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INTrODUCTION

  When Professor June Foley asked me to write the introduction to the new 

collection of University Settlement/NYU Gallatin writing, it brought me back to my 

first year studying at Gallatin. Spurred by a love of language and teaching, I had 

enrolled in Professor Dianne ramdeholl’s Literacy in Action course, and for my 

field work had chosen to do student teaching in June’s advanced writing class at 

University Settlement. Throughout the semester, I found more teachers than I could 

have imagined—not only in Dianne and June, but in the many students I had the 

privilege to work with at University Settlement.

  The key idea that Dianne taught me, and that she herself embodied throughout 

the Literacy in Action course, was that the classroom is a space for students to create 

knowledge. She helped me to discover that knowledge, such as literacy in English, 

is built by a student, not simply handed to him. A patient and empathetic professor, 

she allowed her class to discuss education in a space that encouraged opinion 

but not judgment. It soon became evident to me that June’s University Settlement 

class created this same type of learner-centered space. It allowed students to build 

literacy in English around their own lives and aspirations, as they wrote about their 

experiences and ideas and enthusiastically discussed these with one another. 

Moreover, on my first day I met Michael Hunter, director of the Adult Literacy Program, 

and found him to be a person of energy, spirit, and kindness all at once, qualities that 

seemed ever-present in the class. 

  The most meaningful part of my experience teaching at University Settlement 

was listening to the students read and discuss their writing. I found in the descriptions 

of their lives not only determination but untiring passion. I enjoyed and learned from 

Grace Zhang’s philosophical musings in “Life is Not in Our Hands,”  from My Tran’s 

writing about Vietnam, Betty Ye’s writing about her family in America in “My Family 

Lets Me Change,” and from Tammie Tai’s narrative about her grandmother’s bone 

soup (which would go on to be published in the 12th volume of the Literacy review). 

The students taught me about the unique lives they had lived before coming to the 

United States and the ways in which they summoned the audacity to begin new lives 

here. They made me aware that New York City is full of people with unique identities 

INTRODUCTION: 
The Audacity to Begin New Lives
Libby Goss
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that are rich and vivacious. I also shared with them my own love of creative writing by 

teaching a poetry class. While at the start it was difficult for me to convey my love of 

language and to explain the complicated puzzle that is English grammar, their warm-

hearted belief in my teaching helped me to become more confident.

  After ending my semester at University Settlement, I still wanted to remain 

involved with literacy education, so I became a member of the Literacy review 

editorial board. And this coming year, I have the honor of being the editor in chief of 

the 13th edition of the Literacy review. 

  I hope that this collection of University Settlement writing will inspire and 

motivate others in the same way that my experience with this class has inspired 

and motivated me. Most of all, I hope it will preserve the compassion, support, and 

kindness of all the students, teachers, and individuals who help this community 

achieve and grow. 





Changing Every Day
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  I’m from Vietnam. In my country, there are two seasons. One is the dry 
season, and it lasts from October to April. The other is the wet season, and it 
lasts from May to September. Throughout the year, the weather is warm. 
  I had seen snow on TV and in movies but I had never seen snow in person 
until I moved to New York in 2013. I still remember that I enjoyed the first 
time I saw it snowing. The snow was soft, wet, and cold. 
  One night, there was a snowstorm. As a souvenir of my first winter since 
moving to New York, my husband and I went to the park that’s next to my 
house to take photos with a snowman who was standing in the snow. When 
we went back to our house, my face was glowing and cold.
  After the snowstorm finished, the streets were always dirty and difficult 
to walk or drive in. I walked slowly and carefully when it snowed because the 
streets were smooth and slippery.
  Before I immigrated, my friends talked a lot about winter in the U.S. They 
told me that it was terrible, and that I would fly away because I am so skinny. 
I was afraid of winter. 
  Now, I’m not afraid of it because I experienced it in New York City. I now 
know how to walk in the snow.

