bad stuff happen to my family? Every Sunday I 
found myself debating whether I should keep my faith or 
just give up on it altogether. Frankly, I was ready to throw in 
the towel. My father, devastated, and my mother, very ill, 
dragged themselves to Church every Sunday no matter the 
circumstance. On this night, they lit a candle to Our Lady of 
Guadalupe. Then they both held my hand so tight I swear it 
turned purple, even though with my dark skin complexion 
you wouldn’t be able to tell. I looked down at my bracelet. 
“WWJD?” I sat in that pew and I really thought about it. I 
guess he would try his best to move forward no matter how 
hard things got.

Religion has always been important to my family. 
It’s been important to me. Things tend to take a turn for the 
worse in my life, but one thing always remains constant: 
religion. It’s what I have always known and it is a part of 
me. Family. Love. God. Jesus. Strength. 

“Crystal, honey are you ready to graduate?” my 
father yelled from the front door. I was. My father had to 
take the day off from work but he didn’t care, and my mom 
couldn’t sleep last night from being so happy for me. I put 
on my cap and gown and took one last look at myself in 
the mirror as a high school student. Thank you, Jesus. 
What would Crystal do without you? “I’m all ready to go 
guys!”
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Awkward Awakening 
by DOV SALOMON

Part I

I AM SIX YEARS OLD, and I am sitting at my glass-top 
kitchen table eating breakfast. My mother enters the room 
with her usual “Good Morning!,” and I glance from my 
bowl at her, as I always do, but this time something is 
different. This woman that I see is definitely my mother, 
and yet she looks totally bizarre. While I spoon cereal into 
my mouth, I wonder, “Is mommy getting fat?” I know this 
is not the case; I can sense that something unusual is 
happening. My mom sits down at the table with a banana 
and yogurt, and the mood is suddenly serious. She holds 
my hands in hers, which is intended to be comforting, but 
only makes me more anxious. “Dovi,” she says, as she 
looks me squarely in the eyes, “in a few months you are 
going to have a baby brother.” At this point my 
bewilderment consumes me, “Mommy is getting fat, and 
I’m getting a baby brother?” And even more perplexing, 
“Where is this baby coming from?” “Mommy,” I ask, her 
gaze still fixed upon me, “Where do babies come from?” 
My mother abruptly breaks her gaze, looks away and 
thinks for a moment, and quickly turns back to me, “God 
gives Mommies their babies.” And that’s settled. My 
confusion is dispelled. All I need to do is add babies to the 
list of God’s miracles, and I no longer need to attempt to 
understand.

God makes babies.
In the next few years after my baby brother is 

born I have not been fully convinced by what my mother 
told me years before. At this point, I am old enough to 
recognize that babies do not just appear. My mother’s 
past pregnancy has already slightly enlightened me, and 
now I know that babies come from a pregnancy. However, 
my understanding of how this works is something along 
the lines of the Virgin Mary, and this raises a whole new 
set of confusions: how do women become pregnant, and 
why is it that only married women become pregnant? I 
keep these questions to myself. 

God makes babies.
Despite my questions, I do not doubt the 

truthfulness of my mother. I consider that facts are 
withheld from me, but I believe that these may be a minor 
detail or two at most. I do not suspect that I am 
completely blind to the truth. And my illusions will not last 
for long. In school, my friend Benjamin and I are a classic 
elementary school duo. We pass notes in class with our 
“secret” code, spend our recess time together, and share 
snacks as we talk about video games. In one of our 
conversation Benjamin reveals the sexual nature of 

reproduction. I don’t fully understand all the details, but I 
know enough to figure that it simply cannot be true. In a 
culture where modesty is such an important value, how 
can it be that mothers and fathers everywhere are 
behaving in such a disgusting manner? At home, I pose 
this question to my mother, and I expect her to answer 
that this is not the way we reproduce. I’m hoping for more 
half-truths, the same comforting half-truths I have been 
believing my whole life. I do not want to discover that my 
whole life I have bought into a fallacy. But I’m not spared. 
“Of course,” my mother replies with a smile, “How else do 
you think you were born?” I am taken aback, but I feel 
more repulsed than surprised, and I am struggling to 
understand what seems to be an obvious contradiction of 
the values I have been taught since I am a little boy. The 
only explanation I can offer to myself, is that it is a 
necessary evil.

We make babies.

Part II

As can be gleaned from this story, my upbringing was not 
like most children in the United States. I was raised in a 
sheltered environment, secluded from the outside world, 
because of my family’s religious beliefs. I was not 
sheltered in the extreme sense, such as children that 
grow up and know literally nothing of the outside world. I 
grew up on the same television shows, movies, and 
books that all American children do. My friends may have 
even considered my family modern, for having 
subscriptions to The New York Times and other 
newspapers and magazines. But I was sheltered in a 
more subtle sense. My parents attitude was that they 
would expose me to the outside world, but always in that 
context: ‘The Outside World.’ My family would discuss 
famous secular figures or events, but almost as if we 
were viewing it from afar—as outsiders. For example, we 
might discuss celebrity news, but my mother would often 
finish the conversation by commenting on how different 
we were from the secular world. Comments like that 
made it clear that the American culture was not 
representative of what was expected of me.

As a result, the previous revelation was 
especially traumatic for me. I was simply not mature 
enough to understand how these two opposites could 
coexist. But now, as I recall the memory, I laugh. The 
whole scene was just bizarre. My naiveté as I stumble 
headfirst into the most awkward question a boy could 
ever ask his mother, and then her smirking response, 
“How else do you think you were born?” How else did I 
think I was born?, well wasn’t it you who told me 
something about God, this was not  what I had in mind! 
And that smirk, as though she’s mocking my innocent 
ignorance. Reflecting on my past in this way, I see how 
this particular event changed my life perspective. I 
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evolved from a child into the first stage of adulthood. The 
age where one is old enough for the veil to be lifted, and 
to realize that the world out there is not what one might 
expect. My parents did what they could to prepare me for 
adulthood, but ultimately I must choose my own path in 
life.
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Under My Pillow

by AMY LINDENBAUM                                                 

I REMEMBER WHEN I lost my first tooth. The thought of 
having no tooth made me excited and nervous, being that 
I was uncomfortable feeling only my soft gums. I ran into 
my parent’s room in the afternoon, holding my bloodied 
tooth from wiggling so much to finally get it out. 

