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Preface. !
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
BROOKLYN COLLEGE STUDENTS OF THE CLASS of 2017 began their college experience 

through the freshman common reading of Junot Díaz’s The Brief  Wondrous Life of Oscar 

Wao. Once classes began, students discussed Díaz’s novel, wrote their own stories, and 

attended a lecture and reading by Díaz when he visited Brooklyn College in October 

2013. We call this collection of student memoirs Telling Our Stories, Sharing Our Lives. 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01 Transform. 
!
 It’s never the changes we want 
 that change everything.” 

   

  (Díaz 51)  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Family Reunion in 
the Hospital 
by MICHELLE CHERIAN 

!
!
!
!
THERE IS NOTHING LIKE A TRAGEDY to 

glue the broken pieces of a family back 

together. 

“Appacha is in the hospital.” 

“What?” 

“Raju Uncle just called Joy Uncle 

and told him.” 

But Raju Uncle and Joy Uncle 

haven’t spoken in seven years. 

My grandfather is in the hospital.  

He took care of me. I remember the times 

when he used to sit on the porch with a 

cigarette edged between his fingers. He 

blew the smoke into the sunset. I would 

be sitting inside watching him, but he 

would often catch me in the corner of his 

eye and motion me to come. I would crawl 

onto his lap, rest my head on his chest and 

watch the changing hues of the sky 

through the hazy smoke. 

It is then I feel it: the deep gnawing 

in my throat when I try really hard not to 

cry. I am paralyzed. I fight it, forcing the 

walls of my throat to detach from each 

other, so I could actually speak. 

“Why is he in the hospital?” 

“No one said anything.” Mom 

frantically starts getting her bag to leave. 

Tina Chechi shouts that she’s 

coming. Oh, no. 

Tears fill my eyes. I look up to the 

light, in hopes of not making them spill.   

I start to think of Michael instead.  

My sixteen-year-old autistic brother is not 

going to sit in the hospital. I don’t really 

care. I don’t care if we have to bring him 

and he’ll disturb everyone with his verbal 

stimming. I need to make sure that 

Appacha is okay.   

The memory of the sunsets we 

used to watch together fades. The soft 

pink hues melt away into oblivion. What 

am I going to do? What am I going to do? 

“I’ll watch Michael.” 

“Are you sure, Michelle?” Tina 

Chechi says. 
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“Michael isn’t going to sit in a 

hospital, Tina Chechi! You know that. I 

have school tomorrow, too. Just call me 

when you get there and tell me what 

happened.” 

I run to the bathroom and forget to 

close the door. I stuff my face into the 

towel and sob uncontrollably. I keep on 

hearing this ugly sound, as if a soul is 

being ripped out of the comforts of its 

host. I realize the noise is me. Big fat tears 

run down my face and remind me of the 

times when everyone used to laugh at me 

for being a crybaby. I do not care. It hurts 

too much to pretend to be okay. 

I actually go to visit Appacha a 

week later. He is fine, for the most part. 

They just started him on dialysis. Tara, 

Mom, and I walk into the hospital room 

with mouths gapping open. 

Appacha lies in his hospital bed, 

slowly reviving. He lost a lot of weight.  

His powerful voice lowered to a barely 

audible whisper. Yet, seeing the rise and 

fall of his chest was enough to allow me to 

let out the breath that I’ve been holding in 

since I heard the news. 

Our relief is not the reason why we 

stand with our eyes wide. It is the fact that 

the person fluffing Appacha’s pillow isn’t a 

nurse, but Beryl Chechi. To say that she is 

our cousin would be an understatement.  

She was the one who put on music and let 

us dance around her room. She was the 

only older kid we felt we could giggle 

about boys with. She taught us how to 

comb our hair so it wouldn’t poof up into 

an afro. You know, all of the important 

things our parents couldn’t teach us. 

We haven’t seen each other in so 

long that we cannot remember the minute 

details that caused the cracks in our family 

that ultimately split us apart. The cousins 

have been divided for seven years because 

of the stupid bickering of our parents over 

how to distribute the family land in India 

and simple miscommunications fabricated 

into insults against one another. 

“Hi, guys! It’s been so long! How 

are you?” Beryl Chechi says like this is 

normal, like our parents haven’t been in a 

battle that might go down in history as 

World War III.   

“Hi, Beryl Chechi! We’re good! 

How are you?” I mumble cheerfully. 

I see myself hugging her from 

above. It’s too foreign to ever experience it 

in the flesh. 

We hold flimsy conversations about 

how old we are now and how different we 

all look. Beryl Chechi keeps on awkwardly 

checking her phone. Tara and I keep on 

giving each other glances, communicating 

our discomfort. 

Yet, in the discomfort, seeds of joy 

germinate. How long has it been since 
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we’ve seen the faces of the “other side?”  

Tara and I never admitted it to anyone 

else, but we often relished in the memories 

of our childhood when we were all 

together, acting more like siblings than 

cousins. We discuss the way we used to 

play dress up with Christie, video games 

with the boys, or Kathy’s toy karaoke set. 

We think of swimming in Tina Chechi’s 

pool and having massive diving contests, 

always boys against girls. No one really 

won, so much as talked smack about the 

other team. Yet, in the countless insults we 

spewed at each other, there was always 

love. Our parents reckless fighting tore us 

apart from each other. We thought we 

would never be able have family parties 

again where we would play Uno and 

constantly poke fun at each other. 

“Hello, everyone!” 

We turned around for the next 

surprise. Everyone piled into the hospital 

room, packed like sardines. Christie, 

Mercy Aunty, Raju Uncle, Kathy, Brian, 

Kevin, Cyril, Amma, Anthony, Jude, 

Benny Achachin, and Tina Chechi all 

crammed inside. All of our family wasn’t 

even present, but we still felt like all of 

India stuffed into a small hospital room. 

Appacha was wrapped up in tubes, 

but he watched on as we all hugged each 

other, laughing at how much we changed. 

Kathy got so tall. Tara got so girly. Cyril 

became so handsome. Beryl Chechi will 

always stay the same loud, confident girl, 

no matter what. 

In the midst of all of our talking 

and our hugs, I swear I could see the 

biggest smile on Appacha’s face. The 

unimaginable happened: we were finally 

together again. Maybe misery enjoys 

company, or maybe sometimes, we need a 

little nudge to show us that foolish 

arguments shouldn’t be able to break 

apart a family. Either way, in my seventeen 

years of life, I had never seen him so 

happy. 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Colonial Blaze 
by MEROUA ZOUAI 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
THE SKY IS A RADIANT BLUE deep as the 

rich Mediterranean waves. The sun rays 

emerge from the endless sky, shining over 

the rigid rocky mountain tops. Mami’s 

house lies down the road of her mother’s 

house, overlooking the mountain ranges. 

The fierce brown feathers constituting the 

valiant hawk’s wings flap up and down, 

and are a common sight soaring through 

the air. The water streams down along the 

side of the brick house and gives off a 

harmonious melody. Birds and formulate 

a nest on the limbs of an oak tree. Yellow 

puffballs on pale green stems fill the front 

yard. The dandelions that coincide with the 

delicate petals of the peach orchids give the 

atmosphere a dainty fragrance. 
 It is impossible to imagine anything  

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
destroying this place. But the tables are 

turning against the Algerian civilians.   

 “Allons-y! Allons-y! Les Francais sont 

ici. Ils arrivent. Allons-y Vite!” Such were the 

shouts and screams heard in Algeria during 

the French colonization. The North African 

beauty was under French power for over a 

hundred years. !
CHILDREN PLAY HOPSCOTCH ON the 

pavement with a small piece of rock, 

pedaling away on their tiny bright 

tricycles. They laugh, yell, “C’est pas moi, 

C’est pas moi.” They play a game of tag.  

There is a cry, and the children seek cover.  

Mami (my grandmother), leaves the rusty 

metal doors of her house open, providing 

a place for anyone to hide. Living in such 
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austere and grueling conditions makes 

every day a real life game of hide-and-

seek. 
 My Mami: golden blonde hair 

gleaming in the sun. It falls down to her 

waist, fluttering in the wind. Her sea-

green, sky-like blue eyes glisten with life.  

She is clothed in a traditional Kabyle 

dress, a white linen cloak adorned with 

multicolored embroidery. Glowing as she 

walked down the street, my grandmother’s 

beauty shines like hope. 
 She is sixteen and she has recently 

married Mohand, an auditor. They both 

came from Berber (also known as Kabyle) 

families. Algeria had been inhabited by the 

Berber population since 10,000 B.C. 

Berbers are the Native Algerians known 

for their high traditional and cultural 

values. Since the several different 

settlements had taken place in Algeria, the 

Kabyle communities were obliged to 

reside in the mountainous regions, just 

east of Algiers. Tizi-Ouzou, one of the 

largest Kabyle cities, is where Mami lives 

with her new husband. 
 From the year of 1830, Algeria was 

under French rule. It was not until 1954 

that the National Liberation Front (FLN) 

created the start of the revolution. FLN 

was a political party organized with several 

nationalist groups, and it directed the war 

for independence against France.  

Algeria’s army was not as professional as 

that of the French. It was a civilian army, 

applying hit-and-run tactics and guerrilla-

warfare. The FLN coordinated simple, yet 

effective military strategies. However, the 

counter-insurgency operations and acts of 

torture that the French carried out were 

reprehensible. !
“JE NE SAIS PAS QUE NOUS allons faire. Le 

français a attaqué Azazga. C'est vraiment 

mauvais. Je crois qu'il y a trente-quatre morts 

principalement les femmes et les enfants.” At 

9:30 a.m., my grandfather informs Mami 

about the gruesome massacre of a nearby 

village. As she is sitting outside on the 

porch, rocking back and forth on the 

wooden chair, sipping on her hazelnut 

coffee with a chocolate croissant on the 

plate, her expression does not change. She 

gets up, conceals herself with a white veil, 

and makes her way down the mountains 

to assist the suffering families and mourn 

the deceased. 
 The aftermath of the bombardment 

is deplorable. A little boy in a dirty soccer 

jersey cries over his older brother who has 

been shot multiple times. His body rests in 

a pool of blood and the soccer ball now 

dark red lies by his feet. Two teenage girls 

sit on the street weeping and crying, 

holding each other. Their mother was 

slaughtered and their aunt was taken away 

by the French militants. Mami and fellow 
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neighbors cover the dead with sheets and 

try to comfort the children as they wait 

hours, sometimes days. for medical 

assistance. 
 During the Battle of Algiers (also 

known as the War of Independence) the 

majority of Algerians worked with FLN to 

combat the French. They would either 

take part in the militias or serve as spies. 

Women played the role of remaining 

incognito. It was very easy for FLN to use 

women to gain important information 

regarding the French insurgents. The 

women that took part in the warzones 

were not the only ones jeopardizing 

themselves: at this point everyone’s life 

was at stake. 
 For days, sometimes even weeks, 

Mami would have to spend nights without 

her husband. Due to the war, Mohand 

had to give up his job as an auditor and 

become a spy. He travelled to different 

cities through Algeria and even to France, 

carrying important and secret dossiers for 

the FLN. He was a lean-looking man of 

average height. Hollowed-cheeked and a 

very angular face with perky hazel eyes, 

my grandfather’s fragile and delicate 

frame was not one of suspicion. He looked 

like a Frenchman. There were times where 

he was stopped and searched while 

carrying important documents, in which he 

would casually hide within his newspaper 

and use his strong communication skills to 

ease his way through the barricades. His 

composure always remained serene. One 

wrong move and his life was over. !
HORSES GALLOP AROUND the town. 

Soldiers’ boots stomp through rocks. They 

break down doors and shatter glass 

windows. It is enough to wake Mami. The 

roaring screams and gunfire become faint 

noises as she rummages through her closet. 
 She makes her way to her mother’s 

house. It is a pitch-black night, the type 

when you breathe into your hands. She is 

unable to see her surroundings, yet can 

hear the Frenchmen nearby along with the 

owls and wolves howling away. Mami 

continues on up the mountain to her 

mother’s house. Her mom has been 

anticipating her arrival. It is unheard of for 

a woman in Algeria to live in a house 

alone. If the soldiers invade my grand-

mother’s house, the French will know that 

her husband is involved with FLN and 

Mami will be arrested and tortured. 
 Ten days after this, my grandfather 

finally returns home. The bombing of 

several French posts has been successful, 

but has resulted in an increase in the 

number of French soldiers on duty. It was 

only a short time before my grandfather 

had to go on to another mission, leaving 

Mami in great fear once again. 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 My grandmother hangs washed 

clothes outside on a piece of rope that 

connects from the metal window bars to the 

oak tree in front of the house. The sun 

makes the sky a bright bowl of fire. Despite 

the fear in the city, there is a sense of calm 

that rises from the landscape itself. Night is 

about to fall. She hears loud scuffling noise 

coming down the mountain. Thinking 

nothing but the worst, Mami quickly runs 

inside and locks the door. She hears 

footsteps creak outside on the porch and 

there it is. There is a fierce knock on her 

door. 
 “Ouvrez la Porte!” She can hear the 

Frenchmen walking around the premises 

and it is only a matter of time before they 

barge in. She begins to pray to God. 
 The drawers are being busted open 

in the kitchen, and she hears the knives 

and forks rattle against one another.  

There are a few in the living room, in 

which she hears the television being 

knocked down and the canopies moved.  

There must have been at least six soldiers 

raiding the house. Mami is hidden 

underneath the bed. The door is closed 

shut with a wooden chair blocking the 

doorknob. She knows that is not enough. 
 The Frenchmen drag my grandmother 

out of the bed. Kicking and screaming, her 

petite frame is over-powered by the bulky 

arms of the soldiers. They tie her to a 

chair in the room and begin the 

interrogation. They question her about her 

husband, his whereabouts, his affiliation is 

with the FLN. Mami answers with nothing 

but lies. The soldiers sucker-punch and 

kick her with such power that she has 

blacks out. They search the room. The 

Frenchmen untie my Mami and throw her 

on the bed stripping her of her clothes. One 

by one, she believes it was about four 

soldiers who took turn in brutally raping 

her. She did not have much energy to fight 

back; she could not even yell from all the 

torture she had just endured. After four 

long hours Mami found she was still alive 

laying there on the bed. The fact that 

Mami was still breathing filled her with 

joy. The French thought she was of no use. 

Later that day, my grandfather arrives 

home and sees the destruction. He sees 

his wife lying on the bed, frozen in pain. 

He gently holds her. He promises that he 

and the rest of Algeria won’t stop fighting 

until their last dying breath. The shouts of 

“Allons-y!  Allons-y! Les Francais sont ici…” 

sound across Algeria. 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There’s No Place 
Like 127.0.0.1 !
by JUSTINE DEL GROSSO 
!
!
!
!
!
!
IT’S PRETTY EASY TO PEG one subculture 

I’m part of at first glance. If it isn’t 

glaringly obvious by my referential t-shirts 

or various forms of wearable merchandise, 

I’m a self-proclaimed huge nerd. I take 

pride in my computer’s hardware and my 

near encyclopedic knowledge of Star Trek 

and Megaman. It was a long process to get 

as far-gone as I am, and yet unlike many 

of my nerd peers I don’t aspire to program 

or work for Valve or engineer in some 

manner—I’ve somehow stumbled into 

being an artist, specifically one involved in 

theater, at that! At first, I fit neatly into the 

typical aspirations of nerds all over, 

making my derailment from this a difficult 

conflict with hard choices. Yet of all the 

directions I was being tugged along, 

through my experiences I know I’ve found  

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
the correct path for myself. It wasn’t easy 

reaching this point, though. 
 To explain my current state of nerd-

ing, I need to start with my parents. My 

father’s a hardcore Trekkie, and my 

mother’s got a love of Trek and Star Wars to 

boot. Combined with a familial obligation 

to love Marvel Comics, I was predisposed 

to becoming a nerd from my upbringing. I 

have fond childhood memories of my 

father fishing for specific Star Trek: The 

Original Series episodes for us to watch out 

of his vast cabinet of VHS tapes he had 

personally recorded of the show. Then 

there’s my extended family’s passion for 

Star Wars, and debating finer aspects of the 

movies were a popular topic to overhear at 

family gatherings. This naturally led to an 

interest in video games that culminated in 
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middle school, letting me find one of the 

most shaping places of my life so far—the 

National Computer Camp. 
 Backing up a bit, when I was in 

middle school, I had an interest in video 

games and more embarrassing forms of 

nerdery like popular manga. (I don’t speak 

of these times anymore, and with good 

reason. Ask any ex-weeaboo and they’ll 

say the same). It was something I found 

few others interested in, so in an attempt 

to “find my people,” I began to attend the 

National Computer Camp, or NCC for 

short. Compared to my previous camp 

where I partook in such mundanity like 

playing sports or going swimming, NCC 

was heaven. It was, in essence, just a room 

with tables and cheap-as-hell rental 

computers lined up on them, but it was 

perfect to young middle-school me. Of 

course, what was even more important 

were the kids lined up by those computers. 

I really had found my people. When I 

began the camp I literally didn’t know 

a .JPEG from a .PNG, and yet four years 

later I found myself teaching there, 

showing kids how to handle Photoshop and 

Multimedia Fusion 2. It was quite the 

transformation. I had gone from an aimless 

middle-schooler to a determined high-

schooler, intent on becoming a programmer. 

I was a hardcore nerd. I had nerd friends, 

played nerd games, knew nerd language. 

Spoke the NCC nerd legends, like the one 

of the miraculous kid who had managed to 

segfault a C++ tutorial program. A 

TUTORIAL program. I can’t even begin to 

describe how incredible that is. I thought I 

had found my crowd and my calling. 

Keyword here being “thought.” 
 In the end, I just didn’t have the 

math skills. The year I taught at NCC I 

promised myself I’d really step it up—I’d 

learn more Java, learn more C++, get some 

BASIC down. I just couldn’t. Certain 

concepts simply escaped me on a 

mathematical level. If it wasn’t for my 

knowledge of graphical programs, I would 

have been completely useless for anything 

other than being a beacon of gender 

diversity in a nearly entirely male staffed 

and attended camp. I so, so badly wanted 

to program, and I probably would have 

ended up forcing myself to, if it weren’t 

for another force that had always been 

present in my life. Art saved me. I was 

always drawing as a kid—it was an aimless 

hobby of mine—and then graduated to 

(incredibly embarrassing) anime doodles 

before finally lucking onto free art lessons 

a local artist owed to my family. That’s 

when I stepped it up, did more art more 
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seriously on the side, took more art classes 

and drew more. I always viewed it as a 

hobby, like I did of costumes. Costuming 

for conventions, or “cosplay,” was about as 

nerdy as a person could get, so I naturally 

took to it readily when I found it as a 

bridge between my nerdiness and artsy 

side. Then the natural next step from that 

was digital art with Wacom tablets—

another way to combine technology and 

my artistic side. Influenced by the cosplay 

culture and digital art communities 

amongst my nerd friends, I was teaching 

myself how to thread bobbins and how to 

ink line art layers in SAI. Most importantly, 

I was also (unknowingly) prepping myself 

for a future career. 
 Cosplay and art in general were 

always just an aside, and yet more and 

more I found them calling to me. I would 

much rather have been doodling or sewing 

than struggling to learn BASIC of all 

things, but I was already so deeply 

entrenched in my nerdiness—I couldn’t 

just leave that. So after camp ended, I 

promised myself that between the rest of 

the summer and the beginning of my 

Junior year I’d have learned a good amount 

more of C++. Unsurprisingly, I didn’t. 

Instead, I was sewing a costume with a 

machine I had just bought, figuring out 

props, and sketching out designs, only 

occasionally opening up the compiler to 

struggle with some abstract tutorial. And 

yet, I was still sure I was going to program 

for a living someday. Thankfully, though, 

my lifelong love of art eventually snapped 

me out of my denial. 
 When it came time for me to 

schedule my classes, I went into my 

counselor’s office and asked for art classes 

and as little math as possible. It wasn’t an 

easy thing to ask for, either. I was scared. I 

had prepped myself for droves of nerds 

with nerd dreams, and now was thrusting 

myself into a place where I’d be discussing 

the merits of surrealism or the finer 

subtleties of chalk pastel versus charcoal. 

Would any of these artists understand the 

hilarity of using Assembly to force a 

computer to divide by zero and then 

physically melt from the resulting stress? 

Would I in turn be unable to understand 

them—they who had already a few years on 

me of trained artistic experience? In the 

end, I had a lot of catching up to do, but I 

went through with it and now am at an 

excellent liberal arts college where I plan to 

major in theater with a focus on costumes. I 

struggled through years of denial and 

deferment of ambitions just so I could 

entertain the dream of being a nerdy 
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programmer, but even as my programming 

skills faltered I always had art right behind 

me. If it weren’t for the nerdy culture 

introducing me to cosplay, I don’t think I 

would have ever been able to take the steps I 

have to find a career where I could express 

my love for costuming. I was dragging 

myself in the wrong direction, but art 

eventually pulled me onto the right path. 

It was a difficult decision, but once it was 

made, it came naturally and happily. Now, 

finally, I’ve found a balance between my 

nerdiness and artsiness, entertaining 

aspects and friends of both subcultures. 

I'm still a huge nerd though; that's one 

thing that'll never change, and I'm so very 

fine with that. 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My Mother’s Cancer 
by ALENA KATS 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
WHEN SOMEONE’S LIFE IS of more 

importance to you than your own, that is 

love. When you love someone more than 

you love yourself that is love. When you see 

that person slowly going through 

indescribable bodily pain for two years, you 

feel pain, depression, and anger for those 

two years. It suddenly happened during the 

winter of 2011—my mother’s leukemia, 

that monster. This was the year everything 

changed including me, my mother, and our 

relationship. 2011 was a year filled with 

emotions I did not know existed, and 

suffering I have never experienced before. 

