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Poetry I
Njaraharisoa Ramarolahy
Stranger
Fleeing the conflict in my country
so distant it doesn’t make the evening news.
Alone now, lost in a crowded city,
people wonder why I left home
for a foreign country on my own.
There are reasons, but I fear saying them.
People whisper. They know I can’t understand them.
Sometimes I wish the earth would just swallow me.
My ancestors would probably disagree.
The place I used to call home is no more.
The freedom I cherished, long gone.
Why would I hope for more than to disappear?
When I look at houses full of warmth and laughter
my eyes water. I shake my head with anger.
A family is my greatest dream; the last thing I can wish for.
I have myself and nothing more.
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Brenda Diaz

Albert Sanchez

Moonlight

A Place

It is my temple
It is my safe haven
It is my home
It is mine
I want it
I need it
I crave it
I own it
I want to see it
I want to feel it
I want to taste it
I want to claim it
Do you want it?
Do you feel it?
Do you see it?
Do you crave it?
Do you taste it?
I do
I like it
I love it
I need it
It is like a drug
I just can’t get enough
I want all of it
So can you give it to me?
Everything?
Open up completely,
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let me explore you
Let me discover all
the beautiful things
Let me be the one
to see it all
Don’t worry my love,
my eyes are your diary
I would not share
I would not expose
Trust me, you can
Promise me you will...
I will love you forever,
& I will never let go
So will you?
Will you open up?
Will you let me wander
on you freely?
It doesn’t have to be now
It can wait
I will wait
For as long as I have to
Your love is worth it
And when you are ready,
come to me
I’ll be here,
arms, heart, mind & soul,
open.

A place where reality can disturb you,
a place where you are in the wars,
a place where you make your story
your destiny,
where you choose to be the murderous bandit
or the hero who does not kill:
This place is fictional but it’s real to the people who join,
the people who find this story’s fun and a way to kill time,
a way to connect to people,
make friends to raid,
cause wars
be the bounty hunter,
or just be the lone wolf you want to be.

Kaylin Davis
Imaginations
i wonder what it must feel like
to feel the heat radiate off of your body
on to mine
to feel your cold hands run across my chest
and then to feel them go warm again
run your frigid fingers down my neck
and calm it with a kiss, no marks
just place your arm around me
and rest your head where it fits the best
let me take in the rhythm of your breathing
and the steadiness of your heart
be the most beautiful piece of art in my bedroom
my personal masterpiece
the beautiful, intricate universe of atoms and cells laying on my mattress
while the simplicity of the rest of the world remains
on the other side of these 3 windows
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Mayrenis Pena

Marlena Cabrera

Abandoned

A Route Back Home

I remember a time when I lost my best friend.
The color black describes in perfection the feelings raised in me;
Black is related to the hidden, the undiscovered,
Not everyone understands its refined beauty.
But I do. Something that contributed to this was losing
my best friend.
My heart beat at an agonizing speed
The collision of my emotions like a war in its first phases;
before I knew it, I was left with nothing.
The only place where I felt serene was my bedroom:
a dark abyss that kept all of my secrets.
It was a nightmare.
“You’re better off without me,” he said.
“But what am I supposed to do if the best part of me was always you?”
Pleading with the earth to swallow me,
I stared down at my shoes.
“You were all I had,” I said,
but you gave me away,
like I was nothing.
Just. like. that.

I remember it like yesterday
I ran through the old grass,
Scraped my knee as I fell,
blood traced its path through the dirt
downwards.

Marvin Morel
Happiness Out of the Blue
I remember a time when my mother was in pain.
Everything was dark. She sat alone in bed,
her face was blue.
Her foot looked like an exploded peach,
but she continued, in pain, she put it aside.
When there was no food, she cooked,
when it was time for school she pried my brother and sister out of bed.
She controlled the house; she managed us.
She is resilient!
“Your teacher called and said you didn’t have a notebook,
I went and got one for you. You know that if you need something,
I’ll buy it.”
“Thanks, Mami.”
“Stay there, sit down, sleep,” I pleaded.
She was always busy.
She came home late most nights,
in her nurse’s shirt patterned with teddy bears.
Marvin! She would yell if I didn’t pay attention.
She was always happy, although times were blue.
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These are only memories
My grandmother sat on the porch
looking over me;
Her eyes filled with joy,
ready to make me tonight’s dinner.
How I loved it when she spoiled me.
Now, she’s far away
I’m stranded in cold New York,
the most alive city.
The people around me are those who care,
and those who wish me the worst.
My parents dragged me to New York,
the “American Dream” that I didn’t want
anytime soon.
If there were a train to the Dominican Republic
I would be there every weekend,
enjoying the piña coladas,
feeling the sun on my skin.
I love the luxuries of living here,
but this is no place for me:
the cold, the snow, the northern light
bring me pain.
Now I am sixteen.
Blood runs down my leg
and traces a route back home
to the Dominican Republic,
near my grandmother sitting on the porch,
staring into the distance, waiting for another visit
from me.
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Marlena Cabrera
Ode to McDonald’s
Lines that go all the way outside;
pungent smells of freshly made French fries
and body odor mix in the air.
I came to enjoy my meal, but here
are the loud girls, talking about boys
and the drama in school, and the kids
running around.
I can’t be in peace
so I stare into space,
suddenly brought back to Earth
when I see my food approach heaped
on a big brown tray.
The smells of fried food are intoxicating;
the salt sprinkled liberally over my French fries,
making them tastier.
I almost bite my tongue as I chew
through the crusty outside and enjoy
the soft, pillowy texture of the inside.
I open the wrapper of my McChicken and pour
the deep red, smoky barbecue sauce between the buns
to give it a richer taste. Suddenly,
I’m yearning for a sweet and thirst quenching sip of a caramel frappe,
but dreading the idea of getting back on the long line.
No choice – my taste buds tell me I must.
I stare into the shiny bald spot on the back of the head
of the man in front of me.
Does he know he has a bald spot?
He turns around as if he feels me staring;
A mother yells at her son because he won’t eat his chicken nuggets.
There is a homeless man I see every day; I wonder how many frappes
he has bought from the change he gets here, but I shake my head
and know that he must spend it on liquor since he reeks
of vodka and stale urine.
The bald spot man states his order,
“Yeah, lemme get a 10 piece nugget and a large fry.”
I’m almost overcome with anxiety; I just want my icy frappe
and I fear my food is getting cold.
I order.
The counter girl hands me a caramel frappe,
relief rushes over me; I can already taste its smooth, creamy flavor.
I slurp through the straw like I have just crossed a desert
overcome with thirst – too soon it’s gone.
The noise, the chaos, the people fighting over vacant seats –
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irrelevant! My hunger had to finish its date
with a barbecue sauced McChicken burger and I obliged.
Oh, McDonald’s … para pa pa pa – I’m loving it!

Mustafa Gumaneh
Let Me Be a Brick
It feels like I’m coming to English class for nothing!
It’s like three different groups:
One group sleeps,
One works,
One does nothing.
It’s hard to come to class and stay on topic;
the way a sponge absorbs water,
they absorb and distract me.
I always have a mindset when I get up at 6:00 a.m;
I don’t have to, but I know
it’s best for my future.
My main goal when I walk into English class is
to participate,
to do all my work,
to pass.
I’m sure many people in class think,
how can 10th graders be so immature?
You have to overcome obstacles.
When I take a test and 21 people fail,
but I pass with a high grade,
I wonder what it was that let me be a brick
so the sponge could not absorb me.

Njaraharisoa Ramarolahy
What Kind of Woman Am I?
I woke up in a foreign place
with the taste of blood in my mouth
and wounds healing on my face...
Someone called to me but I could not stay awake
the ache I felt was just too great
When I awoke again I felt better,
then everything came back at once, so fast that I could not hold on to a memory
Mom! I called, but on my tongue the sound tasted bitter
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for my mother was dead...
the explosion destroyed her body,
I could see in my mind’s eye the dead, one by one, in front of me.
Why am I alive? I wondered
then drifted into unconsciousness, utterly spent...
I heard shouting in the distant night;
suddenly a man burst into my cabin.
I felt my breath catch in my throat,
not me, I wanted to say.
Am I reduced to this?
But I already knew the answer.
Tears of rage rose in my eyes,
I felt so powerless, poor woman that I am,
I braced myself and watched him advance toward the bed.
I’ve never feared so much.
I was praying when my fingers felt something cold
I touched it and felt its sharp edge.
As his hands touched my face, his mouth a breath away from mine,
my arm was rising of its own volition, before I knew it
the object drove home and blood smeared my hand.
He didn’t utter a sound.
I jerked my hand back. He collapsed on the floor.
I sat there and tried to clear my mind.
Although I killed him to save my life, I felt no satisfaction.
Men like him aren’t blameless.
After awhile a woman came in.
She looked at me, then at the body on the floor;
I opened my mouth, but no words came out.
She stared at me and headed for the door
Before she left, she glanced at me then nodded at the body.
“That was for the best. Allah will not punish you,” she said.
That didn’t ease my guilt.
—I could not look at him without seeing
the last member of my family killed before my eyes;
a stranger I didn’t know, dead from my own hand.
What kind of woman am I?

Tatiana Baez
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Personal Statements I

Ricardo Mejia

Rosa M. Bermejo

M

I

n the mornings in Mexico, instead of awakening to the sound of people cursing
outside and cars honking, I awakened to the sounds of nature. Birds chirped in
harmony, calling for each other, and roosters sang to mark the start of the day. When
I stepped outside, instead of seeing the usual diverse crowd of New Yorkers, always in
a rush to reach their destination, I saw familiar faces of neighbors approaching the day
leisurely; women in warm wool rebosos with their hair in buns, men with t-shirts and
formal pants. I inhaled the natural air of trees and mountains that expand toward the
horizon and disappear into the clouds.
When I first visited Chinantla, la feria was on in el centro, where vendors
offered palaqueta candy, roller coasters, and video games. Although my sister and I
both speak Spanish, the local teenagers ostracized us, giving us suspicious looks and
muttering rumors that came back to us through my aunt. During most days, I played
soccer with my cousins in the courtyard. Barefoot village children climbed the wall
to watch, and we invited them to join us. While we were playing, I didn’t feel judged
and when we stopped they wanted to know my name, where I lived and whether I
had a boyfriend. These younger children invited me to play soccer with other children in other courtyards. Without internet or telephone, I played until 11 o’ clock at
night, unlike the Bronx where I would have been washing dishes, doing homework,
or sleeping.
Each summer, instead of taking extra college classes, getting summer jobs, or
spending days at the beach, I have gone with my family to Chinantla. I got to know
my cousins, aunts, uncles and grandparents. I ate pitayas, dobladas, and adobo. Water
came through a hose that was turned on once every three days. The garbage truck
passed by the house unless we stood outside with bags and pesos. I learned to watch
out for poisonous scorpions and deadly exploding chamaleóns. Each year I joined la
procesión de la Virgencita de la Asuncion.
On the night before the procession, my uncle baked bread and brought it to the
church as an offering. Others brought apples and flowers, white roses, tulips, orchids
and purple stocks. Adults guarded the Virgin through the night. Women sang birthday hymns at five o’clock in the morning. During the procession, four men carried
la Virgencita’s palanquín on their shoulders, replacing each other as they reached
their physical limits, so that she never touched the ground. With twenty other girls I
carried the train of her manto around the village so the elderly could see her. In my
white blouse, blue skirt, and white cotton gloves, I endured four hours of walking in
the heat of the sun without rest, paying respect to the Virgencita, and carrying the
weight of my sins. When we returned her to the stage in front of the church, I continued to hold her manto, while the rest of the villagers approached, so they could touch
their flowers to the manto and be blessed. I felt like a part of the faith, the tradition,
and the community of Chinantla. We may be from different countries and may live
different lives, but at that moment we all walked together in unity.

y brother gasped for breath, and then stopped. My mother closed his eyes.
My father burst into tears, and carried him down three flights of stairs. I ran
behind, my sneakers flashing in the same rhythm as the ambulance lights. My home
grew quiet. My parents never mentioned his name. They didn’t think I remembered.
As I got older, I got quieter, haunted like them. It’s hard to remember a day without
depression.
I drew. I painted. I sang loud music with the school rock band.
Last November, I was hanging out with my friends in the hallway, when Mr.
Robinson came up to us and said, “I’m starting a track team. I’m looking for some
boys.”
After he left, we discussed the pros: exercising, getting fit, and being healthier;
and the cons: doing the actual work. I decided to join.
The first practice was on the asphalt in front of the school. Robinson told
me to do pushups, 50 straight. After 25, I couldn’t feel my arms. I quit. Robinson
looked down and said, “Keep trying. Block out the pain. Keep pushing through.”
He told me to do 50 more. One by one I started doing them. It took me thirty minutes to finish. I got to ninety before I couldn’t go any further.
“Start your cool down mile,” shouted Robinson. I thought he was crazy.
A senior started sprinting. We ran counterclockwise around the school three
times. I finished last, but I made it back to the gate.
Two weeks later, I took two trains to Van Cortland for the first race. The
starting line stretched all the way across the park. I was the scrawny kid next to the
buff juniors and seniors. When the starter fired the gun, everything stopped and it
was silent for a moment, then my heart started beating. The juniors rushed ahead
of me, a blur of colors representing schools I did not know. By the time I got to the
gravel, I was already exhausted, and had fallen into the lower half, but I kept going,
into the woods toward the giant hill. The kids in back of me started to catch up, and
I couldn’t let that happen, so I pushed through.
“Why am I doing this?” I wondered. “Who am I doing this for? I don’t even
like track.”
I felt a burst of confidence and moved faster as Robinson came into sight,
clapping for me near the finish line. I finished the three-mile race in 25 minutes and
50 seconds.
After many months of practice, I got faster and stronger. I had no trouble
doing 200 pushups. This past October, I felt like nothing was going to stop me. My
legs weren’t sore. My arms weren’t sore. I finished at 20:40 and got a medal, fourth
in the Bronx.
Running taught me discipline. I learned to eat right and take care of my body.
I became more sociable. My emotional health improved. The feelings of anxiety,
the panic, the need to regain my breath, are not there as often. I have them under
control. I am determined to push through the obstacles to find out where I belong
in this world.

Esteban Acosta [1]

O

ne day while I was walking down the street with my mother, I saw Willy
Marshall leaning against the window of the Duane Reade store. I went over to
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say hi to him, but he turned away. Until that day, Willy and I enjoyed each other’s
company, playing basketball and talking to one another until recess came to a close
each day.
“You’re gay!” Willy mocked, the next time I saw him in the cafeteria. In the
next weeks, Willy and some other kids harassed me in recess, lunch, and class, until
I couldn’t take it anymore. My parents and the principal rescued me. I didn’t really understand the experience until I read To Kill a Mockingbird. Scout, who was
harassed due to her father’s involvement in the Tom Robinson case, could not repel
ugly words that were hurled at her. Even though Scout was a fictional character, she
showed me that I wasn’t alone. Even though we weren’t friends after what happened,
Willy stopped bullying me. I was again able to walk in the school hallways with
freedom.
My father, a writer, made special trips to Manhattan and Brooklyn to buy
books for me. I was amazed by the power and style of Mary Shelley’s language and
the dark humanity of Dostoevsky’s characters.
When my 9th grade English teacher required a daily journal entry, I started
writing short stories, but then moved on to crime, romance, and science fiction. I
wrote more than 30 pages of a story I call the “The Wilting Flower of Venice,” in
which I created Antonia Ferrari, who becomes evil, partly through the hardship of
living with an alcoholic father and an absent mother. It is a story about love and
tragedy but also of innocence and corruption. I am rewriting the story this year to
demonstrate the relationship between the main character and the growth and death
of a flower.
In How to Read Literature Like a Professor I learned that one reason why classic
stories such as The Great Gatsby or Wuthering Heights are still loved and read to this
day is because they give meaning to the mundane by using symbols or images that
represent deeper truths. Francisco’s slow death on the battlefield in Corelli’s Mandolin shows meaninglessness in the life and death of a soldier who dies for the lost and
twisted cause of Fascist Italy. The part that broke my heart was when Carlo had to
lie to Francisco’s relatives about the pain. De Bernieres’ characters moved me, and I
want to make my readers feel the same way.
Each tragic moment, whether the last words of Frankenstein’s monster, or the
denouement of Dorian Grey, helps me get a better sense of what good writing needs,
and what I should include when I write stories like the “Wilting Flower of Venice”
or the detective and science fiction projects that I still need to complete. In college, I
will meet professors and professional writers to guide my writing career.

Esteban Acosta [2]

M

y little brother Daniel tossed his book bag on the chair, made eye contact, and
with a celebratory grin insisted, “Esteban! Esteban! I beat my chess teacher!”
Three days a week, he came home bragging about how much he had learned
from the club and how much better he had gotten. At first, I didn’t mind, but when
he kept pestering me with his excitement, I asked him to show me the function of
each game piece. I consulted Things to Know for Boys, learning point values for each
piece, and figuring out how the game can be divided into the opening, the middle
game, and the endgame. Satisfied with the information, I sat down to play against
my brother who checkmated me in nine moves. I swept the pieces off the board.
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“How come my little brother knows more than me?” I tried and tried again and
I always lost against the kid. By the end of the summer, I was playing day after day
on online chess websites, trying to beat my opponents and getting crushed. Every
time I lost a game, I learned something new, such as why I couldn’t let my opponent
infiltrate my defense, or why it is essential to castle my king before anything else.
Whenever he wasn’t occupied, I went up against Daniel, but he mopped the floor
with me.
I watched chess videos. I began to learn about the differences between a good
bishop and a bad bishop, or how to sacrifice pieces to win the game. I thought it
best to exchange a bishop for a queen, but learned through Grandmaster games that
sacrificing a piece of great worth is a risk worth taking only if it gives you an opportunity to win. I watched Garry Kasparov and Judith Polgar break the rules using
aggressive play and sharp tactics.
At a chess tournament hosted by my school, I made a “family fork” between
the king, queen, and the rook, and my opponent abandoned the game since he
didn’t see how to play without one of his major pieces. Online I won by constricting
my opponent’s major pieces. I don’t remember how I finally beat my brother, but it
felt great.
Chess taught me to carry out strategies, to think ahead, and to use deception
whenever necessary. When I run a 5K in cross country, I run slowly in the beginning
so I will have enough energy to push through the end. When I turn in my college
papers, I submit them early in order to get feedback and to set up opportunities to
improve my grades. I don’t know how learning to deceive an opponent will be necessary in life, but once in a while, I can fool my brother and get his king.

Alondra Severino [1]

I

spent the first three weeks of the hospital volunteer program inside a classroom,
role playing and learning about legal and health precautions. Then, with welcoming eyes and sanitized hands, I met the patients.
In the first room I found an African American man in his 30’s, who welcomed
me as if seeing an old friend. I had an instant connection with a stranger. Was it the
smile? The way he greeted me? Was it the way that he resembled my cousin, Jesse? I
glanced at the folded up wheelchair at his bedside, and understood both his vulnerability and his positive attitude. He told me that he had been in a car accident and
was facing the possibility of never walking again, but assured me, “I’m never going
to use that wheelchair! I’m leaving this hospital walking.” I believed him. He did not
consider himself a paralyzed man, but rather the man who would escape paralysis.
Statistics say an immigrant from the Dominican Republic living in the South Bronx
like me should be unrestrained, unmotivated, pregnant, addicted, and hopeless. Instead, I’m in the top of my class, spending hours on homework, hoping to become a
pediatrician. The people who give up on walking are the drop-outs, the drug dealers,
the gang members, and the girls who depend on men for money. Like the man refusing the wheelchair, I’ve always wanted power over myself and what I choose to do.
Taking another squirt of hand sanitizer, I proceeded to the next room, where I
met a grandfatherly man with grayish black hair, also with a wheelchair, but using it.
He looked out the window blankly when I asked him how he was feeling. His only
response was a flaccid “better,” and I realized it would take him a while to loosen up.
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With time and care, I made eye contact and engaged him in conversation. He never
got visitors. His mother had died when he was young and he had grown up with his
father.
“My dad was a soldier in the Second World War,” he explained. “I believe that
the war made him the way he was, and that’s why we never developed a relationship.
He never told me he loved me, and I never told him either. He died in my arms and
I still didn’t tell him.”
I looked him in the eye and told him, “I’m sorry for your loss. Right now, I’m
happy to be your visitor.” When members of my family have struggled, they have
been able to tell me about their mistakes, having children too young, not focusing in
high school, and settling for less than their dreams. Listening to them prepared me
to listen to the old man.
When I join the Carolina community, I will have a high school diploma and
an Associate’s Degree as well as life experiences from the Bronx, but I have something more important than stories or lessons. I will bring my ability to listen.