My First Winter In New York
Diem Duong

  When I was young, I had a dream. I hoped one day I could go to New York 
in the U.S.A. Maybe it was because I heard so many people talk about how 
amazing it was, and also at that same time I watched the TV series called “The 
People of Beijing in New York.” It was very famous in those years, so it caused 
me to be more eager to be here. 
  Finally, on November 6th, 1998, I came to my dream place—New York. I 
would never forget that day because that was the first time I left home to go 
to a foreign country by myself. At that moment, all kinds of thoughts appeared 

My First Month In New York
Ya Qin Li
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  Each person has a unique living experience. I lived in Hong Kong. It’s 
a beautiful, peaceful, rich, romantic, traditional, big city in Asia. Because 
everything people need is there, I like it very much. However, I was born in 
the south of China. Everyone has a lovely childhood with a different lifestyle. 
When they grow up, they are able to change their lifestyle and ideas.
  My hometown is in the countryside of China. The weather is perfect: not 
too hot and not too cold. The town has many lakes, rivers, and mountains. It 
is naturally beautiful and produces an abundance of rice, fruit, and seafood 
too. It is a good place to live. I keep it still in my memory. 
  I wanted to better develop myself, so I moved to the United States. 
I worked hard and accepted the American lifestyle. The big city provides 
opportunities for people to work and receive special health insurance. The 
hospital system is perfect and the urban transport more convenient. I like the 
city because the city education from kindergarten through through university 
system is perfect. 
  In rural China, only a few people can have a good education. My childhood 
home didn’t have good schools. Education is valued in America. As people 

Introduction
Hung Fei (Steve) Cheng

in my mind. I was excited, sad, nervous, and scared until my relatives came 
and picked me up. 
  A couple of days later, I tried to take the subway from Flushing to 
Chinatown by myself. (Because my relatives were busy, I didn’t want to bother 
them much, even though I didn’t know how to transfer or what “uptown” or 
“downtown” meant.) Then I got lost. At first, I felt very nervous and scared. 
But still, with my poor English, I tried to ask people for help. At last, I arrived 
at the place where I wanted to go. To adjust to my new life, I practiced time 
and time again until I knew it and felt better.
  Fortunately, I got my first job in a Chinese restaurant. Although the 
salary was low, I still enjoyed it. I knew it was just my first step. There would 
be more difficulties in the future. Many years passed, and I just want to say: I 
never regret coming to the U.S.A.
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  When people move to the United States, their relatives and friends back 
home in their native country are interested in their family life in the United 
States. Now that I have been to the United States, I am willing to tell you about 
my life as a new immigrant here.
  When I moved to the United States with my family, our relatives who had 
lived in the U.S. for more than 10 years took us to some famous places here, 
such as Times Square, Union Square, Chinatown, South Street Seaport, the 
New York Harbor (and the Statue of Liberty), and so on. They took us to eat 
some famous food and drinks, for example: Guangdong lobster, Starbucks 
coffee, and Haagen-Dazs ice cream. We all enjoyed ourselves. 
  After one month, we all found jobs except for me because our rent was 
expensive and we had to pay it. Our rent was $900 a month. It is not like living in 
our country because we have our own house there. My family had to work here. 
My father was a worker in a noodle factory, my mother was a worker at a bakery, 
and my sister was a packer in a mail company. They all worked from 10 a.m. to 
9 p.m. from Tuesday to Sunday. That meant I had to take care of myself. I had 
to do our laundry, cook dinner, and clean our house. After a few days passed, I 
felt sad and lonely because no one talked to me or played with me. I stayed at 
home for a long time. I played computer games, but I still felt sad. When it was 
my family’s day off, we got together to have dinner, and I told them about my 
feelings. My sister suggested that I take English classes and apply to college. 
She also told me that I could get some information from the Chinese-American 
Planning Council. Then she gave me a phone number and the address of the 
Council. I asked my sister whether I should go there alone or not. She told me 