“Mommy! Daddy! My tooth came out!”
“That’s great! You know what you have to do with 

it now right? You have to put it under your pillow and then 
the Tooth Fairy will come and leave you money, because 
she collects teeth, you know.”

I was so excited for the morning to come, I ran to 
put my tooth under my pillow. After a while, it was time to 
sleep. I had never been more excited for the evening to 
arrive. I slipped into my pajamas and laid in bed, waiting 
for sleep to take me.

I love the Tooth Fairy.
When I had awoken the following morning with a 

$5.00 bill and a scroll of sorts with a pretty, silky ribbon 
holding it closed, I was elated. I opened it. It was a letter 
from the Tooth Fairy herself! She told me how excited she 
was to meet me and that if I had any questions, I could 
leave her letters with my teeth and she’d get back to me. I 
was so excited. I ran to my parents. 

“Look what the Tooth Fairy left me! She’s so nice! 
She even left me a letter!”

I want to be friends with the Tooth Fairy. 
I could hardly contain my excitement. I was 

jumping so much, I looked like a Mexican jumping bean. 
Soon, I was losing teeth like crazy. I had more empty 
spaces than teeth in my mouth. And I kept getting letters. 
I asked her all kinds of questions like, “How old are you?” 
“Can I see a picture of you?” “Do you have lots of children 
to take care of?” “Can we talk even if you don’t collect my 
teeth?”

My questions weren’t answered the way I’d 
hoped. It made me sad that I couldn’t see a picture of her. 
I started to go to school, and show my friends the scrolls I 
had received, and they told me the Tooth Fairy doesn’t 
even exist. I was insulted when they told me that. How 
could they say that?! She wrote me letters and gave me 
money and was so nice! But…I wasn’t allowed to see 
pictures of her. I started to grow cautious around my 
parents, thinking of any way to slip them up. 

Tooth Fairy, don’t leave me. Please.
All the things my friends told me unsettled me. 

My instinct was to believe my parents because they’d 
never lie to me. I would shrug it off and try to go about my 
normal activities, all while hoping another tooth would 
magically fall out, giving me an excuse to leave another 
letter. But all the while, I still had a gnawing feeling that I 

was living in a lie. I was cautious of my parents and 
noticed that they didn’t mention the Tooth Fairy any 
longer. And the few times the topic was brought up, a few 
comments would be murmured and then the conversation 
stopped at a screeching halt, leaving us in an 
uncomfortable silence until someone else spoke. 

Unfortunately, since I was so young, I wasn’t very 
savvy in the ploys to attempt trapping my parents to admit 
the truth to me, whether the truth was what I hoped or 
not. After some time, I decided that my parents were 
perfect, and the kids at school were jealous because the 
Tooth Fairy liked me better than them. 

……………………

I was about 10 years old when I lost my last 
tooth. I went through the same procedure of placing my 
tooth under my pillow and leaving my note. I had a feeling 
it would be my last note to her because I had lost so 
many teeth already. I wanted to see her when she took 
my tooth to say good bye to her. 

I crawled into bed, with the intentions of sleeping, 
but I was far too animated to sleep. I was hoping I could 
pretend to be asleep and then when I heard my door 
open or I felt an arm underneath my pillow, I’d open my 
eyes and shoot up in bed and see her. 

My hopes were vanquished. My little body was 
exhausted and I ended up falling asleep. When I woke up 
early in the morning and slid an arm under my pillow. I felt 
something small and hard and pointy. My tooth was still 
there! I didn’t miss her! I cuddled myself in my blanket to 
pretend I was sleeping and started to drift off again when 
my door opened. I opened my eyes and saw my door 
closing and I heard footsteps, trying so hard to be 
invisible. I got out of bed and tiptoed to my door. I heard 
my parents in the kitchen. I checked underneath my bed 
and felt money and a note. 

I didn’t even know what to think. I confronted my 
parents the next day and told them I knew they took my 
teeth and just wanted to know where they kept them. But, 
even to this very day, my parents deny any sort of 
affiliation with the Tooth Fairy. But I know it’s true. I know 
they lied to me. But it’s okay…it’s all a part of growing up.  

Good bye Tooth Fairy. I love you. 
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The Little Box

by BERNARD GOMES              

IN MY FIRST childhood memory, my dad is darting 
towards me with a cane as I play with two toy cars in 
my dad’s bungalow in Calcutta, India. One of the 
cars belonged to my sister. As I saw him rushing 
towards me with so much anger in his eyes, I could 
not think of anything else. I sat there on the floor 
staring blankly into his eyes, waiting for the pain to 
be inflicted. Just as he was about to bring down his 
cane, my grandmother rushed and grabbed me and 
soon I found myself in her arms. I knew I was safe 
now. I saw my dad and his mother arguing and how 
she scolded him as I stared into his eyes. I saw the 
anger burning in his eyes as he looked at me and 
then I saw him consoling my sister who was crying, 
because I was playing with her toy. My dad warned 
me that day to never touch my sister’s belongings 
again. 

When I was four years of age I remember 
staying mostly with my grandmother. I always felt 
safe with her. She used to take me to the church, 
museums and playgrounds. On my fifth birthday my 
grandma gave me a very beautiful box. It was brown 
in color and had cheerful textures on it with my 
initials “B.G.” written on the lid. She asked me to fill 
the box with only nice things that made me happy. 
So I filled it up with beautiful pictures of flowers, 
cuttings from magazines and newspapers, and 
stickers of my favorite cartoon characters like Tom 
and Jerry, Dexter, Courage the Cowardly Dog and 
many more.

I did not worry about my dad or anybody else 
when my grandma was near me. She was always 
close to me until she passed away when I was six. It 
was from then that I had to spend most of the time 
with my own family and that box became closer to 
my heart. It was also then that my father decided to 
leave the country for a better job in Italy. I used to 
see my dad only for two weeks every year for the 
next three years. 

