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Preface 

 

 

Brooklyn College students of the class of 2019 began their college experience through the freshman common 

reading of Ruth Ozeki’s A Tale for the Time Being. Once classes began, students discussed Ozeki’s memoir, 

wrote their own stories, and attended a lecture and reading by Ozeki when she visited Brooklyn College in 

October 2015. We call this collection of student memoirs Telling Our Stories, Sharing Our Lives. 
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“It’s Iqra.” 
by Iqra Bibi 

 
Sitting cross-legged on my bed with my 

laptop resting on my knee, I swing my pencil back 
and forth as I try to figure out what to do with this 
word, ilm1. As a mentor at the Pearls of Hope 
summer session, it is my responsibility to create 
activities with built-in lessons for the younger 
students at the mosque. I start to draft a skit that 
would emphasize the importance of ilm. I shift a 
bit pushing over my striped pillow just in time to 
uncover my pink diary underneath labeled “Iqra.”  

I push aside my laptop and turn my 
attention towards the diary, flipping over the 
hardcover. The curiosity of the children resonates 
off the page and into my ears from last week’s 
class.  

"Bhaji1 Iqra, Bhaji Iqra! Why does Bhaji 
Soniya always talk about the importance of 
learning in Islam?” "Bhaji, how is smiling a form 
of charity in Islam?” “Bhaji, why is modesty 
different for men and women in Islam?” 

The voices of the children collided into 
one another. The mosque’s atmosphere reeked 
of curiosity in that one moment. I remember 
stuttering and hesitating, not knowing how to 
answer. I stared down at my name-plated 
necklace questioning myself in entirety. My flag 
of faith dangled from my neckline and that too in 
a twist. The knot in my stomach turned once more 
and similar to the knot in my name it just wouldn’t 
budge.  

I started to formulate an answer but could 
only hear myself slur a few "um's." As I grappled 
with uncertainty, Bhaji Ayesha- proctor of Pearls 
of Hope Mentorship- called our attention to 
declare the end of the Question Session. 

“Bhaji Inca, Bhaji Inca!” mouthed Samara 
through her toothless smile, eager to learn.  

                                                           
1 Ilm is the Arabic word for knowledge. The first 

words of the Quran revealed to Prophet Muhummad 

stressed the importance of knowledge and accordingly 

knowledge is given primary priority in terms of 

responsibilities. The Quran demands believers to learn 

and to seek knowledge, to quench their thirst for life 

with an acquisition of knowledge. Knowledge paves 

 

 

 

Despite my nerves I collected myself, 
leaning down a little and whispered to her, “It’s 
Iqra…Bhaji Iqra.”  

“It’s Iqra.” Well, judging by the amount of 
times I’ve used this simple two-word phrase for 
those who struggled to pronounce my name of 
two syllables, it had most definitely become my 
catchphrase.  

It was the first day of 9th grade, and I 
rushed into my first period Geometry class. With 
my eyes focused on the desks, I quickly scanned 
the room for an empty seat. I huffed as the only 
seat available in that closet sized room was in the 
front. My footsteps carried me to the front of the 
room but my eyes were glued to the attendance 
sheet that Mr. Chen was holding. I dreaded the 
name pronunciation that teachers just had to 
make part of their first day tortures. The 
attendance sheet was surely part of my first day 
of class worries; it even topped outfit worries. My 
name had always been that phenomena that 
made every teacher step back and take a second 
look, maybe even a third, and occasionally a 
fourth. He was already a couple of names down 
the list when he stopped for a second, squinting 
his eyes while moving his head back, as if his 
eyes were using a viewfinder to focus his 
eyesight. Judging by the clear confusion in his 
eyes, I understood that it was that time of year 
again when teachers took a shot at pronouncing 
my name. He seemed a bit taken aback, as if he 
were reading a novel written in a language 
unknown to man. Maybe it was just his encounter 
with a name such as mine, I thought a bit more 
seriously. His nose scrunched as he adjusted his 
glasses to take a closer look at the attendance 
sheet. At this moment I had already concluded 
that it was my name he was trying his hardest to 
figure out.  

way for modesty and humbleness, two traits practiced 

to perfection by the leader of Muslims, Muhummad. 
1 Bhaji is a respectful term used to identify a sister in 

an Islamic environment such as a mosque. It is often 

used in Urdu-speaking households for children 

calling their older sister but it can also be used for 

older girl cousins. It is a coined Urdu term for 

“sister.” 
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“Ihq…eyek? Um…Iraq?” said Mr. Chen 
as his eyebrows furrowed in confusion. 
 

Teachers actually preferred to call me by 
my last name, Bibi, which wasn’t any better. This 
time it was my peers that looked back at me, all 
with the same question mark pasted to their face 
as if they were all trying to convey the same 
message, “Seriously, Bibi?” They disregarded 
half of my name, half of me, half of my identity, 
but during that growing up phase, identity was the 
least of my worries. It was all about being “cool,” 
but, as you can tell, I totally lacked in that 
department as well, considering my “totally cool” 
name. Mind you I surely rolled my eyes at the 
thought that my name was “cool.”  

Quizzical looks, second glances, and 
cautious nods were all my identity had given me. 
They might as well have referred to me as “Hey 
you!” or “You with the scarf…yeah you.” But it 
wasn’t until that day in Geometry, when a room 
full of teenage girls snickered, hiding their laughs 
underneath a blanket of coughs, that I felt a pinch 
of guilt for not knowing who I was. I remember 
questioning myself as I sunk deeper into the 
chair. Even with the emotional turbulence hitting 
walls of my chest, I timidly raised my hand, “It’s 
Iqra.” I tried defending myself…in my thoughts at 
least, as I spaced out the syllables as I would for 
a baby first learning to speak.  

“Ihk-a-ra, it is really not that difficult,” I 
mumbled harshly in my thoughts. 

 But of course I didn’t teach my teacher 
how to properly speak in front of a class full of 
high school girls, but I did make it clear that my 
name was “Iqra”, even if I mumbled it under my 
breath.  

“Ihk-ka-ra, Ihk-ka-ra, Ihk-ka-ra.” Now you 
repeat after me. Yes, you. “Ihk-ka-ra, now shorten 
it a little, Ihk-ra, Iqra.” Try saying that three times 
fast. See it’s not that hard, is it? Is it? Don’t tell me 
it is. Helloooooo? Am I stuck behind a laptop 
screen somewhere or have I landed a seat back 
in the tomb of embarrassment? Okay! I got it, 
you’re still probably figuring out my name. “Ihk-
ka-ra, Ihk-ka-ra!” It’s not that difficult, I promise. 
Just remember to roll the “r”, “Iq-rrrr-a.” 

 I was Iqra and I still am Iqra. Right? Hey 
I’m asking you! Are you really still trying to figure 
out my name? Maybe this is why I never gave my 
name a chance to prove itself to me.  

                                                           
3 Adhaan is the Muslim call to prayer. The Adhaan is 

recited by a muezzin of a mosque through a loud 

A sea of hopeful eyes turned to face Bhaji 
Ayesha. Feeling defeated, I looked down at my 
hands. I just couldn’t put together why Bhaji 
Ayesha had picked me to mentor these young 
children, especially if I couldn’t answer their 
simplest questions.  

I remember my mother's voice ring in my 
ears, "Iqra, not knowing is not a sign of failure. 
Not knowing and admitting you do not know will 
only pave the road for opportunities to learn. I 
believe in what I’ve given you." I close my eyes 
and hold onto my mother's voice, taking in the 
magnitude of each of her words. I gravitate 
towards my bag and remove my diary, scribbling 
my mother's comforting words followed by the 
questions of the students. 

Jolted back to reality by the impending 
sound of the adhaan3, I turn back to my laptop 
with my diary in hand. I envelop myself in a cloud 
of assurance realizing that every time I tried to 
hide my shortcomings in Islamic knowledge, I 
missed another opportunity to learn. By 
acknowledging my own limitations and realizing 
my willingness to learn, I finally understood that 
everyone is a work in progress. 

I smile to myself as the questions 
grounded in innocence cloud my mind once 
again. I run my hand down the pale pink pages of 
my diary, feeling the dimpled spaces of writing. 
My finger pauses midway at a question inscribed 
a little further into the page than the others, “…the 
importance of learning in Islam?” The pads of my 
fingers move swiftly across the keyboard, as my 
eyes meet the word I have known the longest, 
“Iqra.”  

“Iqra, the first word to be revealed of the 
Qu’ran. Iqra refers to the act of reading and 
seeking knowledge.”  

A wave of cool air tenderly kisses my 
face as my eyebrows relieve themself of 
confusion. The name I grew up with had been a 
constant reminder all along for me to grow as a 
learner and build upon my strengths and 
weaknesses, something I had not given much 
attention to until now. All along, my name was the 
answer to the questions posed. My name was my 
strength and not the embarrassment I had made 
it seem. My name gave me the strength to learn, 
and to understand others’ shortcomings as well 

speaker to let residents of the area know it is time for 

prayer.   
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as my own. In that moment I understood what my 
mom meant by “I believe in what I’ve given you.” 
She had given me my biggest support. She gave 
me an identity, the identity that had taken care of 
me. It was always there, serving its purpose but it 
was I who continuously pushed it out of the way. 
What I had thought to be a stumble in my journey 
to identity was exactly the destination I was 
waiting to reach. 

And now when the first day of school rolls around, 
I’ll await that one question that I had once always 
dreaded, “What is it again?” “It’s Iqra,” I’ll say 
smiling with a twinkle of understanding in my eye. 
Everyone is a learner and so am I. 

“It’s Iqra. I’m Iqra” 
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Nickthundarr 
by Nicholas Tan 
 

Nickthundarr Chapter 1 

 
Gunfire. The 7.62x51mm NATO 

cartridge grazes Nick’s torso as he leaps behind 
cover. Reload. He peeks out. Sand particles 
obscure his vision, but the long barrel protruding 
behind a distant pillar is a telltale sign. An AWP 
rifle – so it would be a sniper duel! Part of the 
screen goes dark as Nick zooms in. BOOM! In an 
upper corner the text reads: “Nickthundarr has 
died”. 

Nick blinked with eyewax-stricken 
lashes. Saliva stuck his chin to page 23 of 
Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy. 
“Crap, I dozed off…” muttered Nick, “for two 
hours!?”  

College and Nick did not start off not on 
good terms. Second week Honors Philosophy 
homework was reasonable, yet Nick couldn’t find 
it in himself to decode any more metaphysical 
ramblings at his Brooklyn dorm. He wanted to 
play. Just like during the most sedentary summer 
of his life, he sought to sink in endless hours on 
Counter-Strike: Global Offensive servers. 

I have to get back on track, thought Nick. 
He extended his hand to close his Macbook, but 
stopped at the sound of a sharp ping. It was a 
message from his Steam2 buddy CoLbY69. Nick 
knew Colby as a National Guardsman who 
despised getting stationed at places with poor Wi-
Fi. Somehow, Nick also considered him one of his 
closest friends. He read the glowing text. 
CoLbY69: Sup nick! Since you’re now in a new 
phase of life, I wanted you to read a special blog 
that some closeted Air Force nerds (aka 
homebois) shared with me while ago. Take it 
easy bro!  
 

Soldiering Online: Let’s get this 
over with  

(Entry 1 – 1/13/2011) 
 

 

                                                           
2 Gaming software and online community. Has an 
instant-messaging function. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hi there. Call me No Legs. Nolegs33. I’m 

a proud, patriotic, and single Iraq War veteran 
looking for some mingling Christians. The catch? 
I’ve got no legs! One moment I’m Captain 
America, riding in the front of a hummer at the 
rear end of a pointless conflict, and the next I get 
everything below my hip blown off. To be fair, the 
IED didn’t screw me half as hard as the VA did 
after (Fuck Eric Shinseki. Is he even American?).3 
At least I got welfare and a helper. But between 
me and the nursing home hag, I’m not sure who 
Sarah would prefer for to die faster.  

Aware that I survived physical therapy 
with fewer than three suicide attempts, one of my 
old pals in the 30th corps sent me a water-cooled 
rig to keep me occupied. He’s a Rolexed first 
lieutenant now, married to a beauty. Meanwhile 
I’m here living it up as a purple-hearted 
paraplegic. At least he remembers my liking for 
old shooters and Role-Playing Games. 

Anyways, RedWhiteBlues (the captain) 
mailed a behemoth. The motherboard’s as wide 
as two high school desks, except with circuits 
instead of crude penis drawings. The processor 
is the latest intel i-something, while two NVIDIA 
graphics cards put the case’s air-conditioner fans 
to work. But as the condition for letting me use 
this free of charge, the captain told me to make a 
blog post for each game I play. So there you go. 
Soldiering Online: A half-man’s homework. 

 

Nickthundarr Chapter 2 
 

“All things have an ‘essence’...,” Nick 
mumbled, idly reciting Descartes. Nick secluded 
himself in a table far from the BC library entrance, 
hoping to avoid the awkward raised glances of 
readers and hesitant footsteps of new arrivals. He 
relished an isolated space. 

A clammy left palm propped up Nick’s 
head. In another context, No Legs’ vitriol would 
have been hilarious. But Nick knew the tone 

3 Secretary of Veteran Affairs from 2009-2014. 
Resigned in 2014 amidst a Veterans Health 
Administration Scandal. 
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reflected vulnerability. It mirrored the snarky 
condescension with which Nick spoke to his older 
sister when she gave college advice. It showed in 
his cynical refusal of the waitlist offer from his 
dream school. It hardened his mind with jaded 
thoughts on hopes for a medical career. Maybe it 
even gave reason to enjoy violent video games. 

Nick pushed himself off his seat and 
trudged towards the librarian’s desk. “Uh, hi,” said 
Nick. “I’d like to use a computer.” He handed the 
librarian his ID card, and was directed to a table 
where all but one PC was open. Cramped, for 
sure. But he would have to make do. 

 

Soldiering Online: Source  
(Entry 10 – 8/20/11) 

 
So a little IRL sitrep. I finally slapped 

together my résumé and mailed a few copies. 
Most of the jobs entail typical office work, but 
maybe the Good Lord will reward me with charity 
from a company that can look past a lack of a 
bachelor’s. Until then, I gotta live off 
microwaveables.  

Formalities aside, let’s get into this 
week’s game. Here’s a personal favorite: 
Counter-Strike: Source. At the start of a match, 
the player chooses Counter-Terrorists or 
Terrorists. CTs take defense, while the Ts 
succeed by setting the C4. But the sides aren’t 
really that important. CS demands skill. The 
smoothness with which you can skim your 
mouse, the accuracy needed to trace a tiny 
pixelated head to land a kill, and the game sense 
required to foresee positioning are all essential. 
At the same time, any Joe can deliver clutch 
plays. The key is perseverance. Each new match 
gives the opportunity to right past mistakes – you 
just have to take it. 

Competing online in itself is also pretty 
great, because even though the text often reads 
“you’re autistic,” “this team is AIDS,” and my 
personal favorite, “kill yourself,” no one knows 
what the hell you are or were. Your ability to play 
alone defines the identity others see. Heh, it’s 
funny. I could always dominate the digital 
battlefield if I tried hard enough. Reality, not so 
much. 

 

Soldiering Online: New Game 
(Entry 18 – 1/2/2012) 

 

9:30 A.M. I speed on my wheelchair out 
the front door, racing my way through the jungle 
of weeds. I open my mailbox – expecting to see 
the same shit. Fliers, evangelical pamphlets, 
mass-marketed promotions, chain mail, and all 
other things that suggest to me it may be better 
to stay under a rock. But this weekend an 
envelope from “Homefront Cybernetics” caught 
my eye. 

Of the hundreds of job apps I’ve sent, this 
is my first interview notification. Homefront 
designs prosthetics and fancy exoskeletons for 
military use. If by some miracle I get the job, I will 
be tinkering with its beta stage 3D modeling 
programs, and could even test the products.  

“What an opportunity!” I should say. 
Honestly though, I’m terrified. How do I know that 
I won’t fail this “once-in-a lifetime” chance just like 
the others? If I mess up, there’s no restart.  

Vets on Steam acted more optimistic. 
Brandon66 told me that Homefront’s admin team 
is known for recruiting the PTSD victims no one 
else gives a damn about. RedWhiteBlues offered 
his typical deep advice: “Just do it bro!” But 
maybe he has a point. I talk tough, yet define 
even my online self by a crutch. I throw away the 
flags and flowers on my doorstep, and resent the 
ideals of a former self. But I still fight. Each time I 
load up my system, I prove that even if I waste 
oxygen, I can be damn good at it. From hero of 
Tamriel to Colorado’s #1 CS sniper, I spent a year 
learning that phantom legs, phantom memories, 
and phantom hopes aren’t excuses. Real life 
does make for an annoying, unfair game – but at 
least I can now call myself a player. 

 

Nick Chapter 3 
 

The whirr of Nick’s 1TB hard drive usually 
served as ambient noise, but tonight it sounded 
sharper than ever. He affixed his eyes to the LCD 
panel. Since Nolegs33 used a screen name, 
details of his fate would likely lie only on his blog 
– but the 1/2/2012 log was the end.  

Colby probably won’t know the answer 
either, thought Nick. Placing his hands down on 
his lap, Nick smiled. Then again, what would 
change if he did? The message within the lines of 
digital text remained the same. To No Legs, 
disability existed as only his most recent reminder 
of failure, shame, and disillusionment. Misfortune 
came before the army. I don’t want to be weak, I 
don’t want to be wrong again, I don’t want to lose 
more – such thoughts haunted their psyches. Yet 
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gaming, at its greatest, did not provide an escape 
from their fear. It helped them move past it. 

Nick launched Microsoft Word. He 
opened the file titled “Reading Questions 
Descartes.” College mode: ON. Even if he 
botched his answer on Descartes’ proof of 
existence, Nick could move past a check minus. 
After all, he had already lost hundreds of CS 
matches. 
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Housing Project 

Funeral 
by Cole Boyd 

 
In my sophomore year of high school my 

family went to a funeral for my Mom’s cousin in 
the community center of a housing project in 
Spanish Harlem. Having grown up in the suburbs 
of upstate New York, if not for the Hispanic side 
of my family, I don't think would have seen such 
an intimate view of the urban poor, and 
marginalized people in general, this early in life. 

Throughout my childhood, my Abuelo 
and Abuelita have told my brothers and me 
stories of "the hard times," the depression. My 
grandparents both grew up on 106th street in 
Spanish Harlem during the thirties and forties, 
and therefore have countless horror stories of the 
effects that poverty has on its victims: gang 
violence, police brutality, polio, discrimination, 
poor education, theft, drug abuse, and downright 
scarcity. They told me the kinds of stories I 
couldn’t believe at first, like having to buy food off 
the black market because the rations weren’t 
enough to feed the whole family, and only eating 
meat once a month. It was hard for me to imagine 
anyone living in such conditions, let alone my own 
grandparents. I looked at their experiences 
similar to how I would a novel; because of how 
distant it was to my own. I was unable to 
understand the gravity of these happenings until 
seeing them first hand. Despite all these 
hardships, my grandparents managed to escape 
this life and become successful, happy, thankful 
people. I have always found this extremely 
inspiring.  

This specific event turned what were 
once just my grandparents’ stories from long ago 
into a harsh reality. My mother’s cousin Freddie 
Miranda, whom I had never met, had died a 
month prior, so my family was invited to his 
funeral. Freddy was the son of my Mom’s aunt, 
Mary, who still lives in the projects. I can’t 
remember meeting her before that, though I’m 
sure I did when I was younger. There might be 
some bad blood between them, though I have no 
idea what it could be. My Abuelita’s side of the 
family was particularly screwed up, you can tell 
she doesn’t like to talk about it. My Abuelita was 
the oldest of eight kids, only her and her sister, 
Flora, were able to escape the ghetto; the rest 
were doomed to continue the cycle. She had five  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
brothers, all of whom became wrapped 

up in drug abuse pretty early on. Once again I 
don’t remember meeting any of them, but as far 
as I know, they all died junkies.  

 The funeral was held in a community 
center in the basement of a housing project in El 
Barrio. My brothers and I had been through rough 
neighborhoods before but nothing like this. If I 
was shocked, I can't fathom how my two younger 
brothers felt. I think the worst part of what we saw 
was that it lived up to our expectations, high 
population of homeless people, decaying 
infrastructure, the general choked out vibe that 
one gets inside neglected inner city. My brothers 
and I just didn’t realize how it would resonate. 
With the exception of slightly newer facilities, it 
seemed as though not much had changed since 
my grandparents had left.  

As we walked around the place, my 
brothers and I were quick to make a few friends. 
We jumped in on a basketball game with a group 
of kids who, I assumed, were my cousins. A few 
of them were, but most of them were just friends 
of the family who I had never met. Regardless of 
if we were related or not, they treated us like we 
were.  

After a bit of basketball we returned to the 
main room where my parents were. The small 
rectangular room was full of people sitting around 
talking, drinking, and eating. There were steam 
tables filled with rice, beans, pastelillos, amarillos, 
tostones, and bacalatos; if you’re not Puerto 
Rican, just know it’s a lot of fried food. The eulogy 
was given by one of Freddie’s friends and 
focused on how he loved to write poetry, make 
music, and dance. In his later years Freddie 
needed a cane to walk but would inevitably drop 
the cane and start moving when Latin music 
came on. He had his ashes kept in a miniature 
conga drum painted with the Puerto Rican flag 
instead of a normal urn. 

This was immediately followed by a black 
power poet performing a spoken word about how 
blacks and Latinos have to unite and stop fighting 
each other because they are really in the same 
situation. Both make up the bulk of America’s 
poverty and commit ridiculous violence on each 
other and amongst their own groups. I was in total 
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agreement with what the guy was saying, but 
nevertheless felt extremely uncomfortable. It’s 
impossible for me to think of a situation to 
compare it too; being one of four white people, in 
a room full of minorities, listening to a speaker talk 
about how the white man is responsible for all 
their strife. I felt so guilty, obviously not because I 
had personally oppressed anyone; but why did I 
deserve to be treated better than these people 
when looking for a job, or during a traffic stop?    

 Despite the fact that we didn't know the 
man they were mourning and were clearly out of 
place, everyone was extremely accepting and 
fun. The funeral was the happiest I'll ever attend. 
It was full of great food, music and of course, 
dancing. Though I kept to my rule of never 
dancing sober, I thoroughly enjoyed the dance 
party that followed the intensity of the last 
speaker. I certainly heard more laughter than 
crying, or even normal conversation. These 
people didn't deserve to live like this, they were 
just as "good" as anyone from my suburban 
hometown, Delmar. This experience changed 
how I view poverty for the next two years of my 
life. 

While my grandparents' triumphs 
inspired me to not let myself be broken down by 
circumstance; my visit to their birthplace made 
me question why such circumstances exist. If not 
for my heritage, I probably wouldn't be as socially 
conscious and by extension wouldn't want to be 
a journalist. I think most, if not all, of the world’s 
crises can be explained by the socioeconomic 
situations of those affected.   
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Katie 
by Katie Zaniewska 

 
As Katie strolled down the street in 

Brooklyn, she noticed the local book store across 
the street. “Lunch can wait,” she thought to 
herself, as she stepped in the store. For as long 
as she could remember, Katie had a natural 
affinity for books. She could spend hours in a 
book store, losing track of time completely and 
becoming engulfed in the stories around her. This 
particular book store was a local small business, 
where the books could be bought, or traded; any 
book could be taken as long as a different one 
was put back in its place. As she scanned the 
shelves of books, she came across her favorite 
genre: autobiographies. On the bottom right 
corner of the shelf, a small, brown, softcover book 
caught her eye. She realized there was no title, 
and as she flipped through the pages she realized 
it was someone’s journal. Although only the first 
twenty pages had been filled out, the journal’s 
enigmatic aura intrigued her. She loved the idea 
of learning about someone’s personal life, and 
figuring out who they were and what they did; she 
thought of it as a mystery she could solve. She 
immediately bought the book and rushed to the 
café next door to start reading.  

 
Abdi 

May 14th 
 

The terror and paranoia have completely 
taken over at last. I have decided to write in this 
old school notebook for now, instead of using my 
laptop. I fear the light from my laptop will be too 
bright, and its constant hum will be too loud. My 
name is Abdi Nor, and I am a Somali refugee, 
living in  Nairobi, Kenya. Seven months ago in 
October, I won a ticket in the Diversity Visa 
Lottery, granting me the chance to receive a 
permanent residency in the United States. I have 
always admired and loved America and its 
culture, and this ticket could be my chance to 
escape to safety and live somewhere I have 
always dreamed of. Once I had heard the joyous 
news, I became ecstatic and anxious all at once. 
I realized this was a once in a lifetime opportunity, 
but I also knew it would not be an easy journey. 
In the back of my mind, I knew about the endless 
obstacles I would have to overcome, but in those 
blissful moments my troubles seemed distant and 
I felt unstoppable. Sadly, those feelings are now 
foreign to me, and much has changed.   

 
 
 
 
 
It is now May 14th, and my interview is 

not scheduled until July 22nd.  I still need my 
medical records filled out and signed, my school 
transcripts signed by all the schools I have 
attended, and a certificate of good conduct from 
the police. Just the thought of so much 
incomplete paperwork overwhelms me. Just as 
my responsibilities and paperwork pile up, I am 
faced with yet another hurdle; recently, the al-
Shabaab, a militant group from Somalia, and the 
Kenyan police have started relentlessly raiding 
my neighborhood of Eastleigh. They have been 
rounding up innocent Somali refugees and taking 
them away. The raids usually occur at night when 
it is dark, but they still abduct people in broad 
daylight, forcing me to give up leaving my home 
entirely. I have stopped going to the mosque on 
Fridays, even though it is across the street. I have 
not gone to the grocery store in months. My 
brother and I have been eating the food a friend 
of ours delivers every week: bread and tea. I have 
done everything in my power to remain hidden. I 
do not want to risk being caught and wasting this 
once in a lifetime opportunity. 

 The night time raids have intensified. 
The police will look in our windows and knock on 
our door, listening for the slightest movement. 
That is why I have stopped using the computer at 
night. My heart is pounding and my breaths are 
quick. I do not need another distraction to help me 
make noise; I am far too loud already.  