Seeing my mother change from being the 

most joyful, life loving, and hardworking 

woman I had ever come across, to a woman 

whose life now depended on chemotherapy 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
and her doctor’s instructions, was definitely 

the most tragic time in my life. The 

dramatic weight loss, pale face, loss of hair, 

and no energy for living: worst process you 

can imagine someone going through. She 

made it though. She checkmated cancer, 

yet the memories of that nightmare will 

forever stay with me.  
 I remember the night she told me, it 

was months after she found out; I did not 

know what to do with myself. It was one of 

those things you think only happen to other 

people; it could not possibly happen to 

your own mother. I saw it right there and 

then, it explained why she hasn’t been 

working much. It explained why her rosy 

cheeks were no longer painted shades of 

red but a slight tone of pink. It explained 
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why I could no longer smoke cigarettes at 

the house. It explained why she would take 

the elevator to the second floor and would 

quickly run out of breath walking down a 

block. I can still hear her loud, effortful 

breathing: in, out, in, out. Did I cry? Of 

course I did, almost everyday when she was 

not around. Did I ever see her cry? Not 

even once. She was always a strong woman, 

my mother, yet this monster was slowly 

stealing her strength in different forms. I 

am ashamed to this day that she was 

stronger than I was about it; I should have 

been stronger to provide her with a sense of 

courage and security. I only learned to do 

so months after. 
 The image that has stuck with me 

through the years is coming home from 

school or work to her lying down on her 

bed. Always on her bed. At a point it 

looked like a grave to me, I felt sick to my 

stomach approaching it. I wish we can just 

throw it out or set it on fire; I will never 

look at that bed the same way. It was her 

only escape, either that or the hospital 

when she went for check ups and chemo. 

You know what else I’m embarrassed of 

and will never forgive myself for? Staying 

in my room and only coming out to check 

on her from time to time because it deeply 

killed me inside to look at her. I couldn’t 

recognize my own mother. Every time I 

cooked for her and brought it to her bed, 

it was impossible to make eye contact with 

her. It’s like she was no longer looking at 

me or at anything at all; she was looking 

through me with those dim eyes, huge 

bags formed under them. 
 My mother was 60 at the time. A 

short woman, yet this monstrous illness 

made her seem even smaller. She was 

becoming weaker by the day. A couple of 

months into her cancer, the weakness of 

her body became more vivid. Her hair 

began to fall out and became drastically 

thinner. This troubled her and drove her 

insane. The last thing my mother needed 

was an addition of stress. After weeks of 

contemplating, she decided to get a wig. I 

never thought my mother would have to 

buy one for such an awful reason. When we 

walked into the store which sold hair 

products and she tried the wig on, that was 

when it suddenly hit me. My mother was a 

victim of cancer. I could not hold my tears 

in; while she paid for the wig I went outside 

to smoke a cigarette. I remember smoking 

packs during that time period; it was my 

little escape from reality. Typing this paper 

now, I can still smell the smoke from the 

Parliament 50’s which soon turned into 

100’s. It was my fragrance at the time: 
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Parliament 100’s with a scent of depression. 

I remember us walking down the block that 

day, stopping short numerously so she could 

catch her breath. During that summer I 

remember looking at her in disbelief. She 

lost so much weight, became completely 

pale, and always looked devastated. I know 

she tried not to, but could not, and that 

tortured her inside. She would ask me: “Do 

I look pale?” And sometimes I would choose 

to lie to her and answer, “No”. It was not 

pleasant doing so, but I wanted to see her 

happy, even for that minute. 
 My mother’s leukemia changed my 

life. I hate to admit it, but in the process of 

writing this paper I have come to the 

realization that the monster impacted me 

not only as a daughter, but as an individual. 

Day by day I witnessed this beast chase 

away her energy, her passion for life. I tried 

to kill the devil; unfortunately its powers 

were unconquerable. On the contrary, he 

was mentally killing me. I slowly became 

depressed. I did not want to see any of my 

friends. I did not speak to my friends about 

her illness; it was something no one could 

possibly understand and feel for me. I 

began to cut classes in high school and run 

home to make sure she was okay, still alive. 

I think that was my biggest fear, coming 

home to an ambulance in front of my 

house and having a guy in uniform tell 

me, “I am so sorry…” I was scared to 

death of losing her, and that is why I cried.  

She was slowly dying in front of me, my 

helpless mother, yet I could not have done 

anything about it. Two years have passed 

and I still torture myself with thoughts of 

what I could have done to speed up the 

treatment process. Maybe there were 

times I could have brought her an extra 

cup of tea, or just sat beside her to make 

her feel loved and cared for. Maybe I 

could have given her an extra hug and kiss 

to make her smile. When she did smile it 

wasn’t natural; it was a smile which took a 

lot of effort to make. Man, I will never 

forget it. Now that she is fully recovered 

(thank god!), it is truly mind blowing to 

see the difference between her smile now 

and then. 
 I changed as a daughter. I always 

showed genuine respect and love for my 

mother; however when this monster tried 

to take her life, my actions to communicate 

that love and respect escalated to another 

level. I began to solely clean the house and 

cook for her. I took the duty of grocery 

shopping upon myself. I tried my best to 

eliminate her from making any effort; she 

needed her energy more than ever. When 

she called my name, I would no longer tell 
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her to “give me a minute”; instead I would 

race to her bed as if I was in a marathon. 

Although as I mentioned earlier, I tried not 

to make eye contact with her (for what I 

am still ashamed), I put effort in being next 

to her as much as my emotions allowed me 

to do so. As time went on, I learned to be 

stronger so that she could perceive me as 

her backbone, like she always has been to 

me. I tried my best to terminate any factors 

that could have possibly upset her. When 

we spoke, I exclusively concentrated on 

positive matters. It was extremely difficult 

dealing with the situation given, yet with 

time I learned to make it work.  

My mother is a healthy (god bless!) 

62-year-old woman today, turning 63 in 

January. She no longer visits the doctor 

weekly, every six months instead. She is 

capable of walking miles without stopping, 

obtained the rosy cheeks she once had, her 

hair is more beautiful than ever, her 

weight is back to normality, and that 

gorgeous smile illuminates the world now 

more than ever. My wonderful, beautiful, 

joyful mother is back. I thank God 

everyday for killing that monster who tried 

to ruin and take my most beloved person’s 

life. I owe my life to Dr. Chilaya and the 

staff of Coney Island Hospital for killing 

that devil, that beast; the devil which 

forever changed me, my mother and our 

relationship. Yet to this day, the nightmare 

of 2011 subconsciously haunts me. Fuck 

you, cancer. Fuck you. 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My Shared Day 
by ROCHEL KARP 
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THEY SAY IT WAS A PARTY to remember. Of 

course, I do not remember it. I do not 

remember the big number one cake, the 

birthday hats or the brand new toy kitchen 

with an oversized pink bow wrapped 

around it. I think most people would agree 

with me that remembering your own first 

birthday party is nearly impossible. Lucky 

for me, my dad was a videocamera addict. 

(You know those dads? Oh, she’s on the 

potty for the first time? We’d better record 

that!) On that ninth day of October in 

1992, however, the videocassette told a 

very different story—one that changed my 

family forever and has haunted me every 

year since. 
 Replaying the video now, it looks a  
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lot like a typical first birthday: My mom’s 

family, some of my dad’s family and my 

three siblings all chatty and happy. You can 

see my mother’s father on the couch next 

to my high chair wearing a smile that says, 

“I am the luckiest man in the world!” My 

grandfather was in his fifties, the principal 

of a prestigious Manhattan high school and 

a superbly capable, respectable family man. 

To say he was the pillar of our tight-knit 

family is an understatement. And right 

there, in the middle of all the cake-eating 

and present-opening, my grandfather went 

in cardiac arrest. The rest is history. I now 

share my birthday with the anniversary of my 

grandfather’s passing. 
 I am trying to find someone in history 

�23



that legally changed his or her birthday. I 

would love to follow suit. In lengthy 

conversations I have with myself regarding 

this, it is usually a fight between a summer 

birthday somewhere in the middle of August, 

(the tempting thought of having a pool party 

is a big winner for me), or right at the 

beginning of February, just when the winter 

gets dreary. I’d take the day off of work and 

nurse a hot chocolate by the fireplace. Yep, I 

really have it all worked out. Back in the real 

world, I take the day off of work and visit the 

cemetery. How joyous of a birthday that is.  

Funny how all of a sudden I crave my 

uncomfortable office chair. I would not even 

mind filing paper work today! 
 Birthdays in middle school meant 

giving out the crappy goodies that the 

bakery had in stock that morning. How was 

my mother expected to remember to order 

the doughnuts I liked when she was busy 

with all her siblings who came in from 

around the country to commemorate the 

day of their father’s passing? Thankfully, my 

friends did not totally desert me after I 

handed them mostly stale, chemical tasting 

sprinkle cookies. I got to go home right after 

my party at school. Sounds exciting, no? No. 

It was not exciting at all. It was straight to 

the cemetery and dinner at my grandma’s 

with my ten aunts and uncles and dozens 

of cousins. 
 The commemoration dinners still 

happen each year. And each year, without 

fail, just as the plates are being dumped in 

the sink and everyone is too full to stand, 

someone remembers. It’s Rochel’s birthday. 

Oh my. It’s Rochel’s birthday. And there 

starts the half-assed, “Happy birthday to 

Rochel, happy birthday dear Rochel, happy 

birthday to you.” Thanks guys, it is 

definitely a happy birthday now. It is safe to 

say my birthday is on the list of Most 

Hated Days in the year, right there along 

with the Yom Kippur fast day. You get my 

point. 
 A few years ago I learned to accept 

my fate and focus on the positive. I changed 

my viewpoint and made a conscious 

decision to focus on this special connection I 

shared with my grandfather. He was an 

incredible individual who brought so much 

light into this world and left an impact on 

every person who had the privilege of 

knowing him. He was certainly loved by all. 

I began to feel lucky that I had the honor of 

sharing this day with someone as awesome 

as Zaidy Isaac. 
 Just when I learned to cope with the 

reality of my birthday, God decided to once 

again turn my family’s lives upside down. It 

was nearing the nineteenth anniversary of 
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my grandfather’s death (and my twentieth 

birthday). All the annual preparations were 

underway. But instead of sitting around the 

table in my grandmother’s dining room, 

commemorating my grandfather and all 

that he was, we were crowded around a 

hospital bed saying goodbye to my uncle 

who passed away far too early in his life. A 

man so incredible, I am still unable to put 

into words the emptiness that has been 

around in our family since his tragic 

passing one day prior to the anniversary of 

my grandfather’s death. 
 That year, I spent my birthday at 

the funeral home and then at the cemetery 

where my uncle was buried. No words can 

justly describe what this ginormous tragedy 

has done to my family. The second 

anniversary of his death is fast approaching 

and the pain is still so fresh. I am waiting 

for that “time heals all wounds” mantra to 

kick in and I’m slowly losing hope. 
 One thing is crystal clear to me 

however: the acute luckiness I felt at 

sharing this day with the anniversary of my 

grandfather’s death was a short-lived 

fantasy, a hope I clung to that turned out to 

be a full of nothing but hot air. In reality, 

my birthday most certainly has an ugly 

curse surrounding it; those annual family 

dinners are now completely unbearable. 

 Now I almost want that half-assed 

happy birthday song I dreaded and 

despised all those birthdays ago, the one 

that doesn’t get sung anymore. Be careful 

what you wish for, Rochel. At this point, I 

am pretty certain the allotted amounts 

goodness that gets sprinkled unevenly onto 

each day of the yearly calendar skips over 

the ninth day of October entirely. Each and 

every year. 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Preparation 
by NICOLE TURTURRO 
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THERE ARE MANY THINGS THAT we spend 

our lives preparing for. Whether it is an 

exam, a vacation, a job, a wedding, or a 

funeral, there is a considerable amount of 

planning. Almost our entire lives are spent 

preparing and worrying about the “next 

step.” We go to school to get a job, and we 

get a good job in order to have money for 

the next bill. Despite this constant schedule 

of preparing, there are some things in life 

that we will never be ready for. For example, 

the death of someone we love dearly. No 

matter how much time you may spend in 

the hospital and eventually the hospice, the 

knowledge that your grandfather will soon 

leave you means nothing when it eventually  
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happens. A difficult concept that every 

person must come to realize at one point in 

his or her life is that we cannot possibly be 

ready for everything that happens to us.   
 Every Sunday like clockwork your 

family gets into the car and drives over the 

Verrazano Bridge to Brooklyn in order to 

spend time with your two most favorite 

people in the entire world. This is the day 

that you have been waiting for all week.  

You are going to see your grandparents.  

Once you arrive, you are greeted with two 

warm smiles that you have come to know 

very well. “Eccola, Signorina America!” your 

grandfather says as usual. You leap into his 

arms, and everything you were worried 
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about that week melts away. This is not a 

place for worry; it is a place of learning 

and adventure. You accompany your 

grandfather to the backyard where you 

help him work in the garden. You hang on 

every word as he speaks. He talks to you 

like an adult, filling you with the 

confidence that still drives you to this very 

day. 
 All too soon, these joyous visits end 

as your grandfather’s visits to the hospital 

become more frequent. Every time it’s 

something else. Diabetes, gangrene, and 

cancer are a few of the choice words that 

play like a soundtrack in your head. His 

visits grow longer and longer, and you 

begin to realize that the belief you held so 

firmly—he would get better—is not true.  

After a few long years of white walls, 

beeping machines, and the smell of 

antiseptics, your beloved grandfather is 

eventually moved to a hospice. In order to 

prepare you for the terrible news that you 

would soon be getting, your parents explain 

to you what a hospice is and never let you 

forget it. They constantly remind you that a 

hospice is a place where people with no 

hope of recovery go to die. You never forget 

the definition of this word, and you 

understand its meaning completely. 
 March 6, 2008, started out like any 

other day. I got ready for school and went 

downstairs to eat breakfast. The phone 

rang; my mom answered. The conversation 

seemed very short and unimportant so I 

thought nothing of it. I continued on with 

my day as usual, but when I arrived home a 

few things seemed amiss. The car was gone 

and there was a note on the front door 

saying that my parents’ dinner plans with 

their friends from France had been 

cancelled. This seemed a bit odd since they 

would only be in the country for a few 

more days. Despite the signs, I continued 

with my day as normal. Later that night, 

however, the inevitable happened. 

 “Tuo nonno è morto stamattina.”  

That was exactly how my mom delivered 

the most terrible news I had received up 

until that point. My grandfather’s life had 

expired. He was gone. I knew this was 

going to happen. I had examined the 

evidence countless times. His diabetes had 

caused severe gangrene and his colon 

cancer certainly didn’t add to his lifespan. 

After all, he was in a hospice, as my 

parents had constantly said. So how come 

it still felt like someone had kicked me in 

the chest? And why did it feel like every 

ounce of oxygen had been knocked out of 

my body, leaving me breathless and 

gasping? It felt like one of my lungs had 
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been taken out of my body, thus making 

me unable to breathe as easily as I once 

had. I had known this was going to happen, 

but this knowledge did not help me at all. 

The numerous hospital visits and seeing 

one of the strongest people I had known 

grow tired and beaten down couldn’t even 

give me a clue as to how losing him would 

actually feel. 
 Looking back on it, it seems a bit 

ridiculous to think I could have actually 

prepared myself for what that was going to 

feel like. My grandfather was the first 

person I had ever lost. It was the first 

direct encounter I had with death. There is 

no feeling that compares and, therefore, I 

could have never cushioned the fall. There 

was no amount of reflecting that would 

have helped me. Thinking about someone 

eventually dying is not the same as 

knowing that you will never hug him again 

or never hear him laugh. Thinking about 

things is abstract and can in no way 

prepare for the concrete, in certain 

situations. The abstract will never be like 

the concrete and, thus, one cannot be 

used to prepare for the other. 
 In the months to follow, I learned to 

cope with the loss and came to the basic 

understanding that everyone eventually 

comes to learn: death is a part of life.  

Although it is a bit upsetting to talk about, 

everyone will die eventually, and we will 

have to experience loss every now and then. 

Of course it will be sad and difficult to deal 

with, but it is how we grow from that 

experience that matters. Although loss is 

never a good thing, what can be learned 

from a life and its loss is quite valuable. We 

can learn important lessons from observing 

someone’s mistakes, and we can become 

stronger people by losing a loved one. For 

example, seeing someone die from lung 

cancer can teach us not to smoke and 

learning to live life without someone forces us 

to become stronger and more independent. 

Thus, death and loss do not only have to have 

negative associations, but they can also bring 

about positive change. 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My Brother’s Face 
by DANIEL DRABKIN 
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EVERYONE HAS SCARS, whether emotional 

or physical. Pop singer Demi Lovato once 

said, “I think scars are like battle wounds—

beautiful, in a way. They show what you've 

been through and how strong you are for 

coming out of it.” A scar can tell a story 

that is unique to the beholder of it. On the 

outside it looks clean, healed, and simple. It 

has the ability to tell a story that once 

caused the victim pain and chaos. Only to 

those brave enough to wonder will bear the 

responsibility to ask a person the story of 

their scars. 
 This is where I found myself. Staring 

at a man that looked similar to my brother, 

but not quite. His skin was much more pale, 

and his muscles, which I was once 

intimidated by, were gone. It was three months  
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after the attack and we were all still in shock 

of the situation. He looked at me and stared 

into my eyes. His smile gleamed and I 

recognized his laugh. It took me back to 

times when we were kids, beating up on 

each other until our mother had to pry one 

of us off another. I knew this was my brother 

that I was looking at. The visible scars on his 

face and head were immense. This first sight 

of my brother with scars was a sight I will 

never forget. 
 He was known for shouting his 

military credentials. “Private First Class 

Samuel Angert, Charilie Troop, 1st Squadron 

7th Cavalry Regiment, United States Army. 

Garryowen Mortar Gunner, hoo-ah!” That 

solider is my lone older sibling. He was the 

first of our immigrant family to finish an 
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American high school. He was also the first to 

join the American armed forces. My brother 

and I are first generation Russian American, 

meaning my parents came from another 

country to chase their version of the 

American Dream. My brother had his own 

dream to fulfill. He was tired of the street 

hustling and hooliganism that his peers were 

used to. He saw the military as an escape 

from the life that he was living, while serving 

the country in which gave him the 

opportunity to live this way. He was only 18 

when they shipped him away to Fort 

Benning, Georgia, for basic military training. 

Letters were exchanged and my mother’s 

tears flowed with mixed emotions each time 

she saw the mailman. 
 The three months of training were 

over and my brother wasn’t just Sammy 

anymore. “It’s Private Angert, you little 

bitch.” His voice was much deeper and his 

face had matured. He was a very loving 

person, but his demeanor was cold now. The 

Army had done a good job preparing him 

for war. After his “leave,” which is 

permission from the military to go home 

and see family, had ended and he was again 

shipped to yet another base. This time it was 

Fort Hood, Texas, to begin his training for 

his efforts in “Operation Iraqi Freedom.” 

Months of training went by and he home 

once again had to say goodbye before 

deployment. February 2, 2009, was the last 

time I would see my brother before the 

horrible incident to come. 
 We spoke to Sammy every now and 

then. He was coming back home in 

November of 2009 and we were all getting 

very anxious. There was a particular night 

where the darkness seemed very gloomy. 

The air was humid and you could hear the 

rustling of each person’s sheets in the 

apartment. There was a phone call at about 

two o’clock in the morning. My mother 

knew exactly what it was. She picked up the 

phone and yelled, then wept uncontrollably. 

We all knew that something heinous had 

happened to Sammy. 
 On the night of August 23, 2009, a 

roadside bomb left one dead and Sam in 

critical condition. That morning my parents 

left to Bethesda Naval Hospital in 

Maryland. Sammy was being flown in from 

Germany, where he underwent immediate 

surgery for his wounds. His brain swelled 

and there was shrapnel millimeters from his 

eye. It took three open brain surgeries in 

three different countries to save his life.  It 

was a life-changing tragedy. 
 A medical coma was induced on 

behalf of the doctors in the hospital. The 

human body can only take so much and his 
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had pushed the brink. It took twenty-four 

days for him to wake up from the coma. He 

woke up not knowing where he was or why 

he was there. When a nurse gave him a 

mirror so he could see his face, he cried 

uncontrollably. The surgeons were forced 

to take out 30 percent of his skull, while 

leaving massive scars in his head. They had 

also removed shrapnel, the size of a golf 

ball, from beneath his right eye. The soldier 

was scarred forever. My only older brother 

was forever changed.  

After one more brain surgery and 

over a course of three months, Sam had 

progressed to almost 40 percent capability. 

He was able to walk, run, read, and attend 

seminars in the hospital. This was around 

the time my parents finally let me go see 

my wounded brother. I was anxious, but I 

did not know what to expect. The memory 

plays in my head as I write these words. I 

walked into the hospital room and there 

was a man standing there. He was in his 

army camouflage, standing tall with his 

arms behind his back. That was my 

brother, but he was so different. My heart 

dropped when I saw all the scars that he 

had received. It was the first time I had 

seen a man with a portion of his skull 

missing. I cried immediately after seeing 

him and I jumped into his arms. Till that 

day, my parents never told me what 

exactly happened to my brother. I looked 

up and touched his scars and I asked him 

what happened. I asked him the same 

question about three times until he sat me 

down and told me the story. He told me of 

how these scars were a reminder of 

everything that he had been through. They 

showed the tracks he took to get to this 

point. He told me why he joined the Army 

and what it was like. He said it was so 

lonely at first, but he had gotten used to it. 

He told me of Iraq and his experiences 

there. He said that he couldn’t tell me half 

the things because I wouldn’t be able to 

stomach the images. He didn’t go in depth 

about what happened, except for saying 

that his vehicle was blown up by a 

roadside bomb. I understood the story, 

but I always felt like the scars meant much 

more than just battle wounds and surgical 

patch-ups.  
 Years have passed and surgeries 

have come and gone. Sam is now at 100-

percent capability. He lives in his own 

apartment and goes to John Jay College. 

His face has healed and his head is almost 

perfect now. The scars on his face do not 

show as much as they did. He tries to avoid 

talking about the evident scars that reside 

on his face forever. The curving scars on his 
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head from the brain surgeries are slightly 

covered by hair, but the wounds still show. 
 A couple weeks ago, a friend of 

mine asked him why he has a scar near his 

eye and why his eye seems to droop a bit. 

My brother looked at him and looked at 

the ground. He looked back at my friend 

and sat him down. He told his story, but he 

told it much differently now. Unlike the 

story he had told three years prior, he told 

this story with a sense of maturity. He told 

us how he was chosen to show the new 

lieutenant around that particular day. He 

never drove the vehicle, but he switched 

with the new lieutenant that day. They were 

a mile from base after showing Lieutenant 

Fortin around South Baghdad. They were 

the first of about four other vehicles when 

the roadside bomb was set off. It instantly 

killed Fortin. He took the rest of the 

damage that wasn’t inhaled by the 

lieutenant. The next thing he knew, he was 

in a hospital bed a month later with my 

mother looking over him. 
 Sam spoke about life and the 

choices that we make. He told of his 

progress to get to where he is since the time 

of the accident. He told us how he was 

mentally broken and is still trying to fix 

himself. He said something I will never 

forget. He looked me straight in the eyes 

and said, “Never be ashamed of a scar. 