Whenever he used to come back for 
vacation, I tried to figure out why he did not like me 
much. I tried to mend my faults. I pretended that I 
was interested in cricket, which is the national game 
of India. I studied his body language to imitate his 
actions and always pretended to be active in front of 
him. This self-imposed assignment brought severe 

depression because I was doing things which never 
interested me. I was being someone who was not 
me. He always called me ‘unsmart’ and I could not 
blame him because I was a very passive boy, 
withdrawn from all the activities which a normal boy 
my age would be involved in. I felt unwanted. I 
wished to die and even prayed to God to take me 
where my grandma is. 
 Over these years all my collections kept 
changing in the box. I collected Pokémon cards and 
badges. I remember trading those cards with my 
friends and how enthusiastic everyone would be 
then. But soon everything changes, just like how my 
classmates would not collect the cards after two 
years or so. I was nine years old when my dad got a 
job closer to home. Every night he used to come to 
stay with us. I used to be scared the moment I felt it 
was time for him to come back. I remember certain 
nights how he used to drink and then mentally 
abuse my mother. I saw him breaking stuff around 
the home, creating a scene. When my mother used 
to cry I used to sit beside her helplessly. 

One night my dad lit up a candle and 
threatened to burn down the entire house. I started 
crying out loud and my mother came rushing 
towards me and held me tightly. I felt her warmth, 
her heavy breathing and then I saw tears running 
down her cheeks. At that moment I did not care 
about anything else.

When my grades started to decline in school, 
my class teacher Ms. Rita called up my mother to 
ask the reasons for it. Ms. Rita came to know the 
entire scenario, and soon started helping me in my 
studies after school. One day she told me, “You 
know whatever happens, it happens for a reason. 
Sometimes God lets you experience certain bad 
times because He wants you to be strong. He wants 
you to learn from what you see and experience.” Till 
this date I remember her words. She became my 
best friend. School became my favorite home. I 
promised myself to be a better husband and a better 
father. I promised myself to be a good friend.

I told her about the box that my grandma 
gave me. She kept asking me, “What do you think 
the box is?” I never had a definite answer. I asked 
her back what it was. She told me I would find out 
soon. I kept brooding over for that answer for a long 
time. Then suddenly I started remembering my 
grandma’s words which were to fill the box with only 
nice things. I remember how she stressed the word 
‘only’. Then one day as I was looking at the box it 
dawned on me that the box was a metaphor for my 
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entire life. My grandma wanted me to fill my life with 
only nice things – things that made me happy. 

Once I started to think positively it felt like the 
entire universe was sending its cosmic energies to 
make things better. My father gave up drinking and 
he eventually sent me here to New York City for my 
higher studies. Today, here I am: fulfilling my 
grandma’s dream with the hope of making a 
difference in the world. I am guiding myself at all 
times to be a better person who is striving for 
perfection. I still have that box with me which 
contains photographs of each of my family members 
including my grandma’s old picture – because they 
remind me of who I am and why I should always try 
to be happy, even in my darkest moments. 
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A Father’s Legacy

by SERGIO JIMENEZ

OCTOBER 31ST, 1996. An eight-month old son is left 
alone in the world with a mourning mother. My father 
died, vanished off Earth’s surface and into its crust. 
Normally, in the world we live in, people just die. My 
father died making sure a legacy was left behind, a 
legacy so strong, he was able to raise me, six feet under, 
and form me into the man I am today. 

Ever since I was a child. Six or seven years old, 
my mother would feed my eager ears the story of how my 
father passed away. She tells me he went to a bar after 
work one day. While having a few drinks at this local bar, 
he noticed the bartender walking out from behind the 
counter. The bartender walked up to one of the 
waitresses and smacked her, stamping his hand print 
across her face. My father didn’t like that. He had morals, 
and one of those morals was to never put your hands on 
a woman. So, under the influence, he got up and 
approached the bartender, arguing with him. “Didn’t you 
learn how to treat a lady?” my mom would say, mimicking 
my father in the story. The dispute ended with a bullet 
between my father’s chest. Apparently, the bartender 
didn’t take insults very lightly... Nevertheless, my father 
died that night. This story guided me to look up to my 
father for who he was, through what he did. My father 
died a hero. My father died with integrity. My father... died. 

I nearly glorified my father through the stories my 
mother would tell me about him. Even though he was 
dead, my mom made sure to keep him alive through her 
tales. She always told me of moments where my father 
wouldn’t let her smoke, or of times where they would 
drive around the city in my father’s taxi car. Every story 
my mother told me enriched me with more knowledge of 
the man my father was. This heroic image grew 
throughout the years, and these stories have sown 
themselves into me. “Never put your hands on a woman. 
Tell a man what to do, don’t tell him how to do it. Lying is 
hard work, just tell the truth.” These are a few morals and 
lessons I learned through my mother’s stories of my idol. 
Now, I always find myself applying these rule into my own 
life. I wouldn’t dare lay a hand on a woman, even if she 
hits me. I would make sure seldom to no words from my 
tongue are used to lie. I try to teach myself how to do 
things before someone explains it to me. I follow all the 
rules that my father led his life with.

Why? Why stress following these rules or 
standing for these morals? Simply because my father did. 
Moreover, if I don’t follow his ways of life, I almost feel like 
I can imagine my father looking down on me ashamed. I 
want my father to be proud of me, to be proud of himself; 
I want my father to know that dying wasn’t a burden to our 

lives, that even though he wasn’t physically able to raise 
me, he was still able to show me how to become a man of 
integrity, a man with morals, a trustworthy human being. 
My father, Sergio Jimenez the First, left a legacy behind, 
and I will make sure I carry it on. 

Sometimes, I find myself whispering under my 
breathe, “Are you proud of me pops?”, as if to seek 
acceptance in my father’s eyes. I didn’t grow up to have 
him beside me, but making him proud, wherever he may 
be, still means a lot to me. My name is Sergio Jimenez III, 
and I want to stand beside what that means. I am my 
father’s second son, and I give him all the credit for the 
man I’ve become. (Of course, I thank my mom for 
keeping him alive for me). I look forward to the day my 
mother can look at me and see a spitting image of my 
father. Until then, there’s work to do, and I’m still growing. 
I was named after my father, and that can’t just be given 
to me. I’m going to make sure I earn this last name by 
living how my father did. One day I’ll meet him up in the 
sky, and when that day comes, I’ll be able to hear him 
say, “Yes son, I am proud of you.”	  
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Losing My Chains, 
Reclaiming My Dreams

by ARIANNA FLORES PEREZ

I CAN STILL REMEMBER being squished into that car 
with Ismael, my brother. We were huddled tightly on the 
floor of the car, our backs pressed against the seats. It 
was hot and uncomfortable. I was only nine and he was 
only two years old, unable to understand why I could not 
make our situation better. All I knew was that my parents 
were waiting for us on the other side. Coming to the U.S. 
was going to make our life better than the one we had in 
Mexico. At least that is what I expected. 