 
Katie 

 
 Shocked and speechless, Katie 

looked up from the book and focused on the 
bagel and tea in front of her. She had only read 
the beginning of the journal and yet she already 
had so many questions. She had heard about the 
Green Card Lottery and how hard it was to win. 
What she didn’t know were all the obstacles that 
stood in the way once someone did win a ticket. 
She immediately googled Somali refugees and 
the al-Shabaab, trying to learn as much as she 
could about them. She wanted to know when 
these raids could have happened, and how 
common they were in the average life of a 
Kenyan. To her disbelief, she learned that it all 
started two years ago, and unfortunately it was 
happening right now, in the year 2015. Katie was 
a first-generation American, both of her parents 
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being immigrants from Poland. They immigrated 
to America over twenty years ago, and although 
they faced many hardships along the way, their 
troubles did not compare to Abdi’s. The two 
journeys were incomparable.  

 It was difficult for Katie to fully grasp how 
different Abdi’s life was, possibly because she 
had never thought of the daily obstacles that 
prevented Somali refugees from living their lives. 
Katie considered herself an average American 
girl, dealing with schoolwork and tuition, same as 
every other college student. She tried to keep up 
with politics and the local news, since they were 
so prevalent in daily conversations; she couldn’t 
recall the last conversation she had with 
someone about global news. She stopped for a 
moment, realizing she hadn’t even known about 
Somali refugees until reading the journal in the 
first place. Why didn’t she know more about the 
al-Shabaab? Why wasn’t this being talked about 
on the news or on social media? She quickly 
became enraged, refusing to accept that people 
across the globe were living their lives in secret 
and in hiding, while people in America remained 
oblivious, not even knowing such people exist. 
Her internal outburst of fury and irritation soon 
passed, allowing her to calm down and recollect 
her thoughts. She turned her focus back to 
reading the journal. She skipped to the last entry, 
in a hope to find out what finally happened to 
Abdi.  

Abdi 
July 23rd 

 
 There is no hiding it; a terrible 

thing has happened to me. Yesterday, I went in 
for my interview, and I was surprised to learn that 
I was missing a signature on one of my transcripts 
from my school. As soon as my interviewer told 
me this, I felt dizzy. Her words became distant 
and I immediately became nauseated. As the 
tears swelled up deep in my eyes, the past seven 
months flashed before me. I remembered all the 
fear I felt, the waiting, the determination, the 
precautions I took. It all seemed as if it were for 
nothing. I now must stay in my home, and 
continue living in the constant fear of the al-
Shabaab. There is no light at the end of the tunnel 
for me. There is nothing else for me to do.  

 
 Masha’Allah! What joyous news! 

Apparently Mr. Leo, the BBC reporter who has 
been interviewing me for the past few months, 
called the U.S. Embassy in Nairobi earlier today, 
wanting to know more about my case. Although I 
cannot be certain, it is very possible that his 

interest in my case bumped up my file to the top 
of the pile. He may be responsible for getting me 
my visa, and for that, I am forever indebted to him. 
Words cannot express my happiness. In a few 
weeks, I will be in the state of Maine, in the 
northeast part of America. I will be starting a new 
life, one that is filled with possibilities and hope. 
Once again, I am unstoppable.  

Yours truly, 
Abdi Nor 

 
Katie 

 
 Katie flipped the next pages, 

looking for a continuation of Abdi’s story. She 
didn’t want this to be the end; after all, there was 
no closure. She wanted to know what he was 
doing in America, and what he thought of his new 
life. Instinctively she googled his name, hoping to 
find out more. To her surprise, the search “Abdi 
Nor” listed a few articles written about Abdi. As 
she scrolled through the articles, researching 
Somali refugees and the al-Shabaab, she 
realized the importance of active curiosity. Katie 
could not expect to live her life and wait for news 
and information to passively reach her. She 
understood that her hunger for knowledge and 
detective work should act as her fuel, motivating 
her to stay up to date on the current events of the 
world. She needed to expand her horizons and to 
be more aware of the events going on in the 
world. Katie couldn’t blame anyone other than 
herself for her own oblivion. She then opened the 
articles in new tabs, took a sip of her tea, and 
began working. She liked this feeling of 
enlightenment, and she didn’t want to put Abdi’s 
time, thoughts or journal to waste. She was 
determined to learn more, at least for Abdi’s sake. 
As strange as it seemed, Katie was proud of Abdi, 
and she promised she wouldn’t let him down.   

 

 

 

 

 

1 *This story was inspired by and loosely 
based on the story of Abdi Nor and the Golden 
Ticket, which was a podcast published by “This 
American Life.” 
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Gaze of a Desperate 

Worm 
by Sofia Feldmann 

 
Let us grant ourselves the liberty to 

imagine what that unabashed man was thinking 
as he slid his widened eyes into mine at 8:39 this 
morning. He was challenging my autonomy. No 
longer was I cradled by the smell of my sheets on 
my neck; no longer was the train a neutral place 
to feel sleep dazed or aggravated at my lateness. 
Now my morning would be defined by this man 
demanding my response. When I turned away, 
unnerved by the sudden closeness in the over lit 
car; he kept his wet spheres suctioned to the back 
of my skull. Entertaining what might operate 
behind his eyes births sickening images that plant 
a larvae of nausea that writhes inside my large 
intestine. 
 By the present date, “that unabashed 
man” refers to roughly five hundred men having 
engaged in this activity over the past nine years, 
or whatever stretch of time exists between the 
purchase of my first training bra and now. This is 
not an unreasonable estimate I assure you, this 
curious occurrence takes place almost every day. 
The unabashed man rears his deprived orbs in 
many public settings: most commonly the train, 
then the street, then an elevator, then a deli or 
store; always disregarding my obvious discomfort 
or at least disinterest, and invading my peripheral 
vision with his looming expectation that I will 
submit to his lecherous stare. 
 When I was young, I thought everyone 
was good and fair, and I guessed that this man 
might be admiring a reflection of one he loved, his 
daughter or niece, innocently enjoying the 
similarities I shared with them. I told myself that 
with my ethnically ambiguous Caucasian features 
I could remind anyone of their brunette offspring. 
I even felt happy knowing I had brought some 
comforting sight to a grown man who might be 
missing this girl-child relative of his. This is how I 
dealt with the presence of that hungry, desperate 
worm. 
Later, around eleven or twelve, I became self-
conscious and started to suspect that he was 
attracted to me––not his fault; I was always tall 
for my age. I had a gnawing sense of fear; a 
maggot of doubt fell into my lap every time I felt 
him inch across my hair, my cheeks, my tensing 
lips. I comforted myself with the thought that, to  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
the unabashed man, I was nothing more than a 
pretty mound of soil. 
 Only when I reached high school and everyone 
was watching porn and fucking did I realize that 
the unabashed man might not be so innocent in 
his fervent gaze. I began to let myself realize that 
he wasn’t only staring at my face. I felt exposed, 
upturned. Immediately hating every facet of my 
physical appearance, I wanted to hide every part 
of me. I thought I should be ashamed of how I 
looked; it didn’t even occur to me that he should 
be ashamed. 
 When I felt the pressure of pointed eyes, 
meeting them briefly before looking away, he 
made no effort to do the same. He kept staring for 
long seconds, giving me time to evolve from 
feeling trapped to feeling stripped and slowly 
eaten away. Was this man a lunatic? How can 
you stare at a stranger for that long? The 
sickness in my gut seemed to grow hotter every 
time I saw another pair of dull eyes glancing at 
me from six feet away, sunken into the soft 
limbless figure leaning against the opposite set of 
doors on the train.  
 Now back to my original rumination, what 
was he thinking those hundreds of times he took 
away my privacy and turned my train of thought 
into one of anxiety and paranoia? I want to rise 
up and smack him in the face, claw his preying 
eyes out all at once and leave him reeling in the 
result of his perversion. I think this should be a 
standard reaction from all victims of this slimy 
denial of personal space and dignity. Why should 
we let these men feast upon our bodies, when we 
loathe their gnashing teeth? It’s a simple 
disrespect that adds to a feeling that we are 
always being watched, judged, whether with lust 
or disdain, we did not ask for the heavy weight of 
strange eyes pressing down on us without 
exception.  
 Notice the change from me to us; I am 
aware that many people know this worm. I see 
him choose a different subject once in a while, 
and I know not what to do, watching him watch 
her. It’s so absurd, this staring and gawking and 
glaring. What does he hope to gain? That we’ll 
look up, search his pale, gray complexion, find 
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something irresistible and leap into his greasy 
embrace?  
 Presently, I sit in the orange plastic seat 
and I stare with the same intensity at the 
advertisement directly thirty degrees to my left as 
the worm stares at my breasts and my eyes, 
alternatively. I ignore him with a force so powerful 
he must give up and select a new target. Will it be 
a hundred this week? Let’s hope less, maybe fifty.   
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Holud 
by Sadiqa Taaseen 

2005 
 

 So this is the first time I’ve been “back” in 
Bangladesh after moving to New York City. I say 
“back” because I don’t even remember leaving. 
For as long as I can remember, I’ve always lived 
in New York City and I thought Bangladesh was 
another planet in the galaxy. Don’t get me wrong; 
I don’t hate the country, I just thought it was very 
far away and you needed a rocket ship to get 
there. I also never realized how much planning 
and packing a trip required until my parents 
announced our two-month summer vacation.  My 
parents were so excited to go back to their native 
country that they started preparing six months in 
advance. I thought it was crazy but I guess they 
just wanted the trip to be perfect. My parents and 
I went shopping every weekend for six months. 
I’m pretty sure the people working at the mall 
began to recognize us.  

Before I got to Bangladesh, my mom had 
me speak to a bunch of supposed relatives over 
the telephone. I didn’t know any of them, which I 
thought was weird because I was told not to 
speak to strangers. I felt bad for this one kid that 
cried because I didn’t remember him. I just wasn’t 
in the mood to talk to so many people at once. 
Plus, I was so little when I moved to New York 
that it wasn’t really my fault. Anyway, I’m “back” 
because my aunt, my mom’s sister, is getting 
married. In Bangla, Mom’s sister is khalamoni, 
but I call her tunimaa. Don’t ask me why because 
I don’t really know.  

On the day of the flight to Bangladesh, I 
thought my heart was going to jump out of my 
chest in excitement. My parents’ six month 
shopping spree definitely prepared me for the trip. 
During the flight, I felt like a princess. I don’t know 
why my parents never fly abroad. The airline had 
an excellent choice of entertainment, great food, 
and free snacks. At the end of the flight, I found 
myself begging my parents to let me live in a 
plane for the rest of my life. I didn’t need a 
vacation; I only needed a plane.  

I entered the arrival terminal of the airport 
only to face a ton of people pressed against a 
glass window. I stood on tiptoes trying to find a 
familiar face. I didn’t know how, but my mom 
spotted my grandfather in the big crowd and 
directed me towards him. When we went to my 
grandfather’s house, everything seemed new but  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

familiar at the same time.  My mom started 
announcing her wedding planning business as 
soon as she stepped foot in the country. I didn’t 
really know what was going on, I just nodded my 
head.  

Over the next few days, barrels of 
flowers, lights, spices, henna, and saris filled up 
every inch of my grandfather’s property. His two-
story house looked as if a rainbow had exploded 
on it. No matter how much my mom and tunimaa 
annoyed me with their wedding plans, I could not 
stop smiling at all the colors. People kept coming 
in and out of the property, bringing in materials to 
put up lights and build a huge tent. I felt as if we 
were hosting a circus in the courtyard and my 
grandfather was the ringmaster.  

On the day of the turmeric ceremony, or 
holud, I thought my eyes were going to fall out. 
Everything looked incredibly beautiful. As the 
bride’s maid of honor, I was the first one to greet 
the groom’s family. My cousins and I stood in a 
line holding baskets full of goodies for the guests. 
Luckily, since I was the first on line, I got the easy 
task of putting a silver mark on everyone.  

After everyone was seated around the 
stage inside the tent, I was told to sit on the right 
side of the stage. At first, I was excited because I 
was able to see everyone’s faces from the stage. 
But my foot fell asleep and no one told me why I 
was sitting on the stage. Then suddenly tunimaa 
appeared out of nowhere. She was under a red 
veil that my uncles were holding up. I thought she 
looked like an actual princess with a huge flower 
crown. As all the guests lined up to bless tunimaa 
and put turmeric on her, I could not keep my eyes 
off of her. She looked absolutely perfect.  
 

2015 
 

Despite living in a place where the 
cultures of the world sit at the tip of my fingers, 
I’ve always wanted to revisit my native country: 
Bangladesh. I wanted to fully experience the 
culture that reflected the color of my skin. 
Although I was born in Bangladesh, I only 
remember living in New York City. I think I jumped 
two feet in the air when my parents surprised me 
with airplane tickets. The reflection of the golden 
seal gleamed in my eyes as I wrapped all ten 
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fingers around the rectangular ticket. I knew my 
aunt, who I call tunimaa, was getting married and 
I didn’t want to miss it for the world. Ever since I 
started watching Bollywood movies, I had been 
envisioning the intricate details that go into 
planning the perfect South Asian wedding.  A 
marriage unites not only two people but also two 
families; it is a milestone worth celebrating. My 
mother and I looked at several wedding albums 
to make sure we nailed every detail. I’m pretty 
sure we were in the mall as much as the workers 
were, trying to tie things together. I didn’t mind; I 
felt like I was getting experience for my own 
wedding.  

The day of the flight came slower than a 
turtle. I’ve never felt as excited to leave New York 
City as I did that day. On the flight, images of my 
family members swam through my mind. As 
memories of my grandfather’s house flashed 
across my face, I could not wipe the smile off my 
lips.  

My tired eyes managed to hold 
themselves together and scan the arrival terminal 
for my family. There were thousands of faces 
welcoming the passengers, but none of them 
looked familiar. My heart jumped out of my chest 
when my mom screamed “there”. I don’t know 
how she did it, but I was glad she spotted my 
grandfather.  

I felt like I was going through a déjà vu 
moment when I walked into my grandfather’s 
property. I knew where things were, but 
everything was still new to my 18-year-old eyes.  

My smile did not disappear as the 
wedding details unfolded and became a reality. It 
was absolutely stunning and surreal, better than 
the weddings in Bollywood movies. Every inch of 
my grandfather’s property was covered in color 
for the turmeric ceremony, or holud. The vibrant 
colors of the intricate mandalas on the grey 
pavement matched the colors of the massive tent 
that covered the sitting area; it looked like a 
rainbow on the ground from where I was 
standing. I wanted to capture the breathtaking 
sight from the second floor veranda before the 
monsoon rain washed the mandalas away.  

As I lifted up the extra cloth of my sari, 
grabbing the fabric with both hands, I couldn’t 
believe today was finally here. Tunimaa gave me 
the special task of being her maid of honor, which 
meant that I had to greet the groom’s family first. 
I made sure each of my pink and orange bangles 
was placed in the proper order as I waited 
restlessly in line with my cousins. Fortunately, I 
only had to mark the guests with traditional silver 
powder with my thumb. My cousins, on the other 

hand, were appointed to carry heavy baskets 
filled with flowers and sweets for the guests. I 
hurried back on stage, wanting to be first to greet 
tunimaa when she made her entrance. I stared at 
the empty aisle; I didn’t want to miss it even by a 
blink.  

When the music started playing, my 
uncles stepped into the tent on cue. They each 
held a corner of a red veil, making a personal 
canopy for tunimaa. My heart skipped a beat 
when I saw her in the center of the veil. She was 
draped in a vibrant yellow sari to match the color 
of turmeric. Her hair was braided to the side and 
she was adorned with colorful flowers to match 
the flowers in her bright yellow sari. I thought she 
was absolutely gorgeous and I couldn’t stop 
staring. I wanted to capture everything but I didn’t 
have enough eyes to take in everything around 
me. I can’t wait until it is my turn to walk under the 
red veil.  
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The Night of the 

Eclipse 
by Isabel Marcus 
 

13 
 

 I am lying on the couch, my face inside a 
dark cave made by two of the big throw pillows 
leaning on each other. I like this cave. It is cool 
and soft and dark in here. There is no time, no 
school, no homework, no pain, nothing. I wish my 
whole body could fit into this nothing cave, but it 
is barely big enough to fit my face, and if my 
whole body was in here, then my chest with the 
tight, desperate motor would be in here, and my 
heavy stomach with everything I have to do 
tangled in one big mass would be in here too, and 
the cave would no longer be safe or calm or free. 
 The problem with my face is that it is 
attached to my head and my brain is inside my 
head and my thoughts are inside my brain. So 
even if I could detach myself from my chest and 
my stomach and just be a head in a nothing cave, 
Everything I Have To Do and Everything I Can't 
Do, and all of the pain that comes with them, 
would still be in the cave with me. Here is the 
intersection of the sets of Everything I Have To 
Do and Everything I Can't Do: 
 

 
 
I have to do my homework. 
But I can't do my homework. It's too complicated, 
too scary. 
So I'll just stay in the cave and not do it. 
But I have to do it. It's not going to go away if I 
don't do it. It's just going to pile up inside my 
stomach and my brain. Even if I just don't do any 
homework for any classes, I'll fail the classes and 
have to retake them and do the same homework 
assignments. And even if I somehow do my 
homework, there are so many other things I have  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
to do and I can never finish all of them and there 
will always be some things that I have to do sitting 
in my stomach and fueling the little motor in my 
chest. 
So I have to do my homework. 
But I can't do my homework. 
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 I don't really remember what happened 
next, but I know I lay down on the couch when I 
got home from school, and I was still lying there 
when my dad came home from work sometime 
between eight and nine. I lay there with my face 
in between the pillows while my mom cooked 
dinner and my sister did homework at the table. I 
lay there while the two of them ate dinner across 
the room and my sister told my mom about her 
day at school. Eventually my dad came home and 
changed out of his work clothes, and my sister 
went upstairs to go to sleep. My dad must have 
eaten dinner as well, but I don't actually 
remember him doing so. Sometime, maybe 
around ten, my mom came downstairs to try to 
get me to go to bed. I must have started telling 
her about Everything I Had To Do and Everything 
I Couldn't Do, but I don't remember saying any 
words. 
 My memory switches back and forth 
between a first-person perspective, in which I am 
my thirteen-year-old self, and an omniscient 
perspective, where I am not myself, but I am not 
my family across the room either. I am some sort 
of voyeuristic specter, existing in between myself 
on the couch and my family at the table, seeing 
both of them, but not being, or being seen by, 
either. 
 The next thing I remember is lying on the 
floor by the couch, face down. At this point in the 
memory I am watching myself as opposed to 
being inside myself, but I don't see my legs. I just 
see the back of my upper body and my arms, with 
my hands trying to hold onto the cool, flat floor, as 
if it could possibly offer some comfort. My parents 
are arranged on either side of me, sitting like 
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apostles in a Byzantine painting, concerned 
guardian angels who have no idea what to do. 
 

13 
 

 I am face down on the floor now, and I 
am screaming. I am trying to pull the 
concentrated mass in my stomach up and out of 
me through my throat and use up all of the energy 
from the motor in my chest until it stops, but the 
pain is like a magician's many-colored scarf. No 
matter how much of it I pull out of my throat, there 
is still some left inside me. My parents try to 
comfort me: they pat my back or my hand to calm 
me down, but when they touch me, I jerk away 
and scream louder. My parents have stopped 
trying to shush me or talk to me, because I am no 
longer human. I don't respond to human words. 
They look at each other over my body and say, 
“What should we do?” and “I don't know,” and I 
scream and scream because I am powerless and 
they are powerless. After each scream I breathe 
in, to check if the pain is still there, and it is, so I 
scream again, trying to expel it, trying to scream 
loud enough so someone who can get rid of it, 
someone who can fix me, can hear. 
 My parents say, “The whole 
neighborhood can hear you,” and “You have to 
stop,” and “Belle, do you want the police to 
come?” And I scream more, because I do want 
someone to come, someone to help me, but I 
know the police can't help. Eventually a neighbor 
calls the police, and they come with an 
ambulance. My parents try to pull me up, but I 
cling to the floor, until finally my dad picks me up 
and carries me, an ugly screaming corpse, down 
the hallway and downstairs to the front door. This 
is what I wanted—for my dad to pick me up like 
he used to when a parent picking me up was 
enough to save me. But I am not just someone's 
daughter, I am also someone's sister, and mixed 
in with my panic and rage is love and concern and 
guilt for my sister, because just as much as I want 
to get rid of the pain, I want to protect her from it. 
I know she is upstairs in her bed, I know she is 
awake, I know she is scared. 
I haven't lived in the realm of language for the 
past fifteen or twenty minutes, but I know I need 
words to save my sister, and I know that just as 
much as I don't want to exist right now, I want her 
to exist, and I want her to be okay, so in the gasp 
after a scream I find the words: “Becki. Is Becki 
alright?” And my mom says that she went upstairs 
to check on Becki and she is okay and she will go 
upstairs again and sit with her. And my screams 
are not so loud now because my dad is carrying 

me and because I am going to go in the 
ambulance to the hospital, and hospitals help 
people who are in pain, and because I don't want 
to hurt or scare Becki anymore. 
 As my dad carries me down the stoop, I 
feel the muscles in his arms shaking under my 
weight. My pain is not a child's pain anymore; it is 
too heavy for him to carry on his own. He can no 
longer keep me safe. 
 I am on the stretcher in the ambulance, 
and my dad sits next to me and holds my hand 
and I let him hold it and I don't jerk away because 
he carried me. When we get to the hospital they 
put the sedative in me and then nothing. 
 When I wake up a doctor asks me if I 
want to or have ever wanted to kill myself and I 
say no, because I don't, and I haven't. I wanted 
the pain to go away, and I wanted my brain to turn 
off, but I did not want to die forever. 
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This is both a commemoration and an 
exhalation of that night, the night Everything I 
Couldn’t Do eclipsed Everything I Had To Do. 
Since then, Everything I Couldn’t Do and 
Everything I Had To Do have gradually morphed 
into Everything I Can Do and Everything I Want 
To Do, and eight years later, I am content. Not 
content in a temporary sense, and not exclusively 
content, but content in an overall quality-of-life 
sense. 

A few weeks ago I went canoeing with my 
sister for the first time in years. I love canoeing. I 
love reaching my paddle forward and pulling it 
back towards me through the water. My paddle 
turns into an extension of my arm, or my arm into 
an extension of the paddle. Whichever one is the 
original, both are good, solid substances, lean 
and strong and tan. I like the ripples. Born 
instantaneously, from almost nothing, perhaps a 
small drop of water or the light graze of a paddle, 
they run effortlessly across a substance from 
which they were just a moment ago 
indistinguishable, and which, in another moment, 
they will seamlessly rejoin.  
 When we go canoeing, my sister and I 
alternate between contemplative discussion and 
singing. There is something about the rhythm of 
canoeing—the reach, pull and glide—that lends 
itself to song and insight. Becki teaches me songs 
she has learned, and we sing them, and our 
melodies spread out from the canoe and 
dissipate into the expanse of lake and sky. Which 
is not to say they are lost—the melodies stay 
inside us too, but they don’t take up any space. I 
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love hearing her voice, knowing she will always 
be at my back, or just ahead of me. Regardless 
of whether we are physically together, we will 
travel together, hurting and comforting and 
strengthening each other. 
 Becki, everything I write is for you. My 
words have always been for you. 
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Displacement 
by Finn Mayock 

 
 I grew up in the quintessential 

backwoods cow town. Tucked away into the 
endless Connecticut forests, North Granby was 
less than a blip on the map. To say it was an 
unexciting place to live would be the 
understatement of the century. The most 
common form of entertainment would have been 
the gossiping of the townsfolk, at the deli coffee 
pot in the morning, and in line at the liquor store 
at night. The whole place reeked of wealth 
induced haughtiness and an ugly disdain for any 
individual that wasn’t a happily complacent drone 
in the residents alarmingly repetitive lifestyle. As 
you might be able to tell I did not feel much for my 
hometown, so when I turned 18 I moved to 
Brooklyn New York. I traded in my isolating 
forests for the concrete jungle. Where the lack of 
human contact could be the most imminent 
problem in Connecticut, I was bombarded by the 
amount of people I met every day. I chose the city 
because of its stark sense of individualism, it’s 
“fuck you” attitude towards anyone who criticized, 
and it’s unrelentingly fast pace. I moved to 
Brooklyn with the intention to replace every last 
thing I despised about my hometown.  

Perhaps I drank from the oasis of 
freedom Brooklyn offered too hastily. Maybe my 
thirst for independence was too strong and I took 
in too much. At first, life in the city brought me 
overwhelming joy in every nuance, but after the 
glory of moving out and the immediate incredulity 
of the city faded, quick was I to learn that the 
unblinking eye of the monolith I lived in was 
unforgiving as well. A year later, a lot more broke 
and a bit more broken, I felt like a sea wall, 
weathered and eroded. What I had desired in the 
city had seemingly turned against me. Over time, 
the fast pace of the city combined with the 7 day 
work weeks had left me winded and gasping for  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
a breath. I felt drained and disenchanted, 
wondering why I had come here in the first place. 
When 90 percent of your income goes towards 
rent, and you never have a day off to experience 
any of the city, you have to wonder why you are 
even paying rent in the first place.  

Besides my inexcusable exhaustion, 
you’d never think that out of the millions of people 
I see every day, the plight most abhorrent was the 
lack of connection. New York has this 
phenomenon to it that nobody had ever warned 
me about; it seems that when you’re wrapped up 
into the fast pace of the city while trying to survive, 
you never really get to know anybody. I always 
assumed that as soon as I got to the city I’d begin 
making friends, but that never happened. 
Between working just to survive, and trying to 
pursue a degree, I never had enough time to stop 
and really make a connection with anybody. You 
can only bask in the glory of independent living 
for so long before you realize that it’s worthless 
unless you have somebody to share it with. So 
the loneliness of the city slowly began to set in, 
and the smug, pretentious aura that surrounded 
me when I first left the nest had long since faded. 
I felt like an astronaut, cut loose from the space 
station, floating aimlessly through space. There’s 
so much passing me by, but I just can’t seem to 
reach out and grab a hold to anything solid to 
save my life.  