Mine simply mean that I’m stronger than 

whatever tried to hurt me.” I will never 

forget that talk. He talked to us so 

beautifully; every word was a strike of paint 

to a portrait of who this man is. The scars 

unfolded a story that I will always 

remember. I feel as if I had experienced the 

scars with him. 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Diagnosed With 
Puberty !
by CODY HOM 
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IGNORE WHATEVER TITLE I HAVE up there 

right now. I’m doing that thing where you 

write the title after you finish writing 

altogether, so let’s hope it works out in a 

way that I like. So anyway, I like to think 

of my body as a list of fun facts. For 

example, I cannot physically close my 

mouth because my teeth are too big. I 

have come to terms with the fact that I am 

considered cosmetically overweight. In 

other words, I’m healthy, but I still look 

like shit. However, even with the scars of 

the war on my body that I like to call 

puberty, I still find a way to make friends 

who like me based on my personality 

rather than the way I look. Personally, I’m 

more comfortable with a healthy social life  
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rather than sitting at home wallowing in 

self-pity. It’s difficult, but I eventually 

learned that everyone thinks they look 

gross (and if you don’t then you’re either 

born lucky or really fucking conceited) 

and that everyone finds a way to get past 

their insecurities and connect with other 

people in some way. It does get better. 
 To give you an idea of what I 

looked like when I was younger, imagine a 

short, chubby, acne-riddled Asian kid with 

wacky hair and a high-pitched voice. In 

school, you’d think I was friends with the 

other misfits. Contrary to popular belief, it 

didn’t work like that. I was constantly 

doing battle with other kids to try to be 

the considered the least awkward. There 
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was one kid, Dennis (I would leave his 

name out for privacy reasons, but I 

honestly don’t think he’d be reading this 

or that he’d give a shit), and he was the 

main person I would have to clash with to 

try to be the least popular. I was the fat 

one and he was the skinny one; it was 

almost comical. We were both made fun of 

for our bodies: He was called “Twig,” I 

was called “Chubbs,” he was called 

“Snaggletooth,” and I was called “Beaver.” 

It was a constant struggle. These bullies 

that Dennis and I had to deal with were 

always putting us down with name-calling, 

and whenever we did bring valid points in 

conversation, they would either ignore it if 

they didn’t like it or take our idea into 

their conversation and lock us out. I 

haven’t had to deal with physical bullying, 

but verbal bullying was much worse.  

Being verbally bullied is like being locked 

out of a room you want to get into, and no 

matter what you say or do, it only lets 

people in that are good-looking or 

popular. Most of the idiots were in the 

popular group, so I’m a little bit glad that 

I didn’t fall into their group. I honestly 

think that stupidity is a talent sometimes. 

 No one can blame me for being 

pudgy because I tried to lose weight, and 

nothing worked. My sister was blessed 

with the fast metabolism while I was stuck 

with my slow one. I joined track and I was 

the slowest one there. People made fun of 

me when we had to run outside. People 

were always two to three laps ahead of me 

and the older kids walking around would 

laugh and tell me to run faster, or to stop 

trying entirely. I hated it. I finally started 

losing weight in high school because I 

joined stage crew and it required carrying 

and moving heavy set pieces, which I 

preferred and enjoyed. It also helped me 

build up my upper body strength a bit. 

Before that, I couldn’t do any push-ups at 

all… And now I can do one. Small 

improvements. 
 I’ll skip ahead to how I finally 

became who I am today (which is what I 

hope you’d call normal). I got teased a lot 

in elementary school … and middle school 

… and high school. Okay, to be frank, I was 

teased for a majority of my life in general. I 

had nicknames about every part of me 

possible, including my ethnicity. At one 

point in high school, the jocks called me 

“China.”  Yes, they literally named me after 

the entirety of China. I didn’t care, which I 

guess was a good thing. In fact, after being 

called Beaver, Woodchuck, and slightly less 

childish names for so long, China was a 

compliment. After all, people weren’t 
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making fun of my body anymore and I 

was happy about that. I embraced being 

called China so much that I started 

making jokes about myself. Oddly enough, 

this is when I started making friends 

because I had finally developed a sense of 

humor. I spent so much time being 

awkward in middle school; a sense of 

humor was the best thing I could’ve gotten. 

Because of this, along with my talent for 

drawing cartoons, I made my first group of 

real friends in high school. I didn’t have to 

worry about what I looked like because no 

one cared about that in my friend group. 

My friends consisted of the most awkward 

and yet socially adept people I had ever 

met. There was this one girl who, despite 

her height and appearance, was able to find 

a way to make friends. In a way, she was 

similar to me; she used her sense of humor 

to try to connect with people. This is also 

how she and I became friends. Eventually I 

found myself more worried about people 

not liking me for who I was rather than 

what I looked like. I realized that I 

should’ve been paying attention to that the 

whole time. 
 As of now, I’m still short, pudgy 

and I still have wacky hair. The only thing 

puberty finally came through for me for is 

that my voice finally deepened. A little. 

Like I said: small improvements. However, 

I now look at myself as a more mature 

person and that I have some redeeming 

qualities. I’ve gotten stronger, my wacky 

hair has actually made me some friends 

(apparently my hair is very fluffy so a 

group of people called me “Fuzzy Puppy” 

and used to pet me), and I’ve been 

throwing myself into more social 

situations in hope that I can get over my 

awkwardness. And the best part is that it’s 

working. I currently have two people who 

I consider close friends that I met in 

college (I’m not sure if we’re on best 

friend level yet), and we’ve been going on 

adventures and hanging out ever since we 

met. I honestly could not be happier. 
 In my experience, there will always 

be people to call you names and make you 

feel like you’re ugly. And the fact that’s 

even more depressing is that sometimes 

they’re right. Always remember that you 

still have your personality, even if that 

sounds a bit depressing. If the people you 

want to be friends with can’t recognize that 

a person is more than just how they look, 

then honestly they’re not worth your time 

and they can go fuck themselves. True 

friends don’t care that you’re chubby, or 

that you can’t close your mouth, or that 

you have teeth that an airplane could fly 
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through. If they want to be with you 

because they like you, then you’re set.  

After reading this, the title fits, doesn’t it? 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02 Transfer. 
!
 It seemed in many places like a whole          
 new country was materializing atop  

  the ruins of the old one.” 
   

  (Díaz 273)  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Deception 
by FARJANA RASHID 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
IF YOU WERE TO LOOK UP Ozone Park, New 

York, online, Wiki’s demographics would 

tell you that it’s a neighborhood largely 

populated by immigrants.  Specifically: “at 

the turn of the 21st century immigrants 

f rom Lat in Amer ica , South As ia 

(Bangladesh), the West Indies, and South 

Amer ica (Indo-Guyanese & Indo-

Surinamese) moved in.” If you do a little 

more digging and take a drive down 101 

Avenue from 81st to Eldert Lane, you’ll feel 

like you’re not even in America anymore. 

Welcome to mini Bangladesh. 
 The women wear all-black burkha 

or colorful salwar kameez. The men wear a  

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
kurta or dress pants and a shirt, their pot 

bellies sticking out in front of them. The little 

girls and boys all look very similar to their 

parents. You’ll see groceries and restaurants, 

all labeled Halal.   There will also be a big 1

beautiful mosque. The men and women in 

front of these establishments are either 

exchanging salaam  , smiles, and hugs, or 2

they’re already deep in conversation. In your 

mind, you’ve established that this is a 

wonderful community, woven together with 

love and brotherhood, where everybody feels 

at home. 
 NO. Wrong. You’ve been fooled. It’s 

all deception. 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�  Halal is the Arabic word for permitted or lawful. Therefore, in Muslim areas, you will mostly see 1

restaurants and groceries that sell halal food (particularly meat). 

�  A method of greeting among Muslims is to give salaam or say “Assalamu Alaikum,” which translates to 2

“peace be upon you.” 



 Bangladeshi women are typically 

housewives, and their days and nights 

revolve around raising their kids, cooking, 

cleaning, gossiping, and watching drama 

serials on television. However, these same 

women that seem so loving, caring, and 

dedicated to family are ones that end up 

slandering others. One woman spreads a 

rumor: “I saw so-and-so’s daughter with a 

boy yesterday. They were talking and 

laughing, I swear that girl has no shame. I 

knew from the start she a bad character. 

Her parents were never able to raise her 

right.” And the other women will shake 

their heads in disgust and say: “my child 

would never have the guts to do that, I’ve 

taught them better.”  
 This all happened to me once it 

had me pissed. My Canadian cousin was 

visiting and we were spending tons of time 

together. Because no one had seen him in 

a long time, all sorts of rumors started 

circulating. This one lady, wanting to be a 

smart ass, approached my cousin and me 

and gave us a lecture about how it was not 

proper for unmarried girls and boys to be 

hanging out with each other.  We both had 

to stand there and listen to her bullshit 

because it’s considered rude to speak over 

an elder. When she was done performing 

this community service, I just smiled and 

said, “Aunty, he’s my younger cousin from 

Canada. Both our parents know we’re 

outside together.” The look on her face 

was priceless. I didn’t even bother going 

into detail about how we were basically 

siblings, about how we’d lived under the 

same roof for years as young children, had 

spent every waking moment playing 

together before his family moved to 

Canada. I knew my mom would take care 

those details after I blew up about how 

fucking judgmental the neighborhood was.  

If a Bengali boy is spotted with black and 

Hispanic kids, he's in a gang; if he's spotted 

with a kid that’s smoking, he's a drug 

addict and a gambler. If a girl is seen 

wearing American clothing, she has no 

integrity. 
 With mothers that bad, you can 

only imagine what the kids are like. Always 

trying to pick up dirt on one another. The 

same women who spread rumors have 

whorish daughters and pothead sons. 
 As for the men, they’re another 

story altogether. They devote hours to 

working odd jobs, driving a taxi or 

working in a restaurant. Those who work 

two jobs are usually the ones that suspect 

their wives of cheating on them, likely 

because they’re insecure and can’t devote 

much time to their family. There are some 
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who still physically torture their wives, 

while others mentally torment them, saying 

they’re not doing a good enough job 

cleaning, cooking, or whatever. Not 

fulfilling her duties as a wife. How does 

that do anybody any good? They know it 

takes a huge toll on their wives and makes 

them devote even more time to household 

activities. The men in this neighborhood 

love to argue and fight over every little 

damn thing, especially at the mosque. The 

mosque is a holy place where things are 

guide-lined   to be super-duper peaceful, 3

but, regardless, men will start conflicts over 

the simplest things: who leads the prayer, 

which day Eid   should be on, arguing over 4

fundraisers and donations. 
 I'd be lying if I said everyone was like 

that. The women can also be helpful and 

giving.  If someone is pregnant or ill, meals, 

medicine, or whatever else will be provided 

for them. There are large communal prayers 

held when someone dies, and the support 

and comfort given back to the family 

through the community is tremendous. 

Those who utilize the mosque in the correct 

manner are able to establish peace in their 

homes and create a strong brotherhood.   If 5

anyone is facing financial struggle, there’s no 

doubt that the community will help him. 
 Unfortunately, in Ozone Park, the 

bad outweighs the good. Why? Because:  

(a) To receive any of the benefits of 

the community you must have 

an impeccable reputation.  

(b) The people you are living with 

are just fakes incapable of 

minding their own business. 

(c) You can't be yourself because 

that will always somehow go 

against the rules and expectations 

of the community. 

In the end you realize that you 

don't have a choice.  To thrive you have to 

become one of these phonies.  So now you 

know. It's all deception. 
 And it has me feeling trapped. 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�  The Holy Qur'an condemns violence as a whole. However, some people still ignorantly start violence 3

where the message of Islam is to spread peace.

�  Eid is the grandest holiday for Muslims (it's sort of like the Muslim equivalent of Christmas) where 4

everyone dresses up, exchanges gifts, and cooks a lot of food. The date the holiday falls on is based on 
moon sighting; it does not have a fixed date.

�  Those who properly propagate Islam are able to teach others that it is actually wrong to undermine 5

women and wrong to commit acts of violence that people often say is argue for selfish reasons. 



On Sight 
by KEEONAH ALEXANDER 

!
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!
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!
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I WAS BORN WHITE. The doctors marveled 

at me. My father cried for me and my 

mother vowed to protect me. Growing up 

in a society based on color has a dangerous 

effect on a child’s mindset. I was lighter 

than any of my other black family members 

and friends. I was like my mother; she was 

cream while her siblings were coffee. I 

realized I was different at a young age. I 

had more attention than other kids. During 

school, walking down the street, in church; 

I was always looked at and complimented 

for my beauty. I didn’t think I was 

beautiful, but people weren’t really looking 

at me. They were looking at the color of my 

skin. 
!

!
!
!
!
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!
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!
!
!
 Over time I grew to enjoy the empty 

love I received from strangers, but my skin 

was darkening and I started to get nervous. 

I wasn’t cream anymore; I was caramel. 

Technically, I was still considered light 

skinned but there were girls lighter than me 

now and stealing my attention. Bitterness 

was growing inside me. I instantly hated 

girls lighter than me because they were 

noticed more by boys and teachers. My 

rein was over. I spent a couple years in 

jealousy but got over it. I accepted being 

pretty as who I am now, because there is 

only one of me. I didn’t have a problem 

with my skin anymore, but my height was 

an issue. 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 My mother is 5’11” and my farther is 

6’4”, so I was destined to be alone. Every 

other week my mother took me shopping 

because my clothes didn’t fit. I remember I 

liked a boy and he liked me and we had a 

wonderful play date together, but the next 

time I saw him I was taller than him and he 

barely talked to me. My friends were 

uncomfortable being around me and vice 

versa. I was sprouting like a weed and 

couldn’t find the killer spray to make it stop. 

By ninth grade I was 5’9” and boyfriend-less. 

I towered like a skyscraper and was victim to 

cruel names. Giraffe, pole, and tree were all 

used to describe me. I pretended I didn’t 

care. The ignorance of other people blinds 

them to the offensive words they might say, 

so I laughed off their remarks. “Embrace your 

height, God gave you that gift for a reason. 

Why don’t you be a model?” was my 

mother’s constant reminder. It was true I had 

the body for it, but I didn’t have the passion 

for modeling. 
 For as long as I can remember 

people would put their hands around my 

waist. Family members and friends would 

just come up and grab me. Amazement on 

their face as their hands would touch; they 

couldn’t believe how little I was. When I 

was 11 years old I was size zero. Skinny and 

tall; women envied me for reason I didn’t 

understand. When I looked in the mirror 

long bones stared back; how could people 

see me as pretty? For a while I had thought 

about modeling. I had seen pictures and 

watched shows on television; it didn’t look 

hard. I was the right height and the right 

build so the choice seemed obvious, but 

breaking into the business was a challenge. 

It cost money to make money and my 

mother did not have money. My career 

died but I wasn’t upset because my heart 

wasn’t for it, and I knew the industry 

would make me change my hair. 
 I’m obsessed with my hair. When I 

was a little girl my mother had long hair 

down to her waist and I remember making 

a small vow at seven years old to grow my 

hair the same length. I was allowed my first 

perm when I was eight years old and words 

could not express my excitement. No 

longer would my hair be in puffs or twist, 

but instead straight and smooth. My 

mother let me take a comb to school once 

and I was combing my hair all day. My 

teacher noticed and snapped, “Keeonah, 

stop combing your hair before it falls out.” I 

thought she was jealous of me. For seven 

years my hair was permed but struggled to 

grow. I prayed for my hair to surpass my 
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neck but it didn’t budge. During my junior 

year of high school I saw more African 

American girls wear their hair curly in the 

natural state. I thought it was beautiful and 

decided to join the movement. October of 

2011 was my last perm and I’ve discovered 

my hair has grown tremendously. I was 

nervous to go natural because straight hair is 

more approved in society. Eyes will follow 

you if your hair is styled naturally, but in a 

way I liked it. Am I a person who needs 

attention? I don’t think so, but it is nice. 
 Awkward was a common way to 

describe my growth. I stuck out like a 

banana in a pile of grapes. My need for 

attention is complex. Although I enjoy 

getting looks I dislike stares for long periods 

of time, and this happened a lot. My mother 

noticed as well but she always thought of me 

as beautiful. I was misunderstood by 

friends. Anytime I tried explaining my story 

they saw me as bragging about myself and 

being conceited; this was not my intention. I 

wanted to clarify that I wasn’t complaining 

about the trials of being pretty; instead I was 

pointing out how others saw me but I did 

not see myself. So I drifted to a lonesome 

region in life and kept myself at a distance 

from others. I held my burden quietly, but 

recently I’ve loosened the grip. 
 Approaching adulthood my skin 

tone has deepened, I’m 5’10”, size three, 

and I wear my hair natural. All of these 

parts have come together to make up who I 

am. I’ve learned I can’t control how people 

view me, but I can change my looks to my 

own liking. There are so many young girls 

struggling to discover their identities, and 

the road they face is hard. The journey they 

take will only make a stronger realization of 

what beautiful flowers they’ve blossomed 

into. Would I change anything? Absolutely 

not, but I think about how different I 

would be if societal views on girls changed. 

A lesson everyone should learn is to not 

judge those you do not know, because in 

the end we are all the same; just a bunch of 

insecurities and nerves. 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My Slice of Heaven 
by CAROLINA GUARRELLA 

!
!
!
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!
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EACH DAY I WALK THROUGH the front 

doors of my home. Instantaneously, the 

intoxicating scent of warm, homemade, 

Italian delicacies hits my face. The buzzing 

noise from the television plays softly in the 

background and as I search for my parents, 

I spot them working rather diligently. My 

favorite part, of course, of the return home 

is spotting the jungle themed portable crib 

which contains my sixteen month old 

nephew, John. As I run over to hug my 

nephew, I must say hello to the local 

barber, Sal. Before I continue my journey 

to the crib that is situated at the back of the 

room, I must stop and respectfully embrace  

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
the nuns from Saint Athanasius Church 

since I have known them forever. Finally, I 

reach the crib and when I extend my arms 

to embrace my nephew, I suddenly hear, 

“CAROLINA! YOU ARE LATE! Let’s go, 

you need to deliver this pizza pie to Mrs. 

Scalicy up the block!” Now, my home may 

sound odd, but perhaps it will seem less 

strange upon revealing one little detail: the 

home I described is actually a local pizzeria 

and restaurant located in the heart of 

Brooklyn. If home is where the heart is, 

then as I accurately described, Grotta 

Azzurra is and always has been my home 

and is my story. 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 I was born into an eccentric, 

obnoxiously loud, and amorous Italian-

American family. My lifestyle was always 

different from my peers’ because not only 

was I Italian, I was a  stereotypical  Italian: 

My parents owned, and still own, a 

pizzeria and restaurant in Brooklyn. 
 Since both of my parents had to 

work demanding hours to feed four 

children, and to keep a business afloat, 

they had no choice but to take their 

children to work. Consequently, the 

pizzeria became my home as my mother 

placed my crib in the center of the 

restaurant. Yes, that is where I got to 

experience the first (and hopefully the 

only) speed-babysitting service. Every day 

and every hour, new faces peered down 

into my play pen with adoring eyes and 

eager hearts. Each faithful customer that 

came in would generally be more than 

willing to watch me for an hour or so. 

Oddly enough, I do not mind walking 

down the street and having random 

strangers tell me stories about my “crib 

days.” In fact, I like it and would like to 

think of this community of people as my 

extended family. 
 As days, months, and years passed I 

grew older, but my lifestyle was unchanging: 

I still was growing up in a pizzeria. Each 

day after school, I went to the pizzeria and 

did my homework at the corner table, 

which is still my favorite spot. Each night, 

family dinners were held at the back two 

tables over the checkered red table cloths. 

Every birthday, Christmas, and New Year 

party was celebrated between the four 

white, classic walls with the entire family. 

The only thing that changed was me: I was 

budding into a young lady. Soon enough, I 

was able to hold mutual conversations with 

these “strangers” who have known me 

since I wore diapers. Each day at the 

pizzeria, I learned something new; I met new 

people. My knowledge was strengthened 

from insightful conversations with tutors, 

nuns, elderly men and women, police 

officers, and other citizens.  I do not recall 

having the desire to go to a park and 

aimlessly run around when I could have sit 

with war veterans and learn about their 

lives. My tender age did not inhibit my 

ability to hold substantial conversations 

with adults or my ability to socialize with 

any group. Before the age of thirteen, I can 

honestly say that I truly understood what it 

was like to consider numerous perspectives 

while retaining the ability to think 

independently. Growing up in a family 

business has facilitated this emotional and 

intellectual growth in every possible way. 