Alondra Severino [2]

T

o watch my own flesh and blood, my older brother, stomach full of liquor, renouncing God, is something I never expected to do. My brother has always been
three years ahead of me, so his dependency seemed rather ironic to me. With drugs
and alcohol, he searched for a route outside of reality, for something else to blame
for his mistakes, or maybe for something to believe in, while I achieved an A average,
worked towards an Associate’s degree while in high school, and got work experience
as an intern in St. Barnabas Hospital.
It was one Friday night when I found myself sitting at the kitchen table
finishing homework that was close to its deadline. My brother had not come home
since he left for school. I had crept into his room that morning and found an empty
unmade bed and his book bag hidden in his closet. Even though I knew that he
had not gone to school, I didn’t expect him to disappear for the whole day and to
stumble home at 1 a.m.
My brother, Hector, is rather chubby and short, with a head and face full of
hair. My role model, who I have known throughout my existence, was replaced by
a lost soul with bloodshot eyes, an unbalanced walk, and an easily distinguishable
alcoholic scent.
He took a seat next to me at the small, rounded table at the corner of our spacious kitchen. He tilted back his head as if he were facing heaven and began yelling,
“®I hate God! God has made me a failure! There is no God!” And even, “God please
kill me right now!” He had awoken my mother, aunt, and stepfather, but although
there were people surrounding us, it was as if it were only my brother and me in that
kitchen.
Hector had skipped classes, had avoided his homework, had smoked with his
friends, had turned to alcohol, and had even dropped out of high school. The only
words that I could find were, “God doesn’t control your actions. The only person
you have to blame is yourself.” Is it a harsh thing to say to an alcoholic? I was honest
because I knew that attacking God, reaching for the bottle, or even longing for
death was just his attempt to grab onto a different destination.
My biggest fear is becoming my brother. I’m afraid that I could find myself
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aging with no purpose. I’m terrified of the thought that one day I could find myself
depending on a liquid substance for happiness. I am horrified of the idea that one
day the thought of being sober might be worse that the thought of being dead.
Mixed with that fear, however, is a sense of self-discovery. To my brother, the
world appears small. He feels trapped and suffocated. To me, the world is bigger
than ever. I see in Hector the things that schools don’t applaud. His honesty, kindness, and nobility, aspects that can’t be learned in a classroom, are hidden beneath
the alcohol. To see him in a desperate state of mind has not taken away my image
of him because I know that there’s a place for him in the world. He doesn’t see it yet.
Life is uncertain.
I’m in the other seat at my kitchen table. I am the girl working on her homework. I get over the disappointments that block my way. I’m always going to be
doing something, and if I don’t get my first choice, I will keep looking. Isn’t that
what it means to be an adult?

Maleah Riley-Brown [1]

I

didn’t expect to enjoy volleyball, yet I grew to love the sport. My mother believed
that girls were not built to play football, so all that was left for me to play was
basketball. My brother, eight years my senior, had found a passion for basketball,
and it was assumed that I would find similar skill and endurance. In my junior
year, however, needing gym credits, I joined the Hostos varsity volleyball team. My
neighborhood friends criticized my decision, calling it a ‘white-sport’. I ignored the
stereotypes and decided to give it a try.
My first practice was utterly horrifying. The ball came to me and I missed
again and again. If I was lucky enough to hit the ball, it flew in the wrong direction.
Whether it was underhand or overhand, I couldn’t serve to save my life, either missing the toss up, or causing the ball to hit the ceiling. Too afraid to dive, to jump, or
to go for the ball, I felt like a loser. The frustration and disappointment plagued me,
and the thought of quitting the team grew stronger and stronger. However, I never
let it get the best of me. I became more determined to master the sport. I threw
myself on the floor until I became comfortable with falling. I practiced tilting my
forearm outward so the ball hit my wrists instead of my thumbs. I bumped the ball
back and forth to my teammates. I improved.
When my parents began to argue and my dad stormed out, I found myself
practicing volleyball to cope. I channeled my anger into my spikes. The forceful
whack of the ball against the palm of my hand sent the ball soaring in the air.
I was not the only one who used volleyball as an escape. Maria’s serve set her
apart from other players, but she dealt with constant pressure to improve on the
previous captain’s record. At the post game therapy sessions at the McDonald’s on
149th Street, Nathalie processed her missed serve and her mother’s foot surgery, while
Ellie dealt with the loss of the game and her father’s income. I avoided my abusive
ex-boyfriend and looked for smiles and laughter. I discovered what it meant to be
part of a family, to be part of a team.
During senior year, I took the ball to the nearest handball court and carried on
an intense match with the concrete wall. Exhausted from long shifts at Kmart and
online college assignments, I showed up to practice sluggish, yet ready to play. With
Maria more secure in her role as captain, and a wave of new teammates, we became
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one of the best competitors in the league. The games were intense; we gave it our all,
and came within one win of the playoffs. At McDonald’s after the games, we had
less commiseration and more celebration.

Maleah Riley-Brown [2]

M

y phone vibrated as I sat in the rain, handcuffed, awaiting the patrol wagon.
The white officer forcefully dragged my hood back onto my head while ignoring my plea to loosen the handcuffs. Because I was falsely accused of fare beating,
I couldn’t answer Brian’s text message and he fired me from my internship at the
courthouse.
Brian prided himself on being a “black lawyer in a white-ruled” profession. On
my first day, I sat in the back of the courtroom, listening intently to the testimony
and taking notes. Brian defended his client by showing that a notarized document
had been altered by the plaintiff. The judge agreed. At the end of the session, I
presented my notes to Brian, who was paying attention to the client. He casually
slipped a twenty dollar bill into my jacket for “good work,” and as his client walked
away, he made an inappropriate comment about her “posterior.”
On another day, Brian sent me down to the dimly lit hallway of the courthouse basement, where I watched wedding dresses drag across the dark and grimy
floor to the Marriage Bureau. “Fish me out some cases,” said Brian. “We aren’t
supposed to do this, so you need to be careful and not be caught. I’ll be back down
in a hour.” I tried to strike up conversations with people who were talking about
their small claims, but to no avail. One day, the security guards detained me until
Brian came, suggesting that I was in the wrong area and if I was awaiting my hearing,
I should “refer to the fifth floor,” otherwise trials took place down the block at the
criminal courthouse.
After work, Brian took me to the Hard Rock Café under Yankee Stadium
where I watched golf, and he stared at me as I ate. “You seem happy when you eat,”
he remarked.
I gave excuses not to come to work: I was sick, I had practice, or my mother
said I couldn’t go. Brian made me uncomfortable, but the internship was my only
opportunity to see what it would be like to be a lawyer. Before school, Brian texted
me to come in to work, and I did. He watched me search for cases and fail. I wanted
to prove I was ready to be a lawyer, but after days of discomfort I found myself
counting the minutes until I was able to go home. I began ignoring his text messages, especially when they poured in one day, five at a time, while I was at a school
basketball game. “Respond,” he texted, “or I will look for someone else.”
I was reading Brian’s message as I swiped my MetroCard. The officer claimed
he didn’t see me enter. I showed him my card as proof, but he said, “I don’t care.
Take your hood off!” As I complied he said, “Hands behind your back!” At the precinct, I explained that my father was a bridge and tunnel agent, responding to fires
and accidents for the Port Authority, and the officer asked, “Why didn’t you mention that sooner?” He printed a court date, said that it would probably be thrown
out, and put me on the 6 train at 2 a.m. When I got a chance to check my messages,
I saw that Brian would “no longer need” my services.
I felt a sense of defeat; I was relieved that I didn’t have to spend afternoons
with Brian anymore, but in the month I worked for him, I had gained experience of
a real courtroom.
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Real world lawyers are not glamorous like actors on “Law and Order,” but a
professional does not have to fish in the courthouse basement for cases. When I become a lawyer, I will have decorum and professionalism. I will be aware of how the
law falls short of the ideal, while holding myself to a higher standard.

Marlena Cabrera

“H

ey, beautiful,” calls the old man leaning against the tire repair shop. Where
you going? Can I come with you?” Some people like the attention, others
shout insults, but to me the catcall is background noise as I walk down the street
in the Bronx each day. My neighborhood has crime, sub-par schools, and lots of
“diversity” that doesn’t resemble the university and college advertisements I see on the
train. It’s not equal parts Caucasian, African American, Asian, and Latino. No, my
neighborhood is made up of the people who continue to struggle for success and
those who have become complacent with life. I don’t want to struggle, but I’m not
giving up.
One time I felt a set of eyes examining my body and I began to get uncomfortable, as if my movement was slowing down and the words were making their
way past my ear-buds, past Drake, into my head, making it impossible not to listen.
I was on the way to the pizza shop wearing black leggings and a loosely hanging
blouse instead of the baggy clothes that usually hide my shape. I had helped to paint
a Mother’s Day mural as a part of my internship with Mount Hope Community
Center. A photographer from the Bronx Free Press had come to cover the story.
A loud bang from a hand hitting metal startled me out of my thoughts. “¡Oye!
¿Porque tu sigues caminando?” I didn’t know this man. He seemed to think I was
going to be obedient when he spoke to me. My words were acid burning their way
up, but I kept them locked inside; I knew that if I talked back, he would insult me
and the harassment would get worse.
In my family, women are seen as lesser than men, yet provide care, cook, clean,
and work at jobs without appreciation. When my grandmother came to visit, she
couldn’t tell us when she was going back to the Dominican Republic, because she
was waiting for my father to buy his own ticket with hers. When I asked him about
it, he fired back, “I work so I get to go to DR.” I knew he was cheating on my mom.
Mami is in the salon on her feet for 10 hours a day, six days a week. She washes hair and does roll ups. I encourage my mom to leave this man who only seems to
make her miserable, but all she can manage to say is, “I’m tired of life.”
When I asked my father for lunch money for a school trip to South Street
Seaport, he answered, “Yo ‘toy en viaje, no puedo gastar dinero.” I can’t be spending
money. He can’t pay the rent, the phone, or the light bill either, but manages to take
trips to DR at least three times a year to see other women. Nevertheless, he sometimes tells me, “You have to finish school because I don’t want you to go through the
same struggles I go through every day.”
My mom dropped out of college when she was pregnant with me. My dad
dropped out of high school to chase a girl, my half sister’s mom. I don’t want to be
like them. I want to build a better life for myself. It’s important to me as a woman
that I understand feminism, gender roles, and self-worth on a deeper level, and
going to college will expose me to the resources and network necessary to meet my
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needs. I will get out of this neighborhood and see what the world has to offer. I will
mentor young women struggling with self-esteem, offering positive alternatives to
my community, commanding respect and silencing those men on the street.

the younger kids pass me the ball and get out of the way. Before practice, when we
stretch, no one stands inside the circle but me.
I want to play at the next level, but I know many ways to contribute. In college
I hope to work on my crossover, while I study kinesiology for the day when I have to
play a supporting role.

Jahir Walters

Y

ou could only hit the ball with your arms and feet. My summer camp was playing
a made up game, a hybrid of soccer, hockey, and dodgeball. One kid back-flipped
and bicycle-kicked a ball right past the goalie’s face into the net. The ball was flying
off of feet and arms, and sailed a couple feet over my head. I jumped to hit the ball
with my arm, then landed on my right ankle and heard it crack.
Through the chaos, I tried to call for Andre, my counselor, but he couldn’t hear
me. My right ankle looked weird; it hurt too. I took my foot and popped it back
into place with a sudden forward twist. I heard another crack. I screamed in pain
and finally got Andre’s attention. Having missed the original injury, he called it a
rolled ankle and gave me an ice pack.
I waited about a week to go to the hospital, developing a limp by walking
on the side of my foot since it hurt to walk normally. Avoiding the pain made the
damage worse. I ultimately had to attend physical therapy for six weeks, three times
a week.
Physical Therapy is giving control over your body to a complete stranger who
you have to trust if you want to get better. The first day he told me to write the
alphabet with my foot five times. On the second day he stuck my foot into a humidifier foot soaker thing with no top, while he rotated my ankle through its full range
of motion. On the third day, he made me walk through a zero gravity treadmill.
Week after week my therapist increased the weight, and I progressed from walking to
running. When I wasn’t in physical therapy I wore a boot to prevent me from being
counterproductive to my treatment.
I started my athletic career by swimming when I was seven. When I turned
nine I picked up baseball and played until I turned fourteen. In the 8th grade I
joined my middle school basketball team. When I got to high school I joined the
cross country team. I’ve been running and playing basketball ever since.
As a freshman I played junior varsity basketball. In December, at my school’s
annual “Crazy Olympics,” Coach Sanchez told me he wanted me to play on the
varsity team so I could get the experience. During sophomore year I was a starter.
When we played Uncommon Charter School, everyone thought we were going to
lose because all of their players were a foot taller than us. As the game started, they
kept scoring and we couldn’t answer. I started to think that the doubters were right,
but I said over and over to myself, “This isn’t going to happen, not like this.” I
thought myself into the zone. I started to play without thinking, and the momentum shifted. We fought our way back and made it a close game until pulling ahead
by four points at the final buzzer, David over Goliath. We beat the best team in our
league and tarnished their perfect season.
When I played JV, the older guys on the varsity team came to see us play, some
helping out with the scoreboard and scorer’s book. It made me feel important, like
I belonged. As a senior, I try to attend all of the JV basketball games. Sometimes
when I’m keeping score in the scorer’s book, the JV kids come after the game to
see their individual stats. Other times while we’re playing three on three in practice,
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Lizbeth Ortigoza-Pacheco

I

’d never been in front of so many people before, so I glanced down at my notes before looking at fifty judges, parents and presenters, an audience that already knew
about DNA Barcoding. If I didn’t correctly explain how our project came together,
they would know, but I was ready.
In November, I collected soil samples along the Bronx River and put them
in rectangular trays. Back in class I put them on shelves under grow lights. Josiah
watered the plants while I took notes, describing seedlings that looked like cilantro
leaves. Once we barcoded the DNA of the leaf specimens, I realized how much
diversity there was in one tray.
In the lab, I took a sample from the leaf of the plant, put it in a test tube, and
added lysis solution with a pipette. I couldn’t really see what was happening, but I
knew from the Urban Barcode course, that the lysis solution was breaking down the
cell membrane and allowing the DNA to precipitate from the rest of the solution. I
put the tube in the 65° water bath to unwind the DNA, and then put the tube in
the centrifuge to separate the supernatant from the pellet. Once I transferred the
supernatant to a fresh tube, I added silica resin with a pipette and incubated again,
but this time in a 57° bath. After centrifuging and adding wash buffer to the tube
3 times, I added dH2O, and transferred the supernatant to the PCR tube along
with the primer rbcL. Then, I made a gel electrophoresis and loaded it onto the UV
Chamber, which reflected the gel onto the TV. The bands showed a good sequence,
so I gave it to the mentor to be delivered to the lab for a more precise analysis.
By Thursday, we received a tracking number to match our results to sequences
on DNA Subway. I was looking for Corydalis incisa, an invasive species that competes with native plants and disturbs the ecosystem. The sequences for our samples
matched a broad range of different species, but none of them were Corydalis incisa.
Our mentor explained that since the Bronx River flows through the New York
Botanical Garden, there is an active effort to remove Corydalis incisa from the area.
Our results suggested that the efforts were successful, but also suggested that our
method of collection and analysis could be improved.
At the Museum of Natural History, I presented our findings to scientists,
researchers and barcode students. After the first few sentences, I wasn’t nervous anymore. I looked up at the people, smiled and said, “We would like to keep working
on our research because we would like to change the way we collect our samples and
our data. Next time we will lay a transect in a radius around identified Corydalis, to
see if it is spreading on the other side of the bridge where it has not yet been managed.”
I thought of myself as a shy person, but in the competition I proved to myself
that I could get attention and respect from professionals. My team won fourth place.
I know that I will give more scientific presentations in the future. I will be confident,
looking at the audience without having to look down at my paper.
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Damara Dueno

B

eautiful green palm trees hover over an ever-flowing river which forms a pool
where the water is held in by smooth slippery rocks. When my mom described
La Quebra, I dreamed of the backyard of her childhood home in Rocha, Puerto Rico,
of dipping my feet in the water, maybe putting on my suit and going for a swim with
my cousins. Walking barefoot down the steep hill, over brown leaves, crunchy twigs
and damp soil, is something I would never dream of doing in the Bronx, where I walk
over concrete, tar and garbage. I reach a long dry indentation in the ground where
the river and pool should be. This is not like my dreams at all; where is the water? The
rainforest smell? The shade from healthy green palm fronds?
“Esto no era asi...” My mom shakes her head upon realizing that the beauty is
gone. I look around, expecting something to change, as if the water will reappear and
the shriveled leaves will revert to bright green. We struggle up the hill in silence and
return to my grandparents’ home. I can tell by the wrinkle in my mother’s brow that
she is thinking about moments from her childhood, erased like they never existed.
All over the world, expansive forests are being reduced to acres of dry grass and
dead trees. Animal habitats are being destroyed and food supplies are being depleted.
In the near future there may not be an opportunity to reverse the damage. I will not
sit silently while my children grow up in a polluted world. I believe there is hope.
When I attended the People’s Climate March, I met many people who cared
about the environment. Activists joined together in an attempt to make a difference
against fracking, corporate greed, and slaughterhouses. Stepping off of the train at
59th Street-Columbus Circle, I expected a thousand people at most, but by the time I
got to the stairs, I encountered people handing out posters. On the street was a crowd
of people similar to ones you see in Times Square on New Year’s Eve. Professional
camera crews from CNN, CBS and Fox were set up to film the crowd.
My friend came along to support me, but was soon asking, “Who is David
Koch? What is fracking? How do meatless Mondays help the environment?” By
convincing her to join me, I educated one person. In the Bronx, I often get sarcastic
comments when talking about climate change, but on that day, a group from Hunts
Point, my friend and I joined 400,000 people who believed that solutions are possible.
I want to major in environmental studies to learn more about the science
behind climate change, and the different laws we should create in order to save our
planet. I want to understand how our Earth is changing, why sea levels are rising and
why winters are becoming colder. I want to learn how to make an impact. One day I
will return to La Quebra to see its beauty restored, sun shining through the palm trees,
reflecting off of the surface of the pool.

Nathalie Ross

“T

here are a lot of friends in your section and I don’t see you talking to them,
Nathalie. Make sure you’re getting reward cards or I’m cutting your hours.” The
anxiety builds up in my chest. I have already tried to greet everyone on the sales floor,
but I feel like a nuisance to the customers. I can’t talk openly; the inability to speak up
is beginning to affect my everyday life.
I don’t know why this moment brings me back to that day in the pharmacy.
Canada was just a day away. My family and I were rushing to gather our belongings
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for the twelve-hour road trip. The sun shone through the window, striking me directly
in the eyes. “Nathalie,” ordered my mother, “buscame mi medicina a la farmacia, ahora que no hay nadie.” She preferred sending me early in the morning while nobody
was around so I could pick up her medicine quickly, and we could be on our way.
The pharmacy was closed, and I was about to walk away when the clerk, a tall
man in his mid-forties who wore thick, bulging glasses came to open the door for me.
As he locked the door behind me, he explained that my mother had already notified
him that I would be coming. There was an eerie silence in the pharmacy – I was not
used to being the only one in a store. The clerk told me to follow him to the back so
that I could sign for the medicine on my mother’s behalf. He counted the pills and
placed them in the bottles.
“You’re very beautiful,” he cooed.
I flinched.
“Can I get a hug?” He took a slight step forward.
“No, tha-that’s okay.” I stepped away.
The clerk advanced towards me anyway, and touched me.
I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream. But I could not cry, and I could not scream.
Panic-stricken, I shoved him away from me and stumbled back, but there was nowhere to go.
“Let me go home,” I pleaded. “Please.” Finally, he let me go. Speaking up helped
me to escape.
“Nathalie Ross,” barks the heavy Jersey accent of the Leader of Department.
“What’s going on with loyalty?”
“I’m working on it,” I respond pathetically. I am not the only one who needs to
acquire reward card applications, but I am the only one she questions. I look around
at all the customers in my section.
“H-hi,” I approach a blonde woman in a gray sweater. “How are you?”
She ignores me and I move on to the guy in the business suit shopping for his
daughter. “Hello! How are you today? Everything is 40% off, and 15% off on top of
that if you apply for our store card!”
Although I live with moments of social anxiety, I am learning to speak up for
myself. I got my job at American Eagle in Times Square by walking in and showing
them who I am. I help my single mother financially. I make presentations in class and
I raise my hand. I don’t know what I want to study in college, but I do know that I
will make my own decisions.

Sammy Baez

I

have always found it fascinating how computers work, how powerful they are, and
how engineers can fit them into mobile devices. Last fall, after I built my own computer, I wanted to learn programming. Unfortunately, my school barely had the funds
to form a computer lab, and a programming class or an extracurricular activity was
unavailable, so I learned about computers on my own.
I looked on the internet for a good beginner programming language and found
Python. On one side of a split screen, I read an e-book, while on the other, I was
typing my first code. In ten minutes I ran my code and the screen gave me an error
message. I went back and looked through my work and found that a letter was not
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capitalized. When I ran it the second time, the screen showed the message, “Hello
World” and I felt like I could accomplish more.
Over the next week, I learned how to program a random number generator and
I integrated it into a simple text-based dungeon game. Depending on the number
generated, you either found a reward in the dungeon or you would be killed by the
dragon. It felt great to be able to make something in Python, but I wanted to include
graphics.
I searched for a simple game development engine that would help me create
games with graphics, and found Unity. I wrote down several game ideas like a space
surfing game where you explore space and collect orbs, and another one about protecting a human from wasps by deflecting them with your fingers on a touch screen.
I followed tutorials from YouTube on how to program a game with the Unity
engine. I found out that the characters I wanted in the game had to be made outside
of Unity. This led me to find a 3-D modeling program called Blender in which I modeled a board for my space surfing game. I also found a 2-D animating program called
Flash, in which I started animating the wasps for the wasp game. I wrote down the
reward system and the penalty system for how the wasp game works. When I was going through the tutorials on how to import animations, I discovered that Flash wasn’t
compatible with the updated version of Unity. But, I found out that I could animate
within Unity, so now I am programming everything together. I’m also learning how
to use Logic Pro so that I can create music for when the game is finished.
My school’s lack of a programming curriculum led me to search for knowledge
on my own. I have developed a skill set I would not have acquired in school and am
now creating a game that people will enjoy. I will develop my skills further in college
as I study to become a computer engineer. With the right support and tools I will
create the minds of machines, whether they are mobile phones or control systems for
the military.