I still live in New York City, but I’ve come 
to terms with the fact that I only stayed here so 
long because I managed to convince myself I was 
happy. After a while, I started to realize that 
maybe this isn’t the sanctuary that I assumed it 
was. I have a newfound respect for the lonely, 
isolated woods that I grew up abhorring, and a 
much more realistic vision of what life in the city 
is like. I know that New York isn’t my home, but I 
won’t leave until I feel some sort of success, 
some fleeting feeling of having conquered this 
unblinking iron giant, so I can leave with a shred 
of dignity remaining as I search for a place to call 
home. 
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02   “To study the Way is to study the self” 

                                                             (Ozeki 398) 
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Meditation: A Tool for 

Life 
by Melissa Rose Corning 

 

From kindergarten to grade twelve, mass 
played an integral role in my Catholic education. 
I was taught to fear God and the punishments that 
await those who sin. Throughout adolescence, I 
made many mistakes and felt more and more 
guilty for being a human. Practicing yoga was one 
of the first ways that I found peace from stress 
and problems. As someone with no specific 
religion, meditation has helped me more than 
religion to process lifechanging events 
such as the death of my grandmother, and also 
the death of an acquaintance named Jessie. 

When I arrived in southern Indiana on a 
cold March morning, I was overwhelmed with 
the gnawing fear that I might witness my 
grandmother’s death. She had been battling 
cancer for years, but her condition had 
progressively gotten much worse in the last 
eighteen months. My mother had called me a day 
before to let me know that it would probably be a 
matter of days, and I promptly booked a flight 
home. My father picked me up from the airport 
and delivered me to the hospice center where my 
grandmother had just recently been relocated—it 
was no longer safe for her to be home alone. 
Needless to say, my own mother was a wreck; 
she was holding it together at moments but really 
looked like shit. My grandmother said some really 
nice things to me when she first saw me, but she 
was not really all there, and she kept talking about 
how the hospice nurses were trying to kill her. It 
made me feel pretty awful, and it was clear that 
she was very afraid of death. On the morning 
before I left town, a priest came to do her last 
rites. Although I was raised Catholic, I rejected 
the religion around the time I graduated high 
school—the ideas of heaven and hell were just 
too extreme and fear inducing for me to go along 
with. The priest who came to the hospice was 
saying a bunch of prayers and inviting us to pray 
along with some of them. As I watched my 
grandmother’s mouth barely moving to recite the 
prayers, I was struck with intense emotions that 
sent tears streaming down my face. Despite her 
fear of death, my grandmother believed in God 
and she believed in these prayers. I was able to 
be present for this moment with an open mind, 
even though I did not believe in the same religion  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
as my grandmother. I was able to cry and pray 
and feel intense sadness for my grandmother’s 
imminent death along with a deep gratitude for 
her life. The ability to feel these things had 
nothing to do with religion, but everything to do 
with the practice of being present. At this point in 
my life, I regularly practiced yoga to connect my 
breath, body, and mind to the present moment. I 
did not have any idea that my yoga practice would 
turn out to be a foundation for meditation and 
prayer—a spiritual practice that I rely on today. 
 Just a couple weeks ago, I heard that 
someone named Jessie—whom I had just 
met—overdosed and died. In the moment I 
received this news, I took a deep breath. I asked 
my friend if it was the Jessie I had just met. She 
said yes, and I sat for a moment in stillness and 
silence. This kid was only twenty years old and 
his life was already over. I felt sort of sad, but 
what I really felt was a genuine understanding of 
the concept of impermanence. One moment we 
are here, and the next moment we are not here. 
This concept is one that I sometimes have trouble 
grasping on a day to day basis. For example, 
when I experience a strong emotion such as 
sadness or anger, the intensity of the feeling will 
make it seem as if the feeling will never change. 
The concept of impermanence helped me to 
process the death of Jessie because it illustrated 
so clearly the fact that things change all the time, 
and we will not be here forever. In the past, I may 
have heard this news of Jessie’s death and 
immediately started freaking out and wondering 
why God would do such a thing. Was Jessie in 
hell or in heaven? Why had he died and not 
someone else? These thoughts are 
representative of some of the ideas that I 
previously had about religion and fear. Fear can 
take my mind hostage if I am not careful, so I 
choose not to practice a religion that emphasizes 
it. Today, when fear comes up in my life, I try to 
sit with it. Most often, I use one of three 
techniques to meditate: focusing on my breath, 
scanning my body, and the vipassana method of 
seeing, hearing, feeling. When I practice 
meditation this way, I am able to separate 
myself from my thoughts—even my thoughts are 
impermanent! I try to watch my thoughts come 
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and go instead of attaching myself to them and 
letting them take my mind on a journey. 
Sometimes these journeys are fun and 
fantastical, but more often they will spiral into fear 
or anxiety, which does not make for a calm mind. 
Mindfulness helps me to notice the patterns of my 
thoughts and let them go. Accepting my thoughts, 
as they are on any given day, helps me to accept 
impermanence. 
 I believe that death is frightening for 
everyone because we do not know what happens 
when we die (until we die.) The unknown can be 
terrifying. By practicing meditation and yoga, I 
have an opportunity to cultivate mindfulness and 
my ability to be present. This practice better 
prepares me to process life changing events such 
as death. When I can appreciate the moment I am 
in right now, I am less likely to be stuck fretting 
over what will happen tomorrow or dwelling 
on what happened yesterday. I know that 
someday I will die, but until that time comes, why 
spend my precious time worrying about it? Every 
time I take a yoga class, we finish the class with 
savasana—also known as “corpse pose.” This is 
said to be the most important of all the yoga 
poses because it is the ultimate practice of letting 
go. Essentially, we lie on the floor like 
dead people and attempt to let go of the body and 
mind as completely as possible. To me, this is a 
relaxing and useful way to “practice death” and 
hopefully become less afraid of it—neither of 
which were gained from my religious upbringing. 
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Searching for an 

Identity 

by Kaila Saunders 
 
 My hair isn’t long and curly. My skin isn’t 
the color of caramel or almonds or bronze. My 
last name doesn't doesn't have a particularly 
“foreign” sound. My first name is definitely 
“Kayla.” I don’t speak Spanish fluently.  These are 
among the points brought to me as I explained my 
ethnicity over the years. As a child growing up in 
the south, the idea of multi-cultural heritage was 
not well understood. Being “mixed” was 
considered an exclusive club in which 
qualification was very narrow. As I began to allow 
the strict regulation upon culture to shape my own 
thinking, I began a long journey of confusion as 
to just who I was. 
 My mother was born in Panama City, 
Panama. Her original name is Flor, meaning 
flower in Spanish. When she began to live 
permanently in the States, she changed it to a 
name more easy on the American tongue, 
“Mandy.” Having such an experience, it would be 
easy to assume she would give her daughter a 
common, popular name. Not exactly the case. 
After careful planning, I was named Kaila-  
spelled “K, a, i, l, a” with purpose. In the Spanish 
alphabet, when the letters “a” and “i” are paired 
together, they create the sound of the word “eye” 
in English. I never expect entering into a new 
social situation without trying to explain this in 
some way. The spelling of my name is a passing 
down of culture from mother to daughter. Though 
I was always aware of this, I felt awkward 
conveying the message, as I just didn't feel 
“Latina” enough.  
 My dad was born in New Haven, 
Connecticut. He is black-American. In addition to 
being taught that I was Latina, I was taught that I 
was black. While it was not nearly as difficult to 
access black culture, I still felt I couldn't relate to 
it at times. My parent divorced when I was young, 
so most of my upbringing was done under my 
mother alone. Many of my peers, subconsciously 
or not, appeared to believe that the more you 
could distance yourself from being black or 
having dark skin, the better. I always had 
immense pride in the people that came before 
me. I admire the experience of black Americans 
so much, distancing myself from that was 
undesirable to me. While this was true, I began to  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
feel insecure not only in being black, but in being 
Latina as well.There were times were I did feel 
cool to say I was Latina, deep down I knew this 
was a result of internalized racism. As black 
children, we are often taught that we are not 
beautiful. It would be a long time before I was able 
to break down the idea that there was anything 
negative about being black. It would take me 
even longer to understand that I could be both 
black and Latina.  
 I am a child of the internet age. If I were 
to credit the sources that raised me, for better or 
worse the media would be one. Growing up in a 
time where the word of the media is taken for law, 
I often had a tough time with the images I would 
see. Every child wants to see themselves 
represented in television, movies, and 
magazines. While I was told that who I was as an 
Afro Latina was real, when I looked through 
popular mediums to verify, I felt unfounded. I 
wasn’t the only one to have my point of view 
manipulated in this way. My friends and peers 
also took in these images. They were 
assignments of what humanity was. We were all 
classified in such a way that difference was seen 
as deviation. Difference was seen as false. I knew 
that this couldn’t be true- I was who I was, I was 
alive! I just couldn’t find an exact replica of myself. 
My shame increased. I didn’t want to share my 
heritage with others. I felt fear of being made fun 
of. All at once, a whole component of my being 
was something I desperately wanted to hide as 
well as bring out.  
  Perhaps the main reason I felt so 
disconnected to my identity was that I 
experienced a whole culture through one person. 
When I heard Spanish spoken conversationally 
(save for holidays) it was my mom speaking to 
someone over the phone. The only indication I 
had of what was being said was found in the tone 
of her voice. My mothers family, also 
Panamanian, do not live in a community. For this 
reason, I was unable to be immersed in what 
being Latino meant to them. I never quite had the 
opportunity to experience cooking with my family 
and learning their recipes, hearing their slang 
expressions, or simply watching the way they 
interacted with one other. All the experiences I’ve 
had with my family were filtered through the lens 
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of child of the United States of America, and that 
has truly made a difference.  
 More recently, I started studying Spanish 
seriously. I decided that I would pick up where I 
left  off in middle school, which was not from a 
very advanced point at all. Day and night I spent 
learning words and conjugation. The process was 
long, hard, and sometimes tedious but always 
rewarding. The first time I was able to (with 
difficulty but still!) have a conversation with my 
mother in Spanish is one of the proudest 
moments I’ve had in my life. Not only had I gained 
a new grasp on something really difficult, I was 
suddenly more “Latina”- or so I thought. I began 
to realize that I was studying Spanish for the 
wrong reasons. I wanted validity. I wanted to be 
able to “do” the action of being Latina even if I 
couldn't “look” Latina or “live” Latina. While I 
would have never said this aloud, deep inside I 
realized I was thinking this way. Noticing error in 
my ways, I was a lot more careful about them. I 
changed the perspective I took in learning, 
creating a much more enjoyable and successful 
experience.  
  Subconsciously I knew that if I wanted to 
feel more secure in who I was, I had to accept 
myself. My mother always instilled in me that 
simply being who I was was enough. While she 
always told me this, I was unable to comprehend 
the full meaning of her words. Little by little, I 
began to try to understand who I was not defined 
by ethnicity or race. While those things are of 
extreme importance to me, they are components 
of who I am, not my complete self. As I began to 
look at myself less harshly, suddenly I felt ready 
to dig deeper from a place of curiosity as opposed 
to desperation. No matter what I would find as I 
learned about myself, I felt peace.  
 As I discovered through many sources, I 
wasn’t nearly as odd as I once believed. There 
was a name for people like me: Afro Latino. Afro 
Latino/as like myself exist all over the world. 
Taking the time to educate myself on how the 
Afro Latino community came into existence and 
continues to exist filled gaps I had felt within 
myself for years. Suddenly my hair, skin, and 
eyes felt just right to me. I was able to accept who 
I am without the limitation set forth by society. 
Even more comforting to me was the fact that 
there were other people who came to 
appreciation of what came together to create 
them. These people served as a bridge for me to 
cross into self understanding.  
 One of the most eye-opening 
experiences I’ve had in self-discovery occurred to 
me when I moved to New York this summer. By 

chance, I was offered  a job at a Panamanian 
restaurant I was visiting. Already in the short time 
time I’ve worked there, the diversity in the latino 
community that I have been able to witness has 
been nothing short of amazing. Finally, all the 
people I heard of that were like me where right 
before my eyes- speaking, laughing, eating. I 
have never felt more involved in my Latin culture 
than I do now. I never felt more “Latina” than I do 
now.  I realized through seeing other people in my 
community that we are indeed multi-dimensional. 
It finally clicked to me that culture encompasses 
many things, with each individual having a 
different characteristics. Looking a certain way, 
liking certain things, and speaking certain 
languages are all part of culture, however, 
despite those things, you are who you are. Now I 
claim my Afro Latin heritage with pride, simply 
because it is the way I was born. I am black. I am 
Latina.  
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Kris 

by Kristoffer Iles 
 

Each morning I question myself what 
could have happened during those nine months, 
what error in coding, missed synapse, or incorrect 
fusion of DNA has caused this. It was less 
apparent when I was young. I used to think I was 
special, however those ideals of individuality and 
exclusivity have transformed into feelings of 
seclusion and confusion. I don’t know why I feel 
the way I feel. Maybe it was the flash of red as a 
cup of soda hit my face that Friday afternoon. 
Who knows, maybe it was the echo in my ear of 
the old woman who rode past me screaming 
“faggot” that nice Tuesday morning last week. 
This whole routine was beginning to become 
tiresome and each day began to merge with the 
others into one long infinite eternity.  

I find it interesting that people are 
supposed to embrace their own. It’s an 
unfortunate truth that exists and has existed since 
the beginning of time. It is within or nature to 
simply cling to the things we know because they 
provide us with a sense of family and unity. So 
what do you do when that is not the case, and the 
places that are supposed to feel the most like 
home feel completely foreign? 

I was 14 and I was black and I was gay 
and I was scared and I was out of place or at least 
that’s the best way I can describe it to you 
because the only way for you to truly know how it 
felt was to have been me right then and there. 
Then again I don’t think anyone will ever know 
how it felt.  I hated myself and I hated time. I hated 
myself because I couldn’t be anyone other than 
who I was and for this I had to pay the price. As it 
turns out the price was the time, the times that I 
spent getting made fun of, the times that I spent 
scared to speak, the times I would walk as fast as 
I could to make it home before being seen, and 
the time that just never seemed to come when 
this dream or nightmare or whatever it was would 
be over and I would be free. 

While I cannot say that I remember, I can 
only imagine the way that time must stand still 
when you are inside the womb. Waiting is all that 
you do and know and so therefor there must be 
no sense of time because it is all relative to the 
wait. Maybe that’s what I needed at that point in 
my life. The pain of each day however, made this 
an impossibly hard task. I had grown tired of 
consistently being shoved in hallways when all I 
simply wanted to do was to make it into the  

 
 
 
 
 
classroom. I had given up attempting to have a 
normal lunch and had digressed to eating alone 
on the outside patio because this was the only 
time of day I felt that I could find some peace and 
solace. I had not expected high school to be this 
way but maybe that’s because I had been “away” 
for so long. You see my parents had made it their 
mission to ensure that I was not a product of my 
neighborhood. In doing so they woke me up each 
morning for eight years and put me on a bus that 
sent me to the other side of town. The side of 
town they wanted me to be a product of. I grew 
up with children that did not resemble me, that 
didn’t understand certain parts of who I was, but 
who also didn’t mind. So it should not be hard to 
imagine to feelings of shock that ran through my 
body when I stepped onto the campus of Jones 
High School on that hot August morning. I had 
expected to be able to be myself and be 
welcomed with open arms by those, who since 
they were like me at least to some extent would 
accept me. Wrong! As it turns out the place that I 
thought I would be welcomed was the place that 
made me feel most alienated. So much for 
acceptance, and so began the counting of days 
until this time would pass. 
 

Kristoffer 
 

 It’s been 7 years and it seems as though 
time has changed everything. I’m a man now and 
I have finally looked into a mirror and smiled back 
at what I saw. I remember when I thought that 
nothing would change and that if anything, I 
would lose my soul fighting for air in what felt like 
a bottomless pit. Taking a fresh breath of air at 
my desk feels better than ever because I know 
that with it comes relief. As time has passed, I had 
left that school, moved to another city and left 
behind the pain my mindset began to change. I 
had spent so much time fighting to be loved and 
accepted by those that I felt should have no 
reason to hate me. What I had realized though 
was that how could I expect anyone else to 
respect who I was when I couldn’t. When I held 
my head down in shame because of who I was, 
how could I command honor and respect from 
others? It is extremely unfortunate that it has 
taken me this long to draw this conclusion and it 
almost seems as though I needed this 
understanding back on that hot August morning. 
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Maybe if I had the wait would not have seemed 
as long. 
 I got up that morning expecting to relax 
and enjoy the cool fall day. I put a pot of coffee on 
and dropped a bagel into the toaster, then went 
down a flight of stairs to check the mail box. Inside 
sat a white envelope with the name Elijah Parker 
and a Tampa, FL address. As I walked back up 
the stairs, thinking to myself this could not be who 
I thought, I began to break the seal not sure of 
who this person was and why I had received 
personal mail from a person in the state I had 
sworn to return to. Upon ripping the top of the 
paper of I realized it was a letter that looked as if 
it had recently been written. After pouring my 
coffee I began to read. 
 I feel that my first words should be that I 
am truly sorry for the things that I did to you. 
I cannot go back and undue what I have said or 
done to you. I am writing this letter however 
To at least give you a reason. I was not as strong 
as you then but I wish I was as strong as you 
Now. I made it a point to make fun of you 
throughout our school together because I 
ultimately hated who I was. That hate drove me 
to hide the fact that the reasons I picked on you 
were the same battles I fought. This ignorance 
has led me to fight another unfortunate battle. I 
am now HIV+. I am sending this letter hoping that 
you can forgive me for whatever your heart may 
hold against me. 
    -Elijah  
 

Parker 
 
I stared and stared and stared at the words on 
this sheet. After some thought I concluded that he 
was right. There was no way he could go back 
and undue what he had done because time only 
goes forward. I guess all I could do was sit back 
and wait and hope that my heart would change. 
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My Music, Muscles, 

and Melodramas 
by Joseph J. Jadoobir 
 

I walk into the gym, and the dank aroma 
of sweat and testosterone assaults my nose. 
Even though Iron Maiden is howling in my ear 
buds, I still hear the laughter and grunting of my 
fellow gym goers, in my home away from home, 
the gym.  
 During the summer, my friend and I went 
to sign up for our gym memberships. I was under 
the notion that the gym would be a pleasant 
place, where one could workout in a comfortable 
atmosphere with a few friends. However, the first 
visit shattered that preconceived notion. The 
bulging biceps; the tremendous traps; the grizzly 
grunts, left me petrified. Even my friend being 
there with me couldn’t save me from the wave of 
intimidation. I stared in horror as these beasts 
would load plates upon plates of inhuman 
amounts of weight to barbells, perched 
precariously on top of their backs. After an hour I 
left feeling like my limbs would fall off and with 
them my morale as well. So much for the gym 
being my home. Tired and in need of comfort I 
went to another place that for nearly all of my life 
I found refuge in; my music. 
 For as long as I can remember music has 
been my personal escape. These artist, and 
albums lent me their voice for hours at a time. 
They’d tell me stories of “Electric Relaxation” and 
“Hits of Fresh Air.” Stories of how “Jeremy spoke 
in class today” and “The March of the Black 
Queen.” When I finally bought a phone that had 
enough memory to store all my music, it truly 
became homely. As soon as my headphones 
went in, I was home. Anywhere. I became less 
social than I already was, and became more 
obsessed with I guess you could say, constant 
renovation of my home. I’d sit on Youtube for 
hours downloading new bands and singles. Music 
had become my buffer against the world. And yet, 
the gym loomed over my conscious.  
 I made my return to the gym along with 
Slayer on some days, and Dragonforce (don’t 
judge) on others. However, I wasn’t at home. I 
was just the lone novice flailing dumbbells around 
to songs by Tool. I would keep to myself like a 
true introvert, always afraid of being judged by the 
gym rats. It wasn’t until one day that I realized I 
could rely on my music to buffer out others  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
opinions as well. And slowly but surely as I 
progressed in growth, so too did my confidence. 
The music had changed the gym from a hostile 
place of fear, to a place where I could grow and 
be proud of my mistakes. A transformation that 
had made me stronger than I was before. 
 Music was and always will be a catalyst 
for change in my life. It was music that gave me 
the courage to make friends in high school. It was 
music that soothed my teenage angst and 
depression. And it was music that made the gym 
my home.  This makes me wonder why does 
music have such power over me? Perhaps it’s 
because music was such an integral part of my 
upbringing. My mom would play her Whitney 
Houston, Mariah Carey, Ace of Base, at home. 
My dad would also have his Reggae, Soca, and 
R&B. By the time I was in preschool I could 
already hum “Do You Remember The Time”, so 
our bond together grew from there. Music’s power 
over me also stems from a psychological need. 
 There were many things about my 
childhood that music got me through, for example 
introversion and difficulty communicating. Not 
being a very outgoing or talkative child left me in 
a world that was boring and lonely. It was a place 
where I couldn’t join in on the fun, because the 
fun was drama, TV, and trying to be as cool as 
possible; music was the opposite. In music I 
would become friends with total strangers. We 
would have the richest of conversations without 
me having to utter a single word. It was at this 
point that I had learned that music was something 
more than just a respite from real life; it was tool 
that shapes my life itself. This realization brought 
forth some of the greatest changes of my life, like 
the expanding of my social circle, managing my 
anxiety, and even the changing of some 
relationships to romantic ones. Now granted, 
while it did play a huge part in the process of 
these changes, I don’t believe music alone was 
the reason for all these changes in my life. What 
I believe is that it was through my own effort that 
these changes were made. But it’s music that put 
the thoughts in my mind. Like a teacher who gives 
you the skills to use, it’s up to the student to use 
them. moving forward after this realization I can’t 
help but rethink my relationship with the gym and 
music. 
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 Prior to when I had to rely on my music to 
distract me from my fears of others opinions in the 
gym, I was the problem. I was in need of help, and 
music was my savior. It was thanks to the 
confidence I had gained in the gym that I see that 
I was never the problem. I was in reliance of 
music to help me forget or change my faults, 
when I should’ve accepted them from the 
beginning. I find it funny how I needed music to 
build the confidence to go to the gym, but I 
needed the gym to build the confidence to leave 
music behind. As of now music isn’t the home that 
shelters me from the real world, because the real 
world isn’t something to avoid. I can now go 
confidently into the real world knowing that I can 
return to my home for fun, but I don’t need to stay 
to be happy.  
 Music and the gym are my homes away 
from home, and both hold values that have 
benefited my life. However, I’ve learned that they 
do not make my life, I do. And although they’ve 
helped me get to this point in my life now, I don’t 
need them to move forward into my future. I can 
go on and explore the real world with the gym and 
music by my side, not leading me. 
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Dogen Zenji 
 

by Alison Derevensky  
 
A Tale for the Time Being by Ruth Ozeki is filled 
with references to a great Buddhist Zen master 
named Dogen Zenji. As I was reading the novel, 
the quotes from Dogen both confused and 
fascinated me. Ozeki’s appendix entry about 
Dogen made me even more curious, so I looked 
up the name “Dogen Zenji”, and this is what I 
found.   
 Dogen Zenji (also known as Eihei Dogen) 
was born in the year 1200 in Kyoto, Japan. He 
was born to a noble family, who taught him to 
read and write in Japanese and classic Chinese 
at the age of four. One of the first words he 
learned was “mujo”, which means impermanence 
(Prof. Masunaga, 203). In Dogen’s early 
childhood, the death of his parents affected him 
very deeply and changed his perspective of the 
value of life from a young age. He was later 
adopted by his uncle, who was a very important 
adviser to the emperor of Japan. Dogen’s uncle 
made sure he got a well-rounded education, with 
plenty of studies on Buddhist texts. As a prodigy, 
“Dogen read the eight volume Abhidharma-kosa, 
an advanced work of Buddhist philosophy, when 
he was 9” (O’Brien). At age 12, Dogen left his 
uncle’s house to study at the temple Enryakuji, on 
Mount Hiei, where another uncle was serving as 
a priest. This uncle guaranteed Dogen 
admittance to Enryakuji, a temple complex of the 
Tendai school. Dogen loved to practice Tendai 
meditation and concentrate on his studies, which 
led to him becoming a monk at 14.  
After all this studying and practicing, Dogen came 
up with a question that none of his teachers could 
answer. He asked, “If all beings are endowed with 
Buddha nature, then why is it necessary to 
practice and seek enlightenment?” (O’Brien). 
This question led him to one Zen teacher in China 
named Rujing, who would become Dogen’s 
inspiration for bringing zen to Japan.  
There was one moment between Rujing and 
Dogen that completely changed Dogen’s mindset 
about reaching enlightenment. One morning, 
Dogen was sitting zazen, just like Jiko taught Nao 
to do, with other monks while Rujing was walking 
around the zendo (meditation hall). The monk 
next to Dogen began to fall asleep, and Rujing 
began to scold him. Rujing said, “The practice of 
zazen is the dropping away of body and mind! 
What do you expect to accomplish by dozing?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
(O’Brien)” The words “dropping away of body and 
mind” repeated like a broken record in Dogen’s 
mind, and he later used those same words in his 
own teachings. I think this is the phrase that 
inspired him to write the quote about 
“nonthinking” that I read over and over in Ozeki’s 
novel.  
Dogen realized that meditation and practice of 
Buddhism do not necessarily have to fulfill the 
goal of enlightenment. This realization is what 
brought him back to Japan to teach soto zen, a 
form of Buddhist zen that concentrates on doing 
meditation without a goal. Soto zen is also 
another way to say “everyday zen” (Soto Zen 
Buddhist Association). Jiko taught Nao that she 
should practice zen while doing every daily 
action- like taking a bath, running into mean 
“yanki” (Ozeki, 189) on the street (Ozeki, 189), or 
even using the bathroom. Soto zen also focuses 
on the importance of doing good deeds for 
people, like coordinating Obon ceremonies to 
honor the elders and ancestors that came before 
us, which is exactly what Jiko did, despite being 
one-hundred-and-four.   