�45



 As time moves on and as I grow older, 

my appreciation for my family business 

intensifies. Few people comprehend the stress 

a family is put under to maintain a pizzeria, 

especially in a competitive neighborhood like 

Brooklyn. By all means, being raised in a 

restaurant was not always easy. My parents 

did what they had to do in order to manage a 

family and a business. For years I have 

watched my parents work arduously as they 

tried to break through a glass ceiling that 

impedes most foreigners. For years, we 

could not take a family vacation. For 

years, “days off” were unheard of. For 

years, I did not know what it was like to 

have a family outing.  Oddly enough, 

however, I value these difficult times. As I 

aged, my parents’ strength and the family 

struggles inspired me, a first generation 

child, to fight for my right to an education 

and a career. I directly witnessed the 

challenges associated with having nothing 

and working for everything. My parents 

struggled their whole lives without a 

college degree working twelve hours a day, 

seven days a week, and I owe them so 

much for doing so. I made myself a 

promise years ago that I would makes 

strides towards greatness, and when I 

reached that point, I would repay my 

parents for all they sacrificed. Thus, the 

pizzeria has incontrovertibly instilled in 

me the essential lesson of valuing hard 

work, education, and dreams. 
 I will forever be defined by the 

conversations that I have had with countless 

people, the days I have spent working from a 

young age, and the time I spent breathing in 

the air of a loving environment marinated 

with Italian culture. The experience of 

growing up in a family business is like 

nothing I could ever dream of and it is a 

unique blessing. The pizzeria offered me 

experiences, friendships, memories, and life 

lessons I will always cherish and hold 

accountable for my identity. The scars 

entrenched on my hands from working the 

tremendous ovens are constant reminders of 

who I am, and where I come from.  I am an 

individual who shares an ardent work ethic, 

one who is exceptionally sociable, and of 

course, is immune to the smell of pizza. 
 Eighteen years of childhood memories 

are held within Grotta Azzurra. These very 

walls bear my growth marks, contain my 

most sacred memories from birthdays, 

parties, holidays, fights, and work, and serve 

as the foundation to my soul. To others, 

Grotta Azzurra is just a pizzeria located on 

twenty-First Avenue: It’s just a place to grab a 

slice of pizza. To me, it is a home. A safe 

haven. A battlefield. A sanctuary. 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 Each day I walk through the front 

doors of my home. I look around and see a 

crowd of people enjoying the experience of 

a family-oriented shop. I walk down an isle 

of ten rectangular tables covered in red table 

cloths that accentuate the dim lighting and 

rustic colors of the setting. My favorite part, 

however, is seeing my nephew play with a 

piece of dough while his Nonno and Nonna 

smile so extraordinarily that years of hard 

work and wrinkles seem to fade. I pick him 

up and kiss him. I bring him to the back to 

see the tomato plants in the yard like I used 

to do. I take him to see Sal the Barber and 

to the table where the nuns still sit every 

time they visit. I see my childhood, my life 

play out before me, and relive it vicariously 

through the little angel in my arms. I 

whisper to him, “Enjoy it now before you 

need to go make a delivery,” laugh and 

hope my nephew will one day love the life 

he was born into as much as I do. For 

growing up in a pizzeria is simply a big slice 

of heaven. 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Growing Up Haitian 
by SHANNON MONDESIR 

!
!
!
!
!
WHEN PEOPLE SEE ME, it is usually 

assumed that I am either a Jamaican or a 

stereotypical African-American. I am 

actually Haitian-American. The fact that 

no one could ever guess what nationality I 

was bugged me up until recently when I 

realized that it is not easy for people to 

categorize other people’s ethnicities 

correctly. When I was younger, myself, I 

thought there were only four races—white, 

black, yellow, and Mexican. It was not 

until my late teenage years that I fully 

embraced my Haitian heritage and 

realized that my culture affects my 

everyday life. 
 I grew up in Woodside, Queens, 

which is a predominately Irish and Filipino 

neighborhood. I went to a Roman Catholic 

school where my older sister and I were the 

only Black students. As a young child, I was 

!
!
color blind in the sense that I did not 

notice too much that I was different from 

everybody else. I spoke the way my peers 

spoke, I celebrated St. Patrick’s Day, etc. 

Occasionally I would come across a race 

that I liked for a particular reason and for a 

while announce it as my own race. For 

example, at one point, I told my mother 

that I wanted to be Chinese because 

Chinese New Year sounded amazing to me. 

I thought all of that was the norm … that 

is, until I moved to Jamaica, Queens, when 

I was eight. Jamaica is predominately a 

West Indian neighborhood and moving 

there was a very big transition for me. 

People spoke differently than they had in 

my old school and behaved a totally 

different way, a way that I was not used to. 
 I have often been called strange 

because of the way I behave; I do not know 
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if I am strange because the way I behave is 

too “white” or “not Black enough.” My 

mannerisms and inability to incorporate the 

African-American vernacular language into 

my speech perplexes other people. I have 

often been called an “Oreo,” someone who 

is black, but acts like he or she is white on 

the inside. This name tag never bothered 

me in the least because it made me unique 

in a sense. In my opinion, I do not think 

that there is any color code in which 

people should be speaking if they are one 

race or the other. White people should not 

be expected to speak proper simply 

because they are white, nor do Black 

people have to degrade themselves and 

speak the way society expects them to 

speak. I was not brought up in an 

environment where people used slang, 

(unless it was in Haitian Creole), nor was 

I brought up to act “ghetto.” Nevertheless, 

I am who I am because of my growing up 

in Woodside, however, my Haitian 

upbringing is also tied into this. 
 My parents are both from Haiti; 

both were born there. The only difference 

is that my father immigrated to America 

when he was ten and my mother 

immigrated when she was twenty-six. 

Immigrating here at a late age like that 

obviously couldn’t change her Haitian 

antics, so one could say that I lived as if I 

was living in her country. This was not 

difficult for me to live through because up 

until I was eight, this was how I thought 

everyone lived. I never did the normal 

things girls did, such as sleepovers or 

birthday parties or any activities similar to 

those. A high percentage of Haitians are 

devout Catholics—I am one. Haitian 

women kept their hair in braids and berets 

until adulthood—I almost did until I 

fought my mother at age thirteen about 

other girls who didn’t go to school 

wearing braids in their hair. Haitians are 

absolutely terrified of Halloween—to this 

day, I have never gone trick-or-treating or 

attended any Halloween party. The 

Haitian dishes, mannerisms, superstitions 

and proverbs were—and still are—all the 

things I grew up with. 
 My culture has affected my self-

concept because most times I feel that I 

see the world the way my mother sees the 

world. When I am in any situation and I 

voice an opinion, most times it is the 

Haitian in me speaking. The Haitian in me 

is akin to a whole other person inside me 

that works together with the American 

side of me to come to decisions and solve 

my problems. My Haitian morale and 

American morale mix together in order for 
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me to see things in different perspectives. 

It is s almost as if my culture has morphed 

me into a Haitian woman in an American 

body. One can say that I have the best of 

both worlds. I went to Haiti when I was 

seven and the country, to me, was like 

nothing I had ever seen before. I was too 

immature, obviously, to understand the 

people and places I saw, so it didn’t leave 

much of a mark on me. This summer, ten 

years later, I went back. As an older 

person, it overwhelmed me. It wasn’t until 

my second visit that I finally saw the Third 

World country for what it was and what it 

stood for and I absolutely loved it. 
 All in all, I can proudly say that I 

now know a myriad of other races, more 

so than what I thought there were when I 

was five. When people see me, they 

assume I am a different nationality than 

what I really am. It does not bother me 

much because it gives me the opportunity 

to enlighten them of the small country 

shaped like a boot, attached to the 

Dominican Republic. I can say that my 

self-concept and the way I see the world is 

because of my culture, how I grew up, and 

where I come from. After this summer, I 

have never felt prouder of where I come 

from. I now walk with the knowledge that 

the reason why I carry myself the way I do 

is because of my heritage. 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Inner Hope 
by HALEEM ALKASIMI 

!
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!
!
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MY PARENTS WERE BOTH BORN and raised 

in Yemen until the age of twenty; during 

that time a civil war broke out between two 

villages. One village (Al-Thoobi) was the 

one that both my parents resided in; this 

caused many memories that linger with us 

as a family until this day. Even though I 

was not born yet, it had a direct impact on 

how my parents raised me. Their past 

influenced my upbringing as a child which 

easily distinguished me as an outsider from 

kids my age. My father never spoke of his 

experience as much as my mother did; it 

was told that a man should never express 

his emotions. At least that is what my 

parents embedded into my mind, a typical 

Yemen-like idea. 
 My mother described the life that  

!
!
!
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!
!

!

they  lived as carefree and relaxing. She 

always told me that what matters is quality 

of life itself, not the materials that come 

with it. You might have all the riches in the 

world, but not be truly happy. Everyone in 

the village knew each other as if they were a 

big family. All the children would meet in a 

field and play soccer; they would create 

their own goals with two bricks separated 

from one another. They would run around 

barefoot unharmed by any object on the 

floor; it was as if they bonded with nature 

itself. When it was time to gather food or 

water, they would all return to their 

families and accompany their elders to 

perform necessary tasks for that day. 

Women would gather and head to the 

water well to provide water for the day. My 
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mother always told me that you would 

never find a person sitting there waiting to 

charge you for every gallon you gathered. 

Everything that was natural was free; 

money didn't rule their world. 
 Living in the mountains provided 

peace and happiness; my parents would not 

have traded that life for anything. My 

mother told me about the unpaved roads 

and the uncut forest  providing an 

overwhelming green heaven right below 

you in the valley. Even though they lived in 

a small hut that provided little to no 

protection, no protection was needed. You 

would wake up right before dawn, as the 

sun rose into the sky and shone its bright 

light into the green valley, emitting a 

beautiful green scene that would captivate 

your soul. You would then head to  your 

farm and pick out just enough fruits and 

vegetables for that day. Everyone in the 

village was a herder and had their own set 

of chicken and goats, some more than 

others. If you wanted fish for the day, the 

river waited for you to catch one out of its 

fresh stream of water. 
 Arranged marriage was very common 

and accepted back in the village. My mother 

got married at the age of seventeen and my 

father at the age of twenty-two. They had 

their firstborn child a year later, my oldest 

sister. Life remained the same, and every 

day was a blessing. Greed and power 

changed everything; my mother told me that 

she knew someday someone would try to 

control the agriculture that her village 

cherished. That day was near when the 

nearby village leader demanded loyalty from 

everyone in Al-Thoobi. They couldn't 

change and give in overnight, that wasn't the 

lifestyle they lived. They were free and intact 

with nature; the obvious response was 

refusal, as my mother explained to me. 

Everything changed and was never the same 

again. 
 Every time my mother spoke about 

the war, she would always get very 

sensitive. I could feel the impact it had on 

her. My mother's eyes filled with tears and 

her body shook as if she was saved from a 

snowstorm: “They would always strike at 

night, they wouldn't care where the missiles 

hit or who the bullets pierced.” She would 

then pause and start crying. The entire 

house would shake from every missile 

launched: the sound of glass shattering and 

violent screams consumed every carefree 

memory you once had of life. “My best 

friend died in front of my eyes, she was 

torn into pieces by a missile.” Till this day I 

feel as if my mother has never been able to 

move past this. A week later, my father 
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decided to leave the village and every piece of 

natural element of life behind, and head for 

Saudi Arabia. 
 Five years later, both my parents and 

my oldest sister came to America. The 

anger, hate, and fear still exist within my 

mother; which reflects in the family that I 

live in today. I wish that I could further get 

to know my father so I have another point of 

view of how the war affected him, but I 

barely see him. He would never open up 

since expressing one's emotion as a man was 

very rare in the community he grew up in. 

My father worked every day; he would wake 

up for work too early for me to see him and 

come back from work too late. This left me 

to my mother's upbringing. 
 I noticed as a kid that my mother's 

depression and anger was very much seen 

in me. I would be the outcast in class and 

lash out on anyone who would remotely 

look at me. I was restrained from having 

friends. My mother would always shout, 

“School should be your only focus!” Even 

when I was allowed outside, I would have 

to be home within an hour at most. I would 

be forced to go to sleep at 7 p.m. and 

regardless of whether I was hungry, I was 

not allowed to leave my bed. My mother 

would seize the opportunity to hit me for 

simple mistakes, I was her outlet to her past 

that she couldn’t let go of. 
 Growing up I hated my mother, like 

every other kid my age, but then noticed I 

was an exact replica of her. It wasn’t the 

same hate that every kid had for their mom 

which lasted for only a few minutes. I hated 

the fact that I couldn’t have friends and if I 

did, I would hurt them because aggressiveness 

was a normal trait in my house. I hated the 

idea that I couldn’t relate to anyone else 

because my way of thinking was not of a kid 

my age. At first I just thought I wasn’t a 

normal kid; it caused me to become 

antisocial, but then realized it’s the 

a f ter math of an upbr ing ing in a 

dysfunctional family. All the anger, violence, 

depression was within me. How can you 

hate what you are now? 
 As I grew even older and graduated 

high school, I decided to introduce a shrink 

into both of our lives. Though she was very 

reluctant at first, I was able to convince her 

that this would be for the best. It didn't 

take longer then a week for my mother to 

stop meeting the shrink. She went right 

back to what she knew best: bottling up 

emotions. As for myself, I am still in the 

healing process of gradual change. I 

regularly visit a shrink since outbursts of 

anger and frustration are fairly common. 

Growing older makes you realize that you 
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can't hate a person for having haunting 

memories that carved who they are today. I 

always ask myself, “How would my mother 

be if she had a normal life? How would she 

have been if there was no war? What if she 

raised me this way? What if I had many 

friends as a kid? How would life be for me 

now?” The answers will forever be unknown, 

but I will never regret my past, for it has 

shaped who I am today and bettered the 

person I will be tomorrow. 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Identity Mad 
by LAUREN TENNANT 
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IT IS A KNOWN FACT THAT WE cannot 

pick our families, and there is no such 

thing as a "normal" family. I always felt 

there was a dark cloud hovering over the 

heads of the members in my family. I 

sensed a void in the eyes on those of my 

mother's side, especially my Grandmother 

Rita. My years with Rita unfolded rather 

slowly. I hadn't figured out the story 

behind her pazzo look and her pazzo ways 

until she passed away. 

My grandmother was born to a 

mother and father of Scottish descent. She 

was very proud of being an Anglo-Saxon 

and was strangely offended whenever 

anyone questioned her about her ancestry.  

!
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!
She told a reoccurring tale about my 

Great Grandfather James McIntyre being 

a tall blonde haired, blue-eyed man from 

Paisley, Renfrewshire, Scotland. She 

described him as wealthy, classy, and 

attractive. My grandmother told us he had 

passed away due to a bad case of 

pneumonia when she was seven years old 

and that she lacked the memories of 

having a father in her life. 

Grandma Rita was one of the most 

frightening yet elaborate characters of my 

family. When I was a baby she would 

usually ignore me to clean the house or to 

make a meal that looked like something out 

of a gourmet magazine. She would often 
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drive onto the wrong ramp of the highway 

because she was too preoccupied with 

putting on her lipstick, and she would 

never change her clocks back or forward 

when it came time for Daylight Savings 

Time. She was very physically abusive and 

of ten put her hands on me. My 

grandmother would scowl at me for crying 

and would often hit me with shoehorns or 

stale loaves of bread. “How come grandma 

is so pazzo?” I would ask my mother. When 

I would tell my mom about grandma 

hitting me, she would get very upset and 

stress how when she was a child my 

grandma had such a militant parenting 

style that my mom spent every day under 

her roof in states of anxiety and fear to 

meet her standards. She would often 

scream at my grandmother about how she 

was so pazzo. My grandfather would always 

scold my mother and say, “Claudia. Your 

mother may not be correct but never call 

her pazzo. I repeat do not call your mom 

pazzo!” 

When I was in my earlier teenage 

years, I found a photo of my grandma 

when she appeared to be about twelve 

years old. She had dark, almost black eyes, 

thick black hair and prominent ethnic 

characteristics. She looked as if she were a 

Native American or someone of Hispanic 

background. Her birth certificate read 

“Rita Teresa McIntyre.” Rita Teresa never 

struck me as an Anglo-Saxon name. I had a 

hunch, between her baby photo and her 

somewhat ethnic name, so I asked her if 

any of her distance family were of Hispanic 

descent. Before I could finish my sentence, 

she had hit me across my face hard enough 

to stun my thought process for the next 

fifteen minutes. She proceeded to tell me, 

“How dare you ask me that question and 

a f f i l i a te me wi th peop le o f that 

background? I am of a white family, and I 

am proud of it.” After that incident, I began 

noticing more extreme racism from her 

towards those who were non-white as well 

as her abusive, cold, and rejectionist 

behavior. Her unloving past with me as a 

child led me to not speaking with my 

grandmother for years. I wouldn't call her 

on holidays or acknowledge her birthday 

cards. If she taught me anything, it was 

how to hold a grudge. 

Grandma Rita passed away this 

past Thanksgiving, and I never got a 

chance to say goodbye. I found such 

emptiness in her death, an emptiness that 

created a conflicting sense of carelessness 

and sadness. I wanted to cry, but I 

couldn't. She just was never a nice person. 

I knew there was something she hid from 
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us our whole goddamned life. I wanted to 

know what it was that made her so pazzo, 

for her sake as well as mine. I wanted to 

know what was behind that void, pazzo, 

sinister stare she gave us.  

Later on in the evening of her 

wake, a close friend of my grandmother's 

shared with us that my grandmother's 

father had indeed not died of pneumonia, 

and he did not die when Rita was seven. 

He was not Scottish, or tall. It turned out 

that my great grandfather was a dark-

skinned, short, Hispanic gentleman who 

died when Rita was twenty. He was 

stabbed to death multiple times by his 

mistress when the truth of his family life 

was revealed. The pain of her cheating 

father and his death created this hatred 

toward anyone of a Hispanic descent. 

The abuse and twisted behavior of 

my Grandmother Rita often left me feeling 

like my family had a fuku like the one 

present in Junot Diaz's The Brief Wondrous 

Life of Oscar Wao. We had to unfold our 

family history throughout a series of 

unfortunate events. Between the bad luck, 

the uncertainty, and the ancestors 

stemming from Latin America the situation 

at hand is similar to Beli; she too went 

most of her life unsure of where she came 

from. Her roots as well as her scars placed 

on her back by her adopted father were a 

large part of who she was, but it took the 

pain and a harsh hell of memories to 

unfold who she really was.  

Beli was never portrayed as a very 

loving mother, a lot like my grandmother. 

My grandmother did love us, but she did a 

terrible job at showing it. The torment 

both women had experienced caused 

them to be very absent parental figures. 

Beli appeared very unloving towards her 

children, even if she cared for them in 

actuality. “Sometimes, though, I look up 

at him and he had no face, and I wake up 

screaming” (325). The man with no face 

was the murderer of my great grandfather 

looming over my grandmother, creating all 

that scorn, bigotry and pazzo that was 

prevalent strongly until the day she died. 

We cannot pick our families, but we can 

grow from what we discover, no matter 

how painful it may be. 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“I’m Human” 
by MOMNA AHMED 

!
!
!
!
!
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!
!
!
“HARD TIMES THEY WERE CHILD; rough 

and frightening as tomorrow was unknown 

and today was a ticking bomb,” started my 

grandfather, sitting in his worn creaking 

rocking chair as I sat by his feet. Body still 

and eyes unfocused, he recounted a tale 

from his childhood. 
 “Would we live to see the sun rise 

again? It was the time of war you see: 

Pakistan and Bangladesh were yet to be 

built and established as countries. So, 

tension and enmity was running high 

between Muslims, Sikhs, and Hindus. 

Everyone wanted their right to religion. To 

whom was India to house dominantly?  
 I remember when I was but a lad  

!
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!
just turned 13 when I witnessed the event. 

The reasons of this event which served as 

the catalyst of our war.” 
 He then turned towards the window 

that we were situated by and raised his 

voice. 
 “What crime could’ve a helpless 

mother and her newborn child possibly 

have committed? Does following a different 

religion infect some with a deadly virus that 

makes them so against each other?” 
 I started to wonder what role the 

mother and her child had played that 

affected him so. Overcome with curiosity, I 

urged him to continue as he started 

shaking his head. After a few moments of 
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silence and body shaking, he managed to 

steel himself at my encouragement and 

continued. 
 “It is a day I’ll remember to my last 

breath. There was a woman; she was 

making her way through the market: a 

long white dupatta (scarf) was draped over 

her head. She carried a bag of groceries in 

one hand and her little baby bundled in 

pink in the other. As she was walking 

down the street, there stood two men, 

watching her, like a predator targeting its 

prey. They wore big colorful turban on 

their heads and supported dark coarse 

beards. I knew right away that they 

weren’t from our area, which housed 

clean-shaven and white clothed men 

without turbans.”  
 I could see that my grandfather was 

fully entranced in his memory now, his 

eyes staring off into the distance and his 

tone calm and faraway. 
 “As the woman neared them and 

was about to walk by them, they both 

blocked her path and started talking to her 

aggressively. Their eyes red and teeth 

bared, they were ready to attack. When she 

made to get away, one man stepped up 

and held her still while the other man 

stepped away to take something out from 

his motorcycle. It was a large container 

filled with brown liquid. It was gasoline.” 
 I gasped, horrified, as I knew what 

was going to happen. 
 “The two men poured it all over 

her and her baby, drenching their whole 

bodies. She then started thrashing and 

pleading loudly with them to let her go. 
 ‘You’re dirty you filthy Muslim, 

you don’t belong here!’ the men replied. 

One man twisted the woman’s arms 

behind her back as the other man 

wrenched her baby from her arms and 

dropped it to the ground. Shoppers and 

local residents had all gathered around 

and watched. Staring, still, uncertain, 

fr ightened. Suddenly, the men lit 

matchsticks and flung them at the mother 

and her child. Leering, gleeful, delirious, 

crazed. The baby wailed and screamed 

and kicked about as its pink blanket 

caught fire. Tiny little bundle it was, set 

ablaze, lying there by the gutter.”  
 I felt nauseous and could feel bile 

rising in my throat. 
 “The mother screamed and oh how 

she screamed: for herself, for her family, 

for her baby. It was her end and she knew. 

She stood there, burning and suffering, 

saying one thing repeatedly: ’Ya Allah! Ya 

Allah!’ 
 “What was their crime? WHAT 
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WAS THEIR GOD DAMNED CRIME?” 

My grandfather yelled. He took a moment 

to gather himself before resuming: “The 

stench was overwhelming and unbearable. 

It kept reminding me of what I had failed 

to do. What if I had acted sooner? What if, 

what if?  
 “As enraged and guilt ridden as I 

had felt, I couldn’t help but marvel at the 

bitter irony. Those monsters had set out to 

cleanse the world; they had burned them 

alive to cleanse them inside and out and 

yet, till her dying breathe; she took the 

name of the very thing they were trying to 

cleanse: 
 “Ya Allah! Ya Allah!”  
 He finished off in tears. He was 

barely holding on to keep from sobbing, 

his shoulders were shaking and he kept 

swallowing. We both sat there for a while, 

gazing out the window and watching the 

sunset, with tears in our eyes and grief in 

our hearts. 
 What good did their horrendous act, 

arrogance, and ignorance gain them? 

Nothing. They achieved nothing, no 

victory or success because those battles 

have always existed, still do, and most likely 

always will. 
 Even today, I continue to witness 

the battles of religion played out in our 

lives. Everywhere, groups and cliques are 

formed based on skin color, nationality, 

language and most importantly, religion. 