Divina Milanes

I

could barely sleep that night. I felt that my alarm wasn’t going to ring, something
that happens to me often when I have something important to do. I got to school
at 7 a.m. sharp, and went downstairs to the gym like I’ve done countless times, but
this time it felt different. The stairs were dark since there was barely any sunshine, and
peaceful without students yelling and shouting and shoving. It felt as if I was entering
a whole different school. Even though I had tried to convince my best friends to join
me, I went to volleyball practice all by myself, not knowing anyone from the team,
and having little experience in playing the sport.
I went into the gym and saw 10 girls bumping the ball, trying to keep it in the
air as long as possible.
“Get into one of the circles and start bumping,” said Coach Leva. I walked with
shaky legs to the circle with the fewest people, and the girls created a space for me.
My eyes followed the ball as it went up in the air and came back down to every girl in
the circle except me. I awkwardly mimicked their bumping position, and hoped that
when gravity decided it was my turn, I would bump it correctly without calling attention to myself. As the ball headed in my direction, I felt my body shift appropriately
into position… except the ball jumped all the way up to the opposite side of the gym,
hit the ceiling and caused all activity to stop.
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“Let me see how you’re positioning your hands,” demanded Coach Leva. “Oh no,
Honey, you’re placing your hands wrong!” By hitting the ball with my hands wrapped
into a fist, I was causing the ball to fly with no control. Over the next several days, I
determined to get it right. Not only did my aim get better but I became confident
enough to run toward the ball. A hunger inside made me want every ball that came
close.
My teammates told me I had a natural way of bumping the ball, which turned
my fear into a strength. As time passed, I learned the essentials of the game. I learned
to serve the ball over the net aiming at the weakest girl on the other team. One day I
stepped behind the line, ready to serve, assumed my position, and served the ball deep
to the other side of the gym.
“Wow!” exclaimed Leva in his naturally dramatic voice. “We got a deep server!”
Everybody has a different opinion about why we had the season we did, only
winning one game. Some say we didn’t get enough practice, others said our team as
a whole didn’t have enough communication, and many blamed the coach. It’s true
that we started practice late in the month, our team didn’t connect as a whole, and
the school had problems with scheduling our practices, forcing us to share the limited
gym space with the middle school basketball team. Whatever reason it could have
been, I was proud of myself for trying something new, and bringing out a side of
myself that I never knew I had. When volleyball ended, I tried out for the basketball
team as well, even though I had a whole separate list of insecurities for that sport.
Joining a sport was always something I wanted to check off on my “High School
To-Do List” but I was always scared to make that jump. During my junior year, I
erased my negative thoughts and decided to take a risk. Whether I become a journalist or a businesswoman or something I have not yet tried, I know how to go down
those steps into the dark gym and try something new.

Bryce Merchant

T

he waterways were dark and wide and quiet. I had imagined congested streets and
canals filled with boats, but we stayed in the residential area, where the nights
were cold and the mosquitoes were vicious. When we went to the commercial district,
I saw the Versace street wear, Louis Vuitton suitcases, and a classic black suit with a
golden ascot, but my father was more interested in the Murano glass rings and necklaces. He knew suits, and this was nothing new for him. He wanted me to experience
Venice, but that wasn’t the main objective. We gazed at the architecture of the Doge’s
Castle and Saint Mark’s Square, before traveling on to Pisa, Frankfurt, Siem Reap, and
finally Bangkok.
My father is an entrepreneur, who built a gym, sold cell phones, and rented out
apartments, before going to a trade show where he met Bob from Thailand, and saw
an international business venture in importing custom men’s and women’s dress wear.
In Bangkok, we stayed in a high-class apartment through AirBnB, and had cabs ready
to take us through the crowded streets filled with mopeds, kebab stands, and people
in facemasks to filter out germs. At Bob’s main store, where potential clients met the
professionals who would make or break a sale, the walls were lined with rolls of silk,
velvet, cotton, and wool in an extensive palette of colors and textures. The hues—
pinks, blues, and greens—were like nothing I had ever seen. Rooms on the side were
lined with supplementary fabrics ranging from deep, purplish blacks, to both pale and
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vibrant golds. In these rooms, the staff took measurements of clients, including my
father and me. They took each measure and placed it inside a simple composition
notebook for future reference. In a few days time they had a sample frame ready for
me to try, so that they could make adjustments. The service was phenomenal.
While in those fabric draped rooms, I watched Pops work out logistics with
Bob, who had been trying to set up a Brooklyn branch for three years. There are
three competitors, but we have better quality and lower prices. While the branch is
being set up in Brooklyn, I will find the clientele in school. The guys need tuxes and
the gals need dresses for the prom. I have identified a pool of about one hundred
potential customers, and practice my sales pitch every time I come out of the shower.
“We have custom measured suits, an ornate inner lining, and the material of your
choice. You can’t get this anywhere else for two to three hundred dollars.”
I went to Europe and Asia with Pops to learn about international business. In
the college class I have taken in high school, I am learning the terminology so that I
can speak efficiently with my future business contacts. In a four-year degree program
I will study business theory, so that I can learn to build a business of my own.

Josiah Estacio

E

very time I went to the market with mom, I asked her to buy chicken hearts
and livers to cut apart, explore and observe. One day, after we moved from the
Philippines to the U.K., my teacher brought to class a fresh ox heart that smelled
like iron. My fellow students wore gloves but were still afraid to touch it, disgusted
by the smell. Some looked as if they were about to hurl. I wasn’t afraid. The teacher
gave me a scalpel and I cut straight to the middle of the heart of the ox. It was much
larger than the chicken heart, had more fat deposits, and was harder to cut. The
valves of the heart looked like the picture in my anatomy book. Each one was a hole
that was like the mouth of a stingray, opening and closing but bulging towards you
as if it had an overbite.
Since my parents are overseas Filipino workers, I was born in Jeddah, Saudi
Arabia, and moved from there to the Philippines, to Trinidad and Tobago, to the
U.K., and to New York. My father works as a manager, manufacturing juice boxes, but my mom is an emergency room nurse, and it is through her that I became
interested in dissection.
I went to observe a necropsy along with my high school SMART team. The
supervising doctor told us we could start dissecting a dead seal. I got the job of separating skin from dark muscle. I used the scalpel she provided to cut the connecting
tissue between the skin membrane and the muscle membrane. Others were having
a little bit of a smile, while I was very serious. They thought I was too serious, but
I felt like a doctor performing a delicate procedure, one false move and a patient
could die instantly.
I hope to become a neurosurgeon, a researcher or a pathologist. I will wake
up on a beautiful morning, go to the hospital, sit at my desk, and look at a list of
people needing surgery. I will go to the operating room. I will dress in scrubs, gloves,
mask, hat and glasses. I will begin to operate on the patient, creating incisions, separating skin from the top of the skull, using a small vertical saw to cut into the skull,
exposing the brain, using a micro-tool to try to cut the tumor growing just below
one inch of normal cells of the cerebrum, or in the Medulla Oblongata, the clutch of
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nerves that is located at the base of the skull.
I will study anatomy on a pre-med track, and will attend medical school to
reach my goal of becoming a neurosurgeon. I know that it will take years of school,
study and practice, but I am able to work hard and I am fascinated by the subject.

Raymond Warlick

I

press the button on the top of the tank, and the light reveals the water dish, plastic
plants, aspen substrate, and Savannah, my leopard-gecko on top of an exo-terra
cave. When I open the screen lid, she tilts her head, watching expectantly with her
gray eyes, her pupils contracting with the light. I scoop under her underbelly and
feel the smooth bumps on her back. Sometimes she crawls on my arm. Other times,
I put her on the floor and let her explore my bedroom. Savannah likes to crawl into
the corner or into a sneaker under the bed. I keep an eye on her the whole time so
she won’t get stuck or lost. I make sure she gets her exercise, because nobody likes to
be caged up.
I was three when my brother was convicted on gang-related charges. When I
visit him, his arms open up welcoming me. I can sense from his aura how important
it is to have that connection. The Feds have moved him from Brooklyn to Jersey,
to Pennsylvania, to Wisconsin, and Kentucky. It gets harder and harder to see him.
Instead of following his path I have focused my energy on reptiles.
I have three ball pythons, one red-tail boa constrictor, two corn snakes, one
milk snake, seven turtles and Savannah. When I let the snakes out to exercise, they
are unpredictable, crawling up under the heat of the X-box, slithering under the
dresser, or wrapping around the leg of the bed. When I try to put the boa constrictor
back in the tank, she grabs onto the chair leg with her red and crème coils and pulls
the chair with her. When I try to unwrap her tail she coils around a different leg of
the chair with the other half of her body. I don’t try to grab her by the head because
I’ll get bitten, so we have a tug of war.
Taking care of reptiles requires a person to know their temperament, feeding
schedule, growth rate, lifespan, proper temperature, size of the enclosure, and health
concerns. A snake can get mites from the mice it eats, or by interacting with a wild
caught snake. I always try to buy captive bred to avoid the risk. Once mites get
under the scales of the snake it’s over.
Growing up on Morris Avenue, I often ran upstairs just to see my neighbor
Rasheed take care of his animals. I learned by watching. Over time Rasheed allowed
me to pick them up and hold them for hours until they fell asleep in my palm.
Finally, my father surprised me with my first lizard, a green iguana. After months of
sneaking out of the house to play with Rasheed’s lizards, I had one of my own, and
my dad had found a way to keep me inside.
As I reached into the box to grab the little green lizard with small beady eyes,
he got scared and jumped out. All of Rasheed’s lizards were used to being handled.
My initial reaction was to run and get help.
“Where you going?” my father yelled as I ran upstairs.
Rasheed wasn’t there, so I went back home and saw the iguana staring me
down. His expression wasn’t the same look of fear he gave me when I first opened
the box. I approached him slowly on my knees and said, “I’m not here to hurt you.”
His skin was soft enough for a baby’s touch, but rough enough to warn off preda-
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tors. I was relieved to have him back safe in my possession. Maybe it’s the feeling my
mom gets every time I walk in the house late.
One day I hope to be a herpetologist. I’ve dedicated my youth to caring for
reptiles. In college I plan to study Zoology so that one day I can work with animals
professionally.

Madeleine Merino

H

aving endured two semesters of Spanish for beginners, an easy class for a native
speaker like me, I switched to drama class, three days late, my nerves on full
blast. Although I had done plenty of impersonations in front of my sister and my
cousins, being in a room full of strangers made me self-conscious. I introduced myself, and Ms. DeFranco handed me a script.
I was unfamiliar with the play, so I looked up Jocasta. “Ewww!” I said. I was to
play the part of a wife and a mother to “Oedipus,” who introduced himself as Ron.
For the first time ever, I had to stare into the eyes of a person I had never seen before,
and the role seemed bizarre. After looking into his eyes for the first time, I quickly
turned away and laughed loudly with embarrassment. “I can do this!” I insisted,
even though I felt uncomfortable with the weirdness. At first, I judged Jocasta, but
as I studied the part, I empathized. The fact that she didn’t know Oedipus was her
son helped me to accept her.
As the semester continued, I moved on, playing Katherine in The Taming of the
Shrew paired with Bakary. Even though it was another scene that involved looking
into a person’s eyes, rejecting Petruchio was easier than acting like a couple with Oedipus. I found that I could look into Bakary’s eyes without laughing. The awkwardness I felt before was no longer there… until I had to perform in front of two other
classes. I wasn’t ready for middle-school kids who laughed at every line.
Standing at the front of the classroom, I knew that 40 pairs of eyes were watching me, but all I could feel was the spotlight. I felt my face getting hot and my legs
shaking. Once it was over, I reassured myself that my mind was playing tricks on me.
I voted for You Can’t Take It With You as the spring production because of all
the kooky characters, but the class chose Our Lady of 121st Street—mostly because of
all the swearing. I auditioned for Sonia, the quiet girl who is in town to see the dead
nun’s niece. Since she barely speaks in the play, she looked like a safe role.
I was cast as Norca, the vulgar skanky girl who sleeps with her best friend’s
husband. On the surface, Norca seemed two-dimensional, but I soon realized that
there was much more to her. “Nasty Norca” is explosive and speaks her mind, but
never says what she is feeling. She doesn’t want to show weakness. I found that I
could relate to her.
Once rehearsals started, I began to feel the nerves I thought I’d left behind
in November. I worried that I would blank on my lines during the performance. I
would have to ask “What’s the line?” and they would have to stop the whole show to
tell me.
On the day of the show, I woke up early to apply Norca’s thick black eyeliner
wings. During the dress rehearsal, I forgot the lines in my second scene. I put on my
all-black Norca costume and matching lipstick. Peeking through the small hole in
the curtain, I saw my parents and my uncle. I felt like crying.
On stage, Bakary slammed his gun down on the table.
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“I was at your mother’s house,” I shouted. I felt one with Norca, in the play, no
longer playing a character.
Acting will always be a part of my life. Before drama, my confidence was at an
all-time low and I suffered from depression. My passion for acting has not magically
given me the solution to all of my problems, but it has created a path to a more positive life.

Irma Inocente

I

told Kendrick to draw a circle and to add a small one inside with a dot in the
middle for the eye. Then I told him to draw the feet.
“Mike Wazowski!” He draws a vertical and a horizontal line for each foot. He
looks at me for the next step.
I tell him to draw Mike’s hands and he draws a line and a glove for each one.
Then I tell him to draw two triangles on top of the head for Mike’s horns. Remembering the movie, Monsters, Inc., he shouts, “Mike Wazowski! Mike Wazowski!
Mike Wazowski!” I can tell from his excitement that he likes what I have helped him
to draw. I tell him to get his colored pencils.
Even though mom tries to support us by making jewelry, money is tight. I help
her by taking care of my brother. Kendrick doesn’t really understand when things are
difficult, because I can make him happy with a pencil and paper.
When I was 12, I started copying cartoon characters like Azumanga Daioh,
the Fairly OddParents, and Scooby Doo. It was hard because I couldn’t see how the
animators started drawing the characters.
At school, I started using computers and I got interested in graphic design. I
started trying to draw graffiti-style letter fonts. I found a video of a man showing
how to draw a graffiti spray-can. I followed the tutorial and it turned out okay. I
started asking the art teacher for books on how to draw manga and animals. I copied
five characters from a book and started to doodle my own designs.
At Margaret’s Place, a special room in my school where students go when they
need someone to talk to, Ms. Figueroa had us make anti-bullying posters. I sketched
a boy with brown hair and a serious expression. I drew a comic bubble saying “Stop
bullying!” Around the boy I made other bubbles and clouds, some with spikes showing quotes from people who had experienced bullying, “If you don’t like yourself,
then don’t make others feel bad.”
The next time I went to a peer leader meeting, Ms. Figueroa asked if I would
make some more posters for domestic violence awareness. In the middle of a tri-fold
board, I drew the words “domestic violence” in bubble letters. Then on the sides I
drew graphs representing the statistics on domestic violence in the United States. In
one corner I put a rabbit with a watch to represent the time needed to earn trust. I
added pictures to show that men also experience domestic violence.
Graphic design involves using art to show ideas. With a well-designed presentation I can get people to understand my art, even if I don’t tell them in person. In
the future I see myself using art to stop violence and to teach teenagers to express
themselves. I have found joy in my own projects, and have also experienced the
pleasure that comes with teaching others, like my brother, Kendrick. With more
experience and study I will be able to show others that they are capable of expressing
themselves through art.
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Poetry II

Daniel Tolbert
The Future

Daisy Torres
Night
Even though it was well into the night
and the moon was high and full
you could still hear the buzz of traffic.
There is a certain comfort in night;
darkness has a calming effect.
When the moon rises
so do the creatures of the night,
thirsty for stillness, peace, and quiet.
If you close your eyes and concentrate
you can hear all the things
you would never notice during the day:
a cat scratching at the window,
aching to get out and feel
the crisp night air
under its fur, crickets calling to each other
in a beautiful lullaby, the cold wind
whispering through the trees. It only takes a second
To appreciate the tranquility of the night.

Alize Ramirez
Passing Traffic
Sitting in the moonlight on a hot summer night,
the shine so bright it makes me thirsty
for a chilly winter’s breeze.
A black cat crossed my path
And I heard the roar of passing traffic.
Looking around,
I see someone standing at a window in my house;
Then, in the flash of a moment, I remember
I live alone.
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I often wonder what’s to come; what lies in store for me?
Sometimes it unravels quickly, like loose thread,
or crawls toward me slowly, like a turtle.
I feel as though I’m resting on a block of ice,
like a lost polar bear, drifting away from my old life
into the vast ocean of the unknown.
Is that not the future?
An enormous horizon leading to an unknown destination.
I’m not sure if I can survive,
or if I can, how long must I hold out?
All I can do is hunt for whatever meal may come,
if any.
I stare into the lonely sunset, watch it dissolve
into the dark night.
And if I manage to arrive somewhere, what will it be like?
Can I adapt to it?
How can I survive?
So many questions, so few answers.

Dezzarai Morrison
Disappointment Is Gray
I remember a time when I argued with my mom
because she thought I was gay.
She was yelling and turning pink and red
she was confused and disappointed in me.
Her hand reached for something.
All of a sudden, I felt a hard sting
like I had been poked with a needle.
We were at my mom’s house in my bedroom,
mid-march when this all started.
She was angry, she cried.
“I really can’t believe you.”
“I’m sorry that I disappointed you;
it just happened.”
Parents prevent me from physically harming
others and myself.
I cried so much, my face was wet with tears;
I used my shirt to wipe them away.
“I hate you!” she screamed.
So much disappointment.
The world seems gray.
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Anonymous

Rachel Christine Lopez

Gray

Knowing You Now

I remember a time when I was young and free
My world was a ray of sunshine, never dim: bright, yellow,
free of care almost every day.
Except one.
I wasn’t the same after that.
I saw you. I trusted you, told you secrets no one else knew.
You were my shoulder to cry on when I was down.
My stomach churned with glee when I saw you.
Before the incident.
After, the feeling was hate and sorrow.
You were like my diary, except you could speak back;
I liked that.
But now, the house on Jacob Court will never hold the same meaning.
I fought. Then, I cried.
“It’s okay. You’re okay.”
“Please … Don’t…”
Anger against anyone who befriended you built in me for years.
I was NINE!
I remember the plaid pajamas so vividly; they were my favorite.
I could never wear them again.
They went up in flames.

I remember a time when I lost my dog on a dark, stormy night.
I was washing myself with pink soap,
Observing the tiny bubbles across my arms and legs.
When I stepped out of the water
they looked like droplets of rain running off me.
I walked out of the bathroom into the living room,
Just standing there and thinking.
Then it hit me.
“Finished showering now?” Zack called out from the hallway.
“Where’s the goddamn dog, Zack?
I can’t find her anywhere. I asked you to watch her;
It isn’t that hard.”
Literally lay low for now until I can find her.
I tightened my robe around me and went outside
Looking for my dog. Maybe she didn’t wander that far.
I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you to watch her;
I should’ve kept her locked in the bathroom with me.
Knowing you better now, I know how much you didn’t care for her.
It hurts.

Mayrenis Pena
Jaleesa Brown
Threads
High in the sky the moon hangs
by a small navy thread
heavy, yet weightless;
thirsty for a single drop of water.
The moon tries to pull the ocean up
into its dry mouth, but as hard as it tries
it is just making tides.
And the stalled, frozen traffic of a billion
blinking stars, all hanging by an even thinner
navy thread, sing a calming, soothing song
to everyone passing and the harmony of the waves
turns the star’s song into fine, calming music.
A cell phone, quiet for now, waits for daybreak
before it rings.

42

Rain
I stare out the window,
Watching the rain fall.
The cars pass, reminding me
Of the traffic of emotions caught
In my heart.
The thirst, the cravings I have
To feel the vain crash on my skin;
Intensifies as I watch my neighbor’s cat
Wander off.
My thoughts have fogged my view,
The window throws my reflection
Back at me and I don’t know
What’s real anymore.
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Mayrenis Pena
Abandoned
I remember a time when I lost my best friend.
The color black describes to perfection the feelings raised in me;
black is related to the hidden, the undiscovered,
not everyone understands its refined beauty.
But I do. Something that contributed to this was losing
My best friend.
My heart beat at an agonizing speed
The collision of my emotions like a war in its first phases;
Before I knew it, I was left with nothing.
The only place where I felt serene was my bedroom
A dark abyss that kept all of my secrets.
It was a nightmare.
“You’re better off without me,” he said.
“But what am I supposed to do if the best part of me was always you?”
Preoccupations prevented me from pleading with the earth to swallow me.
I stared down at my shoes.
“You were all I had,” I said.
But you gave me away,
like I was nothing.
Just like that.