As a young girl, the idea I had of New York was 
romanticized and naïve. Through the phone, my parents 
often talked about the cars, skyscrapers, restaurants, and 
enormous shopping centers New York City had. They 
described the city as prosperous and progressive. 
However, once I arrived I realized how all this time my 
parents had described to me the lives of the others but 
never theirs. Unlike my parents, in Little Failure by Gary 
Shteyngart, Gary's mother is well aware of the true identity 
of New York.“My mother doesn’t want to go to New York, 
which in the late 1970s is known around the world as a 
bankrupt, polluted, crime-ridden metropolis” (96). In this 
quote, Shteyngart’s mother talks about the disadvantages of 
New York, something my parents never referred to. 
Instead, I found them dealing with the main challenges of 
“El Immigrante.” Lack of work authorization combined with 
their i nability to speak English, made them vulnerable to 
various forms of mistreatment such as working overtime 
without pay and being paid substandard wages. The 
perfect life my parents portrayed was not really an option 
for recently arrived immigrants like us. 

The acknowledgement of the imperfections of New 
York City was only the introduction to my further 
disillusionment of the perfect world I had created in my 
mind back in Mexico. First, I went from being in the 
majority in Mexico to being a minority here in the United 
States. This was initially shocking for me. Back in Mexico, I 
did not have to face different ethnic groups and I did not 
have to try to fit in. The first challenge I encountered was 
the language barrier which limited the amount of people I 
could communicate with. I spent three years in English as 
a Second Language before I moved on to a regular class. 
Those three years felt like forever. Gary Shteyngart felt the 
same way when he moved to the United States from 
Russia. “How will I ever learn to speak English the way 
they do, in a way so informal and direct, but with the 
words circling the air like homing pigeons?” (Shteyngart 
96). Learning English seemed difficult and stressful, but 
once I did I was able to catch on to a fundamental idea: “If 

you work hard, you will eventually succeed,” which 
proved to be partially right in my life.

I held on to this belief as a way to motivate myself 
to move up the ladder of success in America and show my 
parents that all the sacrifices they had made were not in 
vain. In high school, I made sure to do everything I had to 
do to meet the graduation requirements. At times I went 
beyond what I was asked to do by taking honor and 
Advance Placement classes. Making it to college was my 
main goal, not only to better myself but to make history in 
my family. My parents had only finished middle school, so I 
had the opportunity to be a first generation college student. 
Going to a institution of higher education would allow me to 
equip myself with the necessary tools to fulfill the idea of 
the “American Dream” and improve the economic situation 
of my family. 

Nevertheless, it wasn’t until I began my college 
applications when the idea of working hard to succeed 
vanished in front of my eyes. The undocumented status I 
had put aside when I was younger came back to manifest 
itself during my senior year of high school. I always knew I 
was undocumented but I never realized how much it could 
impact my life later on. Without a social security number, I 
did not qualify for financial aid and other government aid 
that I was counting on to achieve my academic goals. As 
Shteyngart says, “Cereal is food, sort of. It tastes grainy, 
easy and light, with a hint of false fruitiness. It tastes the 
way America feels” (100). America can often create false 
hope for many people. Seeing that my status in the country 
outweighed my academic performance and character as a 
student really disappointed me. Believing that we can 
achieve anything as long as we work hard is not always 
the case.

Coping with the challenges my status represented 
was very difficult. Asking for help to find a way to work 
around my undocumented status did not seem like a 
choice. The idea of exposing my true identity and possibly 
being deported terrified me. Instead, I chose to be silent 
and compliant as I continued to hear from people around 
me that college was not an option for students like me. For 
a moment, a submissive perspective took over me.

When all hope was about to be lost, I encountered 
Atlas: DIY (Developing Immigrant Youth) a non-profit 
working towards improving the lives of undocumented folks 
in New York City. I first participated with Atlas on their 
annual summer C.A.M.P. (College Access for Migrant 
People), where I found of group of young people who 
shared my struggle and enable me to see that I was not 
alone. Someone who particularly helped me tear down the 
invisible veil of resignation I had over my eyes was Lauren 
Burke, the Executive Director of Atlas: DIY.

Lauren Burke was the first person to believe in me. 
Most importantly, she taught me to value myself and to 
stop living in the shadows. She made me understand that 
my status did not define who I was or limit my capacity to 
achieve my goals. In a similar way, Shteyngart had the 
opportunity to meet a group of people who taught him his 
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own importance as an immigrant and helped him find his 
inner voice. As Shteyngart sat in class at Oberlin College 
he discovered the following: “ The things I say in class are 
no longer meant to be funny or satiric or ironic; they’re 
meant to celebrate my own importance, forged in the 
crucible of our collective importance” (255). In the same 
manner after meeting Lauren Burke, I realized that all I 
needed to move forward was just one person to believe in 
me; and so my journey to expanding my horizons and 
opportunities regardless of my legal status began.

Making it to college was my first goal and in order to 
make it happen I needed to seek other alternatives such as 
scholarships to fund my education. It took complex research 
to find scholarships like The Jaime Lucero Mexican Studies 
Institute scholarship program, which did not excluded 
undocumented students from applying. The only 
requirement was to attend one of the colleges under the 
CUNY school system. To me that was no problem; Brooklyn 
College had already caught my attention due to the wide 
variety of admitted immigrant students throughout the years. 
Therefore, my complete effort went to this scholarship 
knowing that it could make the difference between going to 
college or not. A few months after submitting my application, 
I received an email notifying me that I had won the 
scholarship. Being awarded this scholarship went beyond 
granting me a full year of college tuition; it provides me with 
an internship, professional development seminars, and a 
group of support on campus. The emotional support 
Atlas: DIY provided and the economic assistance The Jaime 
Lucero Mexican Studies Institute scholarship program offers 
me are the main reasons I have gotten this far. Unfortunately 
not all undocumented students have this privilege. As 
Assata Shakur once said, “It is our duty to fight for our 
freedom. It is our duty to win. We must love and protect 
each other. We have nothing to lose but our chains.” As an 
undocumented student that has tremendously benefited 
from these resources, I think it is my duty to advocate for the 
expansion and creation of more non-profit organizations and 
scholarship programs dedicated to the growth and 
development of the immigrant community. Indeed, the fight 
for equitable resources is worth it because at the end of the 
day we have nothing to lose but our chains.
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The Outsider on 

the Inside

by YANA OSBORNE

LAST APRIL MY FATHER, Mark, asked my brother and I 
if we wanted to go out to eat with him and his annoying 
girlfriend. When he asked us, he spent most of the time 
talking about how the restaurant looks promising, and 
less time on the fact that we would basically be joining 
them on a date. He made it seem like we had a choice, 
but of course if Zeke and I said, “No thank you, we want 
to stay home,” it would be a problem. He wanted Anne to 
see that he spends time with his kids, even though we 
don’t go out together often.