Each religion follower would stay with his 

or her kind. Along with the awareness 

comes the brutal reality; one religion group 

taunts another for being different. Bullying, 

teasing, fighting, arguments, all ensue to 

beat down the other religion group for 

being wrong and dirty. Why? 
 “Religion is a lifestyle, Momna,” my 

grandfather always says, and he’s completely 

right. Religion is a way of life and a set of 

rules and beliefs that people choose to 

follow and abide. It’s not a disease nor is it a 

mutation that changes its followers to be 

different from others. We’re all still the same: 

with four limbs, a set of toes and fingers and 

eyes, a nose, a mouth, a brain, and a 

HEART. At the end of the day, religion, 

race, nationality, culture, etc. are all just 

labels to categorize us. What really defines us 

is often forgotten, it seems. When someone 

asks, “What are you? Where are you from?” 
 The most basic and true response 

that defines us all is, 
 “I’m human.” 
 Later it was revealed to me why that 

event bore such great significance to him. As 

I had been helping him into bed, he turned 

his tear-stained face towards me and asked, 
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“Can you guess whom that woman was?” 
 Puzzled, I replied, “Maybe a neighbor 

or someone you had known?” 
 He turned away, closed his eyes, lied 

down and said, “That woman was your great-

grandmother. She was my mother. The baby 

was my two-month-old little sister.” 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Anupia’s Call 
by SAMANTHA SELINA DEO 
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TWO SEPTEMBERS AGO, I went down to 

Trinidad with my father after having not 

been there in seven years. My grandmother 

was dying. 
 We only lived ten minutes away 

from JFK. Before she left the gate, my 

mother whispered something into my ear 

as she hugged me goodbye: “Make sure 

you tell your grandmother to accept Jesus 

Christ as her personal lord and savior.” I 

said I’d do it, and had every intention of 

doing so … I think. But as soon as the word 

“okay” left my mouth, I thought about what 

that would mean. And thus, my battle 

between sticking to my own personal moral  
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convictions and carrying out my “religious 

duty” as a guerrero de Jesus to “save” my 

grandmother’s soul began. 
 At 86 years old, my grandmother had 

had 12 children, 36 grandchildren, 41 great 

grandchildren, and four great-great-

grandchildren. She’d outlived four sons, three 

grandsons and had surpassed her husband’s 

oldest age by almost four decades. She’d lived 

a long life. You could read it by the wrinkles 

in her brown skin as she rocked in her 

hammock (usually cutting up or peeling 

baigan or some other vegetable), her 

quavering voice, and her silver plait which 

smelled, always, of Bay Rum. She had raised 
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her children off the land they lived on in a 

small wooden shack roughly the size of my 

bedroom. They tilled the land and raised 

their livestock on the small Caribbean 

island as a family. A Hindu family. 
 My mother’s parents are Pentecostal 

Mennonite Christians from the Dominican 

Republic. My maternal grandfather, Papito, 

was born in Sabana Grande de Palenque, 

San Cristobal (at the time, renamed 

“Trujillo”) in 1938. His name at birth was 

Juan Pastor Plinio Mateo Encarnacion. 

He was the eleventh of twelve children. He 

became a Christian after an incident 

where his mother was possessed by un 

demonio and, after many vain attempts by 

the local “witches, gurus, vudu doctors, 

whatever they’re called,” could only be 

saved after his sisters prayed for her en el 

nombre de Jesus. There was my grandfather’s 

first testimony. My maternal grandmother, 

Wela, was probably Christian her whole life 

since her mother, Bela, was a pastor. (You’d 

never know Bela was one of the strongest 

advocates for Jesus since she’s been 

bedridden with Alzheimer’s for the past 

seven years, trapped in her own body and 

unable to communicate. I don’t understand 

Jehovah’s reasoning in continuing to let her 

suffer like this but “God works in 

mysterious ways.” Right.) Fast forward to 

1968 and you had Papito bringing his new 

family to Brooklyn, New York from Puerto 

Rico. In Nueva Yol, he would found two 

new Pentecostal Mennonite Churches and 

start his own business, Moca Driving 

School. 
 My mother grew up as a pastor’s 

daughter, the first of four children. But 

things happen and, in her twenties, she 

became descarriada. During this time, she 

met my dad. When they started dating, my 

mother let my father know that any child of 

hers would be Christian and would have no 

part in his Hindu rituals and that her home 

would have no images or figures of Hindu 

gods. When they found out I’d be coming 

along, my father had already accepted this, 

but that didn’t completely prevent all the 

religious bacchanal that would transpire 

throughout their marriage. 
 I was born in Brooklyn and we 

lived in Bushwick until I was about six. 

I’m not really sure at what point my 

mother decided to become a Christian 

again but I was probably still a toddler at 

the time. Tabernaculo Evangelistico is the 

church I inherited—we still go there every 

week. I don’t think it worked very well for 

me, though. Church has become more of 

a hangout for my cousins and I. Me and 

Sara come here to hang out or skip the 
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bible class to get piercings on Myrtle or go 

get Chinese food across the street or get 

junk food from some bodega or trespass 

on the roofs across the street to stare at 

Manhattan and be alone. 
 I think it might be the time that I’m 

growing up in—a more secular and liberal 

world—or maybe it’s just in my brain or 

maybe its that my mother married an impio 

and the fact that I’m a Daddy’s girl or 

maybe that my dad occasionally got me to 

recite om nama shivaya seven times despite 

my mother’s wishes.  Whatever the reason, 

I ’m much more openminded and 

understanding toward other religions than 

my church and my mother’s Christian 

family. I want to travel the world and 

experience all the different cultures, 

including the different religions. I know 

that nobody really knows who’s “God” is 

the “real” “God” (that’s why it’s called 

“faith”) and that everyone’s religion is just 

as plausible as the next person’s. My 

church, on the other hand, doesn’t believe 

in informing themselves on other religions 

because “the devil will get into your mind 

and pull you further away from God.” I 

think preaching ignorance towards other 

religions which, in effect, preaches 

ignorance towards other cultures and 

groups of people, is really detrimental to 

the world and also really suspicious 

coming from a doctrine which expects you 

to dedicate your life to something because 

they said so. 
 One night in bible class, the teacher 

mentioned that people who are not 

Christian—people who do not accept 

Jesus Christ as their personal lord and 

savior—would burn in Hell for all of 

eternity. This, of course, wasn’t the first 

time I’d heard this (nor would it be the 

last) but I decided to speak up this time 

because it was a class for the jovenes and I 

felt more comfortable. I asked about my 

father, a Hindu man, and asked why he’d 

be sent to Hell for being the man he was 

raised to be and following the religion he 

was told was right in much the same way 

we (the students in my bible class and, 

basically, all Christians) were being told to 

follow Christianity. The teacher said, “It’s 

like a child who plays with a match: they 

don’t know any better but they still get 

burned.” I wasn’t satisfied with this 

answer but couldn’t figure out how to 

respond. The teacher proceeded to say 

things like “Look at all of the lost people in 

the world. There are people who pray to 

statues and worship monkeys and 

elephants. Imagine. How crazy is that?”. 

The rest of the class proceeded to laugh 
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collectively and in agreement with what the 

teacher had said. What I find laughable is 

how they’d sing “La gente me dicen “loco,” 

Soy loco por Jesucr isto,” and preach 

adamantly about, and claim to believe in, a 

man talking to a burning bush or an ocean 

parting or a virgin giving birth or a man 

coming back to life after three days or a 

serpent speaking to a woman or a man 

walking on water but have the nerve to 

call someone else’s stories crazy without at 

least realizing or acknowledging that their 

own stories are just as ridiculous (...unless 

they just pretend not to notice). I find it 

laughable that they talk about how we 

would never be able to think the way God 

thinks or understand his ways and how 

they say he’s almighty and an all powerful 

being and yet they can’t imagine that if he 

wanted to come down to earth in the 

forms of Hanuman or Ganesh, he would 

have the power and every right to do so. 

To this day, I’ve never heard any Hindu 

person speak of or to Christians in such a 

way as if to ask, “Allyuh mad, owah?” And 

years later I finally realized that I was 

dissatisfied with the teacher’s analogy 

because he’d compared this same 

“almighty and all-powerful and great” 

being with a box of matches. How could 

you compare something so grand and 

“merciful” to a box of matches which has 

no conscience?  I wish I had thought of 

that when I was sitting across from him 

and had the chance to say it. 
 I remember seeing my grandmother 

laying in her bed, barely able to speak. I 

found myself laying down next to her with 

the same problem. I didn’t know how to 

bring up the subject of her religion and I 

especially didn’t know how to somehow 

manage to get her to accept Jesus Christ as 

her personal lord and savior. 
 I laid there next to my grandmother 

and thought about how wrong it’d be for 

me or any person to take advantage of an 

old woman’s senile state to come in and 

think they had the right to change the 

course she’d intended for her soul for the 

past eighty six years. If she wanted to 

dedicate herself to Hindu gods, I felt that 

that should be something sacred— 

something no one tried to tamper with. I 

laid there next to my grandmother and 

thought about how wrong it’d be for me to 

be right next to her, having been warned 

many times that any person who does not 

accept Jeucristo as their salvador personal 

would burn en el infierno for all of eternity 

and not make any effort to “save” her. As 

much as I could see flaws in Christianity, I 

knew there was no way for me to be sure 
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that what I’d been hearing all my life 

didn’t have some truth to it. I laid there 

next to my grandmother and listened to 

the ferocious tropical rain falling on the 

galvanized steel roof of my aunt’s house 

and hoped that the storm going on inside 

me would be over by the time the one 

outside had passed. 
 There were many days that I laid 

next to my dying grandmother and 

couldn’t muster up the courage (or gall) 

or find the words to do what my mother 

had told me to do. I’d receive calls from 

my mother back in New York asking me if 

I’d gotten my grandmother to even just 

say the words yet. Finally, I decided to at 

least bring up the subject and hear what 

my grandmother had to say about Christ, 

even if I myself didn’t believe. “Mama, 

you know God loves you, right?” “Yes, 

babe.” “And you know Jesus loves you, 

right?” “Yeeessss. Jesus Lord Faddah 

God!” She was in a lot of pain and I 

wasn’t going to ask for more than that. I 

was actually surprised to hear her say 

those words but I wasn’t going to question 

it. I was relieved. 
 The night we were set to leave for 

New York, I was staring out the car window. 

The island had changed so much since the 

last time I’d been there. I rolled the window 

down and took in the sounds of the insects 

outside and the voices of my father and 

uncles in the car over the music coming 

from my headphones. I basked in the 

humidity. I watched as we passed wooden 

homes and galvanized roofs and bottles on 

sticks which, here, were put up by locals to 

warn drivers of potholes when they got real 

bad, even for trini drivers. “One By One” 

by Laza Morgan and Movado was still on 

repeat—I’d been listening to this song for 

probably a week straight by this point - and 

it was dark out. We’d actually only been 

headed to Piarco International for a few 

minutes when—had I heard something? I 

took off my headphones. My father was 

looking at me. 
 “You hear”?  
 “No, what?”  
 “She died.”  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Never As It Seems 
by DEBORAH DWECK 

!
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!
I JUST CAME BACK FROM LUNCH with my 

school friends and I still have a good hour 

and a half before my next class. So for 

now I think I’m going to sneak in a little 

nap to calm down my stomach, which is 

killing. I probably ate too much––as usual I 

am extremely full. You know there is truth 

to those stereotypes about seminary girls 

gaining weight (which is proved to be true at 

the school I go to––Midreshet Lindenbaum, 

51 Leib Yafe, Talpiyot, Jerusalem.) We sleep, 

eat and learn. There are those rare 

occasions when we attempt going to the 

gym for a “workout” but like I said—those 
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were rare. Not much time passes before I 

am under my yellow floral covers ready to 

sleep. I take out my red Nano iPod from 

one of the few drawers near my bed, put 

on my “sleep list” consisting of twenty-

three pacifying songs and put my 

headphones in my ears. I close my eyes 

and “A Drop in the Ocean” plays as my 

body drifts off to sleep, having not a care 

in the world. 
 “All ready?” he yelled. I nodded, 

standing at the Gaza boarder in an 

overheated room not large enough for the 

amount of men that are in here. “Fire!” I did 
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not fire. I hesitated, as another drop of 

sweat dripped down my face and onto my 

green T. “Assad did you hear me!? I said 

FIRE!!” he shouted at me.  
 What else can I do? I cannot—I will 

not abandon my people at a time of need. 

We want our holy land back, what is 

rightfully ours. We want Palestine. I will 

stop at nothing until it’s done. I will engrave 

it into my children and grandchildren 

hearts, as it was done to me. Remember! 

Remember and never forget how we were 

kicked out of our land by force. If only the 

world knew what we go through every day.  

Just last week they killed Ahmed Jabari (the 

chief of the Gaza Military wing of Hamas.) 

Yet they still say they are only a defense 

army. They tell the world that they are just 

protecting their people. And in response?! 

In response they get approving nods from 

those outsiders. Well what about me? Huh? 

I too am only protecting my people. 
 I grew up here. Disgusting. Garbage 

and shit all over the place. You can’t walk 

three steps without stepping on a piece of 

metal. I wanted to give my family a chance 

to live a better life, but I couldn’t leave this 

place having the obligation to stay and fight 

for the return of my land. On my worse 

days I think “what if” but it’s always 

downhill from there and my thoughts 

automatically redirect to my five-year old 

girl. My girl, the most beautiful thing I 

have ever seen, unfortunately has been 

through so much. Rockets from them have 

been aimed here, sometimes landing in our 

backyard. I tell her this is why we can’t 

have a swing set. I’ve noticed her going out 

back just staring at our rotten old backyard 

and if I’m “lucky” I even catch her crying 

clutching her one eyed, torn up teddy bear. 

Imagine what it’s like having to look in 

your daughter’s lovely soft brown eyes and 

hear her questions. “Abb (Arabic for father) 

why do rockets fall? Why do people want us 

dead? What did we ever do to them Abb?” I 

try to explain, but how much can a five–

year–old understand? I tell her there are 

bad people in the world. There are bad 

people who kicked us out of our holy land 

and that I, Abb, am fighting to get our real 

home back, whereas this place is just our 

temporary home. I tell her in time Allah, 

our God and savior, will rescue us and she 

will have the life I didn’t. She will have a 

safe and happy life. She will be able to let 

her kids run around on the green grass and 

be fearless of having to round up her kids 

when a siren blows. She will be free of that. 

Allah will save us. As I am snapped back 

into reality by another yell, I know what I 

have to do. I hold back the tears that are 
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stinging my eyes and feel the anger that 

eats away at my heart. I put all my trust in 

Allah, I put all my heart in my little girl 

and I push the red button to send off 

another rocket, but this time aimed for 

Jerusalem. 
 That can NOT be my alarm 

already. I barely got to sleep! I don’t even 

remember setting an alarm. Why is it so 

loud and where the hell is the off button? I 

open my eyes to see my roommate 

screaming at me. (What did I do now? 

Everyday it’s something else. For once I’d 

just like to sleep a restful sleep.) Although, 

as she gets closer to me I can’t miss the 

panic that is quickly spreading all over her 

small round face and she screams again, 

“That’s the siren! Get to the shelter!”  
 I spring out of bed and sprint to 

the end of the hall, tailing behind Ruthie. 

As we run along with the 30 other girls 

who are now all coming out of their dorm 

rooms, I see the dark, cloudy day through 

the windows. I see the dirt particles fly up 

as we take two steps at a time down the 

first flight of stairs. Now down the second 

I notice most girls are barefoot and a 

friend in front of me is in her bathrobe! 

Reaching the lowest level of the school at 

high speed I came to a sudden stop as I 

realize I am one of the last to get into the 

bomb shelter. (Hmph, I thought I did that 

fast.) I walk in to see the dark stuffy room 

was crowded with classmates, friends, 

teachers and janitors. Slowly, although it 

couldn’t be more than a few seconds, 

everything comes to life. Girls all around 

me are hysterical. Some have mascara 

running down their faces, others start 

cursing at their IPhones because they have 

no service to call home. I feel so 

disoriented I am not sure what to do or 

think for that matter. 
 A rocket siren going off in 

Jerusalem? Does it get odder than that? I 

mean I can believe a siren going off in 

Sderot, right off the Gaza strip, but here? 

Someone starts to speak but I cannot 

locate where the voice is coming from. “…

the rocket had landed just 3 kilometers 

from the school, I want you to know we 

are all safe and…” I have a headache and I 

feel nauseous—did I hear right? Only 3 

kilometers from my current home? When I 

get out of here I have to call my cousin 

who is also living in Jerusalem for the year. 

I will then probably call my parents, 

grandparents and whats-app my siblings 

and friends. My mind is racing as I look 

left and then right for comfort but I feel 

very lonely even though the room is filled 

to capacity. “…regular classes will be 
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taking place, please everyone go back to 

your rooms, settle down for fifteen minutes 

and then go to class. Your teachers are 

looking forward to seeing everyone there...” 

Hahahah. Hahahahah. There is no way I 

am going to sit for two and a half hours in a 

class. I’m still jumping out of my skin.  It is 

just going to have to be the first class I miss 

all term. I tune back in, in time to hear the 

unknown voice still speaking. “…we are all 

safe and we can continue living our daily 

lives. I am glad to inform you that everyone 

made it to a bomb shelter and there are no 

casualties. You are dismissed.” Well that’s 

good because I feel safe. I am safe. We were 

all able to get to a bomb shelter in time, 

which is reassuring. 
 So why am I crying?  Am I so weak? 

Are these tears of shock? Who could have 

done this and why? Well I guess I know 

who did this and why but is war really the 

answer? I just don’t understand. Don’t they 

think about what they are doing and how 

much they are affecting our lives? Can’t 

people think about someone else for a 

change? With great effort I move one leg 

after another out of the suffocating room. 

As I step into the hallway full of light, a 

devious little voice in my head says: 

“There’s nothing you can do about it, it’s 

just how the world works. One man’s hero 

is another man’s terrorist.” 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03 Translate. 
!
 All he had were his games, his books,  
 and his words.” 

   

  (Díaz 32)  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La Oración 
by ROSIE GOLDBERGER 
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SOCORRO KNEW. SHE KNEW about 

Abelard’s mistress, Lydia. She thought she 

knew about love. She read about it in 

books—princes who saved princesses, 

runaway lovers like Romeo and Juliet. She 

thought that perhaps Abelard loved her. 

But that was when they first met. She a 

nurse, he a doctor—it was perfect. But 

love didn’t exist in the Dominican 

Republic. No, Trujillo made sure of that. 

A different kind of love took over. Love of 

oneself and one’s desires. Love of one’s 

honor. Love meant killing allies who 

uttered anything that sounded remotely 

seditious. Love meant overpowering 

women and owning them. Love meant 

something rather close to hate.  
 This was the Dominican Republic.  
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This was Socorro’s life.  
 She created three beautiful children 

with a man she thought she loved and 

loved her back. First they had beautiful 

Jacquelyn. What a double standard 

Abelard seemed to have. If he could have 

Lydia why couldn’t Trujillo have their 

beautiful daughter? Every woman in the 

Dominican Republic was viewed as a 

prize. As all admirers do with their 

trophies, at first they obsess. Then slowly 

they get tired—tired of the same old, 

boring trophy. They had won, but what 

now? Winners must always win. And so, 

they move on to the next challenge and 

win some more. Socorro knew she was a 

trophy. An old, cobwebbed one left on the 

back of a shelf. Sometimes she wondered 
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why Abelard stopped with Lydia. Why not 

move on to the next trophy?  
 Still they created Astrid. Astrid was 

homely. What good was she? And she read 

too. Poor Astrid wouldn’t get the 

opportunity to be won. What a waste, a 

Dominican man might think.  
 And then she came—Hypatia 

Belicia—their baby. What would she turn 

out like? What was her destiny? Would she 

be like the rest of them and marry a man 

who’s unfaithful and who justifies it while 

his wife secretly cries? Would she experience 

love in the only way a Dominican man knew 

to provide? 
 Socorro secretly prayed not. She 

prayed that her baby would break this 

cycle—would break this curse. This was 

the fukú—the hatred that masks itself as 

love. Trujillo started it. Trujillo believed 

he was a god. You were unkind if you 

didn’t share your trophies with him.  Who 

dared to deny him his property? He 

allowed you to have trophies too. What 

were you without trophies? A loser, that’s 

what. 
 This one was different. Her black 

skin said so. The Evil Eye would not be 

cast upon her and she would be free.  Free 

from Trujillo’s clutches, hopefully.  
 Socorro caressed her baby’s soft, 

dark, perfect cheek. 
 Women had next to no say. You 

don’t want to be with Trujillo? Too 

freaking bad—he owned you. Why should 

it bother you? It’s not like love exists 

anyway. Your husband wasn’t faithful 

either. He was a mini Trujillo—he the 

dictator, you his prize.  
 The fukú would haunt them. Of 

this Socorro was certain. She also knew 

Abelard shouldn’t have written that book. 

That would be their demise. All she could 

do now was pray that her baby would 

break the curse that had befallen them. 

She prayed Hypatia Belicia would make 

the right decisions—that she could restore 

love. Changing the Dominican Republic 

wasn’t going to happen. But perhaps it 

was possible to break the hatred that had 

attached itself to the respected Cabral 

family. To cleanse the Cabrals of Trujillo’s 

taint—of the fukú.  
 She hoped that her baby would 

run—far from the Dominican Republic, 

far from its men, far from the fukú, far 

from hate. Create a family with morals, 

trust and faithfulness. Acquire a husband 

who respects her and wants just her not 

as his trophy, but as his love. He’d hate 

Trujillo and what he stands for. He’d be 

someone who made her feel beautiful and 

loved and appreciated. The Abelard she 

never had.  
 She prayed that her baby would 

have what she couldn’t—a life of freedom, 

�73



a life of love, a life of happiness. A life she 

wasn’t strong enough to fight for. This 

baby would start the battle. She’d tend to 

the wounds that the fukú would surely 

cause and build up the strongest, toughest 

armor. She’d start by uprooting all the hate 

and clearing empty spaces to fill with love. 

Even if she could not complete the task, at 

least one of her descendants would have 

somewhere to start. 
 Socorro however, would just wait. 

Wait until the fukú came. Wait so that she 

could smile.  Smile in the face of hate. 
 Yes, one of her descendants would 

break free. One of them would be feisty—

akin to the fire of the hottest chili in the 

Dominican Republic. One of them would 

be stronger—stronger then all of the 

Dominican men put together. One of them 

would learn to love. 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La Isla de 
Las Brujas 
by NORA D. SCHREIBER 
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THE ENGLISH PLAYWRIGHT George 

Bernard Shaw, once said, “If you cannot 

get rid of the family skeleton, you may as 

well make it dance.” I tried my best to 

dance but my size-nine feet only seemed 

capable of stomping heavily on everything 

in their path. 
 I gave up dancing and tried cooking. 

My rice turned to mush, and my beans 

never evenly cooked. My Spanish was even 

worse due to the fact everyone spoke 

English to improve it. “Hija no eres ni bruja 

ni salvaje!” my aunt would exclaim, seeing 

my attempts and failures. I thought about 

those words and how I would answer, but 

the right response never came until later.  
 I am without a doubt, the supreme  
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oddity of the family: the dancing skeleton. 