Jailine Collado
Treasure
When I first learned that no one could ever love me more than me
a world of happiness previously unseen was discovered
I was taught to despise myself but I made sure I kept myself beautiful
so someone would love me someday
I was thirteen the first time I was embarrassed about my body
and of course it would not be the last
Hoping, praying to something that I could look beautiful enough today
for the ruthless boys who told me I was worthless
The only place we’ll truly feel safe is curled up inside skin we’re taught to hate
by a society that shuns our awful confidence and feeds us our flaws
Have you ever felt so numb that it hurts
Entertain me
You’re the only thing you’ll truly ever have and, no, I don’t mean your body
because someday it’ll go bad
I mean you, I mean the way your bright eyes go wild when you smile
I mean the way your creativity’s a compass that leads you to what you love
You don’t need diet pills to slim your kindness
or a miracle cream to keep your passions smooth
When you drown in these petty expectations
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you better examine the miracle of your existence
because you’re so much more than your waistline
You are worth the beautiful thoughts you think and the daring dreams you dream,
but sometimes we forget because we live in a world where
the media pulls us from the womb, nurses us, and teaches us our first words
skinny, pretty, skinny, pretty
Girl soft quiet pretty
Boy manly soft quiet
I don’t care whether it’s your gender, your looks, your weight,
your skin, or where your love lies
None of that matters because standards don’t define you
You’re a goddamn treasure whether you want to believe it or not
Maybe that’s what everyone should start looking for

Kaylin Davis
u
i place blame on you still
place shame on you still
feel like you aint shit
feel like you gon fail
feel like this isnt your place
feel like you filled with this hate
listening to people complain
about how quickly youve changed
telling you that you insane
telling you that you insane
telling you that you insane
telling you how you not the same
kaylin they wanted to praise
you not the kaylin they raised
that youve reversed all your ways
that youre no longer okay
that its too late to submit
that youre too young for this shit
asking what college you picked
about what dollars you spent
how bout the crimes you committed
and how much time you have left
to testify
to contend
youre jeopardizing your—
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Kaylin Davis
Trail of Thought

Ashley Achan
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My need to impress exceeds my desire to be happy,
with incomplete ideas of what i need to be
i need to be seen, because i want to be heard
i want to make big changes but im only one girl,
theres plenty of fish in the sea but of course i need the baddest one,
money wont buy happiness either but itll help me have a bit of fun,
i want chipotle but a mcdonalds run is only half the price,
but i feel like paying extra for some overrated beans and rice with the guacamole,
i tried being holy once but it didnt work out,
i talk a lot of shit because shit just flies out my mouth,
i make stupid decisions because i feel like i need clout,
theres so many things im capable of but theres more things i doubt,
im surrounded by ni99as who already know what they bout,
while im still trying, and im stuck on a female who makes me feel like im dying,
while discovering a female who reminds me that the sun is still shining,
i look for better answers because im so good at finding but im actually lost,
i only feel all that confidence before confidence costs,
i want to deserve heaven but i just dont think i can cross,
and hell seems easier,
and the more i think about the future the more my stomach gets queezier,
trying to drop all the bullshit but all the bullshit just gets beefier
i must be vegan, i cant even begin to stress how much energy ive been bleeding,
its hard to express emotions when feelings can fall to pieces,
its hard to focus when you have nothing you can believe in,
i cant describe the pain of not breathing and fighting wheezes,
holding the tears back, and trying to hold my fears back,
lying because most of my peers lack the inquisition of when life ceases,
my thoughts have been hazy since i decided to smoke weed,
its harder to find shit that really motivates me,
its hard to plan a future when present is all that i see,
faith is a word i read in a book once but i never looked up,
id rather keep my head down because its too much work to look up,
i think about love too much because it was too exhausting to hook up,
i cant finish this rhyme because my mind is feeling a bit shook up
this makes me feel stable, and the words act like four legs under a table,
ill keep fighting sleep because sleep makes me feel disabled,
i need to learn to walk again, and i need to yearn for the stars again,
ill get somewhere this time if i can just start again,
hopefully my world can feel something like art again
starting tomorrow.
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Personal Statements II

Sydia Fraguada [1]

Victor Ortiz Cortes

O

I

nstead of screams of laughter on colorful playgrounds, my childhood was filled
with crates of milk, donuts, and bagels that sat on the sidewalk waiting for me to
carry them down the treacherous subway staircase. In the darkness of early morning,
a white truck, unidentified by any lettering, not even graffiti, rolls up to the corner every day at four AM. Crates organize themselves on the corner, tossed by the
two anonymous figures who never give their names. My unkempt uncle, his shirt
two sizes too big and his pants threatening to fall with every step he takes, checks
items off of the invoice. I carry the crates into the depths. The milk goes first— six
gallons in a black plastic crate that weighs more than a backpack full of textbooks.
The metal covering the steps is slippery in the rain and snow. Often the stairway is
crowded with impatient commuters rushing to catch the train or struggling upward.
I sidestep the mob and deliver the merchandise safely to the fridge. For the next six
hours I pour coffee, bag donuts, and make change, refueling the office workers. For
six summers this has been my daily schedule. I only work on school days when my
dad is caught in an emergency. The playground has been as foreign as the Arabica or
Columbian coffee beans, something far away and exotic.
On the day when my father takes my aunt to get surgery on her right eye, I
realize that this little store is dying. My uncle yells out the total for each sale, and I
realize our prices have never changed, and are half of what my local deli charges. My
dad, wanting to make it possible for even a homeless person to afford a donut and
a coffee, is eating into the profits with his generosity. Even though I sometimes call
it “the Prison,” the store is my second home. The thought of losing it brings a pang
of heartache. When I speak with my father about raising the prices, he talks about
selling the place before changing the way he does business.
As I work, the world passes by the store window: a lost couple, a school class,
a tour guide, a woman stopping to change from flats to heels. The regulars take
their orders. The man in a checkered suit buys a poppy bagel with cream cheese and
bacon. The man with slicked back hair covered by a hoodie takes a small coffee with
cream and two sugars. The man in janitor’s coveralls buys a large herbal tea and a
toasted English muffin with butter and jelly, the usual.
The old woman with the young face looks out from under a vermillion scarf
with large gray eyes, adjusts her miniskirt and complains about having to go to work.
The man with the long floating beard has a new joke to tell, but gets serious and
tells me that I should not let others define my expectations, for they will not be in
control of my life and should never be.
I want to have a professional career doing something that I enjoy, even if I’m
not too sure of what it is now. My parents never got the chance to obtain a high
school diploma, much less a college degree. I’m aware that I won’t be able to give
them back the time that they have put into their jobs, but one day I will let them
rest, giving back some of the life they have struggled so hard to give me. One day I
will climb the stairs, carrying a ham and cheese sandwich and a Snapple, on my way
to a career.
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n my mother’s ottoman sat a gray, scratched helmet with a thumbprint-sized
dent. After Mom moved back in with Lela and me, the object sat there for several months before it disappeared into the closet. When I asked about it, Mom told
me about how she reacted with disgust the time when my aunt put on my grandfather’s helmet, a memento from his service in Vietnam, an object he had used to store
feces and urine when he was in the forest for a long period of time and needed to
avoid leaving tracks. It is all we have left of him except for his service photo, some
stories, and my grandmother, Lela’s HIV infection.
I pick up Lela’s retrovirals for the HIV and painkillers for the cancer, but the
biggest way I help her is by mediating conflicts between her and Mom, listening to
her endless plan to move back to Puerto Rico, and giving her hope by doing well in
school. When Lela refers to my grandfather, she looks at my mom and says, “Your
father,” or a variety of obscene names in Spanish. Once when I was six years old, she
got drunk and told me “I’m going to die,” and terrified me with her description of
her condition. Great-grandmother Yiya took me aside in such moments and fed me
in a different room.
Over the years I heard bits and pieces of the story, that my grandfather infected Lela on purpose, that he rigged the couch with a hidden compartment to store
weapons, that he electrified the windows to deter burglars. One night my grandfather spoke Vietnamese in his sleep and choked my pregnant grandmother while she
attempted to wake him up. He thought she was “the enemy.”
I find it amazing how all these incidents have an indirect effect on me. When
Lela drank heavily on Fridays, my mom wasn’t there to protect me, imagining that
her absence would lessen the anger. Frequently I felt resentment toward my mother,
who wasn’t always there, my biological father who was never there, my grandmother,
who hated me every Friday, and my grandfather who helped to make her that way.
Great-grandmother Yiya raised me, picked me up from school, and cooked my
meals. When she passed away I realized how tortured my family was. My mother
began to explain the parts of the story I didn’t know.
Although I never met my grandfather, I am told that he shared my love of art.
I am trying to understand him. By learning more about my family I am learning to
forgive. My mother thought that by keeping the truth from me, she was somehow
protecting me. When I finally did learn about her upbringing and her life, I was able
to sympathize. Even though my mother let me down in some ways, she removed
some obstacles; instead of passing on her strict religious upbringing to me, she
encouraged me to find my own spirituality. My painting, my friends, music, and explorations of Buddhism have helped me to break the chain of hatred and spite that
has plagued my family. By participating in volleyball, pursuing my art, finishing my
associate’s degree, and by forging my own path, I will have the peace and happiness
that my family has never known.

Sydia Fraguada [2]

M

y mentor asked me to review and proofread the miniature portrait catalogue
so she could upload the information onto the Metropolitan Museum website.
I corrected missing sentences, commas and semicolons, then reread whole entries
to make sure that I didn’t create any additional errors. The objects in the American
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Wing inventory included images of rich nobles, memorials of persons or events,
and necklaces containing locks of hair once given as gifts to lovers. One long entry
described a locket belonging to a family with nine children, only two of whom
survived to adulthood. A portrait of a girl with a fluffy white dog had been painted
by her aunt soon after the two-year-old passed away. I reviewed three portraits of
Daniel Webster, the legendary lawyer and politician, then came across a miniature
self-portrait created by one of the artists, Sarah Goodridge.
Unlike hundreds of other portraits that I reviewed, this painting revealed
nothing more than a woman’s bare breasts framed by white fabric. The object, found
among the lawyer’s personal belongings, was donated to the Met by the Webster
family. Eagerly, I researched the biography of Goodridge, who seemed like a typical
artist of her time. She created miniature portraits and was well known for her work
with nuanced shading. She stopped painting when her sight began to fail, and died
while on a trip to visit her sister for the holidays. I knew that there had to be more
to the story, so I jotted down the name of the piece and the artist so I could do more
research on my own time.
Goodridge gave Webster the portrait when his wife died in 1828. He remarried in 1829, but to another woman. Goodridge never married. She painted multiple portraits of Webster, and was only known to have left Boston when she visited
him in Washington D.C. Webster discarded the letters that Goodridge sent him, but
forty-four of his letters prove their intimate relationship.
The painting is a woman’s cry for love. I imagine her creating that self portrait
with the identifying birthmark on the right breast, in the hope that he would marry
her. Webster denied her, but she continued to pursue him. The fact that she kept all
of his letters is a testament of her love and devotion to him, despite the pain that she
must have felt, knowing that the man that she loved was involved with someone else.
I find it amazing that Goodridge created this object, knowing that it could ruin her
reputation if it were ever found.
For my final project as an intern at the Met, I created a presentation to discuss
my experience. I chose to highlight this piece because it was the most shocking and
different thing that I encountered during my time with the Curatorial department.
I wanted to share Sarah Goodridge’s story with museum visitors because I thought
that it was a story that needed to be told. I asked participants to read about Good
ridge and reflect in words or images. Some gave superficial responses, but one girl
wrote, “The light in her work made up for the light missing in her heart.” Another
drew a nude woman in the sun with an abstract form and incorporated the Taoist yin and yang. Discovering this piece and sharing it strengthened my resolve to
pursue a career in the arts. Art can can be controversial and revolutionary, expressing
strong emotions or simply telling a story, even if it is hidden in a drawer. In my
future Arts Management career, I hope to discover more treasures like Sarah Goodridge’s Beauty Revealed.

Njaraharisoa Ramarolahy

“C

ucumber!” the vendors yell. “Cucumber! Cheaper here!” They write the price
on paper and place it on top of their products. At the authorized table, the
cucumbers cost 1200 Ariary (Ar) per kilo. The skin of the cucumber feels dry and
rough. If it were fresh, the weight of the water on the inside would make it heavier.
Many table vendors ignore me, preferring older customers.
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Through the gate, over the bridge, at the edge of the market, the vendors
without tables spread blankets made of rice bags, old tablecloths, or plastic bags so
they can water the vegetables when they get dry. The parking lot is supposed to be
separate from the Antananarivo market at Andravoahangy, but illegal vendors sell
there anyway, until the police chase them away. The fringe merchants are friendlier,
charge cheaper prices and offer fresh products.
At home, my sister is cleaning her room. Mom is doing laundry and her hair.
My brother is taking a shower, and grandmother is ironing dress clothes for church
and uniforms for school. Later I will have a piano class. Dad wants me to learn to
play the organ, so that I can replace him when he retires. But this Saturday morning,
I am buying lettuce, tomatoes, carrots, chicken, beef and pork, bananas, strawberries
and mangoes, and the hardest thing to find: fresh cucumbers. A vendor rejects my
offer. The government raised the tax, and my mother didn’t know, so she didn’t give
me enough money. I’m about to give up.
“Come here my dear,” calls a middle-aged lady with a gold tooth and a faded
pink scarf. She has a few bunches of lettuce and about 2 kilos of cucumber left in
the middle of her plastic bag ground-cloth. She dips her hand in a bucket and wets
the cucumbers, which are slippery, and feel heavy when I shake them to feel the water inside. “Still fresh!” she assures me, “I would like to sell them before I go home
because my child is sick.”
Her written price is 1200 Ar, but I say, “My mom really needs the cucumbers
but no vendor is willing to sell them to me for 1100 Ar a kilo. I don’t have enough
money.”
“Okay, take it!” she puts them in a plastic bag. “I want to go home anyway, and
you are nicer than the other customers.” She hands them to me and begins to gather
up her lettuce. “Just come back when you need cucumbers and I will give you the
same price.”
The next time I go to the market I remember not to wear nice clothes. I speak
less and try to sound more desperate, but I don’t really succeed. If cucumbers are
selling at 1200 Ar, you usually have to pay full price, but when the vegetables are
in season I never pay the price written on the card. I don’t usually go to the supermarket unless there is an item that I can’t get at the open air market. Their products
aren’t as fresh and I can’t bargain over the price.
I would like to manage a school or work in import/export, trading vanilla and
cocoa. I imagine buying 10 tons of vanilla at $50/kg in Madagascar and selling it
for $300/kg in Europe. Business is about observing people, communicating, and
knowing who to trust. Having watched my uncle buy and sell industrial machines,
having watched my friend work in the vanilla trade, having watched President Marc
Ravalomanana go from farmer to President by investing in the cocoa trade, and
having bargained for cucumbers, I have learnt that I can create a business by making
careful choices, associating with honest people, pursuing a degree in business administration, and by finding the best opportunity.

Mya Harrigan

“G

ood afternoon, this is Mya from the CUNY Start Program at Hostos Community College. This call is to confirm that you will be able to attend this
evening’s information session at 4 p.m.” If the person didn’t pick up I left a voice-
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mail, “If you have any questions please contact us at 718-518-6851, or visit us in the
A building, room A-016A.”
Every day, I called prospective students to confirm their attendance at the
information session. Every Monday, I reminded qualified students to pay the $75
program fee. I told Maggie, my supervisor, that I was comfortable making calls, even
though I was very nervous. I practiced the script, then started to work my way down
the phone list, keeping a professional tone regardless of whether the voices were
welcoming, distant, or harsh.
On the spreadsheet I wrote “yes,” “no,” or “reschedule” next to the names and
phone numbers, so that Maggie, Orbed or Yani could call them back. The daily list
of prospects contained between six and twenty names, and the payment reminder list always listed around thirty people. I got used to calling strangers, and I felt
accomplished because I am a shy person.
After six weeks on the job, I realized that I was improving my communication
skills, not only through the large number of daily calls, but also through helping
with the info sessions and interviews. I created a PowerPoint presentation for the
program since Antoinette wasn’t comfortable with computers.
When students came to the session, I told them to sign in and gave them a
green information folder. I instructed them to give a writing sample on the lavender
paper, and their personal information on the salmon form. Early arrivals filled out
the paperwork before the information session and were interviewed first, but latecomers had to wait. I guided prospective students to the computer and showed them
how to submit the application online.
After the session, I gave Antoinette a stack of red folders for math, green
folders for reading and writing, and yellow folders for partially qualified students. I
guided applicants to Yani, so they could register, then directed them to the Bursar.
Then I filed papers.
I discovered that organizing papers was complicated. For students who were in
the program, the payment forms went in back of the other papers in their individual
folder. When filing employee documents, I put time sheets in front of old papers
instead of behind them. The different sections of the file cabinet seemed fairly similar: afternoon reading and writing class, evening reading and writing class, afternoon
math class, evening math class, and full-time, a combination of all three classes. It
was complicated but I got used to filing, and after a while I became more efficient.
One day during a staff meeting, I had to watch the office by myself. I was
surprised and nervous to be trusted. When an applicant came, I took the receipt
and stapled it to the form, handing her a checklist, where she checked off prompts
that applied to her. I gave her a starting date flyer. I separated the NCR copy from
the original checklist, and gave her the original, before filing the copy with the form
and the receipt in her folder. I must have done a good job, because after that day, I
watched the office every Tuesday during meetings. There were times when I had to
text Maggie because I needed help with an unfamiliar student problem, but I was
able to handle most issues.
One day I will be a nurse practitioner. Knowing how an office works will help
me, because instead of education records, there will be health records for me to file
carefully in folders or on the computer. Communicating with patients will take
patience. I will draw on my experience at the CUNY Start Program as I become a
successful Nurse Practitioner.
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Jackson Vu

W

ith the pieces of the puzzle laid out before me, I took a step back and examined a minefield of potential mistakes. Building a computer looked easy in
the video tutorial, but the task of actually putting it together was a lot more intimidating. I chose the i5 instead of the i7 because the extra 100 dollars only netted
hyper-threading instead of extra cores, which wasn’t worth the price. I had enough
money to construct a decent low-mid range computer and I wanted to get the best
value for my budget. Planning and researching was enticing because the project felt
like the accomplishment of climbing a mountain. I watched eight different video
reviews for each part selected. After watching me spend a year shopping on pcpartpicker.com, knowing that I was about to take college classes, my parents decided to
match the $550 dollars that I had saved up from events like birthdays and holidays.
This allowed me to add better parts such as a mechanical keyboard and a 144hz
monitor.
After a couple of hours I ran into a wall, and between the lack of experience
and the monotony of repeated tutorials, I was ready to give up. Sitting cross-legged
on the cold hardwood floor, I attempted to withdraw from my work only to be vacuumed back in by the anti-static strap on my wrist. The cold metal computer case
stood in the night as I tried to sleep, keeping me awake. Within the next few days I
completed the build, and with it a feeling of satisfaction.
A few months later, my friend Christian offered me $50 to build his computer
for him. With the addition of a teammate, it seemed as though this build would
be easier, but it actually was as smooth as sandpaper. Nothing worked. Christian
chugged a bottle of holy water hoping to lift the curse. The power supply could
barely turn the fan, and Christian, against my advice, decided to open it up, risking
electrocution. Eventually we grew tired of failure after failure, and came to the conclusion that it was better to start over with new components. He was not in a position to repurchase the parts, so I spent $300 out of pocket. Even though the project
failed, I did not feel as if my efforts had been wasted. I went on to build successful
computers for five other clients. Each time I pressed the power button and a monitor lit up to radiant white, I felt successful, even if I was only getting paid in pizza.
Shortly following the birth of my computer, I started to look closer at the specifics of technology in general, and eventually got into coding. Although it seemed
easy at first, as I delved deeper into advanced concepts, attending coding workshops
in lower Manhattan, it became clear to me that this would not be something I could
learn in a week, but rather over years. I then discovered the tech community, where I
learned of streaming platforms, and planned to livestream with a group of friends. I
worked with two other students and surveyed the teachers to re-imagine the school
website.
I assisted the teachers at my school, troubleshooting printers and network
connections, setting up inventory systems, filing student work, and formatting
specialized labels. When the tech teacher left to take a job in Brooklyn, I took on his
responsibilities.
I enjoy exploring the many options in computer technology. One day I will
run a tech start-up, creating new solutions to make life more convenient. On the
college campus I will meet like-minded individuals who share the same goals and
will help me come up with the next killer app.
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Eliana Caba [1]

“L

et’s head to the train station together,” Shantel offered, as Joshuani and I walked
with her out of Spanish class.
Their running shoes and sweats told me that they were going to Van Cortlandt
Park for practice. Down the steep and dirty steps to the subway, they chatted away,
while I struggled to join the conversation. A million different topics raced through
my mind, yet not a single word escaped my mouth. We parted at the steps to the
next level.
“Cross-country today,” said Joshuani triumphantly. “We’re taking the two train.”
“See you tomorrow,” beamed Shantel.
As they skidded down the steps, all I could do was wave goodbye. When I got
home, I realized I’d rather run with my friends than race home every day after school
like I always did.
A week later, in the middle of my history class, as I scribbled notes in my notebook, Mr. Robinson entered the classroom holding a stack of papers in his hands,
and asked our teacher, “Can I make a quick announcement?”
He cleared his throat, smiled, and said, “Since racing season is coming up, my
cross-country team is recruiting new members. We’re especially aiming to have more
freshman and you, sophomores, so that by senior year you’ll be some of the fastest…”
As I listened to him emphasize the importance of stamina and running, I
couldn’t help but focus on the idea of being part of a team. I no longer wanted to be
the shy little girl who kept her distance from everyone.
“So, “the coach concluded,” which of you should I give these running applications to?”
Dozens of hands went up, and to my surprise, so did mine. Within a week, I
was changing into gym clothes with my friends before Mr. Chacon’s Spanish class.
This time when Joshuani and Shantel went down the steps to the two train, I went
along with them.
As we entered the park, my anxiety was replaced with astonishment. The park
was a huge green dome, beautiful flat green grass and a long, red stretch of track
leading to a gravel path that vanished in the tall green trees.
“Let’s go girls,” Coach Robinson shouted. “Start your warm-up mile.”
Without hesitation, we dropped our bags by the statue of the hare jumping
over the tortoise, and leapt into a run. After a few minutes of running, I was exhausted. I walked halfway. For the next few weeks I limped home feeling excruciating pain in my legs and waist. Nevertheless, I knew I had to keep going and finish
what I started, just like I have always done in school.
By the time I started competing in races, I felt stronger and more included
than ever. Even when I finished ten minutes after my teammates, they were waiting
by the finish line, cheering, “Sprint to the end!” After each competition, the coach
treated the team to a big box of carrot cake from the bakery across the street. I
talked, laughed and cheered with my teammates, celebrating our accomplishments. I
wasn’t the slowest runner, nor the fastest, but it was exhilarating to watch the finish
line grow bigger as I sprinted closer. I learned to focus on improving my pace and
have fun while doing it.
By the end of the season, I was able to run a warm-up mile, a 5k race, and a
cool-down mile, all in one day. Cross-country not only made me faster, it also led
me to more friendships. I talked to people more often, and worked together with
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teammates on homework assignments. The experience gave me the courage to join
the self-defense and math teams. My heart no longer pounded when I wanted to ask
a simple question, and I spoke with confidence. I am eager to discover where the
next leg of my journey will lead me.