We drove to a French restaurant in Park Slope, 
which Mark talked about the entire way there. He rambled 
about checking them out on Yelp, and how he thought it 
would be a quaint restaurant with authentic French 
dishes. Zeke and I rolled our eyes at each other in the 
back seat. In the front Mark’s voice was loud and 
constant, while Anne sat with her expansive cowboy 
boots on the dashboard, laughing and flashing flirty faces 
at my father. 

After we parked, we walked up to the restaurant 
on the corner. The small restaurant was dimly lit, though it 
was painfully clear that Zeke and I were the only black 
people. A tall, thin man, somewhat manicured, sat us at 
two small circular tables in the middle of the room. It looked 
as if the waiter had sat two very large, mixed race siblings 
down at a table uncomfortably close to an upper class, 
white couple. 

The menu was laughably expensive, but 
apparently it was a “special occasion”. So Zeke and I found 
the items we knew we could get away with ordering while 
Mark was in front of Anne. Zeke picked out the steak and 
fries, and for me, the pasta with chicken and Alfredo sauce. 

“Ooh, Steak and Fries, I wish I could eat fries and 
not feel like crap after. Should I just get the Steak and 
Fries, Anne?” 

“Oh Mark, you’ll regret it! You’ll be miserable.”  
“You’re right. I’ll just get the muscles. What are you 

getting, Anne?” 
“The trout, no carbs!”
For the entire meal, Mark criticized the restaurant, 

which failed to meet his expectations. He couldn’t stop 
talking about how he thought the staff was Guido and the 
French food was inauthentic. 

Taking us out to eat that night, felt like Mark was 
taking us into his new world. It was a reality he constructed 
for himself that I didn’t quite fit in. As an interracial, 
overweight woman, who rarely spoke, I felt like more of a 

stranger in my father’s new realm than any daughter 
should.

The distance between my father and I has been 
growing since the moment I gained consciousness. 
Realizing how insanely controlling he is, and how he 
differed from other fathers has quite honestly turned my 
life upside down. However, there had always been a 
distinct divide between us. Not only for the lack of 
physical appearance we have in common, but also his 
loud personality that contrasted with my quiet, shy self. 
Mark runs a Bed and Breakfast above our home, and 
watching him interact with the guests often made me feel 
like he was a stranger.

What is such a shame about Mark’s parenting is 
that his children didn’t want to go out to eat with him and 
his girlfriend in the first place. But knowing him, we had to 
go, or we would get in trouble and be punished for not 
doing what he wanted us to. He chose to be a punitive 
parent that focused on discipline, but failed to incorporate 
love and affection. 

The feeling of being disconnected from my father 
based on the color of my skin was not new that night at 
the French place. Whenever Mark would take us places 
like Thanksgiving at his mom’s, my siblings and I were 
faced with this uncomfortable feeling of being the only 
persons of color, like we didn’t belong, but Mark did. 

While ordering, the subtle and indirect comments 
about food choices reminded me of the familiar feeling 
that he gives my siblings and I about being overweight. It 
feels like he wants to punish us for choosing to be fat. 
Like being fat is a choice we want to make everyday. 
What he seems to ignore is that we already beat 
ourselves up for being fat on our own. As a result of his 
questionable parenting, anxiety and depression have 
become a major challenge in terms of my ability to be 
confident and not so self-conscious.

We constantly fail to meet his expectations. 
There’s never nothing wrong with us at one point in time. I 
guess I need to stop having high expectations for him as 
a father, just as much as I need him to stop having high 
expectations for me as a daughter. If I will never be the 
perfect daughter, who’s always in amazing shape, knows 
what career she will pursue, and maintains an interesting 
social life, then I need to realize that he will never be a 
perfect father who loves me enough to get to know who I 
really am. 
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Thanksgiving 

by BRENDA BONILLA

WHAT IS THE point of obsessing over a holiday?  It just 
didn’t make sense to me; why make a big deal over one 
day? My family on the other hand, seemed as if they were 
counting down the days for holidays to arrive- 
Thanksgiving in particular.  Now, when I say my family I 
mean my mother, grandmother, and great grandmother.  
You see, during the holidays, it’s like being thrown into a 
mixing bowl.  There’s my great grandmother with her 
camera on hand, making sure to capture every moment 
of the day, my grandmother, staying within a five foot 
radius of the oven and stove at all times, my mother, 
trying to convince me to join in on the excitement, and 
then there’s me. 

Something about me turning seventeen convinced 
my family that I had to learn about what they had been 
through. They were acting as if I hadn’t heard any of these 
stories before, as if I couldn’t retell them myself, and as if 
those stories would help me in some way.  Instead of 
passing the potato salad, my grandmother passed along 
memories of opening up a new restaurant in Uptown 
Manhattan, working long hours as a cashier at Burger 
King, and going on about how she’d do the best to get 
everything my mother wanted. My mother would then tell 
these stories from a different perspective; the story was 
now about what it was like to work in a restaurant 
knowing that it wasn’t legal for minors to work there, 
about how she would be home alone most of the time 
because her mother was working full time seven days a 
week, and surprisingly enough, how she appreciated all 
that my grandmother was doing. This bond my mother 
and grandmother had was completely different from the 
one between my mother and I; I did not have to work 
together as hard as they did, and I certainly did not have 
to travel to a different country. They had formed a bond 
through the tough times they’d experienced. Whenever 
one of these woman would tell a story, the other felt the 
need to join in; almost as to make sure that no part of the 
story was overlooked. They wanted to not only prove that 
I was born into a family made of strong women, but that I 
was destined to become one of them.