Dogen’s most famous text, that is also 
referenced in A Tale for the Time Being, is titled 
Shōbōgenzō, or Treasury of the True Dharma 
Eye. “Treasury of the True Dharma Eye” refers to 
the Buddha’s Dharma in general Buddhism, but 
in Zen Buddhism, it refers to the realization of 
Buddha’s awakening that is not written in the 
words of the Sutras, or Buddhist sacred texts. In 
Zen, it is believed that one finds his or her own 
Dharma not through books but through his or her 
own nature and daily actions. Dogen’s 
Shōbōgenzō, according to Zen tradition, has 
been passed down through generations of Zen 
masters, starting with Dogen’s 
student Mahākāśyapa (Kodera, 192). In a way, 
Jiko is an example of a monk that has been taught 
the lessons of Soto Zen through the tradition of 
studying Dogen’s work while practicing Soto Zen 
everyday of her existence.  

According to Professor Masunaga’s book 
Soto Approach to Zen, Dogen Zenji’s teachings 
have been narrowed down to five basic 
ideologies. The first is based on Dogen’s belief 
that Buddhism is a united religion- that it does not 
have different sects. When Zen was first 
introduced to practicing Buddhists, they thought 
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of it as a separate sect of Buddhism. However, 
Dogen thought that Buddhism was a unifying 
religion that did not need different parts, and the 
idea of sects only ruined Buddhism. He sought to 
restore the Sung Dynasty Zen to the original 
beliefs of Buddhism, which then enabled Chinese 
Buddhism to flourish as it had once before the 
idea of sects interfered.  

The second is about rejecting wealth and 
egotism. Dogen believed that there were three 
periods of Buddhism: True Law, imitation of True 
Law, and decline of True Law. During the period 
of imitation of True Law, people would use the 
beliefs of Buddhism for profit and power instead 
of purely believing in Buddhism. This labeling of 
time is used to teach the history of Buddhism to 
the general public today. According to Dogen’s 
view (interpreted by Prof. Masunaga), it is 
because we are now in the period of the decline 
of True Law that we must make all of our efforts 
dedicated to living in the spirit of Buddha and to 
“grasp the essence o Buddhism directly.”  
The third ideology is about time beings: the 
different manifestations of Buddha and how they 
are all related to Sakyamuni Buddha. As Dogen 
once said, “The phrase ‘all the Buddhas’ denotes 
Sakyamuni Buddha. The heart of Sakyamuni is 
Buddhahood itself. All the Buddhas who 
appeared in the past, appear in the present, and 
will appear in the future must inevitably be 
Sakyamuni” (Prof. Masunaga). Sakyamuni is the 
name for the Buddha that founded Buddhism, 
and ‘Sakya’ is where Buddha was born (Collins 
Dictionary). Dogen believed that all the different 
variations of Buddha were descendants of the 
original Buddha, which goes along with saying 
that Buddhism is a unified religion and not made 
up of different sects.  

The fourth gives the answer to how 
Buddha found the way to live in truth. Dogen gave 
this answer in his work Shobogenzo, which states 
that “The teacher Sakyamuni handed down this 
unexcelled method of enlightenment. And the 
Tathagatas of the past, present, and future and 
the patriarchs in India and China have also 
attained enlightenment through zazen” 
(Bendowa, Shobogenzo). Basically, the Buddha 
found the way to live in truth by sitting zazen. The 
fifth simply states that zazen is a practice that 
occurs in daily life- once one learns the lessons 
of Buddhism, it is up to him or her to practice 
zazen and Buddhism daily (Prof. Masunaga).  
Ruth Ozeki practiced meditation for most of her 
life, and was ordained as a Soto Zen priest in 
2010 by her teacher and friend Zoketsu Norman 
Fischer (Ozeki, Long Bio). It looks like Ozeki 

based the character of Jiko on her own Soto Zen 
practices and lessons that she learned while 
studying at the Brooklyn Zen Center. In a way, I 
see Ruth Ozeki in all three main characters in A 
Tale for the Time Being. Based on Ozeki’s 
biography, I can see the meditative monk part of 
her in Jiko, the Zen student part of her in Nao, 
and the New York City traveler side of her in Ruth. 
A Tale for the Time Being essentially wraps all of 
Ozeki’s life moments- all of her “time beings”- into 
one novel about the master of Soto Zen, Ozeki’s 
quieter life outside of New York City, and Ozeki’s 
childlike learning experiences she has while 
exploring her Dharma.  

Dogen Zenji is a time being. He was 
present in each moment that he lived as the 
Master of Soto Zen, and now he is present in the 
tradition of passing down his teachings from one 
generation of monks to the next. Dogen is 
referred to as Buddha by some practicing Zen 
Buddhists, and his ideology of practicing Zen in 
everyday life has spread around the globe. Six 
percent of the world practices Buddhism today 
(BuddhaNet Statistics), and some practice Zen 
Buddhism daily without even realizing it. I learned 
that some things that I do everyday are actually a 
part of Soto Zen Buddhism, like meditation, being 
thankful for my showers, and helping my parents 
with the chores. Dogen’s lessons will continue to 
be alive as long as there are people practicing 
them- therefore he is a forever lasting time being.  
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To Pee or Not to Pee  
 

by Sara Schwartz  
 

A few weeks ago my brother came to my 
room.  He stood there awkwardly with his hands 
behind his back.  I was startled—our sibling 
relationship consists of ignoring each other and 
only talking when we have to.  I even glanced at 
the door to see if I could get out of there if I had 
to make a quick escape.  “Hey, can I talk to you 
for a minute?” he said.  

He was already in my room, so it’s not 
like I could say, “No, I’m busy watching Sex and 
the City reruns.” So I said sure.  It turns out that 
the thing he was holding behind his back was a 
small cup with an orange lid, which he asked me 
to pee in so he could pass his drug test that he 
needed to take for his job the next day.  My gut 
instinct was, of course, to refuse, but I sputtered 
out: “Suuuuure, I guess?  Do I have to get 
permission from Mom first?”  He replied that I 
didn’t have to and shouldn’t tell Mom.  He tossed 
me the pee cup, which felt like it was burning with 
illegal activity in my hands and left the room.  I 
texted my mom immediately.     

While I waited for my mom’s response, I 
was left with a massive decision to make.  Should 
I give my brother my pee to commit a crime but 
pass his drug test even though it was illegal? Or 
should I refuse to because it was illegal and what 
I felt was a completely immoral thing to do (and 
ask your sister to do) even though it would mean 
he’d fail his drug test?  I suddenly felt like my body 
wasn’t mine—like it was somebody else’s 
property that they wanted to use for their own 
agenda.  

I tried to force myself to see how giving 
him my pee could be beneficial for me: it would 
mean he owed me something and that he’d be 
forced to be nicer to me.  I considered reaching 
out to him and establishing some type of 
exchange for my drug-free pee.  I even had the 
opening line:  I do this for you and you have to 
treat me with respect for now on or else.  But as I 
imagined this conversation, I realized how 
incredibly messed up the whole situation was. 
The thought that I had to blackmail my brother for 
his respect and attention was ridiculous and 
reminded me how much of a jerk he was.  Plus, 
he’d asked me to commit a crime so he wouldn’t 
have to deal with the consequences of his bad 
choices, which was wrong too.  I was sure then 
that I wasn’t going to do it and texted him that. 

 
 
 
 
 
My mom finally wrote me back and told 

me if I didn’t want to do it, I didn’t have to.  I was 
surprised that she didn’t try to convince me to do 
it, which she had told my brother she’d do if he 
ever needed to pass a drug test.  I suppose she 
thought she could do it herself.  It turns out she 
couldn’t because she took prescription 
medication, which would come up on the drug 
test too.  I was glad because I didn’t want her to 
try and pressure one child into doing something 
clearly wrong so she could help out her other 
child.  I didn’t want to get any further from the 
moral path I was possibly being dragged off of.   
 Later that day I went to a bookstore with 
my dad.  I was freaking out waiting for my brother 
to text me back and tell me how failing this test 
would ruin his life.  I kept making these vocal tics 
or “cries for help” as I called them, trying to get 
my dad to ask me what was wrong so I could tell 
him what happened.  He was unlike my mom 
because he didn’t approve of my brother’s drug 
use at all and could keep a secret.  When he 
finally asked me what was wrong, I reluctantly 
told him the truth about Pee-gate.  I felt guilty 
about telling him because it was going against my 
brother, but I knew that I was the right one in the 
situation.   

He reacted exactly the way I wanted him 
to: angrily at my brother and the dilemma while 
being sympathetic towards me.  He told me I 
didn’t have to do anything I didn’t want to do and 
that it was horrible for my brother to ask me to do 
that.  Everything my dad told me I already knew, 
but it made me feel much better knowing that I 
wasn’t alone in my feelings.  I also hadn’t peed at 
all that day and was so relieved I could without 
worrying about ruining my brother’s chance at a 
job.    

My brother never responded to my text 
message.  He instead woke me up in the middle 
of the night to ask me again for my pee.  I said I’d 
think about it, but I didn’t change my mind.  The 
next morning, he went to the doctor’s office with 
an empty plastic container.  
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Hardest Hits 

by Mohammad Javid 
 

Throughout our lives we come across 
difficult situations and, depending on the 
particular case, these moments can either help us 
learn a lesson through patience and endurance, 
or ruin us in ways that are unimaginable. In A Tale 
for the Time Being, we sympathize with Nao for 
being constantly threatened and hurt by the 
people around her. Nao’s life begins to sink as 
soon as she moves to Japan, with moments in the 
book where we really feel her dissatisfaction with 
the whole new world and the way it disfavors her. 
Furthermore, from her experiences we are able to 
draw out memories from our own pasts. I can’t 
say that I had much disapproval by American 
society upon moving here from my homeland. 
This might be because America is ethnically 
diverse and generally more acceptive of 
foreigners than Japan is. However, before 
coming to this country, I had already come into 
contact with bullying deep in my roots. 
 I was born in a village called Basrian, 
located in Kharian, Gujrat, Pakistan. My father 
worked in America, while my mother stayed and 
raised me and my little brother, H., on a farm that 
once belonged to my grandfather. It was in the 
countryside, where water buffalo grazed the open 
fields, the people were as sweet as honey, and 
fresh milk and butter were aplenty. Every 
morning, around the time of dawn, we would 
wake up to the call for prayer, the adhaan, the 
most beautiful sound that has ever reached my 
soul. After the early morning prayer, we would eat 
buttered paratha with fresh yogurt and fried egg. 
My family thought it would be convenient to have 
only a goose, instead of many chickens, and so 
that became our source of eggs. We would rush 
to get to the mosque on time in order to recite the 
Qur’an and to learn proper manners from our 
teacher, according to Islamic principles; 
afterwards, the day was ours for the taking. Flying 
kites and shooting marbles is what we usually did, 
sometimes all day long. Hence, my childhood 
was very peaceful and worry-free, but this ended 
as soon I began private school. 
 School was taught by masters and 
misses and was an uncomfortable place to learn, 
let alone stay in for nine tedious hours a day, six 
days a week. During my first few days of “pre-
kindergarten”, I found myself facing the harsh 
realities of discipline from the teachers. There 
was an older student who went by the name  

 
 
 
 
 
Qasim. He knew that I was the new fish in the 
pool, and, more notably, the kid whose father 
made a good living in America. If “good” meant 
working from sunrise to past sunset pumping gas 
into cars for minimum wage, then so be it. At 
break time, around the hours of the afternoon 
when the sun was ready to bake us to a crisp, I 
would use my rupiya to buy some crunchy 
pappar. On the third day, he snatched my snack 
and said mockingly, “What’s the matter, rich boy, 
papa didn’t feed you enough?” and all the boys 
laughed at me. Enraged by his remark, I smacked 
it out of his dirty fingers before he had the bite of 
glory and grabbed him by the collar of his shirt. 
That day I came home with a torn uniform, cuts 
and scrapes on my arms, and a huge bump on 
my brow, just above the eye socket.  
      The next few days were the worst, with 
the derisive laughter from the boys stinging my 
heart the most. I wanted to run home as fast as 
my legs could take me, but I thought twice about 
that. Instead of displaying cowardice, I cursed the 
enemy proudly, implying my lack of fear of 
another confrontation of fists. I was scared and, 
as a matter of fact, the other boys saw that my 
body was trembling with fear. But aside from the 
continuous verbal humiliation, no new physical 
meeting occurred after the first one; I assume it’s 
because they had some underlying sympathy for 
me that they just didn’t care to display. At home, 
my younger brother was keeping his quiet, less 
impulsive self away from the conflict. Smart kid. 
Once that school year ended, a long-awaited 
summer began, a period of seeming relief and 
recovery. Little did I know, my nightmare had just 
begun.  

It was a slow, extremely uncomfortable 
day in the exhausting heat and the power 
outages, sudden and frequent, made it almost 
unbearable. My mother was sitting with us in the 
veranda, fanning us with a straw pukki. She left 
for a moment, and I was alone with little H. I 
began to take my anger out on him, cursing and 
shoving him repeatedly, wanting to break him. 
The harshness that I had become familiar with at 
school resonated in that moment. I persisted until 
his sharp, sudden cries rang in my ears and, 
immediately, I was overwhelmed by heartache. 
Hot tears streamed down my cheeks as I hugged 
him, putting him close to my chest, feeling sorry 
that he was stuck with me for a brother. He was 
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two years younger than me. I was then almost 
five and already a brute. 
 After that, I strove to harden myself 
emotionally. I assumed that my tears were out of 
physical weakness and, in my sorrowful state, I 
prayed for strength that would not bring me 
embarrassment in the eyes of others. I was 
obsessed with the idea that in order to be 
stronger under society’s pressures, I could not 
display any genuine emotion in its looming 
presence. As wrong as I was, the bullying 
dropped significantly upon my arrival in America, 
though I retained the memories of school and of 
home, a mix of both good and bad. 

In America, I was utterly surprised when 
my height advantage over the students, as well 
as my immense weight gain over the years, gave 
me a rank as one of the toughest kids in the fifth 
grade. I was no bully, but the strange feeling of 
dominance told me something else. I had put on 
a facade, and all that was left was a brittle shell 
ready to shatter, exposing the real me. That year, 
I remember hurting a good friend of mine for an 
eraser. I punched him and made him cry in front 
of the whole class of students who had watched 
in absolute silence. The look on his face was 
miserable. The look on mine, pathetic. After the 
incident, we were okay, I guess, but the feeling 
was just not the same. These few moments of my 
life are now molded in my mind. If there was a 
way I could do them over, I would, but reflecting 
on the path I was treading eventually benefited 
me, as did being aware of the conflicting nature 
of my actions and intentions. Through my 
experiences, I learned morality and life lessons 
which I now treasure, and my relationships in and 
out of school have improved. I like to think that 
every hard hit we take in life can either make or 
break us. It’s whether or not we can get back up 
from it that separates winning from losing, 
success from failure. 
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Yesterday’s Scars, 

Today 

by Kelly Pervin 
 

It’s wonderous just how many different 
definitions can derive from one word based on the 
interpretation of an individual. We each attach a 
different story, sometimes multiple stories, to this 
one word and develop our own meaning to it. It 
becomes a part of the story and part of the 
individual itself.  

For instance, the word pain. Growing up, 
I was always afraid to get hurt. Back then, I just 
always associated pain to be physical. I recall my 
mother telling stories of how my daring brother 
would always fall and hurt himself when he was a 
baby. He was a curious toddler and would always 
run around, never staying still. I however, would 
stay still wherever my mother put me. I think I set 
a bad example, to my mother, of what it takes to 
raise a baby because my brother was tricky and 
something new to her.  

Perhaps that was why my father chose to 
send my brother away to Bangladesh to go live 
with my grandmother.  My mom also told me how 
my father didn't want a child at that time to begin 
with, which was why he had hard feelings towards 
him to begin with, but that's another story. Where 
was I? Oh, the story about my brother! I was 
raised as an only child by a (later divorced) single 
mother. However, whenever someone would ask 
me, I would always say I have a younger brother. 
I barely knew what his age was and the only way 
I remembered what he looked like was through 
pictures, but I talked about him as if we had been 
living together since day one. I thought of him as 
my brother that just lived with my grandma and I 
always dreamed of the day I would see him again.  

When I was little, I reenacted Bollywood 
scenes in my head of lovers running towards 
each other as contemporary style background 
music would play, across a vast, grassy field and 
hugging once they come face to face; Except I 
pictured my toddler brother and I in the place of 
the lovers. Just a disclaimer, I didn't associate 
love in general to be just between intimate 
partners, and I still don't. Love is love and being 
a drama fanatic, I recreated those heartfelt 
scenes, hoping it would be like that the day I 
would once again see my brother after so many 
years of living halfway across the world from each 
other.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Anyways, back to the topic of pain. Pain 

is almost always associated to be physical 
suffering, but I always seem to relate the term to 
mental suffering. Our emotions have an 
interesting effect on the way we think and act. It 
can sometimes cause us to do things we would 
never do with a regular mental state. I never really 
thought about the void of not having a father 
because it was just always my mother and I since 
I was young. The times I’ve spent with my mom 
are the only memories I have. In my teenage 
years, I realized I didn’t have answers to 
questions about my father that would often be 
asked by the people of my ethnic community, 
Bengalis. Having a father’s influence in your life 
is an essential in the Bengali culture. Otherwise, 
many questions and fingers will be raised towards 
your upbringing and your mother’s character. 
Double-standards and misogyny have faded over 
the course of time in my culture, but not enough 
yet.  

One day, it just all hit me. My long term 
boyfriend and I were going along our relationship 
just fine, until the last month when he started 
changing. I do acknowledge that we both are still 
very young today to ever consider this, but as our 
culture suggests, we both were leaning towards a 
relationship that would ultimately lead towards 
marriage. I had no idea why we were drifting in 
our previously committed relationship until he 
finally told me what was going on. He told me we 
couldn’t continue this relationship because it 
would never work out. His father would never 
accept a girl like me, specifically one without a 
father and a single mother. As I previously 
mentioned, divorced or separated females are 
looked down upon in our society. Being the 
daughter of a woman had left her husband was 
even worse.  

It’s unfortunate, but no one ever thinks 
about the circumstances behind a separation or 
tries to understand it. I was never ashamed of my 
mother's decision to leave my abusive, 
polygamous father. My father always showered 
me with love and affection and he still expresses 
his fond affection towards me to my aunts. 
However, although I was only six at the time, I 
understood why my mother made that decision 
and I supported her. It just wasn’t until that day, 
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about 10 years later, that I realized I was always  
held in a different standard. When he told me that 
his father could never accept me, my eyes had 
been opened to the world that always saw me 
differently just because I didn’t want the 
involvement of a man that didn’t deserve to be a 
part of my life. I don’t think I’ve ever felt more pain 
in my lifetime than I did at that moment. It wasn’t 
about the fact that we were at the point of a 
breakup, but the fact that this was the reason. 
Why this reason? My mother’s marital status had 
put a negative label on me in the eyes of others 
that I never realized. My perception of myself had 
altered and I was better able to transparently see 
why others treated me the way they did. 

Pain has had a power over me for years 
and it will continue to do so. Of course I will almost 
always feel physical pain when I get hurt, but I 
personally have a deeper connection with mental 
pain. The mental aching from that day had 
affected me enough to hurt physically, as if there 
was a heavy stone weighing over your chest and 
the glassy exterior of your heart was shattering 
one crack at a time. That very pain has stuck by 
me ever since. Sometimes it’s as if it narrates 
what my life is going to be like and influences the 
decisions I make. I live, eat, sleep, and breathe 
with my pain. I have accepted it, but not yet 
conquered it.  
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A Bus Ride for the 

Ignorant 

by Karl Barrsjoe 
 

The impact of a Swedish home left 
behind in pain and the songs of Ted Gärdestad 
playing on a Greyhound bus ride in Australia 
turned into vital factors in a boy’s striving to 
become a man. 
 My family’s dynamic was in bad shape. I 
was working hard while living at home with no 
guidance of what to do with my life. This 
combined with ideas of leaving everything behind 
banged constantly like a hammer against my 
head. I never told my family why I eventually left 
but I am sure they knew. Like the antithesis of 
Peter Pan, it seemed like I never could grow up, 
trapped as a boy in my family’s home. It filled me 
with great discomfort, paralyzing my existence 
and causing me to blame my parents. I decided 
to leave the pain by the front door, and solve the 
problem by moving to Australia. 
  Ted Gärdestad, a Swedish musician with 
a repertoire of dismal songs darkly colored by the 
sadness of his tragic suicide, sang in my 
headphones one of the many days on the 
Greyhound bus. “You had a heart like a child’s, 
Rain keeps on falling, But when we were young, 
We chased the clouds from the sun.” Originally 
the song was played for me as a boy, though the 
power of hearing it once again on the other side 
of the globe brought me right back home to all the 
pain that was left behind. To find myself no longer 
a boy, but a young man on the road.   
 As I reflect on my journey through 
Australia, I find the Greyhound redemption the 
starting point of an even longer journey, still on 
the move, of self-discovery. As a young man 
living at home for years without room to develop 
manhood and no bright future to look forward to, 
I started to blame my parents for my own laziness 
and poor self-preservation. The problem of my 
predicament could also be described as a lack of 
respect. In my own head I was giving my parents 
the appropriate respect a young man should, until 
I finally realized that continuously blaming 
someone else would never let me grow up as a 
man. Instead it would hold me down as a boy 
forever. Therefore, the respect my parents 
deserved was the respect I would give myself by 
taking responsibility. I was old enough to 
understand, but not mature enough to believe it.  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The music of Ted playing for me on the 

bus not only concentrated my thoughts on my 
family, but it brought me to a real place of 
disclosure. The song is about the hardship of 
growing up and walking away from childhood’s 
innocent days as a man. .Being a Swedish classic 
as it is, we played Ted Gärdestad’s music on a 
regular basis at home. I believe that when the 
message of the song and the memory of my 
family combined with the distance from home, all 
came together and it was somewhat shocking to 
me. I could feel how the banging hammer of pain 
against my head faded away as I rationalized 
what was going on. Or how Ted Gärdestad would 
have described it, a real man stands in the falling 
rain of his past, while chasing away the clouds of 
sorrow from the sun of tomorrow. By ceasing to 
blame my parents I started to take responsibility 
for my life, my manhood and my maturity.  

And regarding my home, I understood it 
had never changed; I found the mutual word 
describing the dysfunction of my family was “I”. 
The change was inside of me. My home was right 
where I left it.  

While contemplating the events that 
unraveled in Australia—the Greyhound 
redemption and the journey of self-discovery—I 
find the overall experience to be a fundamental 
stage of growing up. I was a young man inside a 
bubble of confusion who left his job and his home 
for the roads of Australia. The attempt to escape 
a dull destiny for the unknown had to be superior. 
At the first sight of realism the bubble was popped 
by the sounds of Ted Gärdestad. And the self-
discovery as a man had begun. 
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A Displacement 

by Sandra Bortkevich 
 

It was just your regular Sunday in March, 
except it wasn’t. Your typical sunny spring day, 
except the happy floral colors you’d expect to see 
were replaced by dark and morbid ones. For 
what’s meant to be a time of rebirth and 
reawakening as spring is after it’s harsh cousin, 
was a time of just the opposite. ‘Twas a time of 
sleepless haze, an out of body experience, sort 
of like when you’re a newly made ghost among 
the fast moving living, confused by your 
surroundings, not knowing where or when you 
are or what exactly is happening. It was like 
someone decided to reverse all of David’s (Tobey 
Maguire’s) work in Pleasantville and took away 
color from the world turning it to black and white, 
instead of doing the opposite and adding color to 
it. The more people that came, the darker the 
colors became. One by one, cold handshakes, 
sympathy hugs, and words of sorrow and 
encouragement. Hats off, kippah on, regardless 
of if you were religious or not; it was a sign of 
respect. After all, the guy was Jewish, and a 
WWII veteran up until the past Thursday, the 12th 
of March, 2015. 

Black, brown, and blue, the colors of 
March 15th. Black were the clothes we all wore, 
brown was the muddy ground at the cemetery 
that covered all our shoes and his new “home”, 
and blue was the sky and the color of tears that 
we imagine water to be. Seems to me that 
everyone except myself was what I imagined to 
be grieving: his wife of 55 years; the eldest son, 
now head of the family, since his “little” brother is 
“sick” and his father is now gone; various family 
members I’ve heard stories about, but never met, 
or met once when I was really young; and various 
family friends who have been with us throughout 
the years and, funnily enough, were more present 
in our lives than some “immediate” family. 
Speeches, hugs, handshakes, talking, driving, 
walking, waiting, “goodbye saying”, driving, and 
finally food: that was what the day felt like, robotic 
movements along a strange schedule. That day I 
went to sleep like I always did, except now I was 
given an excuse from school the next day 
because of this long and “emotionally draining” 
day that I supposedly had. 

Confused? So was I. Everything was 
strange, and a tad pathetic as well. I mean, it took 
the death of my 87-year-old grandpa for my family 
to “unite” again, after years of miscommunication  

 
 
 
 
 
and social neglect. That was the pathetic part, but 
the strange one was everything else that 
happened that day. Everyone was so sad, I 
mean, it was a funeral but I just don’t understand 
why that means you have to be sad about it. Just 
look at the ways that other cultures such as those 
in Latin America honor their dead. 

The Latin Americans have a two-day 
festival that honors the dead; it goes by the name 
of Dia de los Muertos, or the Day of the Dead. 
During this festival, the dead is honored with lively 
celebrations. They believe that the dead would be 
insulted by mourning or sadness, so instead this 
festival celebrates the lives of the deceased with 
food, drink, parties, and activities that the 
deceased enjoyed in life. 

Why can’t we celebrate the dead instead 
of mourn them? We should be happy about the 
fact that we were able to connect with these 
people. So many different souls, so many 
different personalities, and so many different 
views on life and every matter under the sun, and 
we cry when they leave us instead of celebrate 
and reflect on the memories we made together 
and the impact they had on our lives. 

See that’s why to me death is a good 
thing. I see it as a chance to be nostalgic and 
celebrate those who impacted our lives in every 
which way. There are so many stories to retell, so 
many things to remember, and you have your 
family and friends with you to do it. But no, we 
decided it would be better to weep than to 
celebrate, because tears help us heal but 
laughter and reminiscing do not. 

I wholeheartedly agree with the belief in 
Dia de los Muertos that states that the dead 
would be insulted by mourning or sadness. We 
have an opportunity to reminisce and be 
surrounded by those we don’t see very often due 
to varying schedules and varying orientations. 
But instead of seizing the opportunity to converse 
and connect, we decide to spend the day sad, 
believing that this person is gone and that’s it. 
How stupid is that? 