Eliana Caba [2]

“M

ake sure you put on your gloves before starting,” instructed Professor Bonilla
as he handed out the silver scalpels.
A human heart is supposed to be about the size of my fist, or the small lamb
heart which sat before me. While half of the class struggled to even look at the specimens, others seemed thrilled at the idea of playing with organs, while I felt a rush of
excitement as I took a first sneak-peek at my future career.
“Your first assignment,” said the professor pointing to the list of instructions on
the chalkboard, “is to carefully divide the ventricles of the heart.”
Eager to start, I snatched the slender scalpel and made a small incision, watching as the left and right ventricles slowly opened like a flower.
”Since this is an animal’s heart, keep in mind there will be some differences
between these sheep hearts and a human one. For example, notice…”
Although he explained the anatomy of a human organ, the challenge that lay
before me was equally captivating. While he stressed the prime functions of a human
heart, I could see myself in an animal hospital, performing surgery on a German
Shepherd. Getting the chance to see a once beating heart, knowing it played a major
role in keeping a magnificent creature alive, was an amazing experience which I will
never forget.
I grew up surrounded by animals, so my passion and love for them was inevitable. I cannot remember a time without cats, dogs, turtles, birds, and fish. Even
so, my attachment was intensified when I realized how much they are like humans.
So, in our anatomy lab, instead of focusing on what made up the human body, I
also envisioned a new litter of kittens managing to open their eyes for the first time,
fighting, scurrying and playing with rodents or huddling together and sleeping. I
saw ASPCA officers bringing in a broken, bruised dog with scratches and dried
blood across a once beautiful white coat. I remembered my beloved cat Smokey, the
grave expressions of my parents as they broke the news of his lung cancer, and the
stillness of his body on the night when he died. I saw chickens, bunnies, miniature
horses, and the entire universe of animals, domesticated, farm and wild.
Just when I thought things couldn’t get any better, the professor finished his
lecture and announced, “Now you may freely dissect and study any part of the organ
you like.”
While others in the class heard the opportunity to have free time, I felt as
though I had won the lottery. Without hesitation, I rushed to pick up the tools, and
explored the secrets of my heart. The veins, atria and other structures filled my eyes
with astonishment. I made sure to take note of the differences in the outside layers,
too, as I cut through them like an onion. As the cold and wet yet soft, grey heart lay
on my elastic purple gloves, I envisioned myself doing more surgery in the future.
Not just identifying organs and learning how they operate, but also fixing and restoring them. One day I will aid animals, helping them in times of need so that they
can live long carefree lives.
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Maria Elena Mendoza
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Marino Melo

F

or years I watched my dad pay endless fees. With nervous anticipation, my
mother opened each letter from U.S. Immigration to be met with confusion and
disappointment, no clear answers. I remember looking down at the word, “Alien”
next to my name; it made me feel ashamed that I didn’t belong.
Growing up as an undocumented immigrant in the South Bronx affected
how I made important decisions and saw myself throughout my academic career. In
middle school after I made my first visit to an immigration lawyer, studying American history felt uneasy. I started to question what it means to be an American, and
worried about how my lack of papers would affect my future. Would I be able to
go to college? Would I be able to get a job? Would I be sent back to a country I left
when I was two years old? Even if being an undocumented immigrant limited me in
many ways, I never gave up my ambition to try new things and my drive to achieve
my personal goals.
With a dream of college, I took pride in finishing my freshman year with an
85 average, despite my speech and language impairment. I worked hard to find a
balance between the extra time I needed to complete assignments, and participating
in soccer, cross-country, a men’s group and the school leadership team. I knew my
hard work had paid off when I was offered a tremendous opportunity to take college
classes during the summer after my freshman year. But soon, reality hit me because I
lacked the required paper work. I was afraid to divulge the truth to anyone including
my guidance counselor; I did not want to be known as an alien, I just wanted to be
Marino.
In the spring of my junior year, I was one step away from attaining my green
card. I had to risk leaving the United States, the only home I knew, to earn the
status I needed to move on to the next step. This event almost split my family apart.
My father was against the idea of going to the Dominican Republic because there
was a chance my visa would be declined and I would not be able to return home.
My mother remained optimistic, hoping to receive the letter that would guarantee I
could apply for college and live in my home without constant fear.
In Bani, on a dirt road, living in my grandmother’s house, I looked at the
abandoned house next door, and the vacant lot across the road. As the chickens
clucked and pecked at the ground I felt like them. I wondered if I would ever go
back home.
My father stayed by my side and promised that if I could not return he would
stay with me. My mother could not sleep or eat. My teachers emailed me concerned
that I might not return.
Pope Pius XXII once said, “To live without risk is to risk not living.” I could
have spent the rest of my life as an undocumented immigrant living in the shadows,
but I risked it all and got permanent residency. In five years I will become a U.S.
citizen. I’m thankful that my family, my teachers and my guidance counselor supported me throughout this process. Now I am applying to college with pride in who
I am and everything that I have accomplished.

60

Kadejatou Waggeh

“D

addy,” I said, “I don’t want to be a doctor anymore. I want to be a lawyer.”
All my life my parents wanted me to become a pediatrician, so I knew that
breaking the news to them would be tough. After researching the occupation, after
comparing my interests in history against science, and after a long talk with my best
friend, I realized that I did not want to become a pediatrician. Rather, I wanted to
become a lawyer, a civil lawyer to be exact.
Before my dad could respond, my mom chipped in and said, “No. No lawyer.
Doctor is better.”
“Yeah,” said my dad, “doctor sounds better. Me, I don’t like law.”
“Why don’t you like law?” I asked.
“Lawyers lie too much,” said my dad going into the kitchen.
“Well actually,” I replied. “Good lawyers don’t lie; they use the facts to defend
their case.”
My father poked his head out of the kitchen, looked me in the eye, and shut
down the conversation. “Being a lawyer is haram (forbidden).”
Normally, I would just go to my room and the conversation would be over, but
this time I went to my room and opened the Qu’ran. Smoking marijuana is haram
because it changes your mental state. Sex before marriage is haram. Killing another
human being is haram. After ten years in Arabic school, learning to read Arabic,
memorizing the lessons, I never heard that being a lawyer was against the rules. I
went online to do my own research about law in Islam, and came across a line from
the Qu’ran that said “O you who believe! Stand out firmly for justice, as witnesses
to Allah, even if it be against yourselves, your parents, and your relatives…(Ayat An
Nisa’ 4:135).
I went back to the living room and brought up the discussion again. My father
continued to say that he was against me being a lawyer.
“If it’s what she wants to do,” my sister chimed in, “let her do it. It’s her life.
She’s going to be doing all the schooling and hard work for it.”
I recited the line from the Qu’ran and explained, “The Qu’ran states that one
should stand up for justice. What I want to do in law is to represent people and
make sure that they get just treatment. This is what the Quran encourages Muslims
to do!”
My dad fell silent. He looked down at his knees. I could feel him thinking. His
eyes looked friendly and sad. “Okay,” he relented, gently and softly, “you can do that
if that’s what you want to do.”
Every day I take care of my five younger siblings, dropping them off at school,
picking them up, watching them at home, helping them with their homework, feeding them, bathing the four older ones, and diapering the baby. In addition, I wash
dishes, cook dinner, do laundry, mop the floor, and clean the bathrooms. I am not a
disobedient child; however, I have convinced my parents to allow my sister to take
on some of my responsibilities so that I can captain volleyball team. I convinced
my mom to pick up the children while I attended senior meeting and prom committee. In the future, I plan to defend others against injustice. I know I will be ready,
because I have been learning to represent myself.
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Julissa Salas

F

reehand on the tablet, I draw a valentine heart in one frame, and in the next, I
draw a similar one that is beginning to lose its shape. On the left side of the
heart, I put a Band-Aid. At the bottom, fragments fall away. In the third frame, the
heart has lost its shape and collapses in a spreading pool of remnants. What begins
as a project for a scholarship competition becomes a medium through which I can
process my past.
I was bullied in elementary and middle school for being different. With my
parents separating, I felt like nobody empathized. I lived many other lives through
the books I read, each one helping me to escape the reality that was my own. I no
longer had to deal with my problems because in my world, they didn’t exist.
Anxiety made my ADHD worse in high school. I had panic attacks and
couldn’t sit still or keep my thoughts in focus. I made bracelets and charms to keep
my hands occupied. I started to make my own stories. I wrote myself into imaginary worlds that calmed the storms in my head. The combination of writing and art
brought my fantasy worlds to life. I learned to incorporate my own problems into
my writing and art, putting myself into a place where I could conquer difficulties.
Deciding not to take college classes in high school, I watched my friends leave
while I stayed behind to work on myself. With markers, paint and ink, I designed
superheroes. I wrote a play about understanding mental illness. I started writing a
story about a witch who is haunted by a force of darkness, yet fights to preserve the
goodness inside of her. Lucina lives in the shadow of her older sisters who tell her
she isn’t good enough and will never be able to live up to their legacies. Refusing to
break, she resists their verbal abuse, knowing that she can surpass them; she’s just as
good, if not better.
I started working on a graphic novel about overcoming depression. I brainstormed images of sitting alone at lunch every day, talking to people who didn’t
listen, sitting in the therapist’s waiting room. I sketched scenes, trying to put the
reader into my shoes. When I was working on a page, I drew the parts of the story
that leapt out the most; that I thought would grab the reader’s attention. Eventually
I found the right image that captured a phrase. Finally, I redrew everything digitally.
My words paint a picture, but when I match words with the right art, I can
place a reader in my world. In college, I plan to study creative writing, fine arts, or
computer animation. I’ve always loved how an author can make an impact on me
with a few words or images, and that’s what I want to do with my life. I see myself writing books, graphic novels, and animations for teenagers and young adults.
Even though I haven’t overcome my depression yet, I’ve come a long way through
non-verbal forms of self-expression. I know a lot of younger people who are dealing
with similar problems to mine and I want to be able to help them. I want to let
people know that it gets better. I know what it’s like to feel alone, to feel like nobody
cares about who you are or what you do, and I want to be a voice that lets teenagers
know it’s okay; they aren’t alone. We’re stronger than we think.

Jennifer Aguilar

“D
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id you like the way that Nancy solved the mystery?” asked Dr. Yogananda,
looking like an angel with her white lab coat and her calming presence. Seeing

that I was terrified of being in the pediatric wing of Lincoln Hospital, she put me
at ease by asking questions about my favorite books, candies and songs. At every
appointment she asked me “What do you want to be when you grow up?”
Looking into her tender eyes, I answered, “A pediatrician.” Dr. Yogananda
has now retired and her last words to me were, “I hope that I will be able to see you
become a pediatrician, and even if I don’t, I know you will be great.”
When working with children, I have learned that making a connection with
a child is essential. Every day, my eight-year-old sister comes home from school excited to show me what she has learned: how to multiply two digit numbers, the life
cycle of a butterfly, and rounding numbers to the nearest hundred. I know that I’m
making a mark in her life when she comes to me with questions and I help her with
reading and writing.
Grateful for how the principal and teachers once motivated me, I volunteered
at my elementary school. On the rug in the second grade classroom, David was
looking through the level G basket. The teacher took a book from the level D basket
and handed it to him. He smiled at her and pretended to read it, but once she
turned around, he put it aside and went back to level G. His teacher told me that
she had already spoken to his parents but nothing was working. When I tried to talk
with David, he avoided my efforts until the bell rang.
The second time I tried to work with him, David threw a book across the room.
“Why did you throw the book?” I asked.
“I couldn’t pronounce a word.” He put his hands in his pockets and looked at
the floor.
“Why don’t you read at the level you are supposed to be at?”
His foot started tapping. “I just want to be at the level of everyone else.”
“If you want, I can help you find a book on your level. Little by little we will
improve, and you will be at the level of everyone else.” He looked up, his eyebrows
raised, and the bell rang.
During my next visit, David took my hand, leading me to the D basket. “You
can help me.” He smiled and looked me in the eye. After that, I worked with him
for three hours a week. There were a lot of words that he could read on his own, but
when he couldn’t, I helped him to sound them out.
One day, David looked at me with a pearly white smile, and said, “You can
correct me and I’ll be okay because I’m determined to be a better reader.” Now he’s
in level I and at the top of his class.
I have scored top grades in biology, chemistry, and college environmental
science. I plan to mix humanities and a pre-med track. I have a lot to learn before I
become a doctor, yet I have already learned valuable lessons in working with children. In the future when I work with my patients, I will remember Dr. Yogananda,
my sister Ashley, and David.

Deinis Cedeño [1]

“G

o two!” I called, when I was trying to throw out the runner on second base. I
knew the runner was going to steal second base because I knew she was fast
and I figured out the coach’s stealing signal. The audible call for everyone to be
ready, but only the pitcher saw the two fingers I showed to activate the play. Then
the pitcher knew that she had to duck down so I had a clear view and could make an

63

accurate throw to second. My team, the Lady Blues, won the championship game
this summer against the Pink Jaguars, who had been undefeated until then. As the
catcher, I made all the calls on the field and when we won I felt proud.
Throwing out the runner may look easy, but I have been working toward
this goal for more than two years. Softball is not just a game that requires physical
stamina; it also demands a great deal of mental discipline. Some of my training
started long before I put on my catcher’s mask.
My mom has always been very concerned about my education but could
never help me with my homework, since she only finished elementary school in
the Dominican Republic before staying home to cook, clean, wash clothes and
take care of her brothers. It took me longer than many other students my age to
get my work done. I approached my neighbors for extra help. I signed up for every
afterschool program my school offered. I joined many clubs in school: music, art,
and sports. My mother wants me to do well, but she has never really known how
to push me to try harder, so since middle school my activities have been my choice.
I knew high school would be a lot harder than middle school, so I set my
own schedule to stay after school each day, where I looked for help on my homework or incomplete classwork. If nothing was due, I asked for help to study for
tests.
Through school, I found that I had a strong connection with sports. I joined
the cross country team. It was our school’s first year in PSAL. At first, the goal was
to cross the finish line, so I felt like I had permission to take a break from running
and walk part of the course. Over time I made it my goal to complete the course
without walking. After twisting my ankle and watching other girls receive awards, I
earned a medal during the fifth week of the season, when I finished seventh in the
race against 200 other girls.
Even though I hadn’t played softball since elementary school, I joined the
school team and G-PlayHers league two years ago. I started out as a catcher, but
then I began to play second base because my arm wasn’t strong enough. I drilled
throughout the summer, adjusting to throw overhand instead of hurting my arm
by flicking the ball. Now I am the permanent catcher.
If I am not in class I am practicing, or at a competition. Sports and a busy
schedule have helped me to stay focused and maintain an 87 average throughout
high school. When my asthma and heart condition keep me off the field, I fill up
my schedule with extra hours working at McDonald’s, getting ahead in my school
work, going to plays for extra credit, and hanging out with my friends.
I try not to quit what I begin and give things a try regardless of academic and
personal limitations. My health issues have made me interested in pursuing a career
in nursing. I will pursue that white coat as if it were a championship trophy.

“No, this is my coat; I’m a doctor. Now let’s take you back to your parents.”
In and out of the hospital for asthma as a young child, I learned about how
time consuming yet rewarding jobs in the medical profession can be. Many people
enjoy the work and don’t mind the hours, because they always go home satisfied
about their purpose.
Since I was seven years old, I have translated for doctors and nurses when my
grandparents have had appointments, when they were admitted to the hospital, or
when a nurse came to the house. At first it was a difficult task, since I was so young
and didn’t have much knowledge about medical terms such as high blood pressure,
asthma, diabetes, and sugar levels. I became familiar with such terms because they
were used during appointments. It became my job to search online for any term I
did not know and to be ready with the translation. I relied on www.webmd.com
which was a reputable website and was the easiest site to understand.
At Hostos–Lincoln Academy of Science I completed my high school requirements while simultaneously working towards an Associate’s Degree. Some of the
courses I took were psychology, sociology, anatomy, and chemistry. In anatomy
class, when we were learning about the defibrillator, I felt as if I were about to step
into the trauma center on Grey’s Anatomy. It is amazing that such a little object
can bring people back to life.
Volunteering at the Presbyterian Allen Hospital last summer allowed me to
interact with patients and speak with doctors. A family of three was visiting a thirteen year old boy who had constant asthma attacks. Since I was around, the doctor
asked me to translate for the family since they did not speak English. I explained
that testing was going to take longer than they expected, but that their son was in
great hands. The doctors didn’t know why the boy had chronic asthma, but I was
able to reassure the family that the treatment would help him to manage the condition until the doctors found a cure. The boy asked if the testing would hurt, and
I was able to tell him that I had been through the same kind of testing, and that
everything was going to be okay.
A doctor is someone who is suppose to help others feel better, someone who
wants to make others happy and will sacrifice their time to do so. It gives me a
satisfying feeling to make others comfortable. Even if they are conscientious, doctors and surgeons do not get to spend a lot of time with patients. Nurses, however, direct their energy towards patient and family care. I see myself becoming a
registered nurse, because I can help patients become healthy and comfortable at the
same time. As I complete my Associate’s Degree, I look forward to moving on to a
nursing program.

Carmela Enriquez
Deinis Cedeño [2]

A

seven year old girl, three feet tall with long brown hair, light brown skin,
wearing long baggy jeans, a white polo t-shirt, and white sneakers roams the
hospital corridors, looking around and smiling. A tall woman with a white coat
approaches and asks “Hey, where are your parents?”
“Why are you and so many other people wearing white jackets?” responds the
little girl, “They cool or something?”
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A

t 4 feet 7 inches, Lizbeth seems harmless, but when she speaks, she roars and
grabs the attention of everyone in the room. Her smile brightens the room,
surpassed only by her expression of sudden realization, when her cheeks turn as red
as the birthmark that spans from her right temple to the middle of her eyelid. She
walks into the classroom every day during sixth period with a pink book bag slung
over her shoulder, a burden that nearly outweighs her, loaded with at least two Oz
novels in hope that she’ll find a minute to spare for Jack Pumpkinhead.
Lizbeth comes to tutoring every single day, with very few exceptions; for
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the past month, I’ve made her my main pupil and mentee. During this time, I’ve
grown to be her friend, not just a tutor. She says hi to me in the hallways and mimics the way I dance. When she speaks to me, I reinvent my childhood and the lives
of my three siblings, who sought comfort in things when people failed to listen.
As children who lived in a third-world country, our options for expressing
feelings were very limited when our parents worked unreasonable hours. Kuya
Myles, my brother, sought solace by staring at the walls of my grandparents’ house,
looking for fairies, while I cowered in the dirty kitchen behind the house, shielded from shouting by my six dogs. My brother spoke to the walls as I had spoken
to my dogs, seeking a similar affirmation that we were being heard, and that our
words didn’t drift into outer space. When I began to tutor Lizbeth, I hoped that
she would find a similar sort of safety in my presence.
Before I reached second grade, a specialist tried to decide whether I was a selective mute or “on the spectrum.” Everyone else tried to force me to speak, but Ms.
Bertussi introduced me as a normal kid instead of segregating me into a stigmatized group. I identified with the books she gave me; when I read Charlotte’s Web,
I imagined myself as Wilbur, and Ms. Bertussi as the wise and gentle Charlotte.
While reading Oz with Lizbeth, she looks at the wizard’s gifts, and asks me
“Why do they need those things? They already have what they need.” Her question
sparks unanswered questions within me. People seek tangible validation of their
successes in a culture that doesn’t reward as much as it degrades. Exceptions like
Ms. Bertussi understood the difference between appreciation and denigration. I
hope to fulfill that role for at least one person.
At the end of March, 2016, I attended a rally in the South Bronx for presidential candidate Bernie Sanders. While waiting in line, I spoke out against all of
the prejudice I’ve faced and witnessed. Mariana with two children held a sign saying “I am a teacher, mother, and immigrant.” Sue and her husband, who had never
been to the South Bronx, spoke to me about racism and police brutality, treating
me as an equal. I wasn’t silenced based on my race, gender, or age. A small group
gathered around me and listened politely as I spoke about life in the Bronx, the
injustices faced by minorities and my overall frustration at the lack of recognition
for this area of rich history, turmoil and neglect. The recognition I felt at the rally
reassured me that I wasn’t alone. I felt a sense of comfort like Ms. Bertussi once
made me feel, like the safe space I try to create for Lizbeth.
This morning, one of Lizbeth’s friends asked if she could come along to tutoring. Before I knew it, two other friends had joined the conversation. I don’t know
what my major will be, but I do know that I will write, read, speak out, and pass
on the gift.

his high chair and snap the tray in place. I heat up the rice and beans. While I feed
him I hold the bowl and spoon-feed him the food. He dances in his seat lifting his
hands to raise the roof, he screams, “Tata! Ta!” out of excitement. Sadie, age 12,
gets home by herself. Just after my parents come in, I go across the street to pick
up Aeven from after-school.
All three of my siblings end up in my room, David climbing on the bed while
I organize Aeven’s backpack and look for his homework. Meanwhile, Sadie is
telling me about an argument she had with her teacher when she was told to stop
talking. I tell Sadie that I will talk to her later, and I carry David to my parents’
room, before sitting down to read with Aeven, sounding out words in beginner
books.
Around eight o’clock, I listen to Sadie as she shows me the new cheer that she
is learning in after-school. Then I start my homework.
Although I have never been pregnant, I have three children. To many people
my daily routine may seem overwhelming, but I enjoy helping my siblings, and
children in general. It is a lot of work, but I have a sense of purpose. It might seem
funny that my first job was at a summer camp.
As secretary of the camp, I filed the registration, health forms, and disciplinary reports. I organized the supply closet. Even though my primary duties
weren’t dealing with children, I still interacted with them. One slow day toward the
end of the season, I organized a face painting activity, knowing that the supplies
were available and thinking that it would be fun for the children. The counselors
were happy to help but my line was the longest. I sent home happy children as, a
tiger, a butterfly, and Spider-Man. One boy asked for a Superman symbol on his
face, and I painted one on his forehead. One girl wanted to be Hello Kitty, and
was happy with the nose, whiskers, and freckles that I painted. I knew that I was
successful by their happy painted smiles.
Working in a camp is different from taking care of my siblings because I feel
the need to impress the camp kids even more, and establish relationships. Seeing
the faces of children eager for my help makes me realize that I want to be teacher.
I have a lot to learn about managing a classroom, but I have gained a lot of experience juggling multiple tasks and meeting the diverse needs of my siblings and
campers.