That Thanksgiving was amazing for my great 
grandmother- she’d finally given in to letting go of her film 
camera, and getting a digital one. She spent half the time 
taking pictures, the other half asking people to pose.  Of 
course, this didn’t stop her from telling me about how she 
had gone to school to become a teacher, what it was like 
to come from Puerto Rico during the winter, and how I 
needed to major in something which would make a lot of 
money. Unlike the stories of my mother and grandmother, 
my great grandmother’s stories were never about how 

difficult it was to accomplish what she had done, rather a 
moment for her to feel like all should applaud her for 
doing it. My great-grandmother was not as modest as my 
mother and grandmother, showing me that I should be 
proud of my accomplishments, sharing them without 
hesitation.

Now what was I to think on a holiday where one 
is to celebrate what they are thankful for?  Of course I 
was thankful for my health, but what had I accomplished 
that I could be thankful for? It was almost as if I hadn’t 
experienced enough hardships to impress my mother and 
grandmother, and I also hadn’t done anything outstanding 
that my great grandmother would be proud of. Yet when I 
explained that I would be graduating high school in the 
top ten percentile of my class, all three women were 
excited. I finally felt like I was one of them. 

For the first time in a while, I felt like I deserved 
my place at the dinner table. I had finally realized that my 
family didn’t want me to follow in their footsteps, but to be 
grateful that I had opportunities which they didn’t. It was 
no longer about deciding whether to impress the mother 
grandmother duo, or to have an eighty eight year old 
woman accept me, but about realizing that both were 
proud and supportive of everything I was doing. Family 
isn’t like a talent show, you don’t have to constantly feel 
like you have to impress them. A small family of mostly 
women, a clan, had modeled me to be independent, but 
on that day, a part of the team.   
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Making Arroz Con 
Pollo                                                                                                                                 

by RACHEL FINK  

WHEN MY GRANDMA passed away, I was too young to 
fully grasp what that meant in my life. I was too young to 
realize how much I was losing. My family would fly to 
Chicago for Christmas every year. If we were in Chicago 
at any other time it meant something big was happening. 
A wedding, a baby shower, a funeral.

My memory of her funeral has become more of a 
blur as I have grown older but I remember the room being 
full of relatives from Chile whom I had never met before. 
People who had traveled hundreds of miles to honor her 
memory. People whom I was supposed to know. The 
grandchildren were to read at the service. I was too 
young so I just stood next to my brother. I watched my 
cousin try to hold back tears while reading a eulogy. They 
had been closer to her since they lived in the same state 
and would visit her often. At the time I thought my 
Grandma, or Gammy as everyone called her, had meant 
more to my cousins than she did to me. My cousins who 
looked Spanish, my cousins who were more a part of my 
Grandma's life than I was. I felt like an outsider in some 
ways. 

So many family members from Chile came for the 
funeral. I should have felt deeply connected to the 
heritage because I was surrounded by the culture. But the 
fact that I didn't know these people, the people who were 
so important to my Grandma, made me feel even more 
like I had missed out on being Spanish. Her funeral split 
my identity. I felt like a white girl pretending to be 
Spanish.

When I was growing up I always identified with 
my Chilean heritage. It held so many  captivating stories 
that just weren't there on my Eastern European side. It 
was my father's history. He was always so proud of his 
heritage, and I wanted to feel as a part of Chile as my 
father did. But I didn't have the personal experiences he 
did. All I had were the stories, and I couldn't hold up those 
stories for the world to see. I am pale, and I don't speak 
Spanish. To any other Spanish person I know, I am not 
the same, and I felt like I can't be proud of being Spanish, 
because I am white to them. But at home with my family, 
and my father I felt comfortable within my heritage. I felt 
this way especially at Gammy's house in Illinois. When 
we would visit around Christmas time, her house always 
smelled like arroz con pollo. She had one of those tiny 
fake Christmas trees that you could pull out of the closet 
when it was needed. She used to cut my hair in the 
bathroom. To me she was Chile embodied. There wasn't 
anything or anyone that represented her country more 

then she did. She was my deepest connection to my 
heritage, and when she passed I lost some of that 
connection. 

I want to go to Chile and not be a tourist, but a 
part of her country. I want to speak Spanish to the locals 
and prove I'm not just white. I want to tell people I am 
Spanish and have them say “from where” instead of 
“really?”. I want to learn Gammy's arroz con pollo recipe 
and cook it so that my house will smell like hers. I want to 
remember what it was like to eat it in her kitchen, around 
the table where my father grew up. I hate that this 
memory becomes harder to remember with each day. 
And I hate that as I grow older, and want to discover more 
about Gammy and her family, the memories fade. But 
they are all I have now. They are the only thing that can 
keep me joined with my heritage and I can't lose them.

I know that I meant a lot to my Grandma, and I 
know she didn't see me as an outsider. I just wish she 
could have lived long enough to help me find my own 
Chile.  I wish Gammy could have taken me to her roots, 
her homeland. She could have shown me to all of her 
family. With her by my side, I could be Chilean. If anyone 
would question me I could say “You see her? She was 
born here, and she is my Grandma”, but I can't say that 
now. I know inside that I am Chilean. I have my father's 
stories, and long lost relatives. I have my mother to teach 
me how to make an amazing plate of arroz con pollo, so 
each time we cook it I can remember Gammy; my 
memories growing stronger and more vivid with each bite. 
I could go with my father to Chile and say “You see him? 
His mother was born here”. It wouldn't be the same, the 
connection weakened, distanced by a generation, but it 
would still be alive. 
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Anywhere But Here

by ELZYATA SANGADZHIEVA

GROWING UP, I’d always hear the motto, “be grateful for 
what you have” get thrown around. It would come from my 
mother's mouth, from seemingly-humble celebrities that 
use this line during interviews, or as inspirational posts on 
social media sites from normal, everyday people. To me it 
always seemed like a pretty simple credo to live by. Do 
your homework, eat your vegetables and be grateful for 
everything. Living in a first world country, where everything 
is sold in excess, it can be easy to forget gratitude. We are 
never satisfied. We want more. Maybe it’s efficient but it’s 
not sufficient. It seems cash rules everything around me. I 
scroll down my Facebook and see girls my age post things 
like “my life is like a sandwich, anyway you flip it bread 
comes first.” Then it follows with other girls tweeting, 
“PREACH #MoneyIsMyLanguage.” We forget to just look 
at all the things we have or appreciating the people in our 
life because we see them every day. We love them most 
but don’t always recognize it. 