Look, all I’m trying to say is that maybe 
it’s not the end of the world when someone dies, 
even if that’s what it feels like. “The End of the 
World” seems to pop up a lot in life and in many 
different places. It was the end of the world when 
your crush didn’t like you back or when your 
significant other dumped you. It was the end of 
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the world when you failed the test you studied so 
hard for and when your parents didn’t let you go 
to that party because you were grounded. The 
end of the world is a feeling of now. It’s current, 
and, believe it or not, it passes. You got over your 
crush and you realized your significant other 
wasn’t the one. You ended up passing the class 
and you heard that the party was crap anyway. 
So it’s not the end of the world, even if you think 
it might be. 

Missing people, when they’re gone, is no 
different than missing those who used to be a part 
of your life and no longer are. You remember 
them and you miss the times you had. You wish 
that you could just turn back time and speak to 
them once more, or change your last interaction, 
but you can’t, and that’s life. But what you can do 
is appreciate those and what you have, and 
remember those who are no longer with you, 
because memories and stories are what keep 
them living even when they no longer are. Tell 
those you love that you love them on a daily 
basis, so that when their time comes around, 
whether it is putting them into the ground or going 
your separate ways, you’ll regret it all a lot less. 
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03   “To study the self is to forget the self”  

                                                 (Ozeki 398) 
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Dropped the Pudding 

Again 
by Francesa Montalti  

 
It was Wednesday, I think, that one of the 

saddest days that ever happened, happened. I 

was in school and so was my mom (because 

she’s a teacher) and it was a good day, except for 

the bad thing that happened. We were learning 

some really cool stuff in science, I think, but I can’t 

really remember anything that happened before 

the bad thing. I remember that my teacher got a 

phone call, and everyone got really quiet because 

we wanted to hear what she was saying. I was 

hoping it would be a call saying I had to go home, 

because nothing, I mean nothing, was better than 

the teacher saying you had to go home. Only that 

time, I wished it wasn’t for me. Not then, of 

course, but now I do. At first I jumped up because, 

like I said, I felt as lucky as a lottery winner. But 

my teacher made me feel weird because she was 

rubbing my back when I walked out and told me 

it was going to be okay. But I knew it was okay, 

because, and I’ll say it again, I got to go home 

EARLY. When I left the room, one of the lunch 

ladies was there and she looked at me like she 

was sad and I felt bad because she must’ve been 

having a bad day, unlike me of course. Actually, 

her face looked more like when you see someone 

drop their lunch and you feel bad, but your mom 

gave you chocolate pudding that day so you 

weren’t exactly going to just OFFER to share. Its 

pudding. Chocolate pudding. The best kind of 

pudding. Anyway, she walked me to the front 

office, where I met up with my mom and my little 

sister.  

I was all happy and I went to say hi to my 

mom, but when I looked at her, I stopped myself. 

She was sitting in a chair with a lot of tissues and 

a lot of people giving her tissues or touching her 

shoulders. My mommy wouldn’t even look at me; 

she was just looking down like the sun was in her 

eyes. But we were inside. When she looked up, it 

was like her face had little spiders all over it, and 

it was honestly kind of gross. Like her eyes were 

red and bulging like they had pepper in them and 

there was black stuff all over her cheeks. When 

she finally realized I was there, she quickly got up  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

and silently went to grab my sister’s and my hand, 

and then we walked straight out of the office. On 

the way out, everyone had the pudding look on 

their face and it made me sad, too. But I didn’t 

think that was why my mom looked so sad, 

because she was more like the one everyone felt 

bad for. I kept looking at my sister to figure out 

what the heck was going on, but she didn’t know 

either. She was too little anyway. On the way to 

the car, I kept trying to ask my mom why she was 

sad, but I don’t think she could hear me. Even if 

she could, I don’t really think she wanted to. And 

I didn’t want to make her more sad, so eventually 

I stopped asking. Everyone kept saying sorry to 

my mom while we walked and I wondered what 

they all did to make her so sad. It made me mad, 

but I was more annoyed that no one would tell me 

what was wrong.  

The next thing I remember was getting 

home and walking into the living room and 

throwing my backpack on the floor because there 

was nothing good in there anyway, just 

homework. Then I ran up the fuzzy green steps 

that made my socks feel funny, all the way up to 

the second floor. I was going to say hi to my 

Nonna (grandma) who was sleeping over my 

house for a little while. When I went into her room, 

however, she wasn’t in there, but all of her stuff 

was. The sheets were still wrinkled and there was 

this little Tweety Bird toy thing that was holding a 

heart that we gave to her the day before. It was 

weird, because I went to feel the sheets and smell 

them and it was all like her. She always smelled 

like pasta and this sprinkle cheese that was only 

ever at her house, but it was the most amazing 

kind of cheese. I was confused, because I didn’t 

understand why she left her stuff there. I felt like 

she wasn’t coming back. I don’t remember much 

after being in that room. I don’t remember going 

downstairs or being told that Nonna wasn’t going 

to be here anymore, but that she was okay, and I 

don’t remember asking why and what happened, 

because I know I must’ve asked. But maybe I 

didn’t. I don’t know. All I do know, was that I said 
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see you later to my Nonna that morning, and she 

said it too. But I guess it doesn’t mean what I think 

it means.  

In 2005, I experienced one of the saddest 

days of my life. It was the day that my Nonna died. 

It didn’t start off as a bad day, however. I was in 

school and everything was normal and fun. I’ve 

always enjoyed school, so that day was as great 

as any other from the start. I can recall being in 

class and the teacher getting a phone call, and 

the class becoming so silent that you could hear 

a pin drop, if you had one handy. The teacher 

then called me up to her desk and said that I was 

going home, and I instantaneously became the 

coolest kid in that room. All of my friends kept 

saying how jealous they were, but I now envy 

their entrapment within those four classroom 

walls and those blue, glue-caked, rough rugs. 

After I made my grand exit from the colorful room, 

my teacher soothingly patted my back and told 

me that everything was going to be okay and that 

she was sorry. Only I couldn’t understand the 

reason for which she was sorry. In retrospect, I 

should have been more concerned, because the 

entire encounter could have easily been 

misconstrued with my getting into trouble. But I 

remember being all too focused on the fact that I 

was going home early. Ignorance was bliss.  

I knew everything was off when I was 

brought to my mother. Observing the state that 

she was in, one would have inquired, “Who died?” 

I’m thankful that I was not old enough to make 

such an association, and all the more grateful that 

I didn’t know that expression. My mother was a 

sobbing mess, with black streaks running down 

the otherwise untainted, porcelain skin of her 

cheeks. She had at least four tissues in hand, and 

all of her co workers crowded around her shaking 

figure, expressing their remorse for her loss. I 

was still trying to figure out why my mother looked 

so disheveled at work. My mother was always 

perfectly professional, neat, matching, and done 

up in such a respectable way that if one were to 

see her on the street, he or she would marvel at 

the sight.  

But I digress. There seem to be holes in 

my memory of that fateful day, because my mind 

always jumps to the moment when I entered the 

guest room where Nonna had been staying. She 

had just been released from the hospital with, 

what I believed to be, a clean bill of health. I can’t 

blame my parents, though, for lying about her 

health. Because I would not have told my four 

small daughters that Nonna was coming home to 

die. I don’t know if that was true, but I also didn’t 

know that she was dying of cancer.  

When I entered that room, time froze. I 

felt hypersensitive to everything present in that 

space, even the air. I somehow knew that she 

had left that room for the last time. I found myself 

searching for proof, proof of her existence, proof 

of her ever-present presence within the room. I 

felt the wrinkled bed sheets and smelled them 

and looked to see that everything was in its right 

place, and it all was. Except, of course, for the 

person who had left behind all that was there. I 

can distinctly recall seeing the little trinkets and 

various get well items we had gotten for her, and 

wondering why she had left them all behind. I feel 

this pang of regret in my heart today, thinking of 

the thoughts that crossed my mind in that 

moment, and how I was irritated that she would 

go somewhere without taking the gifts that we 

had given her. I felt that she had done with our 

love as she had done with us, unapologetically 

leaving it all behind.  

I just remember knowing before I knew, 

because I thought that the sheets were still warm 

but they couldn’t have been. And I thought that as 

long as I could smell her then she was still there. 

But I didn’t yet know that smell could linger and 

act as such a painful reminder of who once was. 

When I think back on that day, and I try to 

remember the other occurrences, I find that I am 

incapable of leaving that room. Even still, I am 

haunted by the bed sheets and the Tweety Bird 

figurine. I suppose I can only go so far as that 

space because that is the end. Everything 

beyond that point lacks importance and urgency, 

because within that room, I had discovered the 

truth. The very last thing I can remember about 

that day is that I had never gotten to say goodbye.  

However, looking back, I don’t think I had to, 

because I don’t think she was lying when she said 

“see you later.” 
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Fragile Innocence 
by Huma Kazi 

 
I love Fridays, because Fridays mean 

weekends. I can wake up whenever I want, sleep 

whenever I want, and play with my toys for as 

long as I want. To a second grader, weekends 

mean freedom because weekends don’t have 

school or bedtimes. Weekends are wonderful. 

Although I’m trying to focus on the game my 

friends and I are playing with our dolls in our 

babysitter’s house, my eyes can’t help but shift 

from my Barbie to the clock on the wall. Tick. 

Tock. Tick. Tock. When will my weekend start?! 

Right when Ken announced he was 

leaving Barbie for the Bratz doll across the room, 

the doorbell rings and pulls my two friends and I 

out of the climatic scene. “It’s my mom!” I shout 

out excitedly, dropping the doll and jumping to my 

feet. The three of us run to the front door just as 

my babysitter opens it, but to our confusion, my 

mom isn’t waiting on the other side. “Saaima, 

what are you doing here?” I ask with a mix of 

surprise, uncertainty, but overall excitement. 

Saaima’s my older cousin’s wife- but she’s more 

like a big sister to me. She has a pretty smile, and 

the food she cooks is really good.  

“Guess what Huma? You’re sleeping 

over in my house!” Saaima announces with a 

cheer. She then holds out a brightly colored 

object towards me- my Princess Dora doll! I 

immediately grab it with a grin and hug it with all 

my might.  

“Oh Dora, I missed you so much!” The 

last time I saw my doll was this morning in a 

drowsy and displeased state, right before being 

dragged away by my father to the evil prison I call 

school. After having a cup of tea with my 

babysitter, Saaima helps me gather my bookbag 

and we both say goodbye to my friends and 

babysitter. “Until Monday~” I call out with a salute, 

and my friends salute back with a promising nod. 

With that, Saaima and I leave the house, and I 

almost fly to her car with the hyper enthusiasm 

spilling out of my steps.  

Wow, it’s my first time sleeping over at 

her house. I wonder what it looks like at night! 

 

 

 

 

 

Saaima 

Saaima looks down at her larger hand holding 

Huma’s small, fragile one. Her throat is clogged 

and pained, and she’s trying hard not to let the 

tears brimming her eyes fall over. When Huma 

looks up at her, Saaima quickly delivers a smile, 

and Huma returns it with a radiant one of her own. 

“You know, Mama just bought a whooooole 

bunch of new toys for me! I even got a new Kim 

Possible doll and Disney tea set! Next time, you 

should sleep over and I’ll show you everything!” 

Huma’s smile became even brighter. 

“O-Oh really? I would love that…” 

Saaima responds uneasily, but the younger girl 

doesn’t detect anything odd. Huma’s eyes are 

shining and clear, if only she knew what had 

happened only a few hours earlier… 

It was midday, and Saaima was getting 

ready to cook dinner for her husband and in-laws. 

She didn’t know what to expect when her phone 

suddenly began ringing. She checked the caller 

ID, slightly confused as to why it was her aunt 

calling. Hadn’t they just finished talking half an 

hour ago? Maybe her aunt forgot to tell her 

something, so without another thought, Saaima 

answered the call with a “Hello?” 

“Hi, this is the fire department. Your 

relative was just pulled out of a burning building. 

She’s unconscious, and we need someone here.” 

It was a deep, unfamiliar voice that spoke with 

urgency. Saaima almost dropped her phone into 

the rice she was cooking, but she quickly 

collected herself and asked for details. 

Half an hour later, Saaima was at the 

front steps of her aunt’s house with a look of 

distraught and terror. Neighbors were 

surrounding the scene, but firemen and other 

officials were blocking off entrance. Saaima 

stated she was the woman on the phone, and one 

of the firemen nodded and allowed her to go 

through the barrier. Black smoke was leaking out 

of the windows and trailing to the sky. Multiple 

sirens were echoing off each other. The two story 

apartment building that was under her aunt’s 

name was charred and injured, unlike the calm 

and serene home of her family it usually was. The 
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fireman gave Saaima a mask before putting one 

on himself, then he gestured her to come inside.  

“We’ve managed to evacuate everyone 

and put out the fire. The only victim that sustained 

any injuries was your aunt, and she’s been sent 

to the hospital about ten minutes ago. Her 

condition is critical, so we can’t say anything yet. 

Please look around and see if any belongings 

haven’t been affected.” Saaima nodded, her head 

becoming more and more dizzy as she took in the 

catastrophic mess her aunt’s living room was in. 

There was a half melted pink tea set, ashes were 

scattered everywhere, and black sticks that 

almost looked like dolls lied in what appeared to 

be a day old battlefield. Saaima’s heart ached.   

After digging around and finding some of 

Huma’s plushies, luckily her favorite Dora doll 

was saved, and clothes that were untouched by 

the flames, Saaima followed the fireman out of 

the house. Once she was outside, she took off the 

mask as her knees gave in and broke out in an 

uneven, strangled pattern of sobs. The fireman 

patted her back in a constricted offer of comfort, 

then handed her the address to the hospital her 

aunt was taken to.  

When she calmed down and went back 

to her car, Saaima quickly called the rest of the 

family and told them what had happened. Her 

mother-in-law, who was her aunt’s sister, along 

with her other aunts immediately went to the 

hospital. Saaima checked the time, knowing 

Huma was already out of school and in her 

babysitter’s house.  

With a deep breath, Saaima wiped the 

remainder of her tears away and began driving to 

Huma’s babysitter’s house. ‘Don’t worry Huma, 

we’re here for you. Everything will be alright. 
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Zeke 
by Virginia Dweck  

 
December 2006 

 

“Mom, why do I always have to come here? 

Nobody else has to!” Said nine-year-old Virginia 

to her mother as they entered the hospital for the 

third time that year. 

 “Don’t feel bad for yourself, Virginia, 

especially here,” her mother told her. “There are 

kids here who are far less fortunate than you are.”  

 “How could anyone be less fortunate 

than me?” Virginia thought to herself as she 

entered the waiting room.  

 She went over to the bookshelf as she 

always did and a pink sparkle caught her eye. 

She removed a few of the books and found a little 

pink sparkly diary. She went to show her mom, 

but her mom was checking in. Figuring that it was 

just another book with a pretty cover, Virginia sat 

down and began to read.  

 

March 14, 2003 

Dear Diary, 

Today I’m going to try out to be a cheerleader. I’m 

only a freshman so I’m a little bit nervous, but I’m 

pretty confident that I’ll make the squad. 

Everyone remembers my brother Zeke. He was a 

legend, and that’ll probably help me. Plus, I have 

a ton of friends on the squad. Well, I think they’re 

my friends; sometimes it’s hard to tell who’s a real 

friend and who just wants to get close to me for 

my brother.  

 

March 16, 2003 

Dear Diary,  

I made the squad! Can you believe it? The head 

cheerleader let me sit at her table today at lunch. 

Pretty soon I’m going to be as cool as Zeke was. 

“She’s so lucky,” Virginia thought as she was 

called into the doctor’s office for a consultation. I 

get needles and tests and she gets to be on the 

cheerleading squad. After a day full of 

sonograms, blood tests, and doctors, Virginia 

went to get ready for bed when her mother 

popped her head in the door.  

 “What is this, Virginia?” Her mother 

asked her, holding up the pink diary.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Virginia had forgotten about the diary, and seeing 

it now, told her mother that she had found it in the 

waiting room of the hospital and hadn’t realized 

that she had taken it home.  

 “We have to return this,” her mother told 

her. Virginia knew they did and she would. But 

first, she wanted to find out more about the diary 

owner’s perfect life.  

 

April 24, 2003 

Dear Diary,  

Today marks the one-year anniversary since 

Zeke joined the army. A few months ago he was 

sent to Iraq and my parents worry all the time. I 

miss him so much. Sometimes he sends us 

letters letting us know that he’s okay, but they’ve 

been coming less often since he went to Iraq. The 

house is so sad today. I can’t bear to be in it 

anymore. Even cheerleading didn’t seem as fun 

today. All of the other cheerleaders think it’s so 

cool that he’s in the army. They say that it’s hot. 

None of them really see how hard it is for me that 

he’s not here, how much I miss him. I wish that 

he would just come home so that we won’t have 

to worry anymore. 

 Virginia went to school the next day with 

thoughts of Zeke and his sister filling her head. 

As she went to enter the classroom, she 

accidentally bumped into Stacy, the most popular 

girl in her class.  

 “Watch where you’re going, loser,” Stacy 

said. “Oh, and yesterday I gave out invitations to 

my party. It’s too bad you weren’t here. There 

aren’t any left.” Stacy laughed and walked away.  

 “At least the girl from the diary has 

friends,” Virginia thought to herself. “I have no 

one.” 

 

June 3, 2003 

Dear Diary, 

I came home from practice today and my mom 

was crying. She hasn’t cried since the day Zeke 

left for the army. When I asked her why she was 

crying, she told me that Zeke was coming home. 

Shouldn’t that have made her happy? He’s 

coming home early! That’s what we’ve all wanted 

since he left. But something happened, she said, 
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something that made him come home. His unit 

got caught in a roadside bomb and he threw his 

body on the other soldiers, taking the bulk of the 

blast. He’s a hero, my mom said, but he’s in really 

bad shape. He may not make it.  

 Virginia couldn’t stop thinking about the 

diary and its owner. She felt for the diary’s owner. 

If anything like that had happened to one of her 

sisters she didn’t know what she would do. Her 

next doctor’s appointment was coming up and 

she knew that she would have to return the diary, 

but it really helped her. When she was sitting 

alone at lunch or on the side at recess, she would 

pull out the diary and start to read. She couldn’t 

imagine life without it now and really didn’t want 

to give it back.  

 

July 17, 2003 

Dear Diary, 

Zeke came home today. They had to keep him in 

a hospital in Israel until he was stable enough to 

be brought home. I’m sitting in the waiting room 

because I’m too scared to see him. Mom cried 

again when she saw him, but I’m not sure 

whether that was from worry over Zeke’s 

condition or happiness that he’s alive and home. 

I’m scared that he’s not going to be the same 

Zeke that left, my lighthearted and strong big 

brother. I know I have to go see him. If I don’t, I 

know that I’ll regret it. But it’s so hard; I don’t know 

what I’m facing and I feel like I’m all alone. 

 

July 22, 2003 

Dear Diary,  

Today I asked some of the other cheerleaders to 

come with me to visit Zeke in the hospital and 

they all said that they had other plans. Later, I 

heard them talking in the bathroom. They were 

laughing. “I can’t believe Ally thought that we 

would want to come with her,” Lori, the head 

cheerleader, said. “Zeke is soooo not worth it 

anymore.” I just needed some support. I can’t 

face Zeke alone. I thought that they were my 

friends, but I guess I was wrong.  

 Virginia closed the diary as her class was 

called in from recess. She couldn’t believe that 

the cheerleaders could be so cruel. Had she been 

asked to go visit Zeke, she would’ve gone in a 

heartbeat.  

She was broken out of her thoughts by a sight she 

knew well. Stacy and her friends were bullying 

Jessica, another girl in their class. Furious and 

with a newfound courage, Virginia walked up to 

Stacy.  

“Why do you have to be so mean all the time? 

What did she ever do to you?” Virginia asked a 

completely shocked Stacy. She turned to Jessica. 

“Are you okay?” She asked.  

“I am now. Thanks.”  

 

March 14, 2004 

Dear Diary, 

I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy in my entire 

life. Zeke is in rehab and is almost back to his 

normal self. And I quit the cheerleading squad. I 

realized that those girls weren’t really my friends. 

I’ve made new friends, real friends, and have run 

for student council president. Who knew I would 

ever want to do that? Anyway, I don’t think I’ll be 

needing you anymore. I finally have everything I 

could’ve ever wished for. 

 A few months later, Virginia returned the 

diary. She didn’t put it on the back of the shelf. 

She left it in plain sight so that the next confused 

kid could read about Ally and Zeke and know that 

they would be okay. Ally got to the end of her 

journey and Virginia knew that she was nearing 

the end of hers. She and Jessica were now best 

friends and, following her example, most of the 

class had started to stand up to Stacy and her 

friends.  

 

March 14, 2007 

(Taped to the inside cover of the diary) 

Dear friend, 

I picked up this diary when I was feeling bad 

about myself, and my lot in life. This diary helped 

me realize that everyone faces challenges, but no 

matter how tough life may seem, I can get 

through anything and so can you. I hope that you 

enjoy reading this diary as much as I did and that 

you’ll always know that you can face anything and 

that no challenge is ever as great as it seems. 

Zeke and his sister taught me that and I hope that 

you can learn the same.  

Sincerely, 

Virginia 
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A Tale of Partition 
by Maryam Choudhary 

 
In August of 1947, approximately 

fourteen million people were forced to abandon 

their familial lands and engage in the partition of 

British India. In this division, religion was the 

determinant. Hindus and Sikhs hastened inside 

the newly established borders of India while 

Muslims went towards their designated state of 

Pakistan4. During this time, a mutual genocide 

occurred between the people of different faiths, 

resulting in hundreds of thousands of deaths,5 

especially in the region of Punjab.  At the age of 

sixteen, Muhammad Ali, my Nanabu6, became a 

survivor of this mass murder and migration. I 

often wonder how he would have approached 

writing about such a gruesome experience. 

Perhaps he would have started with something 

like this: 

 The hopeful air of the Indian 

independence movement had been lingering for 

decades. However, recent developments 

rendered it especially thick. The empire had, 

slowly but surely, reached its end.7 The thought 

of British soldiers making their way off the 

subcontinent had me apprehensive. Did they 

know what we would be left to endure? In a final 

declaration, lines had been drawn. Borders had 

been established. Like many others, my family 

and I were ordered to go to our side —the Muslim 

side. Years of hidden resentment and superiority 

complexes erupted into widespread violence 

between faiths. With no logic to keep it in check, 

the brutality only grew. I remember hearing the  

 

 

 

                                                           
4 The Dominion of Pakistan consisted of East 

Pakistan and West Pakistan. In 1971, East 

Pakistan became the independent nation of 

Bangladesh. 

5 An estimated 500,000-800,000 Muslims, 

Hindus and Sikhs were murdered during the 

genocide.    

6 affectionate term for maternal father 

 

 

 

 

 

terms of our independence; I went out to the grain 

fields and mourned for the generations after me. 

They would never know the beauty of cultivating 

land that has been passed down for generations. 

I looked across the fields of grain and engrained 

them into my memory. With my eyes alert and 

weary, I would remember.  Hundreds of acres 

abandoned. The roots of my ancestry lost. Did 

that mean nothing? Apparently, the answer was 

yes. How ironic that the British soldiers were 

returning home and yet, millions of Muslims, 

Hindus, and Sikhs had no option but to leave 

everything behind… 

    Stop. It’s difficult for me to comprehend 

what happens next.  I have no violent, uprooting  

life-event that would allow me to align my 

emotions with his. When I first heard that my 

grandfather had lived during a massive partition8, 

I was sad and even more, I was stunned.  I had 

dared to assume that my parents’ immigration to 

the United States was the only (recent) migration 

in the family. But there was another. The courage 

of a refugee —at least in part—allowed me this 

comfortable life I have, that I have always had. I 

can barely wrap my head around it: My Nanabu 

fled his familial lands out of obligation and fear of 

being attacked. And he survived… 

 All of my relatives gathered together; 

there were about one hundred of us in total. Our 

migration began on carriages drawn by bulls, but 

it only took a couple of days before we intersected 

a group Hindus. I had never witnessed such gore 

before. I had never had so many family members 

7 The Indian Independence Movement dates 

back to the mid-1800s. In 1957, Great Britain 

was reeling from the effects of World War II, and 

found that it no longer possessed the resources 

nor the elevated status to further rule British 

India and its increasingly agitated citizens.  

8 The Indian Partition is considered the largest 

mass migration in history. 
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die at one time. Naani9, bahen10, bhateeji,11 

maamoon12 and so many others—murdered with 

swords and axes. The rest of us survived by 

hiding in the sugar cane fields. When it was safe, 

we walked towards the nearest train. Ten hours 

passed before we noticed that my bhaanji13 had 

been left behind. We had to go back for her14. The 

walk felt like an eternity, but we did eventually 

make it to the railroad station. Though extremely 

crowded, the train was the fastest way to get to 

west Punjab and—as we would come to know—

the most dangerous. It was a common 

occurrence. Hindus held up the train. Women 

were raped or kidnapped. Men were brutalized. 

Every Muslim was killed. Amid the chaos to get 

off the train, my family was dispersed. Two, 

maybe three years would pass before we would 

learn that our relatives had survived. Some we 

never heard from. Mashallah15, I was able to 

escape with my parents. In the coming months, 

everyone would stay off the trains, preferring to 

walk hundreds of miles with the risk of starvation 

or disease over a potential attack.  

 It took about a month for my Nanabu and 

his parents to reach West Pakistan. They 

eventually settled in the Pakistani village of 

Sahiwal. Annaba performed odd jobs before he 

was able to establish himself as a law clerk. 

Together with my Naani, they had six children: 

five girls and one boy. Through the years, they —

like many others— would tell their children stories 

of the partition. I first heard my grandfather’s tale 

ten years after his death. His story is so bizarre, 

yet entirely valid. A harrowing primary resource.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 Maternal grandmother 

10 Sister 

11Niece 

12 Paternal Uncle 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13 Sister’s daughter 

14 My Nanabu’s bhaanji is still alive today. She 

was only three years old at the time of the 

Partition. Now she has fifteen grandchildren.  