Ashley Roman

I

n the scene I am Ann, who is a widow, being courted by the brother of her dead
husband. I like him but his mother doesn’t approve. He grabs my hand, looks
me in the eye with passion and I say, “I’ve been ready for you a long long time.”
His lips move closer…then the bell rings.
Theater class is over and I have to get home quickly so I can get David from
Fanny so that she can get home before it gets dark. When David hears me opening
the door he begins running on his chubby bowlegged toddler legs. I put him in
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Memoir
Daisy Torres
Waiting for Something That Would Never Come

I

gnorance is bliss. I don’t think I’ve ever heard a truer statement. Ignorance is not
something that I had the pleasure of basking in for long. I was never really given
the chance to be completely oblivious, I was always painfully aware of the evils going
on around me. I was affiliated with death at a young age, an age so young it seemed
like a dream. But confirmations of these events told me otherwise. I remember the
important moments about what I learned of death at that young age. It was around
that time that I lost hope in people as well.
Since I was never treated as a child I knew things a child should not have to
think about for quite some time. My mother was always up front with me about the
dangers of the world. Warning me. Preparing me. Of course I knew she was telling
me these things out of love, in order to protect me, but it planted a fear in my heart.
It always kept me wary. Somehow, I managed to stay a bit ignorant and unaware
when it came to the pain of emotions. That didn’t last for long.
I can’t really remember what age this was, but I know it happened. My father
was never around, but that’s nothing new, there seemed to be an epidemic of absent
fathers in the world. My father left before I was born. He had an affair with another
woman and got both my mom and the other woman pregnant at the same time.
The result, two baby girls born six days apart. Either way, my father never kept in
contact with me or I was never really curious about him because my mom was always enough for me. However, one day when I was still quite young, a tall man with
pale skin and black hair picked me up when my family was at the beach and began
to shower my face with kisses. I was shocked and quite confused. My mother always
told me to never talk to strangers and yet there she was, letting a strange man kiss
me as she watched. Then, when I was informed that he was my father, I was curious.
The word was foreign to me. Unexplored territory. Soon after meeting the man who
had helped create me I was ecstatic to learn I had a sister and a younger brother.
It was a few days later that he picked me up in his car and took me to stay with
him for a weekend. I was very excited. I was going to meet my brother and sister for
the first time. I remember being giddy the whole car ride and talking people’s ears
off about what I wanted to do once I got there. I truly had fun with them. It felt
amazing to have them around and to play games with my sister and brother. I was
extremely happy. Then I had to go home. And the man called my father told me
that he would come get me very soon again. He would call me. Being the hopeful,
naive child I was, I waited. I waited for quite some time. I was always asking mom if
he had called yet. But he never did. I started crying at night because I missed them
so much; I could tell it was making my mother upset to see me like that.
Eventually, he became a faded memory. I no longer cried for him, I just forgot
about him. Many years later, in 2009, my mother asked me to throw out the garbage for her outside the building. So I went. And waiting for me downstairs were my
two siblings and my father. I was extremely excited to see them. I could barely speak
and we caught up and had a good time, just hanging out in front of my building.
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When we had to part our ways I cried. When they asked why I was crying I simply
stated, “I’m crying because I know I’m not going to see you again for a long time.”
Then the three of us were sobbing, but somehow we went our separate ways. Once
again I was told he’d call me, and once again I waited. I asked my mother every day
if he had called. Eventually it came to a point where she didn’t even have to answer.
I saw the sad look in her eyes and I knew. He wasn’t going to call. I’m guessing my
mother got tired of seeing me in that state so she told me, “Don’t worry about him.
If he wanted to be in your life then he would have called. If he doesn’t want to be
a part of your life, that’s his loss because you’re an amazing child.” But that didn’t
make me feel any better.
This time I didn’t forget. I started to question why he wasn’t calling me. Maybe it was just me or something to that effect. I wanted to know so badly, so I took
matters into my own hands. I got my father’s number from my mother’s phone
and called him myself. The first time he didn’t pick up, so by the time I redialed
the number my eyes were watering. Then he picked up and my eyes shot open. He
was questioning who I was because he didn’t recognize my voice, so I spoke up and
informed him that I was his daughter. He began speaking to me as if we were old
friends, as if nothing ever happened. I was angry. I cut him off and asked him why
he never called. I remember how my voice was shaking when I asked this question
and I also remember that at the time I didn’t care. He tried to sweeten things, saying
first that he lost the phone number, then that he never seemed to have enough time.
I was still fighting to hold onto the hope and innocence that I had left so I ate
up all his excuses. When we had to hang up and he promised to call once again, I
was crying hard. I remember sobbing, asking him not to lose my number again. I
waited, and I was sad for a long time. My mother had no knowledge of the phone
call so she had no idea of the reason for my sad behavior. I was sad because I was still
waiting. For a phone call that wouldn’t come.
It wasn’t until 2011 when my mother and I were in the deli waiting for her coffee and my hot coca before school that she said she received and interesting phone
call. Curious, I asked her about what. She told me it was my father. He wanted to
talk to me. I froze in my tracks, and suddenly I felt a deep aching in my chest. I said
no. Then louder I said no a second time. Mom told me she would support my decision no matter what, but for me to at least think about it for a day or two. To which
I replied. “I don’t need to think about it. My answer is no. I don’t want to speak to
him.” On that note I walked out of the deli without my hot coca and ran to school.
That whole experience changed me immensely. I was fully purged of my
ignorance and I no longer expected the best from people, I automatically expected
the worst just so I wouldn’t get my hopes up. In my eyes, if family could betray
you without any hesitation, what was to stop others from doing the same thing? I’d
known about the dangers of the world for the longest time. How many different
ways I could get hurt physically. But I learned on my own what it means to hurt
your heart. Sure I can still find light in people and enjoy their company, but trust
is not something I can give to others. Not without thinking of the phone call that
never came.
One thing I will say, not everything I learned from that experience was negative. Yes I got hurt and yes it made me more wary of people. But that’s the good
thing. I became cautious, I learned to not trust so fully and blindly without thinking.
I learned how to protect myself and how to pick and choose the people I associate with. Even though there are people with bad intentions there are signs to look
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for that are not present in everyone. Yes, I had to build a cast around my heart to
protect it from getting hurt again, but that was one of the many experiences I had
as a child that matured me faster. Overall, I could draw both positive and negative
lessons from this experience.

Tatiana De La Paz
Let’s Go Yankees

I

’m not a risk taker. I like to play it safe. Especially when it comes down to money,
I like to save. My mom has always told me, “Money doesn’t grow on trees” and “I
don’t shit gold coins.” I learned the value of money and saving it at a very young age
until one day, I made a bet of $50.
I had never made a bet before in my life. If there is not a 100% chance I’m
going to win then it seems useless to me. My brother-in-law bet money at his barber
shop all the time; they bet everyday on sports events: baseball, basketball, football,
soccer, hockey and that includes college and professional games. Often my brotherin-law would come home empty handed and disappointed. Sometimes he would
come home with anything from $1100 to $500. The odds were not convincing.
My point of view changed when my brother-in-law came home with $3,000. I
was shocked. He had bet $500 on the Yankees against the White Sox. I’m a die hard
Yankees fan but I wouldn’t bet $500 on them even if Babe Ruth was still alive. But
man, coming home with some money from betting didn’t look so bad.
I decided I wanted to bet, but first I needed to make sure everything was in my
favor. I looked at all the Yankees’ stats, considered who was pitching, who was sitting
on the bench, who was the starting pitcher and even how many people were going
to attend the game. Who could bet on a game that wasn’t sold out? All the stats
seemed fair and since they were playing the Phillies I thought, what the hell, let’s see
if I get some money.
As I was walking to the barbershop I felt like I was walking on a million bucks,
unstoppable and like I already won the bet. That feeling stayed with me the entire
way, just up until I was about to enter the barbershop; I hesitated going inside. I
needed some reassurance and then I remembered I didn’t check the Yankees win
streak. I searched it on my phone real quickly and they had won their last four
games. That sounded great to me so I walked inside.
I went straight to the back like I had been there a hundred times. All the
barbers and guys getting their haircuts stared at me like I must be lost. My brotherin-law described the guy who takes the bets to me and it was spot on because he was
wearing a baggy sweat suit with a Mets hat and a chain that looked so heavy it might
drag his neck down when he walked. I handed over my $50 and said, “I’d like to bet
on the Yankees game tonight against the Phillies.” He stared at me with a clueless
look, took the $50, and began writing my receipt. “We don’t get many young ladies
in here,” he said, “especially not with big bills.” He handed me the receipt and I
smiled and said, “I have a lot of faith in the Yankees.” As I walked out of the shop I
heard someone say, “I bet that girl’s daddy is real proud.”
I’ve never watched a baseball game so intently and paid so much attention to
every detail. Every tie the team scored I felt like the veins in my forehead were going
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to pop. Each time the other team caught the ball my heart dropped. Every time a
Yankee struck out, tears came to my eyes.
Then came the 9th inning; the Yankees had 2 and the Phillies had 3 runs. With
two outs, a runner on second and third and Alex Rodriguez up to bat, I was shaking.
I bet my last $50 on the Yankees and even though we were so close to winning, we
were even closer to losing. Three balls and two strikes and my heart was beating out
of my chest. I could see my money vanishing right in front of me. Alex Rodriguez
hit the ball to right field. The ball was high in the air and the right fielder was running as fast as he could toward it. I stood up in disbelief; if he catches it the game is
over and I’m screwed. The right fielder didn’t get to it in time, so it hit the ground
and bounced right over his glove. That gave both runners enough time to advance
home and, just like that, the game was over. I wasn’t cheering like I was in the crowd,
I wasn’t cheering like I had front row seats, I was cheering like I was the Yankees
coach and they had just won the championship. It was the sweetest victory ever.
In the end I got $300. That was more money than I knew what to do with. I
had never won money before and it was a great feeling. I don’t know what felt better,
actually winning the money or the adrenaline I had while watching the game. The
first thing I spent my money on was two Yankees tickets for my father and me. Risking my last $50 paid off that one time but I never bet again. If I had lost that money
I would have gotten into a lot of trouble with my parents. I’m not a risk taker. Sure,
it felt great to win a bet that one time, but that was luck and, when it comes to
money, you need to be smart not lucky.

Ndeye Ndione
How I Met My Father

T

he first time I met my father was in an airport. I had just sat through an 8-hour
airplane ride. I was hungry and tired. I was seven years old and I came to America to see my parents. They had left Africa and come to the “land of the free” seeking
better opportunities, while I stayed back in the country I loved, and knew as home,
with my uncle and aunt. That day, I was waiting for my dad in the pickup section of
LaGuardia Airport. The lady who was watching me throughout my trip was filling
out some papers and I was staring at the bright, waxed floor. Finally, from the corner
of my curious eye, I spotted him. I recognized him from photographs. Besides, who
else would be randomly taking a picture of me? I felt shy and tried to make minimal
eye contact as he walked towards me and shook the hand of the lady watching me.
He then proceeded to sign some papers. I stared at his face and his hand moving as
he wrote. This entire time, we still had not spoken to each other.
He finished signing the papers and turned around. The lady handed him my
suitcases and left. After staring at me for what seemed like hours, my dad lifted me
into his arms and kissed my forehead. He asked me how my trip was and I responded. “Je veux utiliser les toilettes.” He told me to wait a bit longer and assured me that
the car trip was only an hour. As I struggled to contain my bladder, my father asked
a stranger to take a picture of us. While I stared at the flash of the camera, I thought
about my father’s voice. He spoke in a voice that was deep, but not too deep. His
voice was calm. For a moment, I was confused by the way his voice reminded me
of someone else’s, then it hit me: my dad and I were both burdened with our soft
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spoken voices. For the first time in my life, I was able to understand where the other
half of my genes came from.
We went outside to the bright summer day and he led me to the parking lot of
the airport. Unlike the ones in Senegal, the parking lots in America had more than
one floor. My dad’s car was on one of the top floors. He had a shiny black SUV. I
walked to the back seat of the car and waited for him to open the door. Because I
was struggling to climb into the car, he lifted me to the seat. I sat quietly as my dad
started the engine. I put on my seat belt and the car zoomed out of the parking lot.
For the first ten minutes, we sat in silence until my dad finally turned on the radio.
To my surprise, it was Senegalese music. In fact, the song that was playing was quite
popular in my country at the time, but unlike millions of fans, I did not like the
song. I asked my father if he had other songs. “Tu n’aimes pas la chanson,” my father
asked. I replied, “No.” He smiled and said he didn’t like it either. Looking back, I
realize how awkward my father and I acted towards each other. It wasn’t until we
started listening to music that we became comfortable. The strong winds blew in
from the windows; the sunlight beamed into the car. I looked out the window and
saw the tall buildings of New York City. I took a deep breath and sat back to enjoy
what I now consider the best car ride of my life.

Elizabeth Cruz
I Can’t Move My Face (Well, Half of It)

I

t was an early morning in October when my father drove my sister Mercedes and
me to school. I was in the 6th grade at the time, just breaking into and adjusting
to middle school. Since we hadn’t eaten breakfast and we arrived at school early,
before they had even opened the doors, my father dropped us off at Burger King.
We stood in a short line before ordering our food. When we received our order, we
thanked the cashier and headed over to the seating area to eat. As I took a bite from
my breakfast sandwich, the piece fell out of the left corner of my mouth. I stared
down at the piece of sandwich, perplexed; this had never happened before. Mercedes
gazed over at me with a confused smile and furrowed eyebrows, as if to ask, “What’s
wrong?” Embarrassed, I tried to laugh it off, as if the incident were no big deal. I was
wrong.
Fast forward to a few days later; Mercedes and I were sitting in our room. I
was on the bed, cross-legged, a plate of shells and cheese balanced on my legs. It was
warm and gooey, steam visible as it rose from the meal. Instead of eating, I picked
at my food with a fork, my chin rested on my fist. The past few days things weren’t
feeling right. I had begun to notice my lips were slightly uneven, the left side seemed
to droop downward. I was also having trouble eating; after the Burger King incident
it was becoming slightly harder to keep the food in my mouth. “Hey, Mercedes?
Can I ask you something?” I lifted my head to look at her. The glow from the television screen shone on her face as she chewed on her food: she turned towards me and
nodded. “Does my face look different? Like, I feel my lips are slanted.” Mercedes
then stood up from her seat on the ground and studied me. She was squinting as she
held my face in her hands, as if deciding what to say. “Yeah,” she said, after a beat of
silence, “they do look slanted. Your eye sort of looks funny too.” At her statement
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about my eye, I felt scared. What was wrong with my eye? I ran to the bathroom
and stood in front of the mirror before a wave of distress washed over me. My eye,
on the left side of my face, was droopy, just like the left side of my lips. I tried to
smile at myself in the mirror, but only the right side of my face was cooperating. I
raced out of the bathroom, bawling my eyes out, panicking to my mom and sister
that there was something wrong with me. After minutes of trying to calm me down,
my mom inspected my face. “ Manana te llevo al hospital despues de escuela,” she
promised. She wanted to take me first thing the next morning, but I insisted that I
had to go to school. School was always my number one priority.
The next day before going off to school, my mom told me she noticed I had
slept with one eye open the entire night—my left eye. This only added fuel to the
growing fire of my worry. At school, I was beginning to feel ill. I was having constant headaches and my tolerance for noise was dwindling as the day progressed.
Thankfully, my mom picked me up from school at the end of the day and took me
to Lincoln Hospital. At the hospital, we waited in the waiting room for the doctor
to call us in. When my name was finally called, my mom accompanied me to the
doctor’s room. She was extremely nice and greeted us when we stepped into the
room. The walls of her office were bright pink, overwhelming anyone who walked in.
“So, what are you doing here today, Elizabeth? She smiled politely.
I instantly gushed out a stream of words about everything that had been
happening to me and the symptoms I had been experiencing. The doctor scribbled
things down on her clipboard before exiting the room, and she returned with another doctor. She introduced him as a neurologist. He asked me to perform numerous
facial expressions such as smiling, frowning, raising my eyebrows, and closing my
eyes. All of which I could only do with the right side of my face while the left side
remained still and droopy. Afterward, he tested my other nerves to make sure they
were functioning well and asked me questions about how long I had been noticing
changes and when I first realized I couldn’t move the left side of my face.
He came to the conclusion that I had Bell’s Palsy. Upon hearing what it was, I
began to cry. The funny thing was that I could only cry from my right eye; my left
eye was dry because I couldn’t close it. The doctors and my mom tried to reassure
me that everything would be okay, but I felt as if my world was ending. I was convinced that my face would never look the same, that I would never be able to move
the left side again. When I stopped crying, the doctor asked if I had any idea why I
might have gotten Bell’s Palsy. Wiping my tears away, I told him I had no idea. My
mom, on the other hand, began to tell the doctor about how stressed I was from
starting middle school. She told him about how I stayed up late to finish assignments and how all I ever did was work. Hearing this, the doctor told me that I had
to take it easy because the stress I was feeling had irritated my seventh cranial nerve;
that led to the paralysis. He wrote a doctor’s note that stated I wouldn’t be in class
for a week and prescribed artificial tears that would help my dry eye. In all honesty,
I was devastated that I would be missing a week of school, but I knew I needed a
small break. Thankfully, my mom brought all of my assignments for the week to do
at home. I didn’t miss anything.
During the week off from school, I went to facial therapy sessions to help
regain control of the left side of my face. Over the course of a month, the Bell’s
Palsy was gone and I was able to move my face normally again. I was finally able to
cry from both eyes. The experience of having Bell’s Palsy was frightening to me as
an eleven year old, but it did teach me to not push myself too hard. When things
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get too stressful of feel like too much to handle, it’s healthy to take a break before
tackling the task again.

Ebrahima Jaiteh
The Scrawny One

A

s I walked into the dark gym the coach flicked all the lights on and I could feel
my heart pumping blood through my body. Mr. Sanchez told us to change and
wait for instructions. When I took a place on the black line and looked at all the
other guys coming to tryout, my heart sank. Those guys were bigger, stronger, and
more athletic than me, and I definitely knew that they were better than me. As we
were getting ready to do our first set of laps, I just knew that I had to try my best. As
I was running, I looked around and I could tell who was gonna make the team and
who wasn’t. Even when I was trying to think positive, I thought I wasn’t going to
be one of the lucky ones. I wasn’t the shortest, or the biggest; I was scrawny, weak,
skinny, un-athletic, and slow. There were so many flaws in me that I wanted to give
up on tryouts, but there was something in me that held on to a little hope, a glimpse
of light, that I would be able to make the JV basketball team.
As we started to do the layup lines, I missed all of my layups. Every time
someone missed a layup we all, yes all of us, had to do 10 pushups. You might think
all those big and strong boys would make their layups, but not all of them did. Since
everyone knew I would miss they would kick me to the back of the line and make
me lose my turn to go so they wouldn’t have to do pushups. Since I’m so scrawny,
I couldn’t do anything, I couldn’t speak my mind, I was just too afraid. As soon as
tryouts were finished everyone wanted to give me handshakes, they all said, “good
work,” even though I knew I did terrible. As I walked out of that gym I had no
confidence; the coach gave me a long, cold, hard stare that made me shiver a little. I
was nervous.
The next day there were rumors saying that the names of people who made the
team had been posted on the wall. I took my time, cautiously, to check if my name
was there. Everyone was gathered at the wall saying, “What the heck! How is that
even possible?” I made space for myself to look at the board, read the list and was
about to walk away when I saw my name at the very bottom. My expression went
crazy. I was smiling and felt this rush in my body and everyone, not knowing who I
was, was asking, “Who is that kid at the bottom?” When I raised my hand everyone
was amazed and shocked. People were like, “He’s wack! He’s trash! Why the hell is
he even on the list? How did he make it?” I was getting a little upset, but I was too
afraid to make them stop.
As a few classes passed by I finally got to gym and got ready to sit in my little
corner and do some work. Then the coach called me over, he told me, “Ebrahima,
did you know you made the team?” “Yes!” I replied. “I don’t care what anyone is
saying, if they telling you you’re wack and all this. Just know you made it and they
didn’t. Let them be jealous and I want you to work hard and don’t give up because
I see potential in you. I can see that you will get taller and I think I can make you
better.” That speech gave me confidence. It gave me strength and courage and
everything else and that made me feel good about myself. That’s what made me the

83

person I am today. Mr. Sanchez made me grow stronger, get better, and focus on
the positive things I can do and to let go of the negatives. He made me shape myself
into a better person, and made me realize I’m not so bad after all.