I did not grow up chasing fish, collecting 

rocks, and counting colorful birds as my 

mother and aunt, true brujas who thrived 

in absolute paradise, did. I didn’t watch the 

afternoon sun showers under the jungle 

canopy. Perhaps I did see some colorful 

birds in my lifetime, and maybe I managed 

to feel some fish slip between my fingers. 

This did not change the fact, however, that 

I did not own and love the same ocean and 

land as the women before me did. 
 Puerto Rico fed their bruja; the 

waters strengthened their spirits. They 

learned to dance and let the music take over 

their bodies. They learned to cook, eat, grow, 

and enjoy their food. That island magic lit 

�75



the iron hot bruja  in the hearts of these 

three ladies with my grandmother holding 

the undying flames. Unfortunately, this 

passion could not be given to me when I 

was born. The special magic of my ancestry 

lives in the experiences of an islander and 

not a German-Puerto Rican living in New 

York City. 
 My struggle to identify with my 

culture is similar to that of Oscar’s plight 

in Junot Díaz’s novel The Brief Wondrous 

Life of Oscar Wao. Díaz describes Oscar as 

having “none of the Higher Powers of 

your typical Dominican male” (19). 

Oscar’s Dominican culture expected him 

to be successful with women just as my 

family expected me to act like an island 

bruja. Both Oscar and I lacked the 

training, however, to reach such destinies 

without first discovering ourselves. 
 Pressure from family and culture 

can be surprisingly infectious. Even 

Oscar’s sister Lola (who in the novel 

represents breaking conformity) feeds into 

this instilled cultural value that Oscar 

should have relations with a women. “I 

know you Dominican men,” she says after 

Oscar spent part of the night with a 

female friend (40). The idea that Oscar is 

“supposed to have Atomic Level G” in the 

department of dating women is believed 

by every member of his family just as the 

idea that the women in my family are 

natural born brujas is taught in mine (24). 
 The failure to meet cultural 

expectation is painful and in response to 

this pain Oscar and I both developed 

insecurities within our personalities. Oscar 

blamed his cultural disconnect on his 

weight and physical flaws. His appearance 

was contrary to the ideal Dominican male 

image of being handsome and seductive. 

Not fitting in with this idea caused Oscar 

to become deeply unmotivated and 

pessimistic as the novel progressed. Oscar 

became so desensitized by his own failure 

he described himself as being “allergic to 

diligence” and even tried committing 

suicide (25). 
 I also felt a certain amount of 

anguish in being unable to fulfill my bruja 

role. I could not distinguish myself as 

having a Puerto Rican heritage because I 

did not have bruja stories to share with my 

family. In reaction to this, I would attempt 

to become a bruja either by trying to teach 

myself or by ignoring the role completely. 

Both Oscar and I felt like outcasts and 

were transformed negatively at first by our 

individual cultural experiences. 
 Family and culture will always 

influence the thoughts and feelings of 

human beings. The relationships forged 

between people and cultural values can 

bring people of similar experiences together 

or isolate those who are different. Oscar 
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eventually established a relationship with a 

woman at the end of the novel after 

overcoming his cultural obstacles. He 

found a person to share the intimacies he 

never thought he would experience and 

happily proclaimed his long search for 

affection as accomplished. 
 As I compare myself to Oscar and 

his ordeal, I realize that if I crave a 

connection with my family’s past I should 

not just listen to my brujas but should also 

ask them to show me. The dancing 

skeleton in the closet no longer troubles 

me now. It once represented my lack of 

experience in Puerto Rico, but I know 

now that it is the brujita inside me that 

dances now. With a little practice she will 

learn to cook, speak proper Spanish, and 

maybe even visit the island of brujas when 

it rains. For now, I can respond to my 

aunt’s exclamation and tell her truthfully, 

“I am a savage learning to be a brujita.”  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Paradigm Citizens: 
Your Standards or 
Mine? !
by JENSINE C.  WHARTON 
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DISABILITY, ALTHOUGH HIGHLY stigmatized, 

can be illustrated in numerous ways, and not 

just as a person in a wheelchair. In The 

Rejected Body, Susan Wendell asserts that 

“The lack of realistic cultural representations 

[…] contributes to the 'Otherness' of people 

with disabilities” (Wendell 61). As humans 

we have this personal attribution error 

which causes us to assume that bad things 

happen to other people, not because of their 

environment or ineluctable circumstances, 

but only because of who they are. Junot 

Díaz’s Drown and The Brief  Wondrous Life of  
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Oscar Wao also show “individuals whose 

abnormality [seems to create] their 

problems, which in itself illustrates the 

strength of the cultural demand” to fit a 

specific model, to be a “paradigm 

citizen” (Wendell 63). 
 Aside from the stereotypical ideas 

that are often associated with disability, as a 

socially constructed handicap, the term 

“disability” also includes “subtle cultural 

factors that determine standards of normality” 

(Wendell 58). This fact is explicitly shown in 

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. 
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Although Beli learned to cope with idea of 

not being “socially accepted,” that was not 

the case in her early life. “Beli, after all, 

had been ailing for a while” (Díaz 253). 

She does not fit in—not in her country, 

not in her city, not in her house. She is 

black, very skinny, and alone. She only 

survives because a distant relative took her 

in; and even then, while living in one of the 

worst parts of the Dominican Republic, her 

neighbors do not even like her, and they 

lived in the ghetto! In this case, even the 

lowliest members of society (who also got 

there t i t le bases upon their own 

“abnormalities”) would “exclude those 

who do not meet them from full 

participation in their societies” (Wendell 

58). This trend of “otherness” continues 

throughout Beli’s life; as a young adult she 

is looked upon as a sex machine, only 

needed by those who required her services, 

and then as an adult, battling cancer. 
 Additionally, even when people 

pursue a “normal” life, conforming to 

what is “socially accepted,” it is evident 

that they will be seen as a spectacle in the 

eyes of others. Susan Wendell states, “I do 

not think my body is a cultural 

representation, although I recognize that 

my experience of it is both highly 

interpreted and very influenced by 

cultural representations” (62). Although, 

he does have a physical deformity, Ysrael 

does strive for a normal life and even 

overcompensates for his facial deformity 

by building up the rest of his body to be as 

attractive as possible. Even while leading a 

seemingly “normal life,” Ysrael suffers 

from a continuing trend of otherness. 
 “Many people are hiding in the 

private sphere because of assumptions that 

they belong there” (Wendell 63). In Drown, 

“[Ysrael] has his power of INVISIBILITY 

and no one can touch him” (Díaz 155). 

Yunior, the narrator of Drown, romanticizes 

this idea of Ysrael having some sort of 

superpower, but it makes me wonder if this 

“superpower” is a curse in disguise. I call 

this into question because in the very same 

paragraph, the narrator tells us that “so 

many wish him gone.” So if he wears a 

mask and is known as “No Face,” does that 

mean he is unfit to be a part of society? 

“The more a society regards disability as a 

private matter, and people with disabilities 

as belonging in the private sphere, the more 

disability it creates by failing to make the 

public sphere accessible to a wide range of 

people” (Wendell 60). 
 Along with Susan Wendell, I “do not 

want to claim or imply that social factors 

alone cause all disability”; however, I will 

assert that those very factors do perpetuate 

stigmas attached to the term “disability.” 

“Deviations from a society's conception of 

a 'normal' or acceptable body” are a clear 
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way of determining a person’s ability to be 

a part of society. Because much disability is 

created, Beli and Ysrael suffered from 

disabling “social conditions,” which did in 

fact “cause disability given the demands 

and lack of support in the environments of 

the people affected” (Wendell 62). 

!
!
WORKS CITED 

Díaz, Junot. The Brief  Wondrous Life 

 of Oscar  Wao. New York:  

 Riverhead Books, 2007. 

Díaz, Junot. Drown. New York: Riverhead 

 Books, 1996. 

Wendell, Susan. The Rejected Body. 

 New York: Routledge, 1996. 

!

�80



The Familial Trait 
by NATALIE MENDO 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
TO THIS VERY DAY, MY family does nothing 

but joder. My family, but mostly my mother, 

always nags me about my appearance. Their 

jodedera with my weight makes me feel 

uncomfortable being at home. Every single 

day, my mother loves to joder by saying, 

“Natalie, you are too fat! Your boyfriend is 

going to leave you for a prettier girl if you do 

not start doing something about your 

weight!” or “You look like a tank. I do not 

want an ugly daughter and if I were you, I 

would be embarrassed to look like that.” 

Their jodedera is the reason I take any 

opportunity I have to be out of the house 

because I have grown weary of feeling 

pressured by them to change the way I look. 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
However, what they do not understand is 

that I feel comfortable in my own skin. I 

love food way too much to ever starve 

myself like they want me to. Constantly 

dealing with their jodedera sometimes 

makes me feel insignificant in my family’s 

eyes because I am not who they want me to 

be: the perfect daughter. 
 You would assume that a family 

who attempts to help you with your 

weight does so because they want you to 

be healthy, but my family is the complete 

opposite. The only reason they want me to 

lose weight is so I can be “prettier,” or in 

their words, “una chica más fina.” Being a 

child of Venezuelan parents, the pressure 
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is even more intense. Venezuela is known 

for winning many beauty pageants, and 

for having beautiful women, but I do not 

live up to any of those expectations as a 

Venezuelan-American female. My family’s 

idea of “helping” me to lose weight is 

either by insulting or bribing me. My 

mother does the insulting, and she 

believes that it is the best way to 

“motivate” someone because, apparently, 

hurt people’s feelings enough and they 

will want to change themselves. My father 

and my aunt are willing to buy me 

everything I ask for if it relates to weight 

loss, such as gym memberships, or healthy 

food, or they will simply pay me to lose 

weight. I never comply because I do not 

want to be what they wish I was, but 

rather be only who I enjoy being, even if it 

means that I am fat or unattractive. 
 Out of my entire family, I would 

say that my mother has the most effect on 

me. Usually she is the one who either 

builds or destroys my self-confidence. This 

occurs depending on her mood on a daily 

basis. Although she says that she only 

hurts me for my own good, I believe she 

allows her anger and rancor towards her 

own mother to take over her, thus causing 

her to relieve her pain by insulting me. In 

my younger days, her insults made me fear 

telling her the goals or dreams I had in 

mind, because more often than not she 

would criticize them. Her harsh criticism 

was a disincentive and made me feel 

helpless. However, as I grew older and 

began to rationalize situations in a more 

mature manner, I realized that she, just 

like everyone else, has her own issues. 

Once I came to this realization, I began to 

ignore her “hurtful” comments and no 

longer fed into her need of always being 

right. 
 Being the children of bold women 

is not always easy. Similar to my 

experience with my dear mother, Lola also 

experiences a difficult relationship with 

her mother Belí. Lola leads a much more 

difficult childhood and adolescence than I 

do because Beli not only makes Lola do 

all the housework and take care of Oscar, 

but she always has the final say in every 

aspect of Lola’s life. Belí decides how Lola 

dresses, where she goes, whom she goes 

with, and what she does in general. 

Although my mother is very judgmental, 

she does not restrict the way I choose to 

express myself, unless I am harming my 

own reputation. Lola, however, did not 

have an option. 
 The difference in jodedera between 

Belí and my mother influences greatly the 

attitudes Lola and I have developed. Not 

having an option to decide what she could 

do in her life gave Lola a bigger push to 

rebel against her controlling mother 
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because it was her only way of escaping 

her. Lola could not tell Belí she was wrong 

in any way and most certainly could not 

persuade her to let her do something she 

wanted. As she stated, “She was the kind 

of mother: who makes you doubt yourself, 

who would wipe you out if you let 

her” (Díaz 56). Lola’s life revolved around 

her mother’s beliefs and interests which, 

somehow, were selfish on Belí’s part. Belí 

was selfish in the way that she did not 

have compassion and understanding for 

her children, but asked for compassion 

from them simply because she was their 

mother. My mother, on the other hand, 

tends to have more compassion with me 

because her mother did not have 

compassion for her. Although my mother 

likes to insult me as a form of venting her 

emotions, she tries her best to give me 

what her mother never gave her. Her 

compassion towards me is the reason I do 

not go against her. I try to avoid giving her 

more worries than she already has, and I 

also try to take her life experiences as 

examples of what I should and should not 

do. Compassion influences how a person 

will treat you, and because Belí rarely 

expressed it to her children, especially 

Lola, the children felt they had the right to 

find themselves, without any consideration 

towards how their mother felt about their 

search. 

 Anger will always run through 

many generations of a family. The attitude 

of a person is influenced greatly by how 

well or badly they are treated, especially if 

that treatment comes from a loved one. 

However, there will always be one person 

in a family who will find a better way of 

alleviating that anger, thus creating a new 

chapter for the next generation. 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Yao Gui Yi Dien 
by CHERYL LIM 

!
!
 
!
!
!
!
“YAO GUI YI DIEN,” MY MOM tells me every 

single time she sees me. “Yao gui yi dien,” 

but I don’t understand how much more 

“gui” I can be. I started working every 

summer, and even during the school year, 

since I was fourteen years old so I wouldn’t 

be an economic burden to my family. Even 

now, I volunteer at soup kitchens, churches, 

senior centers, tutoring centers, and 

catering events for senior citizens to give 

back to the community, but I’m still not 

“gui” enough. I always give up my seat on 

the bus or train for anyone that I feel needs 

it more than I do. I even help old people 

cross the damn street. I babysit kids and 

tutor people who don’t speak English, for 

free! I spend as little money as possible, 

and I study as much as I can. “Yao gui yi 

dien.” I am much more “gui” than anyone I 

know. 
 Any time I do anything that makes 

me happy, it breaks my mom’s heart little 

by little, because she thinks that I’m not 

being “gui.” When I got my belly button 

pierced it was a big deal because, in my 

mom’s words, “My daughters are gui, and 

they don’t do that.” I disappointed my 

mom when I got tattoos because that is not 

“gui.” Tattoos are my passion, but that 

doesn’t matter because I am supposed to 

look a certain way so that, when my 

extended family or any family friends see 

me, I will not embarrass the family. When I 

got my snake eyes (a horizontal tongue 

piercing), I broke my mother’s heart 

because it gave me a “bad image,” and she 

begged me to be more “gui.” When I 

brought home my Algerian boyfriend, it 

was as if a tornado met a volcano or World 

War Three broke out in my house because 

my boyfriends are expected to be Asian. 

Actually, I’m expected to be single and 
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focus on school until I turn twenty five 

because that is “gui.” As much as I love my 

mom, her high expectations of me create a 

wall between us, and I have to choose 

between being free to be who I want to be, 

and being my mom’s perfect little daughter, 

who is so very “gui.” 
 Lola, from The Brief  Wondrous Life of 

Oscar Wao by Junot Díaz, was in a similar 

situation with her mother. When I was 

sixteen I decided that I wanted to cut off 

nearly all of my hair and get a faux-hawk, 

but that didn’t happen because my mom 

was one hundred percent against it. She 

was worried I would look like a lesbian 

with short hair and didn’t want other 

people to think the same thing. I left my 

hair long the way my mother likes it in 

order to be “gui.” When Lola cut her hair 

and took on the “punk look,” her mother 

responded by throwing her a wig and 

saying “You’re going to wear this. You’re 

going to wear it every day. And if I see you 

without it on I’m going to kill you” (59). 

Lola’s mother Beli is against Lola’s punk 

appearances because it would embarrass 

her and the family, just as my mom wants 

to make sure that I don’t embarrass her. 

Lola ran away from home to live with Aldo, 

just like how I also ran away when I felt 

that my mom was being too strict with me. 

Lola has to take care of Oscar because Beli 

works all the time, the same way I have to 

watch over my little sister Candy because 

my mom is always working. When Beli 

chased Lola in order to bring her home, 

she fell and started to bawl on the floor. 

Lola had the chance to “run off” into her 

“future,” but she turned back to see if Beli 

was okay, because at the end of the day, 

Beli is her mother. The way Lola felt for her 

mother is similar to my feelings towards my 

own mother. My mom can be mean and 

insane sometimes, but when I know that 

she is worried sick, crying over me, I go 

back home into her maximum control 

penitentiary. Beli sent Lola away to Santa 

Domingo to live with La Inca so she 

wouldn’t be rebellious anymore after she 

ran away. My mom debated sending me 

away until I was more “gui.” 
 A really interesting connection that I 

feel with Lola is the encounter she had with 

her mother in the bathroom regarding her 

breast cancer. My mom has had similar 

conversations with me about mammograms, 

and so I feel as if I know exactly how Lola 

felt when her mother had that conversation 

with her. I can relate to the way Lola was 

affected by her mother’s breast cancer 

because Lola was definitely affected by it 

although she only mentioned a few times, as 

when Diaz writes, “You are overcome by the 

feeling, the premonition, that something in 

your life is about to change… And like that, 

everything changes” (53). 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 The d i f fe rence between the 

relationship Beli and Lola share and the 

relationship my mother and I share is that at 

the Beli would beat Lola. It was evident that 

Lola feared her mother. “I was so scared. I 

couldn’t stop shaking. The whole ride down 

I was expecting the sky to split open and my 

mother to reach down and shake me” 

describes the way Lola felt when she was 

trying to run away to Aldo’s house (63). 

There was a time that I feared my mom but, 

because I am a little bit older and more 

mature now, I realize the feeling I have 

towards my mom is respect mixed with 

fear. The fear I do have is that I will 

disappoint her and she would think that 

she raised me incorrectly, and I turned out 

not to be “gui.” 
 Regardless of what family Lola 

comes from, and how little or how much 

she saw her family, she has been molded 

and changed by her family. We are who we 

are because of who we are in our families. 

As it is said that “people are the product of 

their environment,” the environment that 

we are in is usually because of what family 

we are born into. Our families change us 

from day one. There are expectations and 

rules in each and every family. Some are 

general expectations and some are unique 

to a family, but we are affected by the rules

—whether we choose to live by them, or 

choose to rebel against them. Ultimately, 

we are who our family makes us, we are part 

of a family, and we carry on and pass down 

expectations, traditions, and traits that were 

passed down to us. 

�86



Identity and 
Nationality !
by KOMAL SHAHEEN 

!
!
!
!
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!
!
!
!
!
“WE KNOW WHAT WE ARE, but not what we 

may be.” This quote by William Shakespeare 

portrays a perfect perspective of what 

identity is like. Identity is the image you 

make of yourself for society to look at. 

Unfortunately, sometimes it does not work 

out the way you want it to. People might not 

see you the way you want to be seen. Always 

expect something to occur that will change 

everything, including your identity. The Brief  

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao by Junot Díaz 

portrays variations in characters that are 

caused by certain events and circumstances. 

Díaz, with a unique edge, portrays Oscar, Beli,  

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
and Lola’s identities by relating their 

experiences, relationships, hardships, and 

their relationships with Dominican culture. 

Oscar thinks he is surrounded by the fukú—

a curse that stays with him his whole life and 

eventually embeds itself within him. The 

hardships Oscar’s mother, Beli, faced as a 

child shape her identity. Lola’s not-so-good 

relationship with her mother changes her as 

a person also. As I compare myself to the 

women in my country, my cultural identity 

also plays a role in shaping me as a woman. 

Although the characters live in the United 

States for most of their lives, they still have a 
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strong connection with their country of 

origin, the Dominican Republic. 
 Originated in the Dominican 

Republic, the fukú follows Oscar his whole 

life. Oscar Wao has a very tough time 

recognizing himself and being recognized 

through most of the times during his life. 

Oscar is considered the outsider in the 

novel due to his nerdiness, his intelligence, 

and his incongruous physical appearance. 

It is said, “Dude wore his nerdiness like a 

Jedi wore his light saber or a Lensman her 

lens. Couldn't have passed for Normal if 

he'd wanted to” (21). This quote tells us 

that Oscar wanted to be different. He did 

not look “normal” from any angle. To find 

himself, Oscar writes. Writing is what 

makes Oscar recognize himself and his 

talent. He creates this bubble for himself 

that he always stays in. He wants to make 

a mark and be known by others. 

Throughout his life, Oscar seeks the one 

thing that everyone wants to attain in his 

or her life, love. He wants to fall in love 

with someone and also be loved in return. 

While seeking love, Oscar becomes lost 

and stops recognizing himself . He 

becomes so confused that he tries to kill 

himself twice. All along, Oscar thinks he is 

“cursed” and that is why he cannot attain 

happiness. When Oscar finally gets what 

he wanted all his life, he dies. It was as if 

the fukú becomes part of Oscar’s identity 

and eventually kills him. 
 Oscar’s mother Beli also has a hard 

time seeking her identity. Beli is the one 

that bridges the Dominican Republic with 

the United States in the novel. Born and 

raised in the Dominican Republic and 

adopted by her father’s cousin, she does 

not understand the situations she was put 

in. Beli, just like Oscar, seems to be on a 

quest to find out where she belongs. She 

has a very tough time during her 

childhood. She also goes through a very 

confusing phase when she is looking for 

love. She does not know what is right or 

wrong for her. While having harsh 

memories from her childhood, Beli has a 

corrupt relationship with her daughter 

Lola. The tough times she has been 

through makes her a very stiff person in 

life- who is also trying to fight cancer. 

When Lola runs away, Beli pretends that 

she is in pain so that Lola would stop. This 

quote, “Ya te tengo, she said, jumping 

triumphantly to her feet. Te tengo” (70), 

shows us how happy Beli is when she 

realizes that Lola has come to her. This 

displays the hidden love Beli had for her 

daughter. It is said, “Beli at thirteen 

believed in love like a seventy-year-old 

widow who's been abandoned by family, 

husband, children and fortune believes in 

God” (88). This quote portrays that Beli 

has been tough all along, ever since she 
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was a child. Beli’s childhood and youth in 

the Dominican Republic play a big part in 

depicting her identity in the book. 
 Oscar’s sister Lola also has a 

conflicting period where she struggles 

with her identity. Lola does not get along 

well with her mother. Like her mother, she 

also goes through a hard phase in her love 

life. As Lola says, "You don't know what 

it's like to grow up with a mother who 

never said a positive thing in her life, not 

about her children or the world, who was 

always suspicious, always tearing you 

down and splitting your dreams straight 

down the seams" (56). This quote pretty 

much sums up Lola’s feelings about her 

mother. Even though Lola’s and her 

mother’s relationship was not stable, both 

of them still cared for each other. Lola’s 

experience with her grandma in the 

Dominican Republic changes the way she 

feels about her mother. After her visit to 

the DR she handles situations by being in 

them, and fighting against them. She 

learns: “But if these years have taught me 

anything it is this: you can never run away. 