15 God willing 
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Dreaming of My City 
by Shokhina Badrieva 

 
September 18th, 2001: 

Dear Diary, 

             Today, my parents left. I’m not sure when 

they’ll be back, but they said they’ll be back soon 

so I guess I shouldn’t worry too much. It was 

definitely a weird day. I woke up, got ready to go 

to day care, ate some food and my mom said, 

“We’re going on a trip!”. I love trips so I was 

obviously excited. We drove for a bit and then 

stopped at a food market. My mom said we could 

choose any candy and fruit we want. It was like a 

holiday! We only had oranges during New Years, 

but my mom insisted we choose whatever it is we 

liked. I got some raspberries and a bunch of 

different types of candies. Days like these didn’t 

happen too often. On the way back, the loud 

chattering filled the car with joy and happiness. I 

didn’t know what the occasion was, but I didn’t 

really care. I got to eat raspberries and it was just 

an ordinary day. 

             We kept driving. We were driving for a 

while and I remember going to a place I didn’t 

know at all. It was strange. I had never been there 

before. Why were we here? My mom told us all to 

come with her and she knocked on a door I’d 

never seen before. My excitement began to wear 

off and I got more and more confused. The door 

slowly opened and out came an old woman with 

a huge smile and kind eyes. She looked like the 

babushkas that you see on Russian TV shows 

and I liked her right away. We went inside and got 

to know each other better. She was great! She 

made us really yummy rice with drumsticks and 

when we were finished we went to her yard to get 

some more raspberries. She had fruits of all 

kinds. Apples, cherries, strawberries, plums. I 

was in a wonderland. At last, my mom explained 

why were here in this new place. “Your dad and I 

have to leave for a little bit,” she said. “We’ll be 

back very soon, and while we’re gone we will 

send you all the candy you want. We love you all 

so much”. And then we hugged. We hugged for 

such a long time that it felt like it was never going 

to end. And then I cried. I don’t know why I cried 

so hard. She promised to be back soon and this 

meant unlimited candy. It just seemed like she  

 

 

 

was hiding something from us. I guess I’m not 

really sure how long she’ll be gone for or what will 

happen. I guess I just hope they’re safe and 

happy. I’ll update you with any news! 

December 1st, 2001: 

Dear Diary, 

         I haven’t seen my mom and dad for months. 

I’ve spoken to them on the phone, and they have 

sent many gifts over, but I haven’t gotten to hug 

them or kiss them or tell them about my days. My 

nanny is great. She loves me and my siblings and 

makes us the best food I’ve had in my entire life, 

but I do miss my parents. I don’t tell this to anyone 

but sometimes I get really sad and cry at night. I 

guess I just want to see them again. My mom is 

visiting us from this place called America in four 

months. I’m excited to see her, but I’m scared 

because I know she’s going to leave again. My 

parents keep saying it will work out and soon we 

will be together again. I guess that helps a little 

bit. 

September 18th, 2015: 

Dear Diary, 

          Last night I dreamt of turquois, dome-

shaped buildings and indigo skies. Last night I 

dreamt of the smell of warm, fresh-baked bread 

inside of tiny carts surrounding every corner. Last 

night I dreamt of the intricate tiger mosaics on the 

face of each building. Last night I dreamed of my 

beloved city, Samarqand. 

          Dreams work in funny ways. They make 

you reminisce about things that you thought were 

long forgotten. Dreaming of my home city brought 

back so many memories. Memories of the days 

when my brother and I would run around in the 

yard and the unfinished attic and try to scare my 

sister every time she would pass by the window. 

Memories of my enormous family and the holiday 

gatherings where we would all sit around mats we 

called “kurpachas” and eat until our bellies would 

hurt. Memories of laughter, happiness, joy. And 

some memories of sadness and grief. 

         My life in Samarqand, Uzbekistan was 

adventurous and unpredictable. Up until I was 

about 5, all I did was run around the 

neighborhood and plot trips with my friends. We 
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would put on shows with puppets, build forts out 

of sheets, and bother all the adults until they 

would buy us candy bars at the only candy store 

in our neighborhood. The year of 2001 was when 

it all changed. My parents were working as 

doctors (who at that time made very little money 

unless they turned to corruption) and I was about 

to begin pre-school. I remember the day they left 

as if it was yesterday. My mom brought me and 

my siblings to a local market, which for us was a 

rarity, and told us to pick out any candy and fruit 

we wanted. I remember picking out several candy 

bars and a packet of raspberries. As we drove 

back home, my mom began to talk to us and 

explain that we wouldn’t be seeing her or my 

father for a short while. She wanted to create a 

better life for all of us. I remember not believing 

her and thinking that this was all part of some kind 

of joke and that tomorrow would be the same as 

any other day. But it wasn’t. As we kept on driving 

I began to realize that we weren’t going home and 

that this was a route we’d never taken before. 

Soon enough, we pulled up in a driveway of an 

unfamiliar house. My mother knocked on the door 

and my heart began to pound. The face that 

appeared before us as the door opened was 

sweet, yet I saw sadness in her eyes. She was an 

elderly woman, wearing a dress, with a genuine 

smile on her face. We ate, we talked, we laughed. 

And then my mother hugged us. She hugged us 

like it was the last time for a long time. This is 

where my memory gets a bit foggy, and I don’t 

quite recall how my mother left the house and I 

don’t recall saying goodbye, but I do remember 

one thing. I remember tears flowing out of my 

eyes and the taste of tart raspberries in my 

mouth. 

       Growing up, I felt like my mother and father 

leaving me was selfish and I felt unloved by them 

both. Every time I’d talk to them on the phone, the 

memories of them would get more and more 

distant. I’d forgotten what they look like until 

someone showed me a picture. I didn’t recognize 

their voices until someone said, “Here, talk to 

your parents”.  Looking back, I can now tell that 

my mom and dad committed the most selfless act 

of love that I can think of. They left behind a vivid 

life full of family, friends, a house, careers. They 

left it all to move to America, stop their own lives, 

and begin to create better lives for their children. 

My parents leaving me behind was at the center 

of my life when I was growing up. It was like a 

strong scent that lingered anywhere I went. It was 

what defined me. Today, I see things differently. I 

am proud to say my parents left me behind. 

Because if they wouldn’t have, I wouldn’t be here. 

And I’m really happy with where I am. 
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Letters from an 
Unfamiliar Reality 
by Huda Yousuf 

Huda was scanning all the items that she 
had bought from her trip to India a few months 
prior. She recalled collecting a few items from her 
grandmother’s home before it was demolished 
only to be reconstructed again. Of the many 
items, was an old journal with blank pages that 
seemed to be stained with tea. The cover had 
intricate embroidery and an antique vibe which 
intrigued her. It seemed to be collecting dust on 
her grandmother’s shelf and the binding of the 
book was deteriorating. It was clearly not being of 
use to anyone in the house, so she tossed it in 
her bag. Now, months later, she was holding the 
journal again- flipping through the blank pages 
trying to decide what content was worthy enough 
to cover all these delicate pages. As she reached 
the end she noticed a series of folded letters that 
were not attached to the spine of the journal. 
These pages were not empty, they were covered 
in writing in a different language. She thought her 
grandmother must have written a few entries so 
she didn’t give it much attention and left them on 
the table.  

Later that evening, her mother picked up 
the letters out of curiosity and noticed the neatly 
handwritten notes. “What’s this?” her mother 
asked  

“Nothing, probably an entry from nani,” 
Huda replied. 
“Her handwriting looks nothing like this! It 

must have been tucked in to the journal when she 
purchased it” her mother remarked. “Its been a 
while since I’ve read hindi but I think I would be 
able to translate the letters.” 
 Huda and her mother sat there riffling 
through the letters. The letters had no dates 
written on them so they weren’t sure if it was in 
chronological order. They were able to learn of 
the writers name; she was a girl named Deepika 
living in a small village in Southern India. Her 
mother picked up an entry that seemed 
interesting to her and read it aloud: 
 

Deepika 
 
 “I remember the tears of joy that came to my 
eyes when I learned I was expected to have a 
healthy baby girl. I was always terrified of 
becoming a mother and having another being  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
completely dependent on me, but at that moment 
everything felt right. My mind was flooded with 
images of a young princess that I would have the 
honor to raise, to nurture, to love. 

I turned to look at my husband, his face 
was stricken with disappointment. Without saying 
a word, he went to the adjacent room to discuss 
this news with his mother. 

 I sat there waiting for what felt like a 
lifetime. I could feel my heart thumping in my 
chest. I could feel myself sweating all over my 
body. And then I heard both of their footsteps and 
soon they were both in my room deciding the fate 
of my unborn child. I didn’t question it at first. I 
thought this would be the best for me and my 
husband.  

“But it was my child,” I began to think to 
myself. 

She was mine and she was growing 
inside of me. She has rights that she is entitled 
too, even in the womb. But I would be violating 
them if I decided to pull off the cords that give her 
life simply because she was a female. Because 
she would grow older only to be an inconvenience 
to the family. Because she would cost her family 
money for dowry. Because she couldn’t pass 
down the family name to her children. Because 
she was delicate and fragile and apparently she 
wouldn’t be able to do as much as males. Those 
were the reasons they gave me when they said I 
had to drop this life that lives within me because 
she wasn’t worthy of being brought into the world. 

Maybe it was the World that wasn’t 
worthy to have her set foot on its land that was 
drenched in sexism and racism and all other foul 
things. Maybe the World was not ready for her 
fury and strength and courage. 

I thought there must be something wrong 
with me for not being so supportive of this 
decision- I am not the first woman nor will I be the 
last woman to do such a thing- so why do I feel 
so uneasy about this concept?” 

 
Huda 

“Because you’re about to kill a child simply 
because of her gender!” Huda blurted. She was 
always filled with rage when she read about the 
sexism that has been normalized for generations 
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in India. She did not want to read about a woman 
considering to abort a baby simply because of its 
gender and then try to justify it. 

She could hear her mother sigh from behind her 
“You don’t understand her predicament. This 
mentality has been ingrained into society for 
generations. Many women, like Deepika, feel 
pressured to conform to these ideas because of 
socioeconomic factors.”  

Huda tried to justify her stance but her 
mother interrupted “We only read through this 
one letter! We can learn a lot from her struggle if 
we continue.” Huda complied with her mother’s 
wish and listened attentively as she translated the 
next piece. 

Deepika 

“I remember thinking my life would end up like the 
heroine of the many romanticized Bollywood 
movies I watched. She ends up falling for the man 
of her dreams and happily ever after. I thought I 
would maybe become a writer and share my 
dreams with the world instead of jotting down 
journal entries of my miseries. I was wrong. The 
reality was that I was sent off for marriage at the 
young age of sixteen to an older man because my 
dad was indebted to his father. “How could I deny 
my father?” I thought to myself. While I should’ve 
thought “Should I be so accepting to be used as 
a medium of exchange for a business 
transaction?” or “How could I lead a household 
and nurture children when I was just a child 
myself?” 

Huda 

Huda began to feel sympathy for Deepika, “It 
seems that the major decisions in her life have 
already been made for me by her family.”  

“Exactly. But the way she questions her 
marriage indicates that she finds gender roles 
unsettling. She recognizes her value as a human 
being who should be able to grow and find love 
on her own.” 

Huda sat there quietly thinking to herself 
about what life would be like if her parents did not 
immigrate to New York City. Huda was of Indian 
descent, she would spend her Summers visiting 
her relatives in her parents’ home city, 
Hyderabad. Would her life be like Deepika’s? 
Probably not considering the attitude towards 
women has been changing in the cities; many 
women attend universities and are able to 
become pioneers in their field. However, 
patriarchy was still prevalent in Rural India. She 

still thought about how she would react if she was 
in the predicament Deepika was put in. She 
always thought of herself as a stubborn and 
strong willed individual who would not tolerate 
others building her fate for her. Maybe there were 
many women in rural India who thought this of 
themselves as well. Maybe there were girls who 
had dreams and ambitions of growing up to be 
independent women. But this idea that a woman 
can pursue her ambitions and support herself 
was crushed by the hands of patriarchy. 

Huda was eager to learn more about 
Deepika’s story, she picked up the next letter and 
handed it to her mom to translate. 

Deepika 

 “I am currently writing to you from a small one-
bedroom flat, listening to the insects hum in the 
midnight sky while tuning out Shabana’s loud 
rhythmic snores. Shabana is an elderly woman 
who has graciously welcomed me and my 
growing fetus into her humble abode. She has 
seen many women in the village encounter the 
same predicament that I have been put in. To my 
own surprise, she understands and supports the 
decision I’ve made for the future of my unborn 
daughter. Despite her old age, she seems to have 
adapted a very modern understanding on 
selective gender abortion. While my in laws and 
society view my decision as a disgrace, Shabana 
views it as a small step of many needed to 
achieve gender equality in rural India. I won’t be 
here for long but it was nice to meet someone as 
inspiring as her. I have to leave her soon during 
the night and try to find my way back to my 
parent’s village. But I worry that they will also turn 
their face away from me in shame.” 

Huda 

Huda was overwhelmed with guilt for judging 
Deepika after hearing that last entry. She realized 
she was quick to judge a woman who she never 
even met. She was aware of the social 
ramifications of being a female that were present 
in India but she was never able to feel it so 
intimately as she just has. She wanted to know so 
much more about this woman in distress. Was 
she still in distress? Why she wrote these letters 
and why she chose to leave them in an empty 
journal? If she was even alive now? Or how old 
her daughter might be? Maybe she did end up 
becoming a writer, Huda hoped. Maybe she 
decided to write about her journey and continued 
to inspire women all over India to embark on a 
similar journey for gender equality. 
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Two Voices 

by Natalie Lisiewicz 
 
 UGH.  Why is it so hard for this four times 

table to go into my head?! I obviously know my 
one times table, that’s just counting. The two 
times table is just all of the even numbers in order. 
The three times table doesn’t have a trick, but it 
stays in my head because I guess it made its way 
into my head like some kind of a bug or 
something. I don’t know. It just stuck in my head. 
But now, right now, the four times table just. 
won’t. STICK! This is SO embarrassing! First 
grade was so easy because multiplication and 
division didn’t even exist. Now I’m in the second 
grade and this math stuff is really really really 
hard. Why do I even have to know this? When will 
I ever need to count in groups of four? This is so 
dumb. Dumb’s not a nice word, so don’t tell my 
mom that I said that. Sorry. I’m just really angry 
because I’m supposed to be a smart kid, and I 
can’t even remember the four times table. I’m a 
level P reader which is crazy for a second grader. 
All of my friends are at level D or H and I’m at P. 
I’m reading Ramona and Beezus and that is a 
really thick chapter book so it means I’m really 
smart. If I’m really smart, how come I can’t 
remember what comes after sixteen?! Zero… 
Four… Eight… Twelve… Sixteen… UGH!! 

 I can’t believe this. In class, we have 
spelling tests every single week on Monday, right 
before lunch time. I love the spelling tests 
because it’s just sounding out words and writing 
down the letters that make them. I get 10/10 on 
all of them, almost all the time. The only time I 
didn’t get a 10/10 was when we had to spell words 
that were kind of like two words in one, and 
instead of putting a dash between them, I put a 
space. So that’s why my teacher took off a point. 
But other than that, I’m really smart in spelling. I 
was really smart at the math tests too, until this 
four times table came along. My teacher Ms. 
Joyce always gave us exactly sixty seconds 
(that’s one minute) for our math tests. Before two 
digit adding and subtracting came along, I 
finished the math tests as soon as she told my 
class to start. I was always the first one done. 
Even when the math went from one digit to two, I 
wasn’t done as fast as Ms. Joyce was able to 
blink, but I was still the first one done out of all of 
my classmates. I got 10/10 on all of my math 
tests, until the four times table appeared.    

 

 
 
 
 
 
When Ms. Joyce told me that I could flip 

over my paper and start my four times table test, 
I looked at the questions and I started to feel 
knots in my belly. It’s like my insides were swirling 
around just like brownie batter has to swirl around 
before it’s ready to go in the oven. The other math 
tests never made me feel this way. I always 
flipped over my paper and smiled when I looked 
at the questions because I didn’t have to actually 
think about the answers, I just knew them. But 
now I had to think, and I had to think really hard. 
Thinking really hard hurt my head. Even when I 
thought really hard, I still didn’t know a lot of the 
answers. Usually I know the answers, and this 
time I didn’t, so I felt a little twitchy. My hands 
were a little sweatier than they usually are. My leg 
was a little shaky under the table, and it was 
shaking just like my cousin’s dog’s tail shakes 
when she gets a little too excited. Except I wasn’t 
excited. I felt like I was about to cry. I took up all 
sixty seconds for this math test, but I still wasn’t 
done. I didn’t even want to hand in the paper to 
Ms. Joyce because I knew for sure I wasn’t gonna 
get a good grade. I was right. Now I only got a 
5/10, and my parents will not be happy. In the 
higher grades, they call a 5/10 failing. I don’t want 
to be a failure. What if my parents stop loving me 
because I’m not their star student anymore? I’m 
supposed to be smart. And now I’m not. Now I’m 
just a regular kid. Being smart is what made me 
special. But now I’m just a regular kid. 

Frustrated isn’t even the word to describe 
how I felt during the battle between my second-
grade brain and the four times table. Even though 
I hadn’t been in school for long, I was learning 
rapidly and my parents lauded me for my intellect. 
I was ahead of my classmates in our studies, and 
that was something of which I was proud. It was 
a new experience for me not to understand a 
concept learned in the classroom. It was an 
experience with which I did not want to be 
familiar. Not being able to memorize the four 
times table at that point in my life made me feel 
like I was lost and walking on new terrain. I felt 
nervous and anxious because that moment was 
the first time that I was ever exposed to 
uncertainty and doubt in my knowledge. I didn’t 
know how to react. For the first time in my life, I 
was showing physical signs of apprehension. My 
hands became clammy, my leg shook 
uncontrollably, and my heart sunk into the pit of 



59 
 

my stomach… all because of the stress built up 
inside of me from this one quiz. These symptoms 
of nervousness seem drastic for a second grader, 
but I didn’t know what else to feel. Up until this 
moment, I was confident in myself as a student, 
and this new feeling of skepticism was something 
for which I was not prepared. Uncertainty and 
doubt in my intelligence were unheard of in my 
life as a seven-year-old.  
  In the second grade, my parents were 
already putting on my shoulders the stress of 
having to do well in school. Knowing the times 
tables and spelling words now seem like innate 
skills, but eleven years ago, they weren’t. Those 
are skills that had to be taught. My parents 
understood that, which is why I was praised when 
I did well. There was never a celebration dinner 
or anything when I would bring home a perfect 
score, but the high fives and pats on my back 
were enough to motivate me to be a good 
student. All I knew how to do at that time was to 
be a good student. I didn’t think that anything else 
was important. All that there was to me was a 
thirst for knowledge and a desire for success. So 
when the four times table came along and I failed 
the quiz that tested me on it, I naturally became 
doubtful of my intelligence. I started to believe 
that I wasn’t smart anymore.  

I laugh now looking back at that moment. 
If only I had known that my failing grade on the 
pathetic excuse for a quiz on the four times table 
would be the first of countless failing grades 
throughout my school career. If I had known that, 
perhaps I wouldn’t have felt as if I had 
disappointed my parents, who only wanted me to 
do well. I wouldn’t have thought that I was a 
failure. I wouldn’t have felt like my whole school 
career was tarnished because of that 5/10. I did 
fail, but failure is inevitable. Giving up is only an 
option. Fall seven times, stand up eight. 
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 Seize the Day 

by  Aivee Mathew 

 

The car slowly turned right onto a narrow, 

muddy road and stopped in front of an even 

narrower road with sloping coconut trees on 

either side. Aivee, somewhat irritated from the 

long car ride, stepped out from the rear door, 

followed by her parents. Another car parked 

behind theirs and the whole family met together 

in front of a small tourist office across the street. 

A lean, middle aged man walked out of the office 

and shook hands with her dad, Mathew. The 

man, who introduced himself as John, beckoned 

them through the narrow path, Grandma Mary 

lifting up her sari slight up to her ankle as she 

walked so that it wouldn’t catch mud from the 

monsoon kissed land. Grandpa Varughese 

stirred past them, his agile legs sprinted through 

the terrain while the tip of his long umbrella poked 

pockets in the mud, carrying the burden of his 

weight.  

Within a couple of minutes, they arrived 

in front of a vast, traditional Indian houseboat. 

The scaffold of the boat was entirely constructed 

out of wood, its roof was dome shaped with 

bamboo used as framework and small, open 

windows which concentrated light into the vast 

open balcony, a makeshift living room. The boat 

was parked at the coastal edge with a wooden 

plank adjusted from where the family was 

standing leading up towards the boat’s hull. One 

by one, they cautiously walked up the inclined 

plank to its midpoint at which the driver took each 

one by the hand and pulled each one inside.  

Aivee surveyed the boat, peering through 

each room and pulling aside the red velvet 

curtains adorned on the semi-circle shaped 

windows located all throughout the boat. Finally, 

she planted herself down in the front corner of the 

boat, close to the driver’s cabin. As the rest of the 

family members exchanged old memories, 

played karaoke, and acted out epic scenes from 

Bollywood  

movies, she sat in her private space, reading a 

book.  

As the family celebrated in the balcony, 

Aivee stayed crumpled up in the corner. As she 

stretched, her right leg hit the other corner, a 

wooden tile piece springing loose. She pulled at  

 

 

 

 

 

the tile only to realize it was a small drawer. She 

struck her hand inside and felt around, slowly 

pulling out a book of some sort. It was a small 

book with pages sewn together which fell to the 

floor as she lifted it up to the light. The pages had 

dates and there were small doodles along the 

borders of the writing. A diary perhaps? She 

quickly laid the pages down in date order and 

started reading.  

 

August 12, 2013 

 

The sun’s glare hit the side of my left 

cheek and I winced at the sudden warmth. Any 

minute Mamma will storm up the steps and knock 

on my door. To beat her to it, I yanked my blanket 

off and ran to push aside the plaid curtains on my 

window. I stood there for a minute and slowly 

fluttered open my eyes. I hastily pushed up the 

window half way up and took in a huge puff of 

fresh air, a slight breeze triggering goose bumps 

over my arms. As I stretched out my arms and let 

out a yawn, I caught sight of the battered clock: it 

was 8:45. Rather alarmed, I cranked open the 

door and tip-toed down the squeaking steps into 

Mamma’s cozy little kitchen. As I made my way 

to the small wooden counter on which Mamma 

was cautiously chopping up a bowl of tomatoes 

for our salad in the afternoon, the smell of freshly 

baked raisin bread made my head whirl. She 

hadn’t touched the onions in the bowl next to her, 

but still her eyes were wet. There were dark 

patches under her eyes, heavy with the burden of 

much needed sleep. She had kept awake 

yesterday as well, holding my two year old 

brother against her chest as he cried himself to 

sleep. This had been the case for the last month 

or so in war-struck Syria. Every night, we would 

sit huddled together in the corner of the house as 

bombs went off in the villages nearby. Omar 

would find shelter in Mamma’s arms and I would 

put the blanket over my head and occasionally 

drift into sleep, my head cushioned against 

Papa’s broad shoulder.  

 

“Aivee, the boat is going to stop at the 

Flower Island soon. Put away the book, get your 
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camera out, and get ready to come with us,” 

Grandma Mary said as she combed her fingers 

through Aivee’s hair.  

“No Grandma, I’m not coming. You all go 

ahead. I’m not interested. This is all such a big  

waste of time.” She replied, triggering a frown on 

Grandma Mary’s wrinkled face. As Grandma 

Mary stepped away, Aivee once again read 

through the notes, tracing her finger over the 

crumbled pages.  

 

August 27, 2013 

 

“Have a seat Ajmal,” Papa said pointing 

to the unoccupied chair in front of him. Mamma 

was sitting next to him on the tiny worn out sofa 

with Omar on her lap.  

“Now listen carefully”, Papa began, 

grabbing my shoulders and looking intensely into 

my eyes. “We can’t stay here any longer. It’s not 

safe. The government is trying to force me and 

the other men into the army. Many of the army 

men are going through villages and harassing the 

women. We can’t wait any longer. It has to be 

tonight. We have to make a run for it once the 

lights are out. Should anything happen to me, 

grab Mamma and Omar and run. Don’t look back 

and don’t come after me.”  

“Aivee, you sure you don’t want to come 

with us? There’s nothing for you to do in here, 

child. Come spend some time with all of us my 

dear. Take in the sights, seize the day.” Grandma 

Mary said.  

“Grandma, please. Just go with the rest 

of them. I’m fine. Don’t you think all this is a little 

too much? I’d rather go home.” Aivee replied and 

continued to sort through the papers.  

 

August 29, 2013 

 

That night, we crammed all of our clothes, some 

bottles of water, and a few other necessities into 

two large travel bags, one which Papa carried in 

his hand and the other one which he strapped to 

my back. Once the lights were out, we stepped 

out of the house and began to walk, careful to not 

be seen by any of the army men. A few steps into 

the darkness, I saw Papa stop to look back at our 

house. That house was his dream, one which had 

taken years of labor to complete. The thought of 

letting it go, with no guarantee of it surviving the 

air bombings, brought tears to Papa’s eyes. 

Mamma put her hand on his shoulder, edging him 

to keep walking. And so we did. Every hour or so, 

we would stop and rest, but never give up. We 

took turns carrying Omar, but he mostly slept 

against Mamma’s chest in the cloth she had tied 

over her shoulder like a kangaroo pouch. We 

could hear buildings and families being torn apart 

by bombs in the distance, but we kept going. 

When the sun gave way, we sat under the sand 

dunes and waited for the night to win over. It took 

us four days, travelling by night, to finally reach 

Jordan.  