Yvonne Rickman
The Sting of Abandonment

A

s a young kid I would bombard my mother with questions about my father; but
as time progressed I felt talking about it made her feel bad, so I stopped. I grew
up in a “broken household.” It was a label you were given if you were only living
with one of your parents. I didn’t like this label. I tried to run away from it, but
there is no escaping it on Father’s Day. In my church they bring all the broken sons
and daughters up to the altar and say it’s okay, it’s not your fault, even though I had
my mind made up that I was the problem.
Father’s Day at my church was an event I always resented and tried to avoid
because it made me feel disappointed. People might say it’s good to have not seen
my father at all, but I spent every moment thinking about what he looked like and
if his personality matched mine. My mom would describe his physical appearance
and his personality, but that wasn’t enough. Talking about this person left me in
tears because I hadn’t gotten over the fact that he left us. I didn’t understand why
and I questioned if he really wanted me. At a young age I hated a person I had never
met, when I should have been focusing on being a child. I had never seen my father
but I felt like I was stripped of half of myself. All the other kids had fathers in their
lives and because of this I grew up jealous. I was grieving, looking for a male figure
in my life. I attached myself to other children’s fathers at church because I wanted to
feel normal. The word “father” crept up my spine like chills; it was an idea that was
elusive.
The love of a father will always be a mystery to me, something I wish I had and
that others take for granted. I feel like girls are more influenced than boys by not
having a father, we tend to look for a father figure in our relationships, which is unhealthy. The relationship will only benefit you and not the other person because you
are using that person to fill a void. Often times we might seek out abusive relationships all because of the thought of losing that male figure in our lives. Growing up
without a father can lower a girl’s self-esteem and trust. Lastly, I feel that growing up
without a father can make it unclear what a healthy relationship actually is.
I still dwell on what could have been. I feel like there is a possibility when I
become older that I will hire a private investigator. I feel this is life changing because
it’s almost like losing someone; you have to learn how to live without that person. It
feels like a piece of me is lost, that side of me that I inherited from my father. This
is life changing because in the future I will make sure my kids have a loving home
and I will be fully devoted to making sure they are happy. Additionally, I feel that
growing up with the background of church has also helped me find my new identity,
which was lost because of an absent parent. I learned how to cope with the feelings
of abandonment by channeling them into something better, sharing my testimony
with others who are experiencing the same problem. I’ve also grown more attached
to my mother because she is all I have; she has taken the role of both my parents.
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She will break her back to make sure I am okay. I have learned that life will not
always turn out the way you want it to. I know that I have to forgive my father;
because dwelling on his absence is unhealthy and letting go is better in the long run.
This set back will no longer hurt once I have let go.

America Jimenez
Go!

I

waited in the starting line feeling anxious but excited. I had just finished the warm
up mile and my body was ready; I could feel the adrenaline feeding my anticipation. I looked sideways at the other lanes and then quickly looked forward, knowing
I would over think it. My coach, Mr. Robinson, told us to take the first 200 meters
easy. “We’re doing more than one round of 200 meters,” he said, but I wasn’t listening. I was looking ahead waiting for him to say, “Go!”
On the signal, I ran. I didn’t think twice; I was giving it my best. Finishing
those first 200 meters felt awesome. I wasn’t much of a sprinter, but I knew my time
was good. Once I stopped thinking of the running, by body took over. My breathing
got heavy and I felt that familiar sense of missing air. I walked the next 200 meters
with my arms over my head and by the time I reached Robinson my body had
calmed down a bit. I walked to my bag, grabbed my pump, inhaled and exhaled. I
did it quickly because in the next minute I had to get back in line.
By the second try I felt nervous; my mouth was watering and I kept taking
deep breaths, not for lack of air, but for what I refused to let out. I stood in line
trying to focus, but this didn’t feel like the first run. “Go!” I had no time to think, I
just ran. But this time I was struggling and I started to talk to myself. “You have to
keep going you’re almost there, a couple of seconds more.” I was battling with myself
and I didn’t know how much longer my legs would carry me. I could feel my chest
getting tighter every second, but I wanted to keep going—I had to keep going. I
wasn’t that far away from the finish line. But my body had a mind of its own; my
legs stopped taking long strides and dropped to a slower pace. They began to feel so
heavy that I couldn’t run; I began walking. My mind went straight to thinking of my
body. Once I got to the finish line I sat down and tried to control my breathing. I
began to panic. I needed air. With my arms above my head, I walked to Robinson.
As soon as I reached him I drank a lot of water, which I knew might give me cramps.
For a second I was OK, then my mouth started to water and I felt nauseas, I knew I
couldn’t hold it. I ran to the closest garbage can and let it all go. I had never thrown
up like that; it was so violent that the muscles between my ribs were aching. Once
it was over I felt disappointed; I had stopped running in the middle of 200 meters.
I was competing with myself and I was supposed to win, but I hadn’t come close. It
wasn’t supposed to be like that.
For the third try, Robinson gave me a choice. “You can sit this one down,” he
said. I wanted to for a good second, but I got up and got in line. “Go,” and I ran. I
focused on finishing and not stopping. I pushed through the wind as fast as I could,
not thinking about the lack of air stabbing at my chest. My mouth was dry and
disgusting but I refused to think about it. My legs were aching, but that didn’t stop
me. When I reached the finish line, I felt something different: maybe a little bit of
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pride. I hadn’t stopped. I had beaten my own record. I had not done as well as the
first time, but I reached the end. Running was still new to me, but I had challenged
myself and learned that it’s a difficult thing; I also learned that I could set my own
limitations. The worst that can happen when running had happened to me and I
was able to keep going. I had to put myself out there and take the risk. I can do it
again.

Yomaris Espinoza
Running Into My New Self

I

t’s amazing how you can find a new version of yourself by starting something
new. Two years ago I was surrounded by runners - I still am. My friends ran, my
cousins, my brothers, my aunts, and my mom. They encouraged me to run, but I
always said, “No!” It wasn’t until two summers ago that I began to run with them. I
remember my mom telling me that beginning to run would make me a happier and
healthier person. I feel like that now, but everything was far from perfect when I
started.
When I began, I felt obligated. Since everyone around me was running, I
should be doing it too. For the first few months, it was more a task than an enjoyment. I hated it – but I didn’t tell anyone until April 2016 when I stopped going
to track practice and gave up on running – I had come in last in my first race. I felt
ashamed because I thought I had disappointed everyone who ran – even Mr. Robinson, the track coach. For the next three months I didn’t run because I felt stressed
out by my performance and hated it.
In August I finally realized I was being paranoid and I decided to give running
another chance. I began to run occasionally, not on a daily basis, not in training. In
September I began to feel motivated because of my dad; this was strange because he
was the only one in the family who doesn’t run. He said I was letting myself get too
discouraged; I had only competed in one race and giving up now would mean that I
would never know my full potential. So in October I began to run again and I realized that running helps relieve all my stress from school. I no longer feel obligated; I
genuinely like it.
At a race, everyone is lined up to run. As the referee prepares the count down
I feel anxious. I pull back my hair, position my hands, and feel my heart beating
faster than usual. I look straight ahead and see the tall white pole where we turn
and suddenly, the gun goes off. As my feet hit the ground, my nervousness melts as
though it had never existed. All I can think about is crossing the finish line. With
every step I feel more exhausted and as I gasp for air I slow my pace and think, “It’s
almost done, with every step forward I’m closer to the finish line. During the race, I
take a small break and then continue; the good thing about running is that no one
can force you to do better, you are alone, and the battle is with yourself. With this in
mind, I am suddenly crossing the finish line feeling a sense of accomplishment.
I have learned many things about myself since I began to run. I realized how
insecure I was last spring compared to now. Two years ago I felt pressure to run; I
wanted to fit in with my friends and family. I thought they would dislike me if I
didn’t run. Now, I’m more confident about myself and about anything I try that is
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new. Running also challenged me to do better under pressure and to push myself to
do my best. It made me set my own goals and accomplish them. When I ran my first
mile I had a bad time, but I pushed myself to do better and I did. Running has also
improved my academics; I try to push myself in school and I am more focused and
calmer under pressure; since you’re timed when running and doing tests I’ve learned
to handle it better than I did before. Most importantly, it made me realize I should
never give up.
I’ve also learned to be more social. Since we work as a team in track, we’re
forced to communicate with others. Before I joined track I didn’t want to meet new
people because I was too shy to go up to anyone and start a conversation. I am more
active and since I’m on the track team I’m responsible for going to practice every
morning or afternoon. Having so much to do has made me better at managing my
time.
Running has been a great experience that has changed me in so many ways; it’s
made me the person I am today. I can truly say that I ran into my new self.

Sabrina Salas
Rags to Riches: How My Neighborhood Defines Me

G

rowing up in the NYCHA’s (New York City Housing Authority) Patterson
Projects in the Bronx will forever define my early life. Although most people
in my building are probably involved in some illegal activity, they are surprisingly
kind. Don’t get me wrong, the people may be sweet but they certainly are crazy. The
friendly junkies can always be found loitering in front of the building steps, but as
long as you greet them they will hold doors for you and even look out for you. For
example, a guy was harassing me by asking for directions and before I could say anything one of my addict friends noticed what was happening; he interrupted and said,
“She does not know and I suggest you leave this young lady alone!” This man actually
had my back, he protected me and I was grateful.
Waking up most days to no hot water is undeniably terrible, giving me the
choice to either heat it on the stove or be brave and shower in icy cold. If that’s not
bad enough, the elevators never fail to have a puddle of some mysterious liquid in
a corner and there is always an elevator out of service. Trust me, having to walk up
the stairs to the ninth floor, when both elevators are out is not fun. Not to mention
there’s heat from the radiators through the summer but when winter kicks in they
shut them off.
Because of this, I believe my neighborhood pushes me extra hard to obtain
good grades. In the future I would like to be successful and live anywhere but the
projects. The expectations in my community are below standard, everyone expects
you to drop out of school or have a child at an early age. I do not plan to be sixteen
and pregnant, I want to be seventeen and on my way to college and a new life.
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Academic Essays
Sabrina Salas
The Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger
At the end of Things Fall Apart, by Chinua Achebe, the District Commissioner, who for many
years “has toiled to bring civilization to Africa,” thinks of a book he is planning to write when he
returns to England. In this book he intends to describe some of the experiences he has had with the
Igbo and other Nigerians. His title is The Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger; he believes, “the story of this man [Okonkwo, the hero of the book] who had killed a messenger and hanged himself would make interesting reading.” The following narrative is an imagined
chapter in that book.

O

ne peculiar individual, that I will never forget, was from the village of Umuofia,
an imperious and foolish man known as Okonkwo. In the village, most of
the savages were becoming civilized, but Okonkwo was one of the few, who despite
our efforts remained primitive. He was a man who was devoted to the ridiculous
customs and traditions of the Ibo people.
I was told many things about this Okonkwo. I knew that he was a prominent
man in his clan, with many tittles and many wives. He was a warrior who often
acted rashly and had spurts of anger. I was aware that he had killed a young boy, Ikemefuna, who was practically like his son. He once beat one of his wives during the
Week of Peace. He also went into exile for seven years because at the funeral of a clan
elder, his gun exploded and the bullet pierced the elder’s 16-year-old son’s heart. At
his funeral, the natives were wildly shooting bullets in the air as if it were a time for
celebration. When a person dies, you’re supposed to lament them but these savages
didn’t even have the courtesy to respect the dead. I was also, informed that a convert,
Isaac, is Okonkwo’s son, Nwoye. When Okonkwo learned he had decided to follow
the right path and become a Christian, Okonkwo attacked him and disowned him.
Now tell me, what father acts as rashly as he did? A civilized person would never intentionally hurt their own son. Then, Okonkwo killed one of my Kotmas. Okonkwo’s boorish behavior had to be dealt with.
There was a time, when Reverend Smith brought me news that astounded me.
I had just recently arrived in Nigeria and was on tour in a distant area deep in the
bush. I was not given the warm welcome that I had hoped for.
“Sir, something grave has occurred. Enoch, one of our very own converts did
something that upset the egwugwus...” Mr. Smith explained.
“Well what exactly happened? And what exactly is this egwugwu you speak of,
Reverend?” I asked.
“Egwugwus are nine masked elders who represent the ancestral spirits of the
clan. They also serve as judges who go around the village listening to problems to
then decide solutions and punishments,” he explained.
“I thought I was the only one making laws around here… but please, continue
and tell me what happened during my absence.”
“Enoch’s zealotry caused him to unmask an egwugwu during an annual ceremony. Enoch claimed that he was only protecting and defending his fellow Christians,
but the egwugwus walloped him over the head with their canes. Then Enoch fell on
an egwuwgwu and ripped off his mask.”
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“Is that all, Smith?”
“No sir, as a result the egwugwus burnt down the church that Mr. Brown had
built. Our church is now a pile of ashes.”
I could not believe what I was hearing. I was enraged. These men desecrated
a place of worship and doing that, they desecrated my queen. They were going to
learn their lesson and find out who was really in control.
I developed a plan. Three days later, I called Okonkwo and the five other leaders of Umuofia to a meeting. These doltish men actually believed that I would react
with restraint to them burning down the church. They arrived with machetes, as if
these were any match to our guns, shackles, and prisons. The leaders then sat down
and Ogbuefi Ekwueme waffled on about the incident. Tell me something I don’t
know, I thought. I invited my men inside under the pretenses that they would listen
to the villagers’ account of the incident, when in reality, it was a trap where my men
handcuffed and imprisoned the leaders.
“You men dare destroy a place of worship? Under the reign of our queen, that is
unacceptable. You will be released once you pay a fine of two hundred bags of cowries.” I explained to the six leaders. I set this high ransom in the hopes that it would
be impossible for the natives to pay.
I turned to the messengers.
“Don’t even think about harming them. They are the most respected men in
this village.”
I was later told that the leaders endured insults and physical abuse in the
prison. My Kotmas shaved their heads, starved them, and even ridiculed them. I was
also told that Okonkwo scolded the other leaders in the prison:
“You men are supposed to be the leaders of this clan! When did you suddenly become so weak and effeminate? We have gone to war numerous times before
and we have brought back heads as trophies. Why have you allowed this clan to
fall apart? Why is it that our people have submitted to the white missionaries? We
should have killed every single one of the white men when we had the chance!”
That earned him and everyone else a beating with a strong stick that my messengers carried around. Eventually the clan paid the fine and as promised, I released
their leaders.
The morning after they were released, I discovered that there was a meeting
being held in the marketplace, where people from the nine villages were discussing
war. They were incensed at the treatment that their leaders had received and the instigators were inflaming them to action. Immediately I sent five of my messengers to
stop that meeting. Ojoba, ordered them to disband; that was when Okonkwo acted
impulsively and decapitated Ojoba. The funny thing is, no one supported or backed
him up. They just let the other messengers escape. The villagers were afraid of the
consequences that came with defying British law.
As soon as I heard about the killing, my blood boiled. In all of my years, I
had never encountered someone as difficult as Okonkwo. I wanted him to be held
accountable for his actions. I wanted vengeance.
I stormed into Okonkwo’s compound to capture and imprison him, but there
was no sign of him. I stumbled upon a group of men and his dear friend, Obierika.
I demanded that they tell me where Okonkwo was hiding. He wasn’t going to get
away with what he had done.
“He is not here, but I will take you to him if your men help us,” Obierika said.
I was hesitant about following him; it felt as if I was being led into a trap, but
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I was not going to convey fear to these natives. Surrounded by all my men, I felt a
little more at ease. Obierika went through a small opening that was behind Okonkwo’s compound and we followed.
And there he was. Okonkwo, a man who was fermenting rebellion, was lifeless
hanging from a tree.
I was at a loss for words. My initial reaction was that his death rid me of a
problem and that it would save me the time and effort of dealing with him. Then
I became apprehensive at the thought of his death provoking and sparking a rebellion amongst the natives. What if the clan saw him as a fearless martyr? I reassured
myself that these people wouldn’t have the guts to have an uprising, knowing what
happened to Abame.
“I ask that your men help us by taking him down,” Obierika said.
I mean I certainly wasn’t going to take him down and show humility to the
natives.
“Why can’t you do the task yourselves?” I asked.
He explained that it was against their custom because suicide was an abomination and that his body was now considered evil. They also weren’t allowed to bury
him. I heard that Okonkwo was buried in the evil forest by strangers from a distant
clan.
“He was a great man! Respected and feared by many. Look at what you have
caused! You have driven him to kill himself, in the most unfavorable way possible.”
Obierika snapped at me.
One of my messengers silenced Obierika. I then commanded my chief messenger to respect their wishes and take down the body.
Once Okonkwo was out of the picture, the savages began to be more subdued.
My duty to control these people and to subject them to British laws and customs
became much easier.
At the time, I could not be more pleased to carry out my duty and express my
devotion to our gracious queen and country. But now I can’t help but think that it
was a shame that we devastated their clan. We never took the time to learn about
their customs and traditions. We tried to force upon them British principles and beliefs. It is unfortunate that we stripped them of their way of life and then abandoned
them.

Jehna Lloyd
Rudyard Kipling in West Africa

R

udyard Kipling’s poem, “White Man’s Burden,” reflects the attitude shown by
the British colonial powers in Umuofia, a tribe in Nigeria. Europeans thought
it was their duty to bring “civilization” to Africa, to bear the burden of “blame and
hate” and to sacrifice their own comfort in order to impose “enlightenment” on the
natives. The British people deceived themselves into thinking they were bringing
civilization to Umuofia when in reality, Umuofia was already a sophisticated and
humane society with its own religion, court system, and structure. The attitudes
in Things Fall Apart, by Chinua Achebe, show us how the principles expounded in
Kipling’s poem were carried out in Nigeria and the devastating effects they had on
the culture and the people of that country.
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One example of Kipling’s white supremacist attitude in Umuofia is seen
through one of the characters in Things Fall Apart, Reverend Smith, a European missionary stationed in Umuofia. Mr. Smith succeeded Mr. Brown and was by far the
complete opposite of him. Smith showed a strict and intolerant attitude. He is described as someone who “condemned… [Policies] of compromise and accommodation… [And] saw things as black and white” (Achebe, 184). Smith wanted to make
it his mission to teach the people of Umuofia the “true religion.” He expelled from
the church those who did not whole-heartedly believe in what he was teaching. The
religion of Umuofia was looked down upon and rejected by the missionaries. The
white men certainly did not take it seriously, nor did they look at it with any respect.
From Kipling’s “White Man’s Burden,” we see Smith exercising the belief that it is
his job to “fill full the mouth of Famine and bid the sickness cease.” Metaphorically
speaking, Smith and the missionaries saw this as their God-given duty to cleanse
Umuofia of their pagan ideologies and feed them with the word of God.
Another attitude from “White Man’s Burden” that we see reflected in Umuofia
is in the District Commissioner. The District Commissioner didn’t care that he was
blamed or hated when he wrongfully imprisoned Okonkwo and the six leaders who
came along. He did not care that he humiliated these men, even scarring them for
life and turning them against the British. He also didn’t care that he pushed Okonkwo over the edge and led him to kill himself. All the District Commissioner cared
about was “civilizing” Umuofia and putting the “trouble-makers” in their places,
even if that meant withstanding “the blame of those ye better, the hate of those ye
guard.” The British laws were very different from Nigerian laws. In Things Fall Apart,
we get a sneak peek at how the Nigerian court system takes place. The laws are based
on compromise and agreements, while the British laws were cold, written laws made
only to punish. The District Commissioner, along with the other missionaries, didn’t
mind being unwanted amongst the Africans because they saw them as primitive,
indignant, and ungrateful. They didn’t think they were smart enough to fully understand the reason for their arrival. They saw their actions as justified. Many can argue
that the Europeans tried to develop a paternal relationship with the Africans, almost
like a young child who doesn’t understand why his father is making him eat his
vegetables. The Europeans saw bringing religion to Umuofia as doing the Africans a
favor for their own good.
A third time Kipling’s attitude is clearly displayed in Umuofia is the Europeans’
idea of sacrificing their own comfort in Britain for the benefit of the Africans. An
example of this is the missionaries setting up their church in the Evil Forest. The
rulers of Mbanta gave them a plot of land they thought would sabotage any attempt
to thrive in Africa. The Forest was described as it being “alive with sinister forces and
powers of darkness” (148). The Evil Forest was a destination for the bodies of people
who died from “evil diseases, like leprosy and smallpox” (148). The people of Mbanta thought that anyone who would be there for more than 28 days would perish, but
when the time ran out the Africans were surprised when they saw the white man’s
church still standing. The missionaries knew the land they were given was cursed,
but they didn’t mind because they knew the threats were empty. They soon played
on the people’s idea of the accursed ground when they tried to convince them by
saying, “They also said I would die if I built my church on this ground. Am I dead?
(157).” The Christian men often suffered persecution and ridicule from the Africans
when they were living amongst them. Living in Nigeria, the men gave up the privilege of running water and “structured government.” The missionaries surrendered
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their luxuries when accepting land from the Evil Forest in order to “civilize” the natives.
From these examples we see how Chinua Achebe inculcated Kipling’s idea of
a “White Man’s Burden” while describing the treatment of Africans by Europeans.
Achebe’s book shows us that Kipling’s views did not reflect Africa as it was. Instead of
getting to know the culture and customs, and understanding them—they arrived with
feelings of superiority and a sense of mission—to civilize the natives. Kipling thought it
was the British patriotic duty to colonize Africa and redeem natives from their heathen
ways. The self-deception of “civilizing” Africa, bearing the burden of “blame and hate,”
and sacrificing comfort to impose enlightenment on the natives, proved destructive and
fatal for the African people of Nigeria.