I came to this country at the mere age of five. I 
have very few memories of those five years in Russia. I 
never attended school there nor do I have any friends that I 
could write to and keep track of how much has changed. 
The way I see it, I was raised here on Ocean Avenue. 
During the start of my school years, I’d be up till 11 pm 
(which was considered late by grade school standards) 
with my parents who barely understood English, but would 
try to help me anyway. Eventually they’d just pay my next 
door neighbor, Faina, five dollars to do my homework with 
me. We’ve moved to three different apartments on our floor 
from 3D to 3C and finally, to where we live now, on 3A, a 
two bedroom, where we rent one of the bedrooms to our 
roommate, a fellow Kalmyk, who got evicted from her 
studio in Bay Ridge. Every month, that rent money goes to 
pay for my 23 year old brother’s living expenses, while he’s 
studying in China. I’ve always dreamt of leaving this place 
for something better. Somewhere - where the lead paint on 
the bathroom ceiling wasn’t chipping, or the old, wooden 
floors didn’t creak every time I tried to tiptoe across the 
hallway without waking my parents up, a place where there 
wasn’t so much soot all the time on all the window sills like 
in 3A where no matter how much I’d dust, there would still 
be black soot on the windowsills, and where the circle of 
elderly Russian grandmothers didn’t gossip about me 
every time I’d walk out the building on a sunny day. Then 
when it came time to applying for college, I knew I 
definitely wanted to go away. I used to tell myself I would 
never go to Brooklyn College, just because it was right 
across the street. All the kids in my school called it “13th 
grade” or “Midwood extended” because we would still see 

our old teachers, all the current seniors who once used to 
be the annoying underclassmen, the same old Junction, 
and the same bus ride for another four years. 

But here I am, in Brooklyn College. I went to 
visit a university with my two best friends where we stayed 
with our old teammate, Julia. After seeing everything, I 
thought going away to college was like being in paradise. 
It’s like an island exclusively for students where I won’t 
have to be an adult just yet, and there would even be 
professional staff to clean the bathroom every week! 

I paid for all of the college applications out of my 
own savings I had from my job. My friends’ parents, on the 
other hand, covered all of that and even send their SAT 
scores to colleges for them. They didn’t have to worry 
about a thing. They didn’t have the problems I faced.  I’d sit 
in my room trying to fill out common app and I seemed to 
have trouble answering questions some of my peers didn’t 
have to think twice about. “Dad, which one do I pick?” He 
couldn’t even tell me himself. There was no option for 
someone like me who applied for adjustment of status and 
is still waiting on my green card. You’re either a citizen or 
you’re not. This past June, I was getting emails from all the 
colleges I had applied to saying that I was missing financial 
aid documents and my file was incomplete. I felt 
incomplete.

Last week I turned 18. In Russia, I’d be considered 
a full-grown adult. I hadn’t planned anything. My dad just 
texted me that day and asked if my mother and I wanted to 
go to a restaurant. We rarely ever eat out, so it was all I 
wanted. I quickly biked home after class had ended, and 
took the Q from our little Kings Highway subway station to 
the F to 23rd street. As we walked, with my dad always a 
few feet ahead of my mother and I, we passed by an 
Outback Steakhouse. My mother immediately shouted, 
“I’ve never had steak for as long as I’ve lived here!” I had 
seen pictures of the food from Outback on my Instagram 
feed before and always wanted to go. This was the perfect 
opportunity I thought. When we came in, it might’ve been a 
little too busy for a Wednesday night, but we stayed and 
waited. Our hostess led us to a table you would find at a 
wooden cabin as the table nearby celebrated their three 
year old’s birthday. My dad brought his own miniature 
bottle of Japanese vodka, a gift from a friend. Nobody 
bothered us. We ordered our steaks and a 22 ounce Stella 
Artois draft beer for each of us. My dad started things off 
with a toast and said “Everything does happen for a 
reason. Maybe it’s a good thing you stayed. It’s just the 
path we have to go down but at least through it we are all 
together.” In that moment, sitting there with them, I realized 
I wouldn’t have it any other way. I could be anywhere in the 
world but I only wanted to be there. I didn’t care anymore 
about not having a green card, or where I go to school. As 
long as I make my parents proud and all the sacrifices 
they’ve made coming to this country worth it. I see how all 
of this has been affecting them and it affects me. 

My dad is unable to sleep because of the stress of 
our situation. But somehow, one way or another, we 
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always find the money we need – the money to pay for my 
tuition, for my brother in China, or for the bills. Money isn’t 
the issue. They just want me to do well and there’s nothing 
I want more than to see them happily retired in their 60s 
with me being able to support them. I’m grateful for the 
taxes I pay because it means that I am employed. I’m 
grateful for having enough to eat. I’m grateful for being 
alive and having a chance to live life on this beautiful 
planet. My mom told me a human life is a rare thing to 
have in the Buddhist tradition: “It’s a one in a million 
chance you’re granted a life. You should consider it a gift.”

I think back to my childhood best friend, who I’ve 
known since third grade. We went to the same elementary 
school, middle school, high school, and were supposed to 
attend the same college. I see the way she talks to her 
parents, the way she thinks she’s all grown up and no 
longer needs to them, and the way she blatantly tells them 
she’s not asking for permission because she had already 
done it. We would be sitting in her room and her dad would 
walk in, randomly telling her the third installment of the 
Hunger Games trilogy is coming out in November. She 
would say, “yeah, so?” He would respond by telling her he 
hasn’t seen her in a long time and is just trying to talk. She 
would end the conversation with, “okay.”  She rarely calls 
her parents but when they would call her, she would tell 
them she’s going to the library to study. Meanwhile she 
goes and takes “four bottles to the head.” I had never seen 
her this boy- crazy either. She’s never had more drama in 
all of her life than in this one month at college. She tells me 
being in Brooklyn, that’s her temporary life right now and 
being back in her dorm is where her real life actually is.  
But my life is here, and for that, I am grateful.
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The Sinker

by EMILY YONCE 

MY MOTHER HAD two nicknames for me growing up, 
“The Wild Child,” and “The Sinker.” Unfortunately, she 
used the latter more often. And it stuck. My three older 
sisters were the best swimmers in their age group. 
Meanwhile, I couldn’t make it past the kiddie pool without 
drowning. Numerous lifeguards and swim coaches 
attempted to keep me afloat, to no avail. My mother 
eventually gave up on the dream of having all four girls on 
the swim team. She would brag about my sisters 
constantly, with their ribbons and their trophies and all 
sorts of accomplishments.