September 06, 2013 

 

Leaving one’s country may sound like a 

great way to start a new life, but just take my word 

for it, it’s definitely not. We live in Zaatari now, one 

of the most concentrated official refugee camps 

in Jordan. I hear there are over 80,000 Syrian 

refugees here and I believe it. The formerly 

vacant desert is now swarming with acres of 

small tents, far beyond the eye can see. These 

makeshift houses are packed with about ten 

people, double the amount of people that the 

small tents are designed to hold. As I’m writing 

this, there’s a random old man peering at me from 

behind. Omar is sitting in Mamma’s lap because 

there is no other room for him inside the tent. The 

conditions here are really bad. The temperature 

tends to soar very high through the day and fall 

extremely low once night falls. Papa, Mamma, 

Omar, and I all cuddle together under the one 

blanket we have during night. Occasionally, I’ll 

free my hands from under the blanket and rub 

them together for some heat. Food is scarce. 

Clean water is running dangerously low. As I 

write, kids are running around barefoot with no 

real activity to engage in. The medical supply is 

feverishly low and there’s talk that diseases like 

cholera are on the hunt.  

 

March 17, 2014 

 

It’s a funny little business, isn’t it? How you don’t 

pay attention to the little things in your life or 

appreciate them, but later mourn when they’re no 

longer there? Once, not so long ago in Syria, I, 

like so many others, had a loving family, a small 

house, friends I’d met at school, and a place 

where I felt like I belonged. Life made sense, for 

the most part at least. But now, as I sit here 

writing this, I feel wholly displaced – both 
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physically and mentally. One minute we had 

everything, and the next minute we were running 

away from everything we had. Whoop, just like 

that. I still have my family by my side, but 

somehow they’ve all forgotten how to smile. 

We’re still stationed in Zaatari, but I must say, 

things have gotten a lot better over the year. The 

filthy, overcrowded tents have been replaced by 

tin trailers which all the refugees have assembled 

into small makeshift neighborhoods. There is 

actually now a marketplace with over 2,000 tiny 

shops. There is also a small school in the camp 

where the kids run to for comfort. Mamma and 

some of the other refugee women have managed 

to start a small garden. There are even aid groups 

coming in to install water and sewage systems.  

That was it. The remaining pages were 

all empty except for a few meaningless scribbles. 

Ajmal had ended his story abruptly and Aivee sat 

there, staring at the diary entries. She could not 

believe that Ajmal had nothing more to say, she 

felt betrayed. She wanted to know more about the  

camp and his family. Did Omar start school? Did 

they ever hear from any of their family and friends 

who were still trapped in Syria? What happened 

to their house in Syria?  

Aivee took the diary along with its 

contents and placed it back in the drawer. She 

leaned against the side of the boat, her hand 

creating ripples in the water. It had been a week 

since they had arrived in India and she still had 

not spent time together with her family. She had 

gone shopping and visited local tourist hubs by 

herself. She thought about Ajmal and his family. 

She thought about how he had left his home in 

Syria with no hope of ever returning. Here she 

was back in her hometown after four years, but 

with no joy whatsoever. She pondered over what 

Ajmal had said about not appreciating something 

when it’s there before one’s eyes.  

“Aivee, we’re going to look around Flower 

Island. Stay in the boat and don’t get into trouble,” 

Grandma Mary said, waving good-bye.  

“Grandma, what do you mean? I’m 

coming too. You have to appreciate everything 

life gives you before it’s gone. Let’s go size the 

day together,” Aivee answered with a wink, 

grabbing her surprised grandma by the arm and 

pulling her out of the boat.
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04   “To study the self is to be enlightened 

by all myriad things”                                                                

                                                              (Ozeki 399) 
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Be Like the Flower 
by Anumta Raheel  

“What are you doing? You’re supposed 

to be helping dad bring the furniture upstairs!” 

Anumta impatiently asked her younger brother, 

Hashir.  

She was helping her mom and two 

sisters unpack boxes in the living room, trying to 

figure out how she was going to adjust to their 

new home. Hashir, however, was still in the car 

playing on his smartphone. They were moving 

into a new house and the day was filled with an 

overwhelming amount of work. She was annoyed 

and frustrated. She couldn’t understand how she 

was going to learn to call New York City “home”. 

In one day, her small town in Moore, Oklahoma 

changed from being “home” to just some place – 

a foreign destination only known to her memory. 

Now she was 1500 miles away, in a big city that 

she only had knowledge of from listening to the 

news, watching movies, and re-watching Gossip 

Girl.  

“Why don’t you go check out your new 

room?” her mom said. She smiled and reluctantly 

went upstairs, knowing the difficult time her 

parents were also going through and hoping to 

get her mind off the life she used to have in 

Oklahoma. She began putting some of her things 

in her closet when she noticed an old, dusty 

jewelry box sitting in the back corner of one of the 

shelf’s. It must’ve belonged to the house’s 

previous owner, she thought. Thinking nothing of 

it, she threw the jewelry box to the side and heard 

the slight re-shifting of paper as it landed onto the 

wooden floor. Suddenly intrigued, Anumta 

opened the box to find a small journal. She flipped 

through the pages, wondering who they belonged 

to and what they read. The handwriting was 

delicate yet persistent. It was obvious that this 

journal belonged to someone who endured great 

hardship, but was still determined to achieve his 

or her goals.  

 

Gul Panrra 

July 17. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aren’t flower petals interesting things? 

Without them, the flower would be incomplete. 

They define a flower’s beauty. Flowers require a 

lot of care and time to blossom, but they are also 

just as easily broken or dead. Their beauty is 

fleeting. What if I were to tell you that I was a 

flower petal, slowly falling off of my flower and 

drifting away towards my death?  

My name is Gul Panrra. It’s Pashto for 

flower petal. I live in Kabul, a city terrorized by a 

group of people bred from pure evil. It is where 

women are unable to get a job or an education. It 

is where kids, whose homes have been displaced 

by war, are playing in the streets, too innocent to 

understand the reality of the world around them. 

It is where schools are closed and poverty is 

widespread. It is a city constantly under siege - 

first by foreigners (the Soviets), now by an 

extremist group, but never by its own people. This 

is my home. It sounds more like a prison than a 

home doesn’t it? Well it wasn’t always like this. 

Not when I was younger anyways. Before the 

arrival of the Taliban, I had studied to become a 

teacher and earned a certificate in the English 

language at the Kabul Education University. For 

the past few years, however, I have felt like a 

flower petal that has fallen from its flower and is 

slowly drying up and losing its fragrance. I have 

been locked up in my home, deprived of the 

opportunity to further my studies and to teach 

others. A goal without a plan is just a dream, they 

say. Because of the Taliban, I have lost any 

viable way to pursue my passions and now all of 

my goals have become faraway dreams. 

But that was yesterday. Today, I have 

found one possible way to pursue my passions – 

by reconnecting with a long lost friend, my pen. 

This morning, I was reminded of how much I have 

missed reading and writing. As me and my 

brother were walking home from the nearby 

bazaar, we spotted a group of young girls trying 

to read the graffiti on the cement of a building. 

Realizing that they could not read English, I told 

them what it read.  
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"آزادی" 

  
                    16  I said to them. They stared at me, 

stunned, with their wide green eyes. 

  “                                                 ? 17 ” One of the 

girls asked. 

  They wanted me to be their teacher. I 

was speechless. I don’t know if I was scared that 

a Talib would find us or if I thought that I would be 

incapable of teaching them. But at that moment I 

turned around and ran home, without saying a 

word, with my brother following right behind me. 

And now I am writing, for the first time in a year, 

in this old journal trying to reflect on what just 

happened and thinking of what will happen next. 

The children’s eagerness in their gazes 

overwhelms me.  

    A child without an education is like a 

flower that hasn’t blossomed yet. Those children 

may never reach their full potential unless I help 

them. But if I do, I could get caught by the ruthless 

Taliban and ruin myself and my family. The 

sensation of fear combined with apprehension is 

in every breath I take. 

 

Anumta 

 

  Like those young Afghani children, 

Anumta was amazed. How did this get here? 

What will Gul Panrra do next? She had so many 

questions. Gul Pannra’s journal and her use of 

Pashto reminded Anumta of her yearly visits to 

Pakistan. Last year, her family traveled to the 

northern tribal areas where a majority of the 

population consists of Afghan refugees. Could 

Gul Panrra have family there? Where is she now? 

This year was going to be Anumta’s first 

year of college. During high school, she worked 

really hard to get accepted to an Ivy League 

university. When she did, she realized that she 

couldn’t go primarily because her parents could 

not afford its tuition. She enrolled in a public 

university in New York City. For a while, Anumta 

thought that going to a public university was 

demeaning and inferior. She felt guilty. Her 

problems and worries suddenly felt so little and 

insignificant. After reading about these Afghani 

children, she realized how much she 

underestimated the value of an affordable 

                                                           

16 - Pronounced “Azadi”. Pashto 

for “Freedom”. 

education. At that time, education was virtually 

inaccessible, especially for girls, in many places 

in Afghanistan. The enthusiasm and tenacity of 

those resilient children and their eagerness to 

learn made her grateful to have the opportunity to 

advance her education.  

      Anumta finished unpacking her things, 

so that she could read the rest of Gul Panrra’s 

journal.  

 

Gul Panrra 

July 19. 

 

      Last night, before I went to sleep, I could 

hear members of the Taliban walking past my 

house doing their nightly street rounds. Unlike the 

conditions under Soviet rule, living under the 

Taliban meant more safety. However, it came at 

a price. A price that cost my career and the 

education of those around me, depriving all of us 

of a basic human right – the right to learn. I don’t 

understand the Taliban. They claim to be Muslim, 

but everything they do is against the fundamental 

tenants of Islam. The Prophet Muhammad’s first 

wife was an educated and literate woman, so why 

aren’t women allowed to pursue an education 

today? Us Kabuli’s who remain in the capital, 

have become used to watching oppressive 

regimes come and go. Whatever government that 

will one-day defeat the Taliban is bound to be 

oppressive as well.  

The question is . . . why am I so afraid?  

 

Anumta 

 

    They are worlds apart and their 

situations are completely different but it feels like 

they have so much in common. Both are afraid of 

what the future holds and both think that they will 

be unable to deal with its consequences. New 

York City is like a completely different world to her 

and defying society’s boundaries to be the silver 

lining in a child’s life scares Gul Panrra. There 

was a newfound sense of courage and motivation 

inside Anumta. The opportunity to challenge 

yourself and explore new things is rare, she 

thought.  

17   - Pronounced 

“Ta pe Angrezi Khabaree?” You speak 

English? Teach us! 
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       She noticed that she was already up to 

Gul Panrra’s last journal entry. The handwriting 

looked rushed and not as smooth and pensive as 

it previously did. Anumta flipped to the last page, 

praying that everything was going to work out for 

Gul Panrra. 

 

Gul Panrra 

July 25. 

 

      I have heard many rumors about the 

opening of “secret schools” in houses in Kabul 

and stories of those schools being found 

destroyed, their windows shattered, and pages of 

books scattered on the ground. But today I did 

just that. I opened a secret school. I don’t know 

what came over me or why I did it. I was just 

following my instincts, I guess.  

       As I was coming home from the shop 

with my brother, I saw the same children playing 

outside. I walked up to them and told them to 

come to my house in one hour so that I could 

teach them English! They too expressed fear that 

the Taliban would find out but their eagerness 

and excitement suppressed that fear. Their 

effervescence radiated throughout the 

neighborhood. Their childhood is too short to be 

spent inside shelters, fearing for their future. God 

has given me the chance to achieve my goals and 

turn my dreams into a reality. Now I just pray that 

I am able to successfully pursue this dream and 

to teach these children without any Talibs finding 

out. 

       This will be my last entry for a while, but 

I know that this is not the end. The next entry, 

God-willing, will be about the progress of my 

students. 

 

Anumta 

 

       Her mind was filled with thoughts and 

emotions. She was upset that Gul Panrra’s 

journal was so short but she was grateful to have 

read her story. Gul Panrra’s story reminded her 

of a famous Islamic quote by Ali ibn Abi Talib, one 

of the companions of the Prophet Muhammad. 

He said, “Be like the flower that gives its 

fragrance to even the hand that crushes it.” 

Despite the bombings, violence in the streets, 

and Kabul’s instability, Gul Panrra mustered the 

courage to do what she wanted to do for so long 

– to teach others. Her ambitions and her dreams 

were seemingly “crushed” by years of political 

strife in Afghanistan, but she prevailed and left a 

sweet fragrance all over Kabul when she 

welcomed those children into her “secret school”. 

When she first heard that she was 

moving to New York City, Anumta felt like Gul 

Panrra – a flower petal slowly drifting towards its 

death. Now she felt more confident about her 

future. A flower may be nothing without its’ petals 

but those petals cannot blossom without some 

sunlight. Gul Panrra’s story provided Anumta with 

the rays of light needed to reach her full potential 

and to pursue her dreams. Her story helped 

Anumta accept life’s inevitable ruptures. With 

hopes that she will one day be able to call New 

York City “home”, she took out her own journal to 

record the new journey she will be starting there. 

Maybe someone will find her journal in the future 

too, she thought, and realize the importance of 

accepting change and being grateful for the 

opportunities you have.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



67 
 

One Voice, Four 

Years Apart 
by Taylor Castro 
 

I woke up that morning to an alarm clock 
that rang too soon, rudely interrupting my final 
few hours of peace. Groggily, I rolled over and 
began the all too familiar yet somehow different 
morning routine. Sick to my stomach, I skipped 
breakfast and instead spent the extra 10 minutes 
staring at all of my imperfections in the mirror. I 
began scrutinizing my outfit: my top was too 
childish, and the jeans were obviously hand-me-
downs. Eventually, I had to suck it up and get on 
my way unless I wanted to be late. Twenty 
minutes later, I found myself staring up at an 
unfamiliar building. I was about to begin the day I 
had been dreading for the past 10 weeks--my first 
day of high school. 

∙∙∙ 
My eyes fluttered open around noon, and 

I startled at what they found. It took a few 
moments for me to remember where I was and 
what I was doing there, but once I did, I sat up 
and began my day. Unsure of what to do with all 
of the free time I had on my hands, I cooked 
breakfast biscuits that were burnt but still tasted 
so sweet because I had made them for myself. I 
got dressed and admired the girl staring back at 
me, the new outfit suited her well and it was 
definitely a great hair day. When it was finally 
time, I locked my apartment door and began the 
trek across campus that I had memorized so it 
wouldn’t look like I didn’t know where I was going. 
I strutted up the steps of Boylan Hall with a smirk 
and a purpose, ready to take on my first day of 
college. 

∙∙∙ 
Over three hundred students were 

packed into the sweaty auditorium. I was just one, 
taking up space and adding heat to the room. The 
principal was giving the standard congratulations 
to his new students on their acceptances and 
warning them that high school, especially this 
one, would not be easy. The school had a 
reputation to uphold and we had better not be the 
ones who ruined it. I stopped paying attention in 
the hope that if I didn’t hear his words, they 
wouldn’t apply to me. My eyes scanned the 
overcrowded room, desperately searching for a 
familiar face even though I knew there would 
none. I did notice one thing, however; during the  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
principal’s speech, some students were 
whispering and laughing to each other. So they 
already made friends. Great. 

∙∙∙ 
This wasn’t what the first day of school 

usually felt like. I was oddly well rested for class, 
but then again, I had never had a school day start 
at 2 pm before. It was different, and it was a good 
different. I soaked in the intoxicating scent of new 
notebooks and the words of my professors. As I 
read through my syllabi, I realized that for the first 
time in my life, my academic future was in my own 
hands. College was giving me a lot more 
freedom, from waking up in my own apartment to 
taking classes that I had chosen myself, and I 
was loving it. As each minute ticked by, I was 
getting more and more excited for what lay 
ahead. The opportunities seemed endless and 
the future was looking bright. 

∙∙∙ 
Classes were strange. I had always been 

at the top of my class, but I had never been 
competing against 300 students that were also all 
from the tops of their classes. I didn’t know what 
exactly a “specialized high school” would expect 
from me, and I didn’t want to. Teachers used 
words like “regents exams” and “AP tests” to try 
to motivate us to work hard, but they only 
frightened me. Why were teachers already talking 
about college on the first day of high school? How 
come other students didn’t seem as nervous as 
me? Was it too late to switch to my zoned public 
high school? 

∙∙∙ 
Classes ended and I hurried back to my 

apartment to throw down my books and change 
my outfit for dinner with some new friends. I had 
just met them that day, and we were already 
acting like best friends. I knew I would have 
different best friends the next day and the day 
after that, but I was happy meeting as many new 
people as I could and feeling them out until I 
found a special few with whom I could truly bond. 
There’s something unique about making friends 
at the beginning of a school year. Everyone is just 
as new as you, so each person you meet wants 
to be your friend as much as you want to be 
theirs, even if only for the day.  

∙∙∙ 
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By some miracle, I finally made it home. 
Taking the bus the wrong way had really been the 
icing on the cake to my already too-perfect day. 
All I could think about was that I was in way over 
my head and how there was too much work and 
too little time to do it, even though it was only the 
first day. Despite what everyone had told me my 
entire life, it seemed as though high school was 
about to be the worst four years of my life. I 
collapsed on my bed and stared at the ceiling, 
wondering how I was going to survive the next 
four years. 

∙∙∙ 
  All day, a little feeling had been growing 
inside of me. It was a feeling of happiness and 
content, almost like 13-year-old me was placated 
as I told her that everything would be okay one 
day.  I conquered her worst fears and realized her 
wildest dreams.  I made it to college and was 
enjoying myself, something I would have never 
thought possible just a few years ago. That night, 
I lay in bed exhausted yet too excited to sleep. 
Instead, I stared at the ceiling and thought about 
everything great that was to come in the next four 
years. 
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My Daddy Gets Angry 

Sometimes 
by Anonymous 

 

For some reason, I’m in the doorway of 

the dining room. Daddy is standing over RH, who 

is crying hysterically. They’re standing near the 

corner. As I watch, Daddy says, “I am taking off 

my belt. If you don’t stop crying…” Nooo. That 

can’t happen. I’m gonna hear the noise of the belt 

no matter how much I close my ears. I can’t hum 

to drown out the sound because I shouldn’t be 

happy while he’s getting hit. And he’s gonna be 

crying so loud. That’s just gonna make me sad. 

It’s gonna make the hole in my heart come. 

Daddy doesn’t let me comfort them after 

he hits them. I think he likes to see my brothers 

sad. The only way he won’t stop me from 

comforting them is if I explain why Daddy had to 

do that. But how could there be a reason for that? 

He never hit them with his belt before. Last time, 

when he was hitting J, I wrote the number of the 

abuse hotline on a paper towel. I got it from the 

magnet on the fridge. I used a red marker 

because I was coloring with it when it happened.  

He pushed her into the china closet and made her 

nose bleed. I was so scared that time that I 

climbed onto the top bunk bed with the paper 

towel and hid there. I don’t even know what abuse 

means. Abuse is really bad. It sounds like such a 

bad, scary word. This can’t be abuse. 

Daddy is starting to take off his belt. The 

house is so small that I’m gonna hear the 

screaming. I grab RH and hold him close to me. I 

say to Daddy, “I’m just gonna get him a drink.” I 

don’t even know how I did that. I’m so scared of 

Daddy. I never tell him no. But he’s quiet. He’s 

listening to me. He isn’t taking off his belt.  The 

juice is on the counter. It’s one of those 

combinations- apple cranberry raspberry juice. 

I’m pouring it into a cup for RH. I don’t like plain 

juice- it’s too sweet for me- and I don’t know if RH 

does either. But I don’t have time to dilute it 

because even though RH is calming down, 

Daddy might still be angry. 

I think it’s stupid to hit someone for 

crying. It will just make them cry more and then 

you’ll hit them a lot. Mommy knows that. She  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

would give RH a drink. Why isn’t she here? Why 

is it just me here? I’m so scared, I’m shaking. But 

RH stopped crying and Daddy isn’t going to hurt 

him. Maybe he’ll stop being angry and he won’t 

hit us. I just don’t have to think about this ever 

again and it will be okay. 

We lived in a really small apartment back 

then. Eight people in a three-bedroom apartment. 

My memory of this incident starts with me 

standing in the doorway of the dining room. My 

very rough guess is that I was nine years old, so 

my brother would have been around five years 

old. I don’t know what brought me there. Maybe I 

heard the screams, or maybe I just happened to 

be there. My father was standing over my brother, 

who was crying hysterically. As I stood there 

watching, my father said, “I am taking off my belt. 

If you don’t stop crying…” 

My interpretation of the situation is that 

my father had hit my brother and, annoyed that 

he was crying, was threatening to beat him into 

silence. I really didn’t want that to happen 

because I hated the sound of the beatings and 

the crying that followed. At those times, I felt 

worse than if I was being beaten myself. Most of 

the time, I would be crying for longer than they 

were. My father never let me comfort my brothers 

either. The only way he allowed that to happen 

was if I explained why he had been right in hitting 

them. It sickened me to do that, but I still wanted 

my brothers to know that I cared, even if nobody 

else did. 

While my father was still in the middle of 

his sentence, I grabbed my brother and put my 

arms around him protectively. I told my father, 

“I’m just gonna get him a drink.” That was very 

uncharacteristic of me. I was, and still am, very 

timid and I never dared stand up to my father. I 

have no idea where my boldness came from. 

Surprisingly, my father allowed me to get my 

brother a drink, and, unsurprisingly, the drink was 

way more effective in calming him down than my 

father’s threats. 

Looking back, I see that my father’s 

threat must have not been coming out of logic, 
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because if it had been, he would have never 

allowed me to stop him from carrying it out. I think 

some part of him knew that he was getting out of 

control and becoming irrational, and that’s why he 

let me stop him. I think he was abused when he 

was a child, but that is no excuse for his actions. 

I know he was under a lot pressure at work and 

at home, but I believe that it was his responsibility 

to find a way to relieve his stress without hurting 

anyone else. Considering that he was a victim of 

abuse himself, he should have been especially 

motivated to avoid repeating his parents’ actions. 

I’ve never forgiven him for what he did. 

I’m not sure if he never hit me or if I just blocked 

it out, but whatever the case is, he ruined my 

childhood. I always had to live in fear, never 

knowing what mood he would be in or what he 

would do next. I can’t say how often incidents 

such as these occurred, because I blocked most 

of it out. I only remember being hit a few times, 

but I’m not sure if I was hit more frequently but 

just don’t remember.  

My father’s been in therapy for three 

years now, maybe more. I think at some point my 

mother realized that his actions were not 

acceptable, so she forced him to go. Ever since 

my father started therapy, the frequency and 

intensity of these incidents have decreased 

dramatically, but I still feel terror and panic every 

time he’s near me. 

People are constantly telling me how 

strong I am and praising me for seemingly having 

it all together, but I’m actually one of the most 

scarred people you’ll ever meet. I’m learning that 

if you suppress memories like these, it’ll only 

come back to haunt you later in life. I wish I 

would’ve been able to deal with the incidents as 

they happened, because now, before I can 

process what happened, I have to start actually 

remembering the incidents and that’s incredibly 

painful for me. (Writing this was painful, though 

also extremely cathartic.) Instead of wallowing in 

self-pity, I’m working towards my goal of 

becoming a therapist for child victims of abuse, 

because my goal in life is to be the exact opposite 

of my father. When I told him that, he told me that 

every kid says that, but then ends up being 

exactly the same as his/her parents. But I’m doing 

everything in my power to not raise my kids the 

way he raised me and my siblings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



71 
 

Discovery 
by Justine Mekonen 

I was born on November 12, 1997. As a 

child, I would describe myself as being 

imaginative, curious, observant and shy. My 

timidity as a child forced me to observe the world 

that I lived in, impelling me to a deeper 

understanding of people. Yet it also framed my 

barrier between communicating with others. I 

constantly felt too timid to express my opinion, too 

inferior to challenge those who disagreed with 

me. Too vapid to express my thoughts with those 

who intimidated me. I preferred to observe the 

world rather than to participate in it and lived most 

of my childhood like this.  

 On my fourteenth birthday, I remember 

my parents taking me out to dinner at my favorite 

restaurant L’Express. The relaxed ambiance 

always comforted me. However, on that particular 

birthday, the bistro seemed dreadful. It was my 

first year into high school and I was finding it a 

difficult adjustment. I remember feeling extremely 

anxious and closed off. I do not recall the 

conversation that we were having except for 

some small talk regarding school and friends. I 

remember feeling my body shut down from 

annoyance at the conversation. Then my father 

laid his hand on my shoulder.  

 

 “Sit up,” he said. I remember looking up 

into his eyes and feeling the horrible sensation of 

getting into trouble. I can almost catch my 

fourteen year old self saying, What did I do now? 

Please don’t embarrass me in front of all these 

people! Why does he have to be so annoying all 

the time? However, reluctantly I sat up.  

 “You’re cowering and you shouldn’t. 

When you cower it appears to others that you 

have something to hide. Hold yourself up. You 

should never cower for anyone. You have a right 

to feel happy and a right to feel angry, you don't 

need to prove anything to anyone. You never 

have to hold back on how you feel. Always be 

honest with how you feel. A person would rather 

you be arrogant and honest, than polite and a 

coward.” I remember the feeling of a sudden pang 

in my stomach. I was shocked. It took me a while 

to understand what my father was talking about 

in the first place. I thought that my father was just  

 

 

 

 

being insensitive and critical. What does he mean 

I cower?  

 I went to the bathroom for some air and 

almost immediately apprehended my father’s 

words. My father was not trying to be rude, he 

was teaching me the most important lesson of my 

life. I am who I am. My father saw behind my 

typical timidity and saw that my hunched over 

posture was not because I was shy or even 

annoyed. I was hunched over, because I was not 

secure in myself to be honest. I was simply 

passing the conversation with what they wanted 

to hear, not expressing how I honestly felt. My 

father was not encouraging me to be rude, he 

was encouraging me to be honest.  

 The thing about timidity is that though on 

the surface it just appears to be a person too shy 

to speak, underneath the fragile exterior there is 

a tough barrier that prohibits the truth of that 

person to come out. I lived my life, dishonest with 

those around me and myself. When someone 

hurt me, I pretended it did not. When I was 

offended I pretended I was not. When someone 

was enthusiastic to talk about a certain television 

show, I would pretend to enjoy it too. I was 

constantly bending over backwards in order to 

please everyone, instead of allowing myself to be 

honest about certain situations. This was not 

advice for me to then run off and tell unnecessary 

truths: like those jeans don't fit well, or your 

personality is annoying. The distinction between 

being rude and being honest, is that the honesty 

needs to be of a benefit to the two parties. I was 

hiding my truths from people that cared for me, 

and wanted to get to know me. I was hiding my 

truths from situations in my life that hurt me, when 

a simple conversation could have fixed and 

prevented another situation from happening 

again. During this dinner, I was under the 

impression that somehow my insecurities were 

tightly sealed in my forted interior, and yet to the 

world it was evident that my insecurities were 

leaking out of my pores. 