Not ever. The only way out is in” (209). 
 I come from Pakistan, a country 

where the literacy rate is not very high and 

where few women get a chance to seek 

education. By actually getting a chance to 

seek education, I feel very accomplished. 

With education, I have an identity. Many 

opportunities and experiences in life have 

taught me to appreciate what I have, 

because many other people cannot get it 

even if they try. My education has affected 

my identity as I am now seen as a unique 

person in front of other women from back 

home. It has made me feel proud of 

myself. Now, I can be seen as a role model 

for other women who want to seek 

education in my country. 
 In The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar 

Wao by Junot Díaz, each character’s identity 

evolves with his or her experiences in life. 

Life’s vicissitudes are what identify you as a 

person. Your nationality unconsciously 

becomes part of your identity. The fukú 

stayed with Oscar and became part of his 

identity by putting him through tough 

phases. Beli’s harsh childhood and youth in 

the Dominican Republic became a part of 

her identity and shaped her as a person. 

Lola’s relationship with her mom also 

became a part of her identity and changed 

her as she got older. Getting the opportunity 

to seek an education, something women 

rarely get a chance to do in my country, has 

transformed me as a person also. Nobody 

knows what will change him or her as a 

person. It can be from the smallest things to 

the biggest things, even the place where you 

come from. 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04 Transport. 
!
 Back home, everybody! Back home!  
 From Washington Heights to Roma,  

  from Perth Amboy to Tokyo, from   
  Brijeporr to Amsterdam, from    
  Lawrence to San Juan.” 
   

  (Díaz 272)  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Purple 
by KATHERINE KELLY 

!
!
!
!
!
!
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!
!
!
I DON’T THINK I EVER TOLD YOU this, but 

I never really did like the color purple. Or 

maybe I did and just don’t remember. 

You’ll have to forgive me; it’s been so long 

that I can only vaguely recall certain 

moments with you. However, purple is 

something that cannot be so easily 

forgotten. In my youth (my years with you), 

I always thought purple was a girly color, 

like pink only more obnoxious. It was a 

color laced with bold and beautiful qualities, 

almost as if it was hand tailored like an 

elegant ball gown. What would a tomboy 

reject like myself want with a color like that? 

If I touched something that pristine, I would 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
only soil it with my muddy hands. I could 

never make it my own; it could never 

become a part of me. But looking back, I 

never had any hope of escaping purple. I 

never had a chance. When I was a child, I 

always heard people talking about purple, 

their “favorite” color. I still can’t flee its 

influence. But now I don’t hear purple. I 

see it. In other people’s eyes. In the water. 

In the bathroom mirror. It is my reflection. 
 It has just occurred to me that it has 

been too long. Perhaps we should catch up 

a bit. (Let’s forget we ever heard that ugly 

word purple for a moment.). Where to 

begin? How to begin? Every morning, I 
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wake up at the brisk hour of six-thirty, the 

time when the sun also begins to awaken 

so that it can ward off the chilliness of the 

morning like an unwanted visitor. I head 

downstairs to the kitchen to begin boiling 

water for the tea. I have all kinds of tea in 

the kitchen, but my favorite is the Irish 

Breakfast tea, because it reminds me of 

you. The whistle of the kettle goes off like 

a siren, piercing my ears. It’s time to 

choose a flavor. There are really only two 

choices: nostalgia or the present. I’m sorry 

for my weakness, but for just this moment, 

I choose to indulge in the past. I pull a 

mug down from the cabinet and add my 

tea of choice. I pour the water into my 

mug and wait for the brewing process to 

end. It feels like eternity. When the time 

finally comes, I remove the tea bag, pour 

in some milk, and add two lumps of sugar. 

I stir carefully, meticulously even. Stop. 

Wait a few moments. You’ll burn your 

tongue. Then, I gently lift the mug to my 

lips and … I’m home. Or at least I would 

be if I still believed it to be. 
 Ireland: the old country of our 

ancestors. You taught me so many things 

there. This is how you start a fire. This is 

how you don’t burn yourself. This is how 

you climb up a tree. This is how you climb 

back down again without falling. One sip 

of that milky liquid, and the memories 

flood through my mind like a surge. This 

is how you be brave. This is how you don’t 

cry. These were the things that once made 

me. The things that defined me. The things 

that made me “blue.” 
 My favorite color has always been 

blue. Why? Maybe it is because turquoise is 

my supposed birthstone. Or it could just 

simply be the most likely case: blue was a 

forbidden color for a small and “fragile” 

little girl. Words like that enraged me. I 

wanted to destroy them. To slay them like a 

beast; become some sort of heroic knight 

adorned in the richest of blues. I wanted to 

become a hero, one people would root for. 

I transformed, trading my pure white 

gloves for a sword unsheathed. Be brave. 

Don’t cry. This was my life, the life you 

gave me. My code. My definition. My blue. 
 Is this how you remember it? I bet it 

isn’t. The external perception never is quite 

as noble. You probably remember the 

phenomenon exactly the same as the rest of 

outside world does: that I was doomed to 

forever be wrapped up in my own 

delusions. Forever. It’s true, after all. 

Something about the exchange made me 

numb. Thick headed. Insensitive to 

anything not involving my definition of 

self. I lied. I know you would never think 

such things about me, but that’s only 

because you missed the fall (This is how 

you do fall.). The light that always eluded 

me vanished along with the “you” that I 
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cherished. One could not exist without the 

other. The blue faded and died out. Sank 

back it to the depths of the sea from 

whence it came, never to surface again. 
 Ireland: the land of ruin. Of 

memories. The place where I lost so many 

things. It is the earth there that you have 

chosen for your unending sleep, and part of 

me was laid to rest with you. (This is how I 

didn’t cry.) One frigid March morning my 

dreams turned to nothing more than 

stardust and blew away in the unforgiving 

winter breeze. Blue was dead. So were you. 

But I was not. I was still here. Alive. 

Drawing breath. Burning. 
 Red was never my favorite color. It 

was the pigment of rust. The color of 

shame. Disgust. Defeat. It became my new 

life. However, red did not revive what once 

belonged to blue. That was not red’s style. 

Red was not a baptism, but an atonement. 

It was regret that was visual. Perhaps that’s 

why I chose it, or rather, it chose me. It 

became what I clung to. My sins. My 

penance. My fire (This is how you do burn 

yourself). 
 Another thing you had always 

repeatedly told me was that I should never 

play with fire. You told me I would burn 

off my flowing hair. My long hair that you 

loved. You were reluctant to see me cut it 

all off, but you didn’t stop me. “I wanted a 

change,” I said. (“I don’t want to be girly,” 

I meant.) My hair was the same color as 

hazelnuts; just like the ones you used to 

carefully collect in the nippy season of 

autumn. Hazelnuts were your favorite, 

remember? What’s that? How do I 

remember all of these things? Well, the 

truth is that I have simply never forgotten. 

Whenever I caught a glimpse of my brown 

tinted head (in other people’s eyes, in the 

water, in the bathroom mirror), I would 

think about hazelnuts and those nights 

when we would eat them together. And 

talk. And laugh. And smile. No matter 

how much I missed those “blue” times, 

they were gone. It was too late. My 

hazelnut hair was gone. My locks could 

not escape the fire I had lit for myself. 

They went up in smoke, and emerged 

dyed in scarlet, a shimmering ruby. 

Tainted blood red, like everything else in 

my world. 
 You were always right about fire, 

but no warning could have been heeded. I 

was already blazing, inside and out. I had 

no hope of controlling it. It burned like 

wildfire, reducing everything in its path to 

ash. It was alive. Glowing hot colors: 

yellow, orange, and the color of wicked 

vengeance: red. The haze rose; burned and 

burned for what felt like years. Then, 

finally, it burned out. Diminished to 

nothing more than a mere flame. It 

innocently danced in the wind, as if it had 
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caused no harm. I gently placed my lips 

near the flame and blew it out, causing the 

red light, like the blue light before it, to 

swiftly and silently disappear. 
 What is left after an entire forest is 

burned to the ground? Is it the hue? Blue 

mixing into red. Red mixing into blue. The 

two overlap to create a compromise. That’s 

where we return to our point of origin. 

That color. Purple. I never liked purple. I 

once thought it was the color of royals, of 

everything I had stood against. I had 

thought that it was the color of fulfillment, 

of the sweetest dreams imaginable, but I 

was wrong. Purple is not the color of the 

triumph. It is the shade that colors survival. 

Endurance. Experience. The feeling of 

losing everything, but carrying on. Still an 

enigma to me, and yet my reflection. My 

locks now radiate magenta (my friends call 

me “purple.”). So, my question for you 

now is: what do you think of it? Do you 

despise the purple, long for when my hair 

still resembled hazelnuts? Do you recognize 

me as the person you once loved? Sheer 

silence. These questions will never be 

answered. The only person who could 

possibly answer them is no longer here. 

But I won’t disturb your sleep with such 

trivial questions any further. That 

wouldn’t be fair to you. Besides, I have to 

stay true to purple and continue on living. 

I have purple. You have eternity. And that 

is how it will remain. So I bid you farewell. 

Sweet dreams, Grandfather. 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A Rover’s Place to 
Call Home !
by CHRISTOPHER 
McILLHATTON 
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
“HOME IS THE PLACE WHERE you go, and 

they have to let you in”—at least that’s what 

Robert Frost, my sister’s favourite poet, said. 

To me all houses retain the stories of their 

occupants and these stories can be varied 

and complex. My mother always said, 

“Don’t count on me letting you in” without 

batting an eyelid. My mother wanted to 

control me, so did my father. And of course 

I wanted to control them. Everybody wants 

to control everything. As an infant, I 

controlled the sandpit. As the youngest 

child, I liked to control my brother, and 

sister and as a teenager I wanted control 

over my bedroom—“I like it messy!” My 

parents however, controlled the house

—“Clean it up! NOW!” 

 
 
 
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
 For the first four years of my life, 

home was a neat three-bedroom Federation 

house nestled in the surfside suburb of 

Bronte. A rather large Moreton Bay fig 

stood outside and dropped crap regularly on 

our footpath. The entrance to our house was 

by a black and white tessellated tiled 

pathway and large verandah. My greatest 

memories occurred from the backyard of 

the house. In the summer, my brother Liam 

and I would lie around in a big inflatable 

pool and pretend we were somewhere 

famous. Our second hand cubby contained 

the preschool drawings of our cave family. 

Mine was the best—lots of scrawling 

pictures dripping with colour. I never 

wanted to leave that house. The home is the 
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site of life’s most intense battles, sometimes 

there’s a winner, sometimes a loser and 

sometimes the fight goes on forever. 

Sometimes it’s the neighbours that create a 

battle zone and give a reason to change 

addresses or rove to a new place. Next door 

to us in Melbourne in 2000 lived Sue, Paul 

and Emma. Paul was in finance and hell-

bent on making it to the top before he was 

forty. Sue on the other hand was happy 

raising the perfect girl. They were less than 

amused to find their mornings and 

afternoons filled with the steady bounce, 

bounce, bounce of the basketball over and 

over and over again against their fence 

wall. Their control ended at the fence, as 

of course did ours, but no one controls the 

airspace and the sounds that fill it. 
 The fence line did not always signal 

an end to our home, however behind us 

was a huge vacant parkland. Only the 

neighbours seemed to control this area. It 

was a mixture of building rubble, trees, a 

wilderness of weeds and secret places. We 

did as we pleased there, and it was a 

horrible day when the council men moved 

in to knockdown our well-built tree-house. 

It was the place of many adventures. 

Change appeared to be inevitable. It took 

us weeks in the school holidays to drag 

material from sites around the park to 

build that treehouse. We carved and 

scratched and kicked that poor old tree. It 

was the place of escape and excitement 

and facilitated our attempt to change our 

experience of the world. 
 A significant change came in 2004 

when we moved to the bright, sunny coast 

of Lennox Head. Slowly we adapted to the 

playful, surfy, coastal atmosphere that is 

Lennox Head. My first primary school was 

at St. Joseph’s in Alstonville. I spent a short 

amount of time there and then I moved to 

Holy Family Skennar’s Head where I spent 

the rest of my primary school years. We 

lived in the village at Daintree Drive for six 

months before moving to the Headlands 

Estate, opposite the beach. There were 

many families living in this area and the 

sounds of skateboards and the bounce, 

bounce, bounce of the basketball on the 

paved driveway continued to happen at this 

house. 
 My life in the early days of high 

school was filled with memories of friends, 

parties, and adventures. Teachers called 

the boys in our year “a roving dingo pack” 

as we moved together to hunt out ‘good 

times’ and discover new ways of survival. 

As we spent most hours in a day at the 

1930s red brick and tile former Marist 

seminary, now school, we gravitated to the 

buzz and daily rituals of the place. Similar to 

the experiences of Oscar Wao, “it’s never the 

changes we want that change everything.” I 

was destined never to be an academic.  

�97



Rather, I was developing into a social 

organism fuelled by memories of overseas 

trips and a desire to rove to a far away home. 
 My rover’s life was to reignite in the 

spring of 2011. After a number of 

indiscretions that inflamed my parents, it 

was decided that it was in everyone’s best 

interest that I move with my parents to a 

boarding school in Toowoomba. Home was 

to take on a new direction—living in the 

Principal’s residence on campus. New 

fence boundaries were established as we 

lived in between a raucous girl’s boarding 

house and a rather rambunctious boy’s 

establishment. Now I had little control over 

my circumstances. However, it was here 

that a desire to be a rover was fostered. 

While my fellow students planned a life of 

debauchery and study in the hallowed halls 

of far away Brisbane universities, I longed 

for a completely new experience. Basketball 

was still my constant. I sought out a new 

home in the U.S.—Brooklyn to be specific. 

The playground just became bigger and 

more diverse. 
 What makes a home? It’s not just 

the disagreements and discussions over 

control or the changes that are made by 

moving houses or countries. These go on 

all day, every day, for as long as the family 

lasts, as long as the house or nation 

stands. It’s something greater than that. 

It’s the being born, the living and the 

leaving. It’s the colours that our lives give 

to the walls and floors, the Teletubbie 

posters, the polished floorboards and the 

hand-picked furniture. It’s the marks on 

the wall that show the height of us as we 

grow or the time we hit a golf ball while 

standing on the toy box wearing a ‘knights 

of the round table’ helmet. It’s the 

memorabilia from your sporting career or 

the collage of photos from the different 

schools and colleges that you’ve attended. 

It’s also the reflection or collective 

memories of past inhabitants of a home or 

the friends we have made. 
 You build your home with the 

bricks of stories and memories and this 

makes you one of the owners. That’s why, 

when you go back, they will have to let 

you in. And in case you’re wondering, yes, 

the neighbours in Melbourne will still 

open the door when I knock. 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The Savior 
by ALINA INTISAR 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
TWO YEARS AGO, WHEN I went to Pakistan, 

my dad and I encountered a strange 

experience. After we landed in Islamabad, 

we took a bus to our hometown, Gujarat. 

It was a six hour long ride and after riding 

for three hours, the bus stopped for a 

break in a city named Jhelum. I was 

sleeping when my dad woke me up. 
 “Alina, did you hear someone 

calling our names?” said my dad. 
 “No, I do not think so.” I replied. 
 While my dad was talking to me, I 

saw an old man standing outside our 

window. He looked pale and sick. Our 

instincts told us that the old man probably 

needed our help. By the time we got off the 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
bus, he had started walking away from the 

stop and toward the woods. My dad and I 

began following him because it felt like he 

wanted to show us something. To our 

surprise, the old man walked a lot faster 

than us. After walking for a long time, the 

old man disappeared somewhere in the 

midst of stranded woods. When we could 

not locate him, we went back to the stop. 

By the time we got back, we found out 

that our bus had already left the stop. 

Since we were traveling for almost two 

days, including our plane ride from New 

York to Islamabad, we decided to spend 

the night at a motel. 
 My eyes could not believe what they 
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saw on TV in the lobby of the motel. I saw 

that the bus we were on got into an 

accident only a few miles after it left the 

stop. Almost everyone on it was killed. The 

next day, we hired a taxi and went home. 

We shared our story with my grandpa after 

we reached home. He took out an old 

picture from his briefcase and showed it to 

us. I quickly recognized the man in the 

picture as the old man we saw at the bus 

stop. 
 “Grandpa, how do you know this 

man?” I asked him in curiosity. 
 In response, he told me another 

story which answered all of my questions. 

My grandpa was born in India. He was 

fifteen years old when his family migrated 

to Pakistan on August 14, 1947. After 

being discriminated against for being a 

Muslim in a predominantly Hindu state, 

migration to Pakistan was a major turning 

point in his life. Although migration to 

Pakistan brought a lot of joy to him, his 

journey was not easy. On the day of his 

departure, he was captured by the men of 

Raja. Raja was the ruler of his district. 

They accused him of kidnapping Raja’s 

daughter. 
 “First, your kind destroys my 

country, breaks it apart. And now you are 

playing with our respect by kidnapping 

our daughters?” said Raja in his angry 

voice. 

 “Believe me sir, I do not know 

where your daughter is,” he pleaded. Raja 

ignored his pleas. 
 Hours later, when they were certain 

that he had not kidnapped her, they left 

him in a forest, far away from the city. It 

was night time and no one was around to 

help him. He began praying to God for his 

help. When he finished praying, he saw a 

bright light in the distance. He followed it 

and as he came closer to it, he saw his 

great uncle standing in front of him. His 

uncle did not say anything but signaled 

him to follow him. He obeyed and after 

walking for few miles, he saw that he was 

near the train station where his family was 

waiting for him. When he turned around 

to show his gratitude to his uncle, he 

noticed that he was gone. He ran around 

the station looking for him but could not 

find him. Days later when he could not 

find his uncle in the new country, he 

asked his dad about him. He was shocked 

to hear his dad’s response. His dad told 

him that his uncle died eight years ago. 

Then he realized that that night, it was not 

his uncle but his spirit that came for his 

help. After he finished his story, he held 

my face in his hands. 
 “He saved my life when I was 

about your age and yesterday, after years, 

he came again to save the lives of my 

kids,” he said as his eyes filled with tears.   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 Similarly, in Junot Díaz’s The Brief 

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, we see examples 

of how a supernatural creature, a 

mongoose, helped save lives of the Cabral 

family over generations. First, it helped Beli 

in the cane fields after she was attacked by 

Trujillo’s goons. “…there appeared at her 

side a creature that would have been 

amiable mongoose if not for its golden lion 

eyes and the absolute black of its 

pelt” (Díaz 149). Then, years after, Oscar 

tried to kill himself by jumping off the 

Brunswick Bridge and again, the mongoose 

came to help him. “It was very placid, very 

beautiful. Gold-limned eye…” (Dîaz 190). 

Before Oscar jumped off the bridge he saw 

the mongoose. After he jumped off, he 

landed on the grass divider below without 

hitting the road on either side. Was it a 

coincidence? No it was not. The mongoose 

saved his life that day just as it once saved 

his mother’s life. 
 Like many teenagers, I did not 

believe in mystical creatures either. I had to 

witness one to finally believe in it. Like the 

case of the Cabral family, these mystical 

creatures have come to save my family 

multiple times. It has become a part of our 

family history which cannot be escaped. If 

that night the spirit of the great uncle had 

not saved my grandpa’s life, I would not 

have been born. And similarly, if he had not 

saved us at the bus stop, I would not have 

been alive to be writing this essay. 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At Home in 
Two Places 
by AKILAH ETIENNE 
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
I USED TO CRY SO MUCH as a baby that 

my grandma joked, “If that little girl 

doesn’t sing, I’ll make her sing myself.” I 

cried for about 10 years straight, and I’m 

barely exaggerating. While I made my 

family miserable, my tears ultimately 

served their purpose; they spawned a 

singer. From singing along to the radio at 3 

years old to doing talent shows on cruise 

lines, I was singing. Any form of 

performance was home for me and I 

eventually latched on to both musical 

theater and choral music. Though it may 

seem impossible, my experiences showed 

me that it is possible to balance two 

differing art forms with each other. 

However, as time went on I began to face 

conflicts within these two worlds. 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
 The first musical I ever saw was 

“The Lion King” on Broadway and I 

immediately fell in love. From that point on 

I always had an interest in acting, but didn’t 

pursue it until I was about 11 years old. 

Even though up until this point I sang in 

church and in talent shows, I didn’t begin 

studying choral music until a few years 

later. Instead I found a place for myself in 

musical theater. This was very important to 

me because I never felt very connected to 

the other kids in my area. I was born and 

raised in New York and moved to Florida 

when I was nine years old. Being a child in 

New York is much different from being a 

child in Florida because of how differently 

children viewed black people. Children, 

both black and white, felt the need to point 
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out the fact that there was a difference in 

our skin color. Black children would 

wonder why I spent so much time with 

white people and reversely, white children 

always built up this wall to exclude me by 

mentioning things like the difference of my 

hair to their own. I was left in the middle 

with people who didn’t want to talk to me 

due to the color of my skin and people who 

didn’t identify with me. Once I auditioned 

for my first musical I was introduced to a 

new set of people who never judged me 

based on my skin but instead on my talent. 

It is indeed a spectacular feeling to be 

surrounded by talented people who love to 

do exactly what you do and who support 

and encourage the prog ress and 

accomplishments of their peers. 
 I began my journey into choral 

music in the ninth grade. I was enrolled in 

online school and knew I had nowhere to 

sing in the upcoming year. I found a 

community choir and sang with them; 

however it was not home sweet home 

initially. I hadn’t studied music theory 

since I was younger and I did not have the 

intense knowledge of the subject that was 

needed. I suddenly felt swamped and in 

over my head. To be surrounded by older 

and more experienced singers was a very 

intimidating feeling for a 13-year-old. I felt 

the need to constantly prove myself and 

suffered from a lot of anxiety during that 

time. The voice that whispered you do not 

belong was stronger than ever. What made it 

worse was the fact that due to how 

demanding chorus was I wasn’t able to 

balance being in chorus while doing 

musicals. My theater friends went on to do 

plays, intensive workshops, and continued 

racking up experience that I was not 

getting while being in chorus. By the time I 

was able to make time for theater, I felt 

intimidated once again. 
 I decided not to let my frustration 

with chorus hold me back and instead 

dedicated time to practicing every day and 

teaching myself new techniques. I 

auditioned for ensembles and solos and 

slowly began to build a good reputation 

with all of the choral directors. They began 

trusting me more and referring me to other 

directors for multiple opportunities. I even 

strengthened my music theory abilities 

enough to receive the honor of being one of 

the top ten sight-readers in the state. 