My Life as a New Immigrant
Meiyi Tan

have remarked, one is never too old to learn. So, now I go to English classes at 
the University Settlement Adult Literacy Program. I know this is a challenge 
and is very difficult, but I plan to accomplish my goal of learning English. 
  Freedom is valued in America. Everyone has their own hobbies and 
ideas. People have the choice to pursue their interest. This is why people like 
to live in this great country. 
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that I definitely should go there alone. I felt so helpless because that was my 
first time going to a strange place alone, and I went everywhere with my friends 
in our native country. 
  The next day, with the phone number that my sister gave me, I called 
the Chinese-American Planning Council. Someone answered the phone in 
English. First I felt nervous. Then I told him that I only spoke a little English, 
and I needed to talk to a person who could speak Chinese.  He said it was 
okay and asked me to hold for a few minutes. After a few minutes, a girl who 
spoke Chinese answered the phone. I asked her some questions about English 
classes and college. She told me that she could help me if I went there the next 
day, Wednesday.
  I went to the Chinese-American Planning Council on Wednesday. When 
I arrived there I told a guard that I had an appointment with a girl, Lucy, who 
worked there. The guard told me where her office was. When I went into her 
office, I said “Hello” to her with a smile. Then we talked about my English 
classes and college. She told me about a place to take English classes and 
helped me apply for college online. After that, she told me that I could talk to 
her when I had problems in the future. My heart was warm because she would 
help me in the future. 
  The first day when I went to school to take English classes, I felt shy 
because around me were strangers (a new teacher and new classmates). I 
did not like to talk. But after introducing ourselves, the teacher asked us to 
make conversation with a person who sat next to us, and I liked talking with my 
classmate. We all became friends, and after school we went shopping. 
  Now I have a lot of friends here, and I can go everywhere with them, but I 
still like to go alone. I don’t feel sad because I became independent. In addition, 
when my family and I have time, we have a lot of conversations with each other, 
and we like to share our happy things and unhappy things with each other. We 
live happily.
  Therefore, as a new immigrant in the United States, the life first made me 
feel sad because my family had to work, it next made me feel alone because I 
had to take care of myself, then it made me feel happy because I found friends 
here, and I became independent. Finally, I like to live here, in the United States.
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  Sometimes, I think of what kind of struggles I have experienced in my 
life and how I have changed.
  Since I have gone back to school, the pace of my life has been significantly 
changing. I feel more pressure, but it makes me more substantial. I feel 
anxious because it seems I don’t have enough time to make everything better, 
but I still feel life is meaningful. What changed me? The answer is my family.
  In the first three years, I focused on my children. As they grew up day by 
day, I began to consider seriously the future of my family and me. Did I need 
to stay at home to take care of my children all day, or was I supposed to go 
to school for a new career? And if so, then what about my kids? My husband 
strongly supported me in studying in college again. He thought our kids 
should go to a day care center. He said, “Don’t worry about them. Otherwise, 
the children may always rely on us. It could be more helpful for them for their 
intellectual development and communication ability in class.” Therefore, 
I also thought about early childhood education. It is a completely new 
occupational field for me. I decided to major in early childhood education.
  By myself, I completed enrolling in college, applying for financial aid, 
taking the CUNY CAT test, registering, selecting courses, and beginning 
classes. It didn’t mean I didn’t need any help from anyone. Actually, I didn’t 
have friends any more in those years. I relied on myself for everything. But 
now, I have many friends in English school, writing class, and my communities.
  Someone asked me how I arrange my time. I have to do many things 
every day, and I think it is my family who helps me with this. My husband and 
I share responsibility at home, including childcare and education. We also 
need to consider our studying and working. Sometimes, there can be some 
contradictions on some matters, but we usually find a consensus and try to 
get balance. For me, the purpose of everything is the good of our small family.
  When I first came to New York, I felt very strange about everything here, 
I lost my confidence, and I didn’t have any goals, I just focused on my baby, 
and I was very seriously homesick. But currently, because of my happy family, 
I have improved completely. I have my husband, who loves my deeply, and he 
also very responsibly takes care of the family. I have two lovely children.