“And this is my little one, she’s The Sinker.” Har 
har har. Pleasure to meet you. Would you like to hear 
about my Fire Safety Poster award from the 5th grade?

Like many other girls my age, I decided I wanted 
to be an actress. My older siblings always told me I was 
“such a drama queen.” I didn’t see it as a personality flaw; 
I saw it as an opportunity. My mother played along with 
my silly little dream, and enrolled me in theatre camp. It 
was a day camp, of course; she wasn’t ready to let me 
escape just yet. Years later she admitted to me that some 
days she would even drive the extra hour, behind the 
shuttle, to sit in the car and spy on me. Many days 
involved tears, but never mine. Day after day, year after 
year, she held me as if I was leaving the country. Mom, 
you’re embarrassing me.

I made friends with other wild child's like me, who 
lacked hand-eye-coordination or floating abilities. At 
theatre camp, I wasn’t a sinker. I was a star. I never felt 
the pressure to be the best. I didn’t get stage fright, or feel 
like my lungs were caving in. I could be anyone I wanted, 
and I could make people smile. That was the greatest 
feeling. One day I made one of the teachers cry with 
laughter after an improvised skit, and though I don’t 
remember what it was about, I do remember her grinning 
as she handed me a postcard with her address on it.

“Don’t forget us little people.” 
She was beaming, and so was I. The postcard 

was from Nova Scotia, which to my geographical 
knowledge was a magical place where all the talented 
actors live. That same day I was cast in the lead role for 
our final production, a modernized version of Oklahoma! 
Lucky for the audience, I didn’t have to sing much. 
Everyone would be looking at me, and this time, I 
wouldn’t be drowning.

“Mommy doesn’t feel well today.”
But tonight is the big night, my time to shine. I’m 

basically one step away from Hollywood. Not today, Mom. 
Please not today. I heat up a can of Campbell’s chicken 

noodle soup, because that’s what everyone needs when 
they’re not feeling well. She doesn’t eat the soup. Instead, 
she stays in bed all day, occasionally throwing up a deep 
burgundy liquid. I finally convince my mother to get up 
and at ‘em, and she makes me my favorite breakfast: She 
called it “eggy boo boo in a shell,” a partially-boiled egg 
cut in half and scooped out of the shell. I was a very picky 
eater, and she knew it was the only breakfast food I would 
eat. In my family, no matter how late you sleep in, the first 
meal is always breakfast. 

After wiping my egg-yolk-stained face with my 
sleeve, I climb into the back seat of our rusty red minivan, 
full of hope. I buckle myself in, but the frayed strap can’t 
contain my excitement. The scenery becomes 
increasingly less familiar as the ride progresses. We 
never passed the little house on the hill with the oversized 
American flag, and we were going the opposite direction 
of our usual ice cream spot.

“Mommy, where are we going?”
Silence.
“Mom. Where are we going?”
More silence. I decide to play along. Perhaps she 

planned a celebratory surprise, like ice cream or 
something. She was always full of fun ideas like that, 
even though I’m lactose intolerant. She’s sweet but 
forgetful. A few minutes later we pull into a movie theatre 
parking lot.

“But Mom, we don’t have time. The show is 
starting soon!” 

I don’t remember her argument. My heart sank, 
my ears were ringing, her faulty reasoning became white 
noise. There was nothing I could do but follow my mother 
to the big screen, and watch my dream lived through 
someone else. I was heartbroken; a part of me was 
suddenly missing. All this time I thought I had potential, 
but really my mom was just allowing me to go through a 
phase. I was no longer a drama queen, no longer a wild 
child. No longer a star. Just a silly, sinking, fool. 
Eventually I concluded it was probably for the best. My 
mother was probably just protecting me; she didn’t want 
me to get my hopes up in such a competitive business. 
But a part of me will always wonder what could have 
become of my acting career.

I’m back in the rusty red dream-crusher with my 
sisters. A putrid grape scent lingers in the air, a familiar 
scent I associate with bad news. My mother is 
whimpering through tears as she swerves along the road 
to nowhere. I don’t know where we are going, and this 
time I don’t ask. There’s a lot of things we don’t ask my 
mother about, because of course she is so fragile. 
Suddenly, my father is running alongside us with his 
hands gripping the inside of the driver’s window. He is 
holding on to our car with every muscle in his body. His 
eyes are wide and full of despair as he watches his “curly 
girls” slip away.

“Stop! Mommy, please, stop!” 
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My sisters and I cry and beg and scream at my 
mother to stop the car.

“It’s Daddy! What are you doing!?” 
She remains silent, a twisted expression taking 

over her face. Father is panting, unable to plead. It feels 
like an eternity before she slams on the brakes, sending 
my father crashing backwards to the ground. She 
immediately flings open the door to kneel beside him on 
the weathered dirt road, sobbing and holding his head in 
her hands.

“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry...” 
This is my last memory of my father. I am still 

haunted by the look on his face, desperate to keep his 
loved ones from leaving him. And yet, he left us. He never 
called, or sent birthday cards, or you know, payed for 
child support. It was like he wanted nothing to do with his 
old life. He held on so tightly, and finally, decided to let go. 
His idea of reaching out was a friend request on 
Facebook three years ago. For a long time I was 
convinced he wanted nothing to do with us because of my 
mom’s problem, but really he was a coward. The alcohol 
didn’t drive him away, the commitment did. The alcohol 
was the result of her loneliness. I chose my way to 
escape loneliness, on stage in front of a crowd of people, 
where I could be whoever I wanted to be. My mother 
chose the bottle as her escape.

Over the years I’ve kept a promise to myself that I 
would never give up on her. She gave up on herself years 
ago, but she never gives up on me. All she ever wanted 
for me was a life different than her own, and she thinks 
she failed. But I wouldn’t be where I am today without her. 
Even though it wasn’t easy, she never walked away, and 
she taught me that sometimes you have to make the 
tough decision even when it hurts. She kept me from 
sinking all these years, and now it’s my turn to hold her 
head above water.
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