Chorus started to come more naturally to 

me and my history of musical theater 

became an impressive prerequisite for a lot 

of people. I felt so overwhelmed previously 

that I falsely believed that I needed to give 

up one for the other instead of realizing 

that there were benefits to both. For 

example, the classical training used to 

blend with other singers in a choral setting 

helped me in musical theater to project 
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my voice. The use of sight-reading aided 

me in having an advantage over singers 

who did not know how to read music in 

an audition setting. On the opposite end, 

the training in acting and learning to 

express while singing assisted in a choral 

setting when emoting the lyrics and 

bringing your music and performance to a 

deeper level. 
 Though tough in the start, I am 

proud to say that I have learned how to 

balance both of these homes in my life to 

make them each work for each other. Using 

my music theory I now write music and 

perform professionally using everything I 

was taught from acting to help me leave a 

lasting impression on audiences. I think for 

beginning as a 9th grader who felt out of 

place to a college freshman majoring in 

composition, I can safely say that it is very 

possible to be a part of two different homes 

without feeling ostracized in either one. I 

have found a beautiful middle ground for 

my love of music and theater. Although I 

focus mostly on chorus now, everything has 

come together in the end to be beneficial. 

No matter what direction I take for my 

career I know everything has helped me be 

a more experienced and well rounded 

performer.  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Generational Lessons 
by CAROLINA TELLERIA 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
IN THE DOMINICAN REPUBLIC, there are 

families who believe that a female’s “most 

important“ responsibility is to cook, to 

clean, and to take care of her family. The 

same was true in my mother’s family. Her 

parents believed that education was a 

waste of time, and that her energy could 

be better spent doing chores around the 

house. These beliefs were past down from 

generation to generation making them a 

norm. But this pattern of devaluing 

education stopped with my mother, and 

created a new pattern for my sister and I 

that we will pass on to our children. It is 

the previous generation who play the 

biggest role in how future generation will 

value education. 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
 In the Dominican Republic, during 

the 1970’s when my mother was about ten 

she attended primary school from 8:00 

a.m.–12:00 p.m. Her class was in a 

medium sized room with about 40 other 

students. On one of these mornings my 

mother sat at her desk enthusiastic about 

learning. She was answering questions left 

and right, even being told she was 

participating too much. Time was flying 

and she was in her own magical world full 

of wonder, inspiration, and knowledge. 

She enjoyed learning so much, and was 

told many times how bright she was. She 

was so deep into her world that she didn’t 

realize it was 11:00 a.m. and her brother 

was at the door waving at her to come to 
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him. The smile she had for hours had 

vanished, her excitement gone with it. She 

already knew why he was there and she 

knew she had to leave. She began to 

gather the little supplies she had managed 

to buy herself and began to exit the room. 

When reaching the door she felt a 

presence behind her; she turned around to 

find her teacher following her out. Once 

the door was closed her teacher began, 

“She is a smart kid.” He said, “This is not 

doing her any good,” and he continued, 

“She can be somebody if she were in 

school more often.” He said this all with 

true concern, and with worry in his eyes. 

The only reply given by her brother was, 

“She is needed at home, and she must 

cook for her family. Her play time is over.” 

He grabbed her by the arm pulling her 

away from her fantasy world. “Come on 

lets go. Walk faster, I’m hungry,” he said to 

her as they walked away. As they walked 

away the seed of not only disappointment, 

but of anger grew in her. 

When she got home all that could 

be heard from both her parents was: “Why 

are you wasting your time playing in 

school? The best thing you could learn in 

life is to cook and clean. Your brother 

should be the one in school; he is the boy 

after all. I do not understand why you even 

go there.” As she heard these words her 

illusion, her inspiration, and her dreams to 

become someone, to go places she had 

studied about, vanished. She later came to 

the realization that she would never be able 

to finish school. As much as it hurt her, and 

as much as she cried, she dropped out of 

school, but she told herself, “I may not be 

able to get an education, but my children 

will not go through what I went through. I 

will never hold my children from their 

future. Education will be their first 

priority.” 
 My mom now works at a factory in 

New Jersey, waking up at 4:00 a.m. everyday 

Monday through Friday, and getting paid 

minimum wage. My mother’s childhood, 

and her being denied an education has 

driven her to instill the importance and 

value of education in my sister and me. She 

has never made us do chores when we had 

schoolwork, and has never asked for help 

around the house. All she asks of us is to go 

to school and do well. I remember when I 

was younger, my mom would take me to 

elementary school and she would make it 

seem like an adventure. I remember, as I got 

older and attended middle school, and then 

high school how she would tell me 

“knowledge is the key to success.” It has 

molded me into a person who desires to be 

educated, who not only enjoys learning, but 

also appreciates it. Knowing what my mom 

went th rough g i ve s me a be t t e r 

understanding of who she is. I understand 
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now why my mother always pushes me to 

do my homework, why she yells at me when 

I do poorly and why she give me all the 

encouragement to be successful. Her past 

has shaped my present. If it were not for her 

experiences I would not value education 

the way I do, I would not strive to do 

better, I would not worry as I do about a 

career, and I would not be entirely who I 

am today.  

College was not something I 

thought twice about. My continuation of a 

higher education was not a choice; it was 

something that was infused in me from a 

young age. I have personally seen how 

children of parents who don’t value 

education turn out. For example, my aunt 

was born in Dominican Republic in a 

similar environment as my mother, but 

she gave into the pattern of devaluing 

education. The Pattern continued on to 

my cousin who had to cook, had to clean, 

and had to take care of her family. She is 

only a year older then me and is now 

pregnant, and not seeking a higher form of 

education. Now compare my aunt to my 

mother who instilled the importance of 

education in her children. I am in college 

striving for a career and my sister is 

furthering her education in Cosmetology. 

This shows you how one generation can 

influence another. 

My mother was never able to finish 

her education, but she promised herself 

that her children would do what she never 

could. She has taught me the importance 

of education and it is a lesson that I will 

use as I continue on in college. I will never 

take school for granted no mater how hard 

it is, because there are those who while 

wishing they could have an education, 

cannot. This story is something that I will 

cherish my whole life. It is a story that I 

will pass on to my children so that they 

know where they came from, and why it is 

important to go to school. My Mother 

plays a big role in how my children and I 

will value education. 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The Forbidden Fruit 
by MADINA KHIDOYATOVA 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
GROWING UP, SHE HAD NEVER imagined 

her life would turn out to be the way it is 

today. In her dreams, it was always a tall 

blonde Russian boy, with blue eyes. He 

would be a doctor, or a lawyer, financially 

stable, and able to support his family. He 

would have a big three story house not far 

from where her parents lived. They would 

meet through friends at a birthday dinner; 

he would pay for her drink, ask her to 

dance and sway her off her feet. In the end, 

they would live happily ever after with three 

kids and a dog. That’s almost every girl’s 

dream, a love story just like in the movies. 

But in reality, something unnatural, 

something completely out of the ordinary, 

something considered very wrong happened:  

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
She fell in love with the forbidden fruit. 
 Oksana was a typical Russian girl, 

who grew up in Tashkent, Uzbekistan. Of 

course, not a lot of people know much 

about the country itself. Uzbekistan was 

formerly part of the USSR, until September 

1, 1991 when it gained its independence. 

Since Uzbekistan was part of the USSR, 

there were many Russian people throughout 

the entire nation. There was a small region 

not far from Tashkent, “Chirchik,” where 

most of Uzbekistan’s Russian population 

lived. Almost 90% of the population is 

Uzbek is Muslim. During that time, people 

weren’t very comfortable with the idea of 

racially mixed couples. Uzbeks belonged 

with Uzbeks and Russians with Russians. 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 When Oksana turned nineteen, she 

enrolled in a University in Tashkent. 

That’s where she met Farkhod. Farkhod 

was known by most at the University in 

Tashkent. He was an energetic, fun loving 

guy who was known to always get his way. 

The girls would fall head over heels for 

him, for his charming flirtatious ways, and 

his head full of attractive dark curls.  If he 

saw something he wanted, he would get it, 

no matter the circumstance. But mostly, 

he was known because of his father and 

his family name. His father, Hikmat, was a 

very intelligent, religious man, who 

everyone always came to for advice, a 

lesson, or to just simply talk and cleanse 

their soul. He was a very sympathetic man 

who strived to help anyone he came 

across. 
 Farkhod, being a natural flirt and a 

ladies’ man, put his eyes on Oksana the 

minute she entered class as the “new girl.” 

He saw her as the sweet, quiet, innocent 

blonde girl every guy like him needed. He 

tr ied in every way possible to be 

affectionate towards her; he walked her to 

her classes, brought her flowers, and helped 

her with homework, anything to win her 

heart. Oksana loved the attention. What girl 

wouldn’t? Even today, Farkhod can’t quiet 

explain what it was about her that made 

him fall in love with her at first sight. He 

remembers a blonde girl, with the “80’s 

poof” in a red floral dress walking into 

class. Being the shy girl she was, while the 

professor was introducing her, she looked 

down at her toes the whole time. When she 

finally looked up, the first person her 

crystal blue eyes fell on was Farkhod. 

Something like a small bolt of lightning 

went through Farkhod’s body. He knew 

this little romance between a Russian and 

an Uzbek couldn’t possibly last long, given 

the circumstances, and she did too. In the 

face of this though, after dating for two 

years, they eventually fell in love. And what 

were the two hopeless romantic to do? 

After all, Farkhod’s parents would certainly 

be against him going into a relationship 

with a Russian, with a Christian girl. They 

had already prepared a nice Uzbek girl for 

him to marry one day, the daughter of their 

close friends. Eventually he built up the 

courage to talk to them about Oksana and 

his love for her. This angered his father so 

much he actually said, “If you bring this 

kind of a disgrace into our family, don’t 

you ever call me father.” Oksana’s parents 

felt similarly. Giving her off into an Uzbek 

family, where she clearly didn’t belong 

and wasn’t liked, felt life threatening to 

them. “What will they do to her? How will 

they treat her? Never in a million years.” 

When Farkhod came to ask for Oksana’s 

hand in marriage, her father banged his 

fist against the table and said, “Never!”  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 So they eloped. They packed their 

bags in the middle of the night and ran 

away to south Chirchik. They had a small 

wedding ceremony with a small group of 

colleagues. They found a small apartment 

to rent with all the money they had left in 

their pockets, and the next day, Farkhod 

set out to in search for a job. 
 For the next couple of months, they 

lived in poverty with the little bit of money 

Farkhod made working as a food packer at 

a local café. Their mothers would always 

write them letters to ask how they were, 

and occasionally send them a little bit of 

money they were able to save up without 

their husbands noticing. A mother is a 

mother. Their apartment barely had any 

furniture, or heat. During the winters, they 

would often get sick, not being able to 

afford medicine.  This went on for almost 

two years. For that time, Farkhod and his 

father did not speak; his father would not 

acknowledge the fact that he has a son. 

Oksana was eight months pregnant by 

then. Farkhod had to work long extra hours 

to support his wife and the baby’s needs 

during that time. Oksana also walked 

around the neighborhood cleaning people’s 

houses to earn at least some bit of extra 

money. They suffered, struggled, but never 

ever complained or gave up on each other. 
 As much as Farkhod and Oksana 

relied on each other, they began to miss the 

support and love of their famlies. Farkhod 

decided to break the silence between his 

father and he. 
 The door bell rang. Hikmat opened 

the door, and there stood his son with his 

wife, dressed in a traditional Uzbek dress 

and in her hands, a little baby girl 

wrapped in a peach blanket. He took one 

look at them and motioned to shut the 

door, but Farkhod stepped in. He begged 

him to only give five minutes of his time. 

They went into the dining room and took 

a seat. Oksana looked up at Hikmat for 

the first time, and told him she had 

converted to Islam, not by force, or the 

fear of not being accepted, but by choice. 

He didn’t believe her. She got up, handed 

the baby over to Hikmat and kneeled 

down before him. She took his hands, and 

started reciting verses from the Quran. 

When she was done, she told him she 

loved his son, and loves where he came 

from, his religion, his tradition and was 

willing to do anything for him. She asked 

for forgiveness, and acceptance and their 

blessings. He looked at the baby, kissed 

her and told his wife, who was at the door 

with tears in her eyes, to take the baby. He 

looked at Oksana, told her to stand up 

and kissed her forehead.  Finally, he said, 

“Welcome to our family, dear daughter.” 
 Hikmat had the honor of naming his 

first grandchild, me, Madina. Up until the 
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day he died, February 3, 2013, whenever he 

would introduce Oksana to anyone, he 

would always say, “Never in a million years 

would I ever trade her for ten Uzbek 

daughter-in-laws.” 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My Uncle’s Five 
Minutes of Fame !
by SOMER SALEH 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
HE WAS ALWAYS A WILD CHILD growing 

up: the crazy uncle in the family who 

would beat you up for no reason, yet you 

still find yourself going to him when 

you’re bored. For a wild person, Adam 

Saleh was VERY ambitious. Whenever he 

wanted something, he would go above and 

beyond to attain it. If he pursued 

something he would devote his life just to 

catch what he was after, so I wasn’t 

surprised when television host Ellen 

DeGeneres spoke about her “Dance 

Dare” on national television, and my 

uncle deemed it absolutely necessary to 

compete in the challenge and catch Ellen’s 

attention. 

 
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
 Standing in Central Park, Adam 

felt the cold winter chill seep through his 

jacket, and began to feel the usual rush of 

adrenaline that always accompanied him 

whenever he was about to do something 

crazy. But he was never one to change his 

mind once it was made. Seeing the first 

individual walking by, he pretended to be 

busy buttoning up his jacket and waited 

until the man was a good distance away 

from him. Once the man was a good ten 

feet away, Adam began dancing. And 

that’s what he did: every time someone 

walked by, be it an old man, a couple or 

even a guy walking a bunch of dogs, Adam 

danced like a child on a sugar rush. After a 
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while, he decided Central Park wouldn’t 

be enough for Ellen. So he stepped out of 

Central Park and took the train to the 

heart of New York City: Times Square. 
 Now if you don’t already know, 

Times Square is home to everyone and 

anyone in any shape or form, which is why 

Adam felt even more comfortable dancing 

there. He’d shake it behind people dining 

at tables, talking on the phone on a bench, 

or just walking in general. He saw no 

shame or foul in doing the most bizarre 

dance moves. The atmosphere of Times 

Square was boosting his self-confidence 

and ego. He felt invincible, nearly famous. 

From here, he made an impromptu 

decision: to dance in the Apple store in 

Fifth Avenue. 
 He took off his jacket and adjusted 

his camera under it. He started dancing 

behind people who were checking out 

Apple products. It was all going well, until 

security kicked him out and threatened to 

ban him from the Apple Store if he ever 

did that again. Confidence leaking out, 

Adam called it a day and went home to 

edit the video. Finally, after uploading the 

video at 3 a.m., he called it a night and 

knocked out. 
 In one week Adam’s “Dance Dare” 

videos had four million views. What he 

thought would happen was that Ellen 

would find the videos dedicated to her 

“Dance Dares” and choose the best ones. 

He did not expect strangers from all over to 

watch his videos and Tweet, Facebook 

message and spread his video to Ellen and 

everyone else, earning him more viewers 

and followers on YouTube. People from all 

over were commenting, e-mailing, 

messaging and encouraging him to do 

more crazy videos like this. He was 

shocked. His main goal was to impress 

Ellen. But in the process of trying to 

impress her, he impressed a whole nation 

of people. Later that same week, Adam got 

a message from Ellen’s producers. His 

video would air on Ellen live. Too numb to 

even reply back, Adam screamed at the top 

of his lungs, scaring his family in the 

process and informed everyone he knew. 
 A month later, Ellen set up a voting 

system on her website telling her fans to 

vote who they thought had the best “Dance 

Dare” video. “The person who has the 

most votes will come see me here on stage,” 

Ellen said. Upon hearing this, all five 

people who were chosen as the best, Adam 

included, rallied up all of their fans and 

started voting like their lives depended on 

it. Over thirty million people participated. 

It caused extreme chaos and mayhem. 

Some people thought the system was 

rigged. Because of all the activity, Ellen’s 

website kept crashing. Hearing about this 

catastrophe caused Ellen to cancel the 
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voting system and bring all five contestants 

out to meet her. 
 Nervous excitement coursed 

through Adam’s body as he walked out of 

the Los Angeles Airport to meet the 

transportation Ellen assigned for him. What 

he saw waiting for him blew his mind: 

Security guards, a limo and an amazing 

suite at Sheraton Hotel. Meeting the other 

four winners, he learned about how they 

went about filming the video for the 

“Dance Dares,” also what they like to do 

for fun, and that they were daredevils just 

like him. They toured L.A. together and 

spent the duration of their time at 

Universal Studios touring the sets and 

imagining what it would be like to be in a 

movie. All of this insight into Hollywood 

struck a chord with Adam; he felt 

committed to the lifestyle of acting even 

more now. 
 Waiting backstage before appearing 

on Ellen, Adam was trying to appear very 

serious while listening to one of the 

assistants explain how they were supposed 

to act around the studio. What she said 

next shocked Adam. Due to Ellen’s busy 

schedule, she comes to record the show, 

and leaves right after on a jet back home. 

His expectations of hanging out with Ellen 

vanished. The assistant went on to say 

how they are considered “celebrities” and 

should act like it (i.e. don’t be idiots, don’t 

fool around, and don’t do anything 

stupid). All the waiting caused nerves and 

anxiety to fill his head. He tried to calm 

himself by exploring the room they had to 

sit in and waited until the assistant told 

them it was almost time for them to go on 

stage and meet Ellen. Once it was time, 

Adam couldn’t contain his thoughts, 

everything was hitting him at once, the 

whole trip, the making of the video, the 

nerves, and the audience clapping for 

them. It was his time for fame. 
 Ellen watched them as they walked 

onstage. Adam looked out to the audience, 

but the bright studio lights blocked his 

vision from seeing beyond the camera men. 

When he reached the center of the stage, 

Ellen shook his hand and congratulated 

him for getting this far. Just as quickly as 

she shook his hand, she asked them how 

they felt about making the infamous 

“Dance Dares.” They all said a couple of 

random things. Adam doesn’t seem to 

remember what he said. But whenever he is 

asked about that moment, all he can say is, 

“Just like that, in the span of five minutes 

Ellen thanked us for coming, the audience 

gave us another final round of applause, 

and it was over.”  
 Back in New York, stepping out of 

LaGuardia airport, Adam was shocked. 

For one, Adam had no one to come pick 

him up. He started checking his pockets 
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and bag for change so he can catch a cab. 

Also, there was no security to stop the 

people that were shoving past him as they 

left the airport. The sudden change made 

him miss the luxury Ellen granted him. All 

he got out of Ellen was a couple days of 

vacation and a camcorder as a gift. “So 

you can advance in your career,” Ellen’s 

assistant said when she handed them the 

camcorder. Getting in the cab as he was 

going home, Adam looked out of the 

window at the decreasing airplanes and 

lowered the cab window to look out at the 

big vast sky overhead. Life as he knew it 

was back to normal. 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Poetry 
by CASSIDY PEEK 

!
!
!!

!
THE PEOPLE WE WERE IN THE PAST, we want to kill, slaughter, and forget about. Quite 

frankly, we died together. The old me, the old you. We are buried six feet under, beneath the 

leaves. I imagine us somewhere close to the old shed in your back yard where your dog 

would always hide to escape the heat. Each season our old souls will lay at peace, in 

complete tranquility, and our corpses will smile when fall comes. Those leaves will fall upon 

our grave, and we will rejoice at the crisp tenderness in the air as the smell of the pumpkins 

and warm cinnamon aromas fill our coffins. The kids will be returning to school, we will 

hear the roar of their laughter’s and the wind will sway the leaves into little whirls making a 

tornado of the most beautiful red, yellows, and green. The world is watching as we both 

strive so hard to morph and recreate our new selves. We are running, we are sprinting, we 

are running so fast from our comfort zone. What used to feel like home, what was the 

“norm” is now so foreign and unfamiliar. It’s cold, its dark, and we are jolting so fast from it 

that each mile we pass, we even start to look differently, feel differently, and think 

differently. The comfort zone—where we laid in my bed hand in hand—me, buckled into 

your passenger seat screaming obnoxiously to my favorite songs that you loaded onto our 

iPod—our favorite restaurant, ordering the same thing, the same thing that we’ve ordered 

for years now. The norm, the usual, the regular routine. It’s all a dark, weird, forgotten 

place. Not that much time has passed but I feel as if I have been diagnosed with 

Alzheimer’s. That time, that great precious time, literally is being burned out of my soul. 

Little by little, drink by drink, touch by touch, drug by drug; your memory is like fire on 

paper. The flame may go out, but the edges are rough and crispy and fall apart when 

touched. Every night I go out into the streets and set fire to that paper. By the morning, the 

flame is out, but the paper keeps crumbling. It’s old and torn and ragged, resembling some 

sacred pirate map from ancient times. Something that was so treasured at one point, now so 

useless and irrelevant. This paper will be nothing but crumbs soon, just like the ever fading 

memory of you. 
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Leaning back in steel coiled chairs, 
Licking your lips as smoke sways in the air. 
Lingering like a dark cloud right before it pours,  
A lot like this bed of silence ive been dealing with more. 
Pulling your hand away from your mouth, 
Ive watched this drag, too many times to count. 
Propped in the pocket of your flannel,  
your skinny jeans tight around your ankles. 
A pack of menthols im sure you no longer can afford,  
you’ve probably changed to her brand, 
fiber glass in your throat, no more. 
Never making eye contact when your lungs pulled that cigarette,  
Maybe looking at me killed the thrill of it. 
In the beginning I admired this image,  
you so eloquently darkening your lungs, 
the way your laugh rung.  
I told you it was sexy,  
watching this, put a hex on me. 
You probably laughed and grabbed my leg, 
I don’t remember exactly what you said. 
Now these thoughts and images haunt me.  
Whoever imagined your smoking habits would taunt me. 
After time went by, I eventually despised your smoke breaks.  
Im sure there where things you began to hate. 
But what about the beginning, with leather coats, 
Long sleeved shirts, Mohawks, and being broke. 
Mornings in your bed with your window panes frosty, 
Back when we enjoyed each other, when there was no animosity. 
Sitting on your back porch, morning messy hair, 
I will always cherish how you taught me to deal with the frigid air. 

Now all of this is something inside of me, 
A place I can go, to hide from reality. 
Summers coming and once again you’ve disappeared, 
however, when this fall comes, I won’t be here. 
So forever this will stay, frozen in time. 
There’s no more future, it’s all left behind.  
Your porch, your bed, and various places, 
I hope one day I will learn not to hate this. 
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