Danielle Fisher
Ray’s Advice
In Sherwood Anderson’s classic tale “The Untold Lie,” Ray Pearson realizes late in life that his family
has been his greatest blessing. In Miranda July’s “Roy Spivey,” the protagonist, in mid-life, pines for
a man she met decades earlier. After a well-deserved holiday in Negril, and a short time-hop to the
present, Ray has this to say to Miranda:

W

hy yuh reget seh yuh neva call de man weh yuh meet 20 years ago pan one plane
wen yuh av one family weh love yuh? It jus doh mek nuh sense fi yaah full up
yuh mind bout wah coulda happen but yuh need fi focus pan weh yuh av inna yuh life
right yah now. Yuh have a husband and a pickney weh love yuh but yet still yuh stuck
up inna de past bout wah coulda happen.
First of all yuh nuh av no self-confidence so plz tell me how unuh woulda work
out and fi mek it worse yuh shy fi even talk to him, so why yuh suh hang up pan the
man wen yuh av so suh much ppl roun yuh fi be grateful fah? Mi av 6 pickney and a
wife even tho mi neva plan fi all ah that. Mi did waan fi do big tings wid mi lfe but…
mi get Minnie inna trouble six time. Sometime mi kinda feel sad bout mi lfe but when
mi pickney dem hug mi up mi nuh feel one ounce ah reget. Dem ah mi family yuh
know and mi love dem and mi nuh regret when mi get dem.
Yuh need fi tink bout weh yuh life woulda be like without yuh data if yuh did call
the Spivey man. Mi dun know seh yuh feel a way if yuh neva av yuh data and all ah
dem memries deh weh two ah unuh mek together all the bad one dem to like when she
get inna trouble inna Mexico. Maybe if yuh did call de man him woulda brush yuh off
or turn yuh down suh yuh need fi tek him and tha number deh outta yuh mind.
Mi did av one fren weh name Hal Winter and him get fi him girl inna trouble
and him come to me and ah ask if him need fi sekkle down wid har. At first mi did
waan tell him seh him nuffi do it, and seh that him woulda be miserable but deep
down mi know seh ah lie mi woulda tell him- wen yuh get married and av pickney it
nuh mek yuh unhapy, it mek yuh av sumn fi live fah. And yuh kids actually mek living
feel worthwhile.
Mi think seh yuh need fi leggo off ah Roy Spivey and stop wid all ah that regret
foolishness bout how yuh neva get fi call him. Yuh need fi stop seh 4 when yaah have
sex wid yuh husband or when trouble fine yuh. And yuh need fi stop being suh shy and
try and boost yuh self confidence. Yuh just need fi let him guh.
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Donatto Navas
Two Sides of the Story
Goethe once said, “No two persons regard the world in exactly the
J.W.von
same way.” In other words, he is saying that everyone looks at the world

differently. This statement is valid because in life, as in literature, people have to deal
with the contrasting beliefs and opinions of other individuals. Throughout history
great men like Nelson Mandela and Cassius Clay had their religious and moral
principles threatened by the world around them. However, it was the indefatigable
defense of their views and beliefs that cemented their legacy in history. Okonkwo,
a fictional character in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, faces the challenge of
having other men, both foreign and native, oppose his unwavering beliefs and values.
Okonkwo sees the world much differently than his own son Nwoye, his best friend
Obierika, and the district commissioner who represents British colonialism in Umuofia. Through the use of characterization and conflict, Achebe shows Okonkwo’s
struggle with people of opposing mindsets.
One of the main conflicts throughout the novel is between Okonkwo and his
son, Nwoye. Nwoye is a sympathetic and sensitive person, often preferring the light
hearted stories of his mother to the violent narratives of Okonkwo’s war triumphs.
Okonkwo is very critical towards Nwoye, even at a young age, which can be seen
when the text states, “Okonkwo’s first son, Nwoye, was then twelve years old but
was already causing his father great anxiety for his incipient laziness.” Okonkwo
notices Nwoye’s traits and relates them to those of his father, Unoka. Okonkwo despises his father; therefore, some those feelings he directs to Nwoye. Nwoye also has
to withstand the death of Ikemefuna, a character he came to see as a brother. Not
only does Ikemefuna die, he dies by Okonkwos hand. Nwoye knows this and has to
keep his resentment within himself because he is too young to confront his father.
This leads to the disconnect between Okonkwo and Nwoye because Nwoye, in his
own way, begins to become a reaction to his father. This leads Nwoye to accepting
the new religion, effectively destroying their relationship. This conflict between
Okonkwo and Nwoye illustrates the possible implications of two men having different religious views, as well as Okonkwo’s struggle to inculcate his beliefs into his very
own family. Ultimately, it highlights the contrast of beliefs between two men, even
while belonging to the same family.
Okonkwo is characterized as a person with very fixed ideals. His main characteristic, and perhaps his greatest fault, is his burning desire to not be like his father,
Unoka. This is what inspires him to be so impulsive, rugged in his beliefs, and averse
towards any form of femininity. Furthermore, he is very aggressive towards the
infiltration of British ideals in Umuofia. Obierika, his best friend, serves as a foil for
Okonkwo. In other words they are complete opposites of each other. Obierika is
characterized as someone who is much more reasonable and prudent than Okonkwo.
This can be seen when Obierika states, “How do you think we can fight when our
own brothers have turned against us? The white man is very clever. He came quietly and peaceably with his religion. We were amused at his foolishness and allowed
him to stay. Now he has won our brothers, and our clan can no longer act like one.
He has a put a knife on the things that held us together and we have fallen apart.”
Here Obierika expresses the senselessness of denigrating unfamiliar customs, yet, he
does not lay the blame wholly on the side of the white man. He feels also that the
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Umuofians who have converted to Christianity have wrongly turned their backs on
their own brothers. Since he is an open minded person, he sees more value in self-expansion than Okonkwo does. He is also more willing to accept change. Ultimately,
Okonkwo is hungry for battle with the British, while Obierika looks for both sides
to coexist peacefully. This is a prime example of two men who see the world through
different lenses.
Okonkwo is unwilling to cooperate with the British commissioner in Umuofia.
Both men are very devoted their own respective religion, the difference, however, is
that one is trying to impose his beliefs on the other. The commissioner is characterized as a stern and stereotypical white administrator. Stereotypical in the sense that
he is ignorant when it comes to Igbo culture and its customs; therefore, he sees them
as primitive and foolish. This can be seen when he decides to name the title of his
future book, “The Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger.” However, Achebe has shown us in Part One of the book that the Igbo have a very complex
society. Okonkwo sees the commissioner and what he represents as foolish, malicious, and a deadly threat to tradition. One major contrast between Okonkwo and
the commissioner can be seen in their respective goals. The commissioner believes
spreading his religion in Umuofia, or “pacifying” the clan is the correct thing to do.
Okonkwo on the other hand, wants all British influence in Umuofia eradicated. He
does not seek to spread Igbo ideals among the British, he simply wants to protect
his tribe. Ultimately, these are two men pitted against each other; both believe they
are fighting for the right cause. The causes that they are fighting for highlight the
contrast in viewpoints that Goethe expresses.
In Things Fall Apart Achebe creates characters that see the world in different
ways. Okonkwo has very specific and strict interpretations of reality. Throughout the
novel he has these interpretations challenged and put in question by Nwoye, Obierika, and the District Commissioner. Although he remains best friends with Obierika,
the contrast in values develops a conflict between Okonkwo and the other characters that is never resolved. He refuses to die by the hand of the enemy. He realizes
that he will be prosecuted and ultimately hanged by the British justice system, and
unfortunately his people will not fight to defend him. In an ultimate act of defiance,
he hangs himself, leaving Umuofia behind to suffer its inevitable demise. This is
all brought to fruition because two men do not see the world the same way, which
proves Goethe’s statement to be true.

Michael Beecham
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Ruminations
Excerpts from journals of sophomore English class, 2016/17.

The Election
I don’t usually care for politics. I never really understood how everything worked. So when I found out Trump won the Presidential election I didn’t pay attention.
I did hear a lot of terrible things about him—the same thing for Hillary Clinton. So
I decided to develop my own opinion. I did research and what I saw was definitely
not President worthy. To think of how much Donald Trump criticizes other races,
genders, and religions is terrible. He undermines women and their power in society.
Someone who criticizes as much as he does is not someone the children of this country should have to see on TV, guiding our nation. This changes everything.

Animals
If I were able to communicate with animals then I would ask them their views
on humans and if they understand what we are saying if they like us or think we’re
trouble to them and their lives. I would stop eating animals if I were able to communicate with them. Because I don’t want them to think that I am going to hurt them.
I would ask them many questions that I can’t even remember right now. I would use
this as a superhero power to help all the animals in this world.

Real Beauty
Sometimes I think that most people don’t realize how beautiful they truly are.
It bothers me how most girls don’t realize that what makes them beautiful is not
their physical looks but how they are on the inside. Females and males should both
feel beautiful in their bodies. I believe each body is different because we are unique
masterpieces. I once read by Steve Maraboli, “It’s true, the scale can only give you
a numerical reflection of your relationship with gravity. That’s it. It cannot measure
beauty, talent, purpose, life force, possibility, strength, or love. Don’t give the scale
more power than it has earned. Take note of the number, then get off the scale and
live your life. You are beautiful.” This basically summarizes the way I feel about
beauty. Another thing that I’ve noticed is that the people who are truly beautiful on
the inside feel pretty bad about the way they look. I think it takes time for human
beings to accept that they are beautiful in their own way because everyone has their
insecurities. Insecurities are what stop people from believing in themselves. I have
insecurities of my own and even though sometimes they take hold of me, if I’m
strong enough, at the end of the day I’m a survivor. Remember that you are beautiful in your own way and that you determine if you are a survivor.

Black Lives Matter
This year alone, five hundred-nine people have been killed by the police. It’s
amazing how long it took people to realize what is going on in this country: a country where people dream of a better life. But what do we do when people of color
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in America are being targeted? When people think of color they think of poverty,
danger or lack of education. They don’t know how hard it is for us to survive. When
I hear about the death of black men, I am scared. I am scared for my family and I
am scared for my dad. He works so hard to provide for us. He tells me stories of
how he is stopped all the time by police for driving a Mercedes. It is as if they don’t
believe his success; it has to be a stolen car. The only thing that was stolen from us is
our dignity. We are ripped apart and made to seem barbarian.
It took me a long time to figure out how I feel about this. My feelings are
mixed and it’s hard for me to understand where I stand. When others see my calmness about this situation, they seem confused. How can I be Black and not be angry.
But they don’t understand that I’ve been Black long enough to realize not to judge
other people or put labels on them. I have been Black long enough to see that not all
police officers are evil.
Seeing my family members sad about this situation made me understand that
I was not angry; I was in pain. My heart hurt. It was beating so fast, trying to make
up for the heartbeats of everyone who died. My lungs were trying to take in every
breath that the people of color lost when they were killed by cops. At one moment
I kept seeing flashes of my father and brother. Because of society, my little brother’s
youth is destroyed. He is so smart and makes really good choices; so why am I worried that on a bad day he could be killed?
It’s sad to know that African Americans are killing cops. Haven’t they learned?
Innocent colored people are being killed because of how society has pictured them
as dangerous. Because of this, colored people should also understand that innocent
police officers are being killed because of the mistakes of the racist ones.
For us to see change, we all have to work together. For the sake of our ancestors and future generations, we have to break down every single box that people are
put in.

Night
Outside the window it is dark and quiet. The sky is a deep navy blue; everything is illuminated by the streetlights and the moon. Sitting here on this bench the
air is cool and crisp, whipping by me every so often. I have my favorite sweater on
and I am content for the first time in a while. This is my favorite kind of weather. I
dislike being hot and sweaty and I love the cold. One thing that is strange is that I
hate the dark, but I enjoy being outside at night. I guess I just enjoy how everything
is still and quiet. Like time has stopped and I have an eternity. I am scared of the
dark, but only a certain kind of dark. I’m scared of the kind of dark where there is
no light, the kind of dark where I cannot see where I am going. But the dark I am
currently in is where I find my tranquility.

Girls and Women vs. Boys and Men
You know what I’ve noticed? Women go through so much and are expected to
do things that they shouldn’t. It’s ridiculous! Women have to go through menstrual
cycles, pregnancies, and discrimination. But boys and men are favored, pampered
and privileged because of their sex. So many people underestimate women. Men
are expected to be hard workers, but when a girl shows them up, they think less of
themselves. This world should be based on equality. Why do women have to be stay-
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at-home people having to cook and clean? Women and girls can do just as much as a
man can do.

Social Studies
When I was in second grade I had a teacher named Mrs. Conally who opened
my eyes to the evil of mankind. She showed me what an awful place this world can
be and changed my outlook of humanity. The day started like any other day, we
followed the daily schedule starting with science, then reading and writing, after that
math and finally social studies. “For today’s lesson we’re going to learn about something serious, that is no joke, especially for me,” she said. She gave a brief lesson
about what went on in the war. “There were people,” she said, “Just like you and me
that were taken away from their families and forced to work and live in places called
concentration camps.” I didn’t understand how that could be possible, how that
could actually happen. So during lunch I went upstairs and started asking question
after question and she told me how her grandmother had numbers tattooed on
her skin. “That was my grandmother’s name,” she said, and she looked sad telling
me. After, I learned more about the concentration camps; I even tried reading Anne
Frank’s diary. My eyes were opened, and still are today.

Eye Contact
Eye contact is something I’ve avoided for a long time. Sure, I do make it
with people from time to time so people don’t think I’m weird or rude, but I never
want to seek it out. The First time I tried to make eye contact, just to make it, was
incredibly awkward. I couldn’t hold it for more than five seconds. The reason I’m
thinking about eye contact is because I had a very uncomfortable encounter with a
person that I used to be very close to. We were both rounding the same corner in the
hallway and we met fact to face. This person was silent and locked eyes with me for
the briefest second before averting his eyes and stepping around me. I stood there
stunned and that person didn’t even say a word.

I Hate Going Outside
Sometimes I have to give myself a pep talk before I go outside because I never
know what will happen. There have been several times where Ashley and I have been
outside (usually when we walk home) and some guy has tried to talk to us. It’s usually guys who look in their 30’s and 40’s. There was this one time Ashley and I were
walking home and she noticed a guy was walking directly behind us. We didn’t think
much of it until all of a sudden he was walking beside me. I was really nervous and I
just started looking straight ahead. He started asking for my number and my name.
I didn’t answer him and I pretended my music was playing for a whole block before
he left. He said, “I’ll see you soon,” before turning the corner. This moment scared
me so much because a million things could have happened.

Women
Women have always had it tougher than men, but they are the first ones to be
called weak. Women go through so much pain from having their periods to giv-
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ing birth. Women are so underestimated by both men and other women. Women
probably don’t have 100 percent confidence because they start believing they can’t
do certain things due to what society has said. We all are human though and are
capable of doing anything we put our minds to; so why let people doubt you? Why
is it that there have been 44 presidents and not one a woman? What makes men
think they’re better than any woman? Is it because they’re bigger and may have more
muscles? Some men get intimidated when a bright, independent woman can hold
her own. Women can be so powerful but some don’t seem to realize that.

Education
If education is the key to success then why are we not focusing more on it?
Our people are going around uneducated and the result is ignorance. Ignorance is
what tears everything apart. And instead of doing something to fix this epidemic of
ignorance, we blame the people. When in actuality the blame does not fall only on
them. Yes, it is their duty to work hard for their education but they are failing to
educate us. China spends 2.3 trillion dollars on the education of their people and
look at their country as a whole. They are very well rounded. Always innovating!
The US only spends 640 billion dollars on education. As a result, we suffer from an
epidemic of ignorance and we are told it is our (the people’s) fault. We trust our government to use our money to its best ability – for our own development. We spend
more money on war than anything. If we were better educated wars would decrease
significantly.

Genetic
I am embarrassed to have asthma and honestly, I don’t know why. Asthma
runs in the family, but I was told everyone in the family was able to grow out of it;
so what makes me any different? Then I thought; many things do. First, I still didn’t
grow out of asthma, which means I have to take four control medications every day.
Second, I have to carry a blue inhaler around in my pocket everywhere I go. It’s a
hassle because if I leave my inhaler home that’s exactly the moment when asthma
strikes. Lastly, I have plenty of hospital visits. My asthma symptoms persist during
the night; which means I wake up out of a trance and am unable to breath. Asthma
feels like you’re holding your breath constantly. Asthma hurts from my perspective
because when I’m struggling to breath my chest muscles tighten. It just feels like I’m
being pinched in the chest constantly.

American Society
If you live in America then you know something called “Rape Culture,” which
basically tells you how not to get raped, rather than not to rape. Men aren’t taught
either except for people saying “rape is wrong” or “rape is cruel,” which is correct,
but not taught to men. Women are taught only one of these ideas: how not to get
raped, which is basically, don’t express yourself. American society is a society that
teaches us that depending on what a woman is wearing, if she was raped it’s her fault.
This is one of the worst things. The last thing you should say to a rape victim is that
it’s their fault. But that’s what “Rape Culture” is.
If you live in America, you also know about female oppression. Women still
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make less than men, granted, that’s only depending on the position of the job and
the job itself, but if a male has the same exact job as a female, she will, on average,
make 20 to 30 cents less on every dollar.
People in other countries think America is this amazing paradise. I mean, it’s
better than some other countries and offers plenty of opportunity, but it’s not that
great. America is hypocritical. It has named itself the land of the free, meaning it’s
a free country, where people are equal. But they’re not. America has oppressed an
entire gender for centuries. Unless there’s a big change soon, women will always be
the second sex in America’s eyes.

Personal Growth
The best growth comes with loneliness. You have more time to develop and
dwell in your own mind. Maybe go a bit mad. But all great people are a bit mad.
That’s something to remember. You’ll begin to realize how people have manipulated
your head. You begin to believe in your own things and see things from a different
perspective. You begin to realize what your real likes and dislikes are. You don’t think
like anybody else anymore. You begin to feel weird or out of place, but that’s a good
thing because that is what makes you, you. It’s okay to be alone sometimes. Don’t
always think it’s bad.

Piano
If I could go back in time I would most definitely go back to the greatest
pianists in history (Mozart, Chopin, Beethoven, etc.). I take a big liking to Chopin
though, so I’d love for him to be my teacher in learning the piano. It has been my
goal to play his piece, “Winter Wind,” since I first heard it, but it isn’t a simple piece
you can learn overnight, it takes a great amount of practice to master. If I could go
back to another point in time it would be to go back and be mentored by Steve Jobs
and Bill Gates. Their knowledge of tech would possibly make me richer than the
Rothchilds. Just kidding!

Calm & Quiet
I don’t know why, but when I am by myself and don’t have anyone to talk to
or bother I am quiet, calm and serious. For some reason I like it more than being
around my friends and being loud and funny. I think when I am alone I get to think
about things and plan out what I will do. For example, I get homework in every academic class; by being alone I get a head start at thinking how I’ll do my homework.
Will I do English, chemistry, geometry, technology, or college? I plan out the order
of how I’ll do it or think before hand how I might write an essay or answer a certain
question. Or, I could just think about how to stay away from trauma this year, by
being calm, quiet, and serious.

of it. As you try harder, you realize even more how much you adore this person. The
word that has not one solid meaning, but different ones for whoever experiences it.
The word alone would make you realize how much you would want to experience it,
but at the same time never want to struggle with such a feeling…

Slut Shaming
Slut shaming is when someone judges and shames another person for their
sex life and choices. I think people should stop slut shaming because it’s not anyone
else’s business what someone does with their body. If it’s not affecting you in any
way, you should let them live life how they want to. I also think it’s mostly only girls
who this happens to. If boys find out another boy slept with a lot of girls or talked
to/dated a lot of girls at once or in general, they are praised, but if a girl does these
things they call her names like a thot, hoe, or slut. I think it’s not fair to all women
to have to live the way society wants them to and it’s not fair to be judged for your
life choices. People should be able to do what makes them happy without other
people being in their business. Everyone should focus on themselves.

Judging Yourself
Constantly telling yourself and hearing from others that “you’re not good
enough” breaks you. The more you hear it, the more you believe it. After hearing it
a couple of times, even once, you begin to notice every single one of your “flaws.”
You wake up earlier than usual every morning just to stare at yourself in the mirror.
You adjust every strand of hair, apply some makeup, and meticulously perfect all
you can on your body, but in your eyes you’ll never be perfect. You now see yourself
the way everyone else has told you you look. Everyone’s negative opinions now have
control over you. There’s too much negativity, overflowing in your mind, for you to
see the positive.
I’m being controlled. I can no longer create my own opinion of myself. I see
myself the way others have told me I look. I’m fat. Ugly. Stupid. Mean. Worthless.
I have lost my happiness. I don’t know if I should blame myself or others for this.
Who am I kidding? I blame myself. I’m the one who listened to everyone else. It’s
my fault I’m hurting. I could have avoided all of this. All I had to do was ignore
everyone. I allowed myself to drown in the misery caused by everyone else and I
couldn’t hate myself more for that.

Love
Love. What a word. A word that has no definition. A word that causes people
so much pain. A feeling that can never be explained well enough for anyone to understand. A feeling that stays with you, no matter how much you try, try to get rid
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