My Family Lets Me Change
Lixin (Betty) Ye
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  A busy life doesn’t make me disordered. I can even face challenges very 
positively. Due to my clear plans for the future, I have become more optimistic.
  Many of my friends who are the same age as I have children who are 
already in high school or college, but I still can go back to school to learn 
what I want to learn. I never thought about it before, only in my dreams.
  In China, studying in college is for students who have just graduated 
from high school and who are around age 18 to 25. If adults want to study 
in college, they don’t have many chances to enter full time. To pursue their 
studying, they can only go to adult continuing education college. In the 
United States, I really appreciate the flexibility of the education system in 
college. regardless of age, regardless of time, you can schedule your college 
courses according to your actual situation. It is very flexible. When I realized 
this, I started to fall in love with the city. It isn’t just for studying. It is also for 
freedom.
  Sometimes in the early morning, I carry a large bag. After I take my kids 
to school, I buy a large cup of Starbucks coffee, and walking on my way to 
school, I breathe the fresh air. I feel pretty good, and I even feel like a real 
New Yorker, free, confident, and dynamic.
  I use some small words, like the following, to describe my situation at 
the present: A lot of new vocabulary makes me very dizzy. Frequent exams 
make me crazy. My pace of life is very busy, but I am still very happy.

  People always adapt themselves to different situations like different 
residences, climates, cultures, and languages. What kinds of changes? It can 
be transportation, clothes, food, or emotion. 
  Before coming to America, I lived in a village near Macao in China. I had a 
two-floor, comfortable house, which was located in the main commercial area. 
There were two bedrooms, two living rooms, a kitchen, and a bathroom in my 
house. My house was near the highway. The most important transportation in 
my village was bus, the second was motorcycle, and the third was car. People 
mostly spent an hour traveling to the city by bus because it cost less money, 

My Changes
Zutang (Tom) Xu
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but I used to drive my motorcycle to the city. 
  The air in my village was damp. That’s why people sweat so easily. In 
spring, it was usually drizzling. Sometimes it could last about two weeks, 
so the clothes were still wet a few days after being washed. In summer, it 
was rainy and hot. On  rainy days, it looked like someone was watering the 
ground from the sky. On sunny days, even though people wore a T-shirt and 
short trousers, skin became sweaty and sticky. I thought autumn was the best 
season in my village because there was no more rainy, damp, or hot weather. 
I could just wear a shirt and trousers without feeling cold. In winter, the 
weather was the coldest of the year. I would wear a normal jacket to cope 
with the cold. 
  In my village, all the people were Chinese. Bumping someone was a 
normal thing. Nobody needed to apologize for it. People could eat everything 
except the poisonous food. The main foods were rice, vegetables, chicken, 
pork, lamb, and beef. Sometimes, people ate the meat of cats, dogs, and 
birds. Native people spoke Cantonese, and some people who came from other 
provinces who were working in the factory spoke Mandarin, but we could 
communicate easily. In my village, I could talk and play with my own friends. 
At that time, I had no stress and felt happy. But I thought everything in New 
York City must be better than everything in my village, almost close to being 
a perfect place to live. I always dreamed of being there.
  Since coming to America, I live in a small apartment in the Chinatown of 
Manhattan with my parents. It is a five-floor, old building located in a tourist 
spot and commercial area. I can spend $2.50 to take a train on one of the 
most important transportation methods in the world to any place in New York 
City. The train is more convenient than the bus. I also can see many luxury 
cars when I walk on the street, which amazes me. The air here is dry and 
comfortable. Only in the summer do I feel a little hot. But I can adapt myself 
easily to hot weather. Autumn and winter are still unknown. 
  People who live here are from different countries. They are from 
different cultures, and wear many different styles of clothes. Some of them 
look strange to me. I don’t want to change my style of clothes. When bumping 
into somebody here, people say “Sorry” politely. Fast food is the most popular 
food, like hamburgers, French fries, and fried chicken. There is also Italian 
spaghetti, Korean salad, and Japanese sushi. I prefer Chinese food. The law 
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  I have had two turning points in my life. Now I am faced with the third.
  I have worked for a real estate management company for 12 years. This 
company manages commercial property for only one family, so it is a small 
company. I am a secretary, and I handle accounts payable and accounts 
receivable. I also do filing and take care of tenants when they need service 
or complain.
  When I started working there, I had only learned to speak a little English 
and I only knew very basic computer skills. My co-worker taught me and 
trained me very patiently. My manager was very nice to me too. We had a very 
good relationship. We were like a family.
  In the middle of this year, the building’s owner decided to sell their 
buildings. We put the buildings on the market. Soon, a lot of buyers were 
interested, and people came to see the properties and made offers. Within a 
short period, three buildings were sold.
  In August, my co-worker was laid off. My manager will be laid off soon. 
Even though they had worked for the company for more than 20 years, and 
the owners appreciated them for their honesty and responsibility, they had to 
leave because they received a very high salary. I was very sad and cried a lot, 
but at the same time, I understood that there are not any parties that never 
stop. There are many turning points in our lives.