 Through body language we can examine 

a person’s personality, self-esteem, motives.  

During that dinner, my body language, expressed 

a teenage girl who was timid, closed off, anxious, 

had low self-esteem and who just wanted to get 
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out of that restaurant. However, when I returned 

to the dinner table, my entire perception of life 

changed. When I went back to the table, I sat up. 

I was no longer looking at the table, I was looking 

at people. Finally, I was participating in my life. I 

opened my mouth and from that moment on, I 

presented myself. My new posture liberated me. 

I suddenly developed a confidence in myself that 

I never knew I had. My father’s reassurance that 

my feelings were justified allowed me to invite the 

world and my parents to my truths. I was no 

longer afraid to be myself.  

 The next day, I sat up again. I went to my 

audition and became a lawyer my freshman year 

and developed friendships that I still hold onto 

today. My years in high school were some of the 

best in my life, because I stopped being afraid. I 

still cower at times and I am moderately timid. But 

I no longer keep myself there, I constantly pick 

myself up, I force myself to participate in class 

discussions, I force myself to speak in front of 

people all the time, because when you stop 

cowering, you begin living. 
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A Vicious Cycle 
by Hannah Da Silva 
 

In A Tale For the Time Being, by Ruth 

Ozeki, a sixteen-year-old Japanese teenage girl 

named Nao struggles with poverty, ijime 

(bullying), depression, and a suicidal father, all 

while trying to figure out her own identity.  Nao is 

a complex character because she deals with a lot 

of internal and external conflicts as she strives to 

carry herself with poise in a calm and Zen 

fashion.  Nao’s internal conflict stems from her 

confusion about what she identifies with: is she 

more Japanese or more American; is she rich 

(from Sunnyville) or poor (like she became in 

Japan); is she popular, like Kayla, or is she a 

‘loser’ (124, Ozeki).  And most importantly, Nao is 

trying to figure out if she identifies more with 

bullies or more with the victims of bullying.  Nao 

battles both sides of bullying:  being a bully and 

getting bullied.  I have experienced both sides of 

the vicious bullying cycle, as well.  I was bullied 

for having bad hearing, having anxiety, and 

having braces and acne. I bullied others for 

having their own faults and insecurities.  By 

transitioning from an outsider to an insider in the 

bullying cycle, both Nao and I learned that bullies 

are just as insecure as we are, and we don’t have 

to surrender to them because we have full control 

over the way we respond to bullying. 

  My parents thought I was ignoring them 

and my teachers thought I was quiet and couldn’t 

focus - but the truth was that my hearing was as 

cloudy as somebody who is under water.  And the 

hearing issues affected my speech.  Every time I 

raised my hand to say something in class, my 

heart would start pounding out of my chest.  I 

didn’t want to say a wrong word and have the 

whole class laugh at me.  I was scared to answer 

questions, because I wasn’t even sure I heard the 

question correctly.  When kids in my class began 

making fun of the way I spoke, my parents put me 

in speech therapy and I spent hours in the 

therapist’s office with peanut butter on the roof of 

my mouth trying to pronounce “SPE_CIF_IC.” 

Eventually, I had a procedure to “un-cloud” my 

hearing, but I didn’t gain back my confidence.  I 

was still the timid, quiet child – an easy target for 

bullies.  They often brought me to tears, but more  

 

 

 

 

 

importantly, they left me feeling insecure, 

insignificant, and broken. 

In the 5th grade, a new girl from Bosnia 

joined my class - and the spotlight was off of me 

and shining at her. The girls teased her for all her 

differences and even threw erasers at her (the 

little ones that attach to the ends of pencils).  I 

was so happy not to be the target any longer; the 

girls seemed to have forgotten about me.  Until 

one day when they asked me to join in.  Without 

thinking, I threw all my erasers, and I continued 

to help the girls who used to torment me, torment 

her.  For a moment, I felt powerful and accepted 

– and I liked that feeling.  But it had come at a 

terrible price.  I had become what I hated.  There 

had to be a better way. 

 Nao eventually found a better way to deal 

with her bullies.  At first, when kids at her school 

emotionally and physically bullied her, she never 

fought back. She talked a lot about feeling 

powerless, isolated and angry inside. (104, 

Ozeki).  When Nao said “This one moment I 

owned Daisuke, I owned his future” (105, Ozeki), 

she was letting out her anger, and trying to feel 

powerful again by bullying a young boy named 

Daisuke.  But immediately after bullying him she 

empathized with him, and showed remorse for 

her actions: “I felt sorry for him because I knew 

what he meant (about wanting to die)” (105, 

Ozeki).  Nao learned it wasn’t gratifying or 

enjoyable to be a bully and she came to the 

conclusion “When you’re nobody, you’re always 

happy when somebody else is getting tortured 

instead of you” (104, Ozeki).  She hated being the 

target and she learned she hated making others 

the target - so she had to find a new way to deal 

with being targeted.   

Nao decided to change the way she 

handled her classmates bullying her. When her 

classmates decided to host a funeral for her to 

make her feel invisible like she doesn’t exist, Nao 

decided to interpret the funeral as her classmates 

paying her homage.  In her perspective the 

“funeral was very beautiful and very real (106, 

Ozeki).  “A couple of times I did cry when I saw 

my portrait being … and when I saw how 

respectful my classmates were being to me, with 

their bowed heads and paper flowers.  I almost 
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loved it” (107, Ozeki).  Nao knew that her 

classmates were trying to make her feel non-

existent, but she choose to take the perspective 

that her classmates were doing her an honor. She 

set herself free by choosing that perspective.  By 

making light of an awful situation, she was able to 

start overcoming bullying, and after the funeral 

she stopped getting “metal bound” (124, Ozeki) 

and started living her life more cheerfully.  

 I, too, found a way to live life more 

cheerfully.  After being bullied, and then being a 

bully myself, I gained a new, insider perspective.  

I figured out that the driving force behind bullying 

is peer pressure and the fear that one could be 

on the other side of it.  I also figured out that the 

girls who bullied me felt just as insecure as I did, 

and with that knowledge I decided to handle 

things differently.  In middle school, where I was 

again confronted with mean and cutting attacks 

from a group of girls, I no longer saw them as 

powerful.  I chose to see that they were just acting 

out of fear and this made them seem weak and 

insignificant.  With my new-found confidence, I 

laughed at their comments and then went on with 

my day, knowing they couldn’t hurt me anymore. 

Bullies make people feel insecure and 

powerless, and in retaliation (in order to gain a 

false sense of power) victims of bullying often 

become bullies themselves.  Bullying can be an 

ugly, never-ending cycle.  Both Nao and I chose 

to take the issue into our own hands and 

transform its power. Nao and I have learned that 

both of us have the ability to feel powerful without 

having to bring anyone else down.  
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Religion and the Fear 

of Death 
by Diana Dyussenbayeva 

 
What happens when we die? Is there an 

afterlife or do we stop existing? These questions 

run through everyone’s mind after they lose 

someone. Some people try to find answers 

through religion, but there are also those who 

refer to science. However, every religion in the 

world has its own view of death and the afterlife. 

Buddhists believe that our soul will be reborn 

again and again in a different body, until it will 

attain enlightenment. Christians believe that 

there is a heaven or hell afterlife. Muslims think 

that death is not the end, and we just pass the 

first stage of existence. It does not matter what 

religion you have and which traditions you follow; 

we all understand that death is something we 

cannot predict. In the book, Zen Mind, Beginners 

Mind, author Shunryu Suzuki says, “Our life and 

death are the same thing. When we realize this 

fact, we have no fear of death anymore, no actual 

difficulty in our life.” Most people admit to being 

afraid of death, maybe because of what might 

happen to them in their afterlife—for the things 

they did while living, or they may fear the 

unknown. I believe that the fear of death is 

natural, and that religion comforts the dying and 

helps families to accept the death of loved ones. 

My first experience with death happened 

when my grandfather died from cancer. I was only 

seven years old, and I never thought that 

someone can just disappear. I refused to accept 

the idea that the man who had survived World 

War II died suffering from cancer. My grandfather 

was the village elder, so there were always 

people who would come to him to ask for advice. 

He wanted to help everyone, no matter what their 

religion, age, or social status. After he came back 

from the War, he worked as a forester for over 

forty years. His job was to protect the forest 

around the village from thieves, who would try to 

steal the timber. Almost every summer there 

would be a forest fire; he would gather his three 

sons to conduct preventative maintenance. Two 

months before he passed, he delegated the 

foreman position to his oldest son. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I could barely remember the details of the 

time he was sick, but I remember perfectly the 

day he died. The night before my grandfather 

passed away, he asked my father to invite the 

Mullah —religious leader to the house—to pray 

with him. Muslim people believe that when the 

Mullah prays next to a dying person, it helps their 

soul separate from their body and find the way to 

the heaven. My parents knew that it would be his 

last night, so they sent me to stay over their 

friend’s house. My grandfather passed away the 

following morning. It was a traditional Muslim 

funeral, because my grandfather was a very 

religious man. Over two hundred people came 

from other villages; people who knew him as a 

very honorable person. Before he passed away, 

he detached himself of responsibility and found 

comfort in the thought that the forest would be 

secure in the hands of his son. The Mullah gave 

him contentment, praying by his side as he 

entered the afterlife.   

Ten years after my grandfather’s death, 

my grandmother got very sick. She broke her left 

hip and became bedridden for more than one 

year. The doctors told us that she would not 

survive the surgery, so we took her back home 

from the hospital, and I moved to her room to take 

care of her. It was one of the most difficult years 

of my life, because every day I saw her in pain. 

My grandmother was like a second mother to me. 

She taught me three important life lessons: to be 

kind, respectful, and honest with others. It was 

important for her to pass these values onto her 

grandchildren. 

Her health deteriorated; she started 

losing her memory and could not recognize her 

children. One day, she told me she was hot. I 

opened the windows and gave her some water. 

She was trying to say something, but the words 

would not come out. I sat on the bed next to her; 

she was breathing heavily and her pulse was 

slowing. Then she took her last deep breath and 

became quiet. She looked as if she was sleeping, 

but this time she was not in any pain. I was with 

her during her last moments, and although she 
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was unable to speak to me, I feel her last words 

would be of gratefulness and caring. Sometimes 

I see her in my dreams combing her long hair and 

singing a song. In Islam, we believe that if you 

see your ancestors in your dreams, you need to 

make special food the next Friday. Friday is the 

most important day of the week for Muslims. We 

make bread, which is called Shelpek and read the 

Quran to show our respect to the dead.   

My grandparents died when I was young, 

and at the time I did not have an understanding 

of death and the afterlife. They both died suffering 

but they were not scared of death, and I think 

religion played a big role in that. They lived on 

Islamic values and believed they would enter an 

afterlife without suffering. My view of the afterlife 

differs from my grandparents. I think when you 

die nothing happens, regardless of religious 

views. Religion leads one to believe that you will 

be reunited with your deceased loved ones after 

you pass if you have been on your best behavior. 

It comforts people when they are sick—they can 

turn to religion and be promised this special 

afterlife. Being there when both of my 

grandparents died made me realize I have a finite 

amount of time, and I will not live forever. Death 

scares me because I fear not fulfilling my 

potential before it comes. Although my 

grandparents died in pain, they lived full and 

complete lives with a large family and something 

to pass on to their children. My fear is dying 

prematurely without having accomplished 

everything I wanted to and leaving my loved ones 

unfulfilled. 
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Never Relax 
by Maxfield Gaj 

 
I was prepared to be a killer, but not a 

murderer. I knew the implications when I first 

enlisted. The military exists for the sake of war, 

not for the sake of peace. There are those people 

who enlist for the opportunity to participate in 

government-sanctioned killing. I have met them, 

but I was never one of them. Before I went away 

to Basic Training (a.k.a. Boot Camp, or Boot), 

people would often inquire what had compelled 

me to join the Navy. I utilized the exhausted line, 

“I want to protect my country,” to protect myself 

from looking vulnerable. My response was not 

false, and yet not the central motivation behind 

my enlistment either. There were things about 

myself that I did not like, and I believed that the 

military would change them. I did not know, that 

along the path of personal growth before me, I 

would face the greatest moral dilemma of my life. 

 Boot Camp lasts eight weeks. Eight 

weeks is how long it takes to transform one from 

civilian to sailor. Looking back at any other eight-

week period of my life, little changed in 

comparison. In the first four weeks of Boot, I lost 

20 pounds. In the next four, I gained 10 pounds 

of muscle. It was the only time in my life I had six-

pack abs. Upon graduation day, my head was 

held high, my back was straight. I felt like an 

improved version of myself. Then, I spent a few 

hours with my family. 

 I told them all about the past eight weeks, 

what I had done and learned, and what had been 

done to me. I said it all with a smile. No one was 

going to tell me not to smile for the first time in 

what felt like a very long time. I talked about the 

names we were called by our superiors, some of 

which involved a comparison to mutilated canine 

genitalia. Then there was the swim test, which I 

was one of 180 who took it at the same time, and 

one of only half who passed. I made sure to 

include the detail that one-half of the people 

contracted pink eye from those swimming pool 

waters too. There were many other harrowing 

stories involving human waste from those eight 

weeks, but I decided to share them another time 

instead. I thought the stories I shared with my 

family were entertaining. After all, the other 

recruits and I had shared a laugh or two over  

 

 

 

 

 

those same events, but my family just looked sad 

for me when I told them. I did not feel sad at all, 

or happy, or much of anything. 

Being around familiar faces, it dawned on me that 

I had not experienced normal social interaction 

once during Boot. They tried, the people who I 

knew best in this world, to engage me how they 

would have before, but at the time I was not 

capable. They used to be the people who knew 

me the best in the world, but I was not myself any 

more. The light-hearted laughter I used to spread 

would not come out of me so easily. Instead, it 

was the heavy topics I chose to make light of, as 

a way of discarding their weight from my 

shoulders. 

 I had set out to erase the old me, and it 

seemed I had succeeded. I had been a miserable 

child and a teen in turmoil, but I had made it my 

goal not to continue the pattern into adulthood. In 

my mind, having a set of rules, with clear and 

severe punishments outlined, would benefit me. 

It gave me more to lose, and thus, more to gain. 

In my naïveté, I assumed the Navy’s active 

campaign slogan at the time, “A Global Force for 

Good,” was accurate. Research and experience 

proved me wrong. The slogan, and other 

techniques involved in training were designed as 

propaganda, to drive troops toward a common 

cause and to teach them not to question the initial 

motivation or the outcome.  

 When my shipmates and I were being 

punished by physical means, known as Intensive 

Training, or IT, our petty officers and chiefs would 

instruct the group of us to shout certain things in 

unison as we ran, did pushups, etc. I do believe 

in their minds, their practices encouraged 

teamwork and camaraderie, and that was enough 

for them. Most times during IT, there were 90 of 

us, sweating in one long, hot room. The average 

choir has less than 20 participants. Try to imagine 

the decibels they are capable of reaching. Now 

imagine 90 people, shouting at the top of their 

lungs in a confined space, “Never relax. Never 

relax. Kill. Kill. Kill!” Each time the group said, 

“Kill,” our voices got louder. My ears would ring at 

night, those words still in my head. 
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 In some ways, the training worked. I was 

willing to kill anyone who was a threat to myself, 

or a threat to my country, if that were the only 

option presented at the time. I could have lived 

with that. However, in the endless war that has 

bounced from nation to nation in the Middle East, 

over 100,000 noncombatant civilians have died. 

Maybe because I was raised in a small town of 

16,000, that seems like a large number to me. I 

could picture my hometown, the next town over, 

the next, and the next decimated: Black, smoking 

and stinking of death. However, I could not be 

responsible for something like that, no matter the 

country. That type of action is not what it takes to 

protect my country. That is murder.   

I had not done any research on the war 

that had been going on for over half of my life 

before I enlisted. I was an ignorant and brash 18 

year-old that wanted desperately to be someone 

else. I absolutely did become someone else. 

For the first time in my life, I was political, and 

utterly disgusted. I could not fathom being the one 

to push the button that would flatten a foreign 

village. Even the thought of enabling someone 

else to do it turned my stomach. I would have 

rather died than participate in that type of killing. 

Sharing my morbid logic with my 

superiors landed me in a lot of trouble. They 

considered putting me in a psych ward. The 

course of action they took was not as drastic, but 

still affected my life in a permanent way. I was 

honorably discharged from the Navy, early, and 

disallowed to reenlist, not that I ever would. 

Shortly, I was on a plane from LAX back home. 

Earlier that same day, I had been stripped of the 

title Sailor and all the benefits that came with it. I 

did not feel like a civilian though, and still, months 

after Boot, I did not know how to communicate 

with civilians how I had before. 

My inability to communicate made me 

feel ashamed. My shame, and the rapid aging 

from stress that had altered my appearance, led 

me to alcohol. Every night, I would drink enough 

to stop feeling like a leper, to stop thinking about 

what I used to be. I had been very proud to be a 

sailor, until I was not. Then, I was at a loss for how 

to define myself. Writing helped. 

Every night, sometimes until dawn, I 

would type the crummy outline for a novel I had 

dreamed up. I never regarded it to be the next 

best-seller on anyone’s list, save for my mother, 

but I liked it. It was an escape that did not require 

chemicals, and it did not require a trip up the block 

to the liquor store, whose owner knew me all too 

well. 

Writing made me healthy again, and in 

turn, granted me elevated introspection. I was 

changed for the better. It required traveling to the 

extremes of my moral comfort zone, but at least 

now I had identified those extremes. One day, 

suddenly, I was able to look back and recognize 

both the good and the bad, separate them from 

each other, appreciate them equally. Rather than 

cursing my decisions and trying to figure out what 

I could have done differently, I accepted them, 

and began forward to the next chapter in my life. 

From that day forward, I could look back at my 

choices with clarity, and look ahead with hope, 

knowing that my decision to leave the service was 

not in vein, but ultimately allowed me to gain a 

more balanced view of the world as a whole. 

Despite the difficulties and despairs of my 

abbreviated time in service, I am a better person 

for the knowledge I gained through them. 
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A Pause in Time 

Sophia Safdieh 

What is time? Time is not forgiving, nor 

partial to anyone.  Its pressures are what makes 

one rush through a red light.  Time constantly 

moves forward, never once reversing. Time will 

inevitably reign victorious; one day we will all 

vanish into time itself. My grandmother endured a 

constant battle with time.  She feared hers had 

come to an end, as her cancer had resurfaced for 

the fourth time. As she sat on my bed and spoke, 

I could smell the ocean pouring out of her eyes. 

The salty water landed on my white comforter and 

she couldn’t stop shaking her aged hands. 

“Grandma,” I said holding back the tears that 

were choking me. “You are the strongest person 

I know. Fear can only be defeated by one thing, 

and that’s hope so please don’t lose it. You can 

beat this.”  

My grandmother’s strength is something 

I have always greatly admired. She imparted on 

me the greatest gift, which changed my thinking 

entirely, and molded the person I am today. At the 

age of 11 she gave me a book to read: To Kill a 

Mockingbird. It was the start of a journey. From 

then on, we forged a special kind of relationship I 

like to call a “literary bond”. My dreams of 

becoming an astronaut were thrown away, and 

replaced; I bought a journal and my grandma 

continued to give me books. Throughout the 

years we have grown closer than the sky and 

ocean that appear attached from afar. Her 

determination to survive and strength she used to 

battle this disease made me recognize the power 

of hope.  

After a year in creative writing class, I 

handed my grandma a stack of all of the stories I 

had written. She brought something to my 

attention, that everything I had ever written had 

one common underlying theme: hope. I believe 

that staying strong isn’t the key to survival, but it 

is the hope and continuous reminders that the 

battle can be won, which keep us going 

regardless what we suffer from. Her support and 

guidance helped me through dark times, and if it 

weren’t for her understanding of hope, I wouldn’t 

have any myself. 

Fast-forward a year. The skies were clear 

and the waves were calm just before it all erupted  

 

 

 

 

 

like a shampoo bottle bursting in luggage. Time is 

a funny joke that we have in life, and I was no 

longer laughing. Life’s joke on me was on my 18th 

birthday, April 27th 2014, the night where my 

whole life would forever be scarred and bruised. 

A feeling overwhelmed me in the middle of my 

birthday celebration; my mind knew that I had to 

be with her. I ran up the steps and straight to my 

bedroom where she was. I sat down next to her 

and held her soft, manicured hands and held 

them tightly, as if I knew that was the last time. 

Her breathing was softening and growing light, 

until it stopped altogether, about the same time 

my heart stopped as well. My grandma had given 

me the most beautiful present I could have ever 

gotten, her comfort of passing away in my hands. 

Our relationship will never die out, and my 

promise to keep on writing for her will never die 

either.  

My grandma was my blissful serenity and 

without her I wouldn't have dipped my toes into 

the huge labyrinth called writing. Time doesn't lie, 

and the time that I had with her was cherished 

and loved with every second that passed. Without 

her, I would not know what it feels like to let out 

everything onto a page into words that are so 

beautiful just like her. I am who I am today 

because of time well spent reading, writing, living, 

learning, and loving wholeheartedly. 
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Living the Onion Life 

by Katarzyna Jakubczyk 

Coming to the United States was a huge 

experience for me. It  not only meant living in a 

totally  different culture and speaking a totally 

different language on a daily basis; it also helped 

me to discover and accept who I am as a person, 

and it provided an extreme contrast to my 

homeland, especially when it comes to people’s 

mindsets. 

The thing about Poland is that it often can 

be awfully conservative, to the point that all things 

new and original are in a very possible danger of 

being deemed crazy and/or absolutely evil. My 

village was perhaps the best (or worst) example 

of that: it was a small community made up of 

farmers and old people, usually very religious and 

traditional. It often seemed that everybody 

between ages of 18 and 40 magically 

disappeared from the village, looking for a better, 

more interesting life than milking cows and driving 

tractors all day. 

 Growing up in a place like this wasn’t 

easy. Most of my nice and smiling neighbors were 

extreme gossip machines, so adept at gaining 

information they could as well be government-

trained spies. They had their eyes and ears 

everywhere, and one wrong move resulted in a 

wave of cruel gossip echoing throughout the 

entire village. Living in such a community made 

me grow up believing that everybody was out 

there watching me, waiting for a single wrong 

move, like a predator observing its prey. And, to 

be honest, it did kind of work like that in my 

village. This made me extremely self-conscious 

of every single little thing I did, and made me fear 

that no matter what I would do, I’d do something 

wrong. This made me do the only thing that 

seemed reasonable to escape this madness of 

constant judgement: hide. I tried to become 

invisible, to become the world’s most tiny being, 

to be no more visible that yet another tree in a 

forest. With time, I perfected the art of invisibility 

and lived in peace, until one sunny day I got 

kicked out of my natural habitat and I landed in 

the US of A. 

 New York was a strange and fascinating 

place to me: it was colorful and dull, bright and 

dark at the same time. It offered a variety of foods,  

 

 

 

 

 

places and experiences I could never see in 

Poland. The only cows here were cute and 2D, 

not actual balls of hatred that could stampede 

you. But the one thing that amazed me the most 

was the fact that here, no one cared what you 

were doing. I remember how surprised I was to 

see people going grocery shopping in their 

pajamas, and thinking of all the cruel gossip and 

judgement of your entire life this simple act would 

cause in my village. It was the first clue that 

maybe America will not be as bad as Poland was, 

that maybe here a person’s life is really his or her 

own, private matter, and not that of the entire 

community. 

I kept noticing people doing what at the 

time was the most unthinkable thing to me in all 

the vastness of the universe: being themselves. 

And, to my even greater shock, they did so 

without caring the tiniest bit that others will judge 

them. Whether they were punks dressed in vivid, 

torn clothing, activists supporting their causes 

when no one would support them, or people 

acknowledging with pride who they are, such as 

the various LGBT community members, they all 

left a great impression on me. I watched these 

people being themselves no matter how hard 

could it be, and I felt both great respect and lots 

of jealousy towards them. I respected them for 

not hiding or conforming to the will of others like I 

did, and I was so jealous of how strong they were 

in their decision to do so. All of this made me want 

to change, to show who I really am without fear. 

I knew it wouldn’t be easy, so I started out 

small – by talking to other people in my new high 

school. It was terrifying at first, but after some 

time I was actually able to make some 

connections. I remember that thorough all of my 

9th grade, I spent every single lunch period in a 

school library hanging out with some other 

people. What started as a quiet “can I sit here?” 

turned into a year of friendly arguments and 

sarcastic remarks, all of which really helped me 

to open up to people. It made me feel that I 

belong, and it was nice to have an opinion and 

realize that I won’t necessarily be ridiculed for 

thinking differently - and even if I was, I knew that 

it doesn’t really matter that much. 
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With time, I also got more confident about 

my personality, identity and interests. I became 

honest about the fact that I’m a giant nerd, and 

that the music I listen to is most likely going to 

make other people’s ears bleed. I am now also 

ready to not only to defend my opinions and ideas 

if necessary, no matter what others may think of 

them; I can now also admit that the closest thing 

to my gender identity is an onion. I wish that there 

was some deep metaphor for my oniony gender, 

but truth be told, there’s none. I was once asked 

by a friend what my gender really is, and since I 

felt that none of the terms known to the vast 

expanses of Tumblr really fitted me, I answered, 

onion. Because I just really like onions, and I think 

that the most important thing is to like who you 

are, even if it’s something as little and 

unimportant as an onion.  

Coming to America from my little village 

was a journey of self-discovery; it made me 

accept who I am, and helped me realize that it 

doesn’t really matter whether I’m a nerdy onion or 

the world’s most perfect paprika; what matters is 

that I accept every layer of my oniony self. 

Coming here made me realize that it’s no use to 

hide from who you really are in fear of judgement, 

and nothing feels as good as finally not being 

afraid to show who you really are. 