The Third Turning Point in My Life
Jenny Jiang

in the U.S. forbids killing cats, dogs, and birds. New York City is a place with 
many immigrants from different countries, like Italy, Korea, China, Spanish-
speaking countries, India, and England. The most important language is 
English, and the second is Spanish. For this reason, I need to study English 
industriously. I have no friends and can’t talk with others in English very well. 
  I think life here is tough, and I am stressed all of the time. I am so sad 
that everything is not as I thought before.
  However, as time goes by and my knowledge of New York City grows, now 
I am gradually changing my way of looking at New York City to be better and 
better. 
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  Lucia, Maryann, and Tiffany are three sisters. Sometimes we see each 
other at family-related parties. For me, they are little more than passing 
acquaintances. 
  But one day my sister asked me why I hadn’t replied to Lucia’s message. I 
recalled that several weeks earlier we had met at a potluck party, and they were 
very interested in a famous noodle restaurant in midtown. They wanted to try it 
with me to see if it was authentic. 
  Later when they asked me for my phone number, I only thought, Okay, I 
can practice my writing. I kind of blew them off.
  In Lucia’s message, she invited me to her place on Saturday at 2 o’clock. 
I thought it was a good chance to get to know each other so I accepted the 
invitation. 
  On Saturday, I used my broken English to ask passersby and people in the 
subway for directions. Somehow I got to the place. When they opened the door, 
I was surprised that they had dressed up and put on heavy make-up. At the 
same time, they were also surprised because I was wearing sneakers and a 
T-shirt. I realized we had miscommunicated. At the same time, I had to admit I 
was lucky because at least I was wearing my contact lenses. 
  Then they told me about the plan: We would go to a bar and meet these 
guys they already knew. I had been under the impression that we were just 
going to eat noodles. I thought I might as well brace myself and let them put 
many colors on my face. Finally, they found some high heels and a dress that 
were too big for me. I pinned the dress in the back to make it more fitted and 
put a jacket on to cover the pin. Unfortunately, the high heels were still too big.
  We walked to the subway, and sat down on the seats. At the same time, 
a group of three African American guys also got on the train with a boom box. 
Before they danced, they introduced themselves as three brothers who get 
along. Suddenly one of them came in front of me and held out his hand to give 
me a fist bump. I just stared at his action and bombastically waved my hands 
like an insane person. The three sisters laughed at me and held out their hands 
to give the guy a fist bump. Now I know what “fist bump” means: We are friends.

Sisters, Brothers, and a Fist Bump
Sarah Sito
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  We were going to see the cherry blossoms in Washington, D.C. I cooked 
peanut sticky rice with coconut milk and bought a meatloaf for our lunch. That 
morning, I woke up at 5:30 to put our meal, two water bottles, a medicated 
oil bottle, and fresh scent hand wipes into my husband’s backpack. In my 
backpack, there was an umbrella, a stomach medicine pack, a flu medicine 
pack, dental floss, and a small hand sanitizer bottle. 
  Our trip departed from Chinatown in New York City at 8:30 a.m. We went 
past New Jersey, Philadelphia, and stopped in Delaware to have lunch for 
about 30 minutes. Then we continued to go past Baltimore, Maryland. After 
sitting on the bus for five hours, we arrived in Washington, D.C. Our tour took 
us to many important and interesting places in Washington, D.C., in addition 
to the cherry blossoms.  
  The first place we visited was Capitol Hill. It’s a very beautiful place. In 
front of it, there is a lake where the water is green and clear. Around that area, 
there are a lot of cherry blossoms. Some were in bloom.
  The second place we saw was a great park. There are about two thousand 
cherry trees there given by Japan’s government. There are two kinds of cherry 
blossom. One is white, the other is pink. Some cherry trees were flourishing, 
some of them were only slightly open. Some trees are high, big, and straight 
while others are small, their branches hanging and quivering in the light 
breeze. They were all so beautiful.
  The third place we visited was the White House, where the U.S. president 
works and lives. There are many kinds of flowers with many colors in bloom. 
In front of the White House, there are many police officers who stand there 
to keep it safe.
  The fourth place was the Lincoln Memorial. There is a statue of Abraham 
Lincoln, who was the sixteenth president of the United States of America. The 
statue is painted white. He is sitting in an armchair. The Korean War Veterans 
Memorial is between the Lincoln Memorial and the Vietnam War Memorial. 
There are statues of the many Americans who died in the war. If you walk 
about 10 minutes, you can see the Vietnam War Veterans Memorial. It is built 
in the shape of a V. There are many walls with the names of the Americans 

A Trip to Washington, D.C.
Diem Duong
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who died in the war written on them. 
  The last place we visited was the Thomas Jefferson Memorial. There is 
a statue of Thomas Jefferson inside. He is standing and his statue is painted 
black. I took a lot of photos with the cherry blossoms, with Abraham Lincoln 
and Thomas Jefferson’s statues, and the Bureau of Engraving and Printing 
(where America’s money is printed) as souvenirs.
  After four hours of sightseeing in Washington, D.C., we turned back to 
Chinatown. On the road, we stopped in Delaware to have dinner. Finally, we 
arrived back home at 10:30 p.m. after 10 hours on the bus. Have you ever 
been to Washington to see the cherry blossoms? I now can say, “Yes, I have,” 
and I will go back to see them next year.

  In America, Thanksgiving is a big holiday. People come home to prepare 
rich and delicious food to celebrate on that day.
  They cook a lot of food! They cook turkey, sweet potatoes, mashed 
potatoes, pumpkin pie, apple pie, cake, vegetables, and all kinds of salads. 
They may also cook some rice, pork, or boneless meat, and so on. 
  Everyone spends time cooking food and talking with their friends or 
family members on Thanksgiving Day. Moreover, they eat and drink a lot on 
that day. Each home resounds with the laughter of children and fills with the 
pleasure of grateful people.  
  My Thanksgiving Day was so simple. On that day, after eating breakfast, 
we decided to buy some food for hot pot, and my husband decided to make 
shrimp meat dumplings, too. We saw many stores and some fruit and vegetable 
vendors closed.  The streets weren’t crowded; many people took the day off to 
celebrate Thanksgiving with their friends and family, and of course to spend 
time cooking and eating with them on that wonderful day of giving thanks.
  But in the supermarket, we still saw a few people on their way to choose 
their favorites foods, for example, lobster, crab, shrimp, fish, meat, and 
vegetables. Oh yes, we still needed to wait in a long line to pay for our food. It 
was okay with me, because you know, it was a holiday.  

A Thanksgiving Day
Ai Xia Luo
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  After paying for all the food, we carried it all with our hearts full of 
happiness all the way home. When we got home, my husband started 
preparing the shrimp meat dumplings. I cooked the soup for hot pot. My sister 
washed vegetables and prepared food for hot pot. Everyone in our home was 
busy in that period of time. All except my father.  My father just enjoyed his 
newspaper and music in the living room, because the kitchen is so small, and 
we didn’t need his help at that time.
  About 45 minutes later, everything was ready. Finally, we could sit and 
talk around the table with hot pot. We enjoyed eating, talking, and drinking 
during hot pot time. We had so much fun and experienced so much happiness 
on this day.
  Did you have a wonderful Thanksgiving Day? I’m thankful for all my 
family members, friends, classmates, and teachers on this special day. You 
have all helped me a lot and mean a lot to me. I love you all with all my heart, 
and I hope everyone had a joyful Thanksgiving Day as well.

  I can’t believe I have been in the U.S. for one year already. During the past 
year, I experienced a lot, like exploring in the city, learning English, working as 
a tax volunteer, making new friends, experiencing a totally different culture. 
And I was changing every day.
  I want to laugh when I think about the scene when I came to New York. I 
remember it was around 11 at night when my husband and I took a taxi home. 
It was dark outside. I was so curious and tried to look at the world outside 
the window, but could hardly see anything except some faint buildings and 
trees. It seemed a wall divided the space into two different worlds, inside and 
outside. In our house, I felt safe, as if I still lived in China with my husband. 
But I was scared about the world outside. I knew, however, that tomorrow I 
would be going to face the strange world that I had imagined many times 
before I arrived here.
  In the beginning, when we went out, I often hid behind my husband; I 
dared not talk with anyone, dared not look into others’ eyes directly. When 

My First Year in the United States
Tammie Tai
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we met neighbors, no matter how simple the questions they asked me, I 
only looked at my husband with a smile. My husband had to answer all the 
questions. They might think that this guy married a Chinese mute. 
  I dared not go to the supermarket alone. The first time I went to the 
supermarket by myself, I didn’t buy anything that we really needed. 
  The first time I went downtown was also the first time for me to take a 
train here. I was so nervous that I had a fever when I came back home. 
  Once in Union Square someone tried to talk to me. I couldn’t understand 
him and felt so scared that I took a taxi home. I was figuring out how to pay the 
tip during the whole journey, as I did not need to ever pay tips in my country.
  I walked out of the subway to change trains, and paid more money 
because I didn’t know I could change trains inside the subway.
  But today, I can go anywhere I want in New York City. I enjoy walking 
around downtown after class, as I’ve learned its rich history at University 
Settlement Society.  
  Now I have a lot of new friends, so I don’t need to always be my husband’s 
tail. I even can guide my husband in Chinatown. I can tell him some stories 
about the history of the Lower East Side of Manhattan.
  Now I can work as a tax volunteer to help people. In the street, people 
often ask me for directions. 
  In the beginning, I could only write some fragments, even though I had 
a lot of ideas, but now I can share my story and my feelings with classmates 
in the writing class.
  I know I would not have improved so much without others’ help. My heart 
is filled with grateful feelings every day. My husband, my teachers, my friends, 
and so many organizations in this city, and also some strangers, helped me a 
lot. But my ability is small to repay people. However, I know one day I can do 
it. That will make me happier.  







Learning English
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  The time elapsed as fast as a shooting star. I seemed to feel it go by in a 
jiffy. My scholastic institution had closed and would begin again. I still was 
not done writing my article for my homework yet. My heart was as nervous 
as an ant in a hot pan because I feel writing is arduous for me. The sentences 
could not pour from my pen easily.
  From now on, I was determined to make a resolution to write more 
essays and journals, relinquishing my habit of idleness to be assiduous. In 
the class, I will have to break my taciturn character to express more views 
in order to improve my oral discussion. In the common time, I should search 
some dialogists to converse and practice. If no other can be found, I should 
speak to myself in English in a murmur.
  I will follow the idiom that success needs constant mind, stamina, and 
hard work, otherwise I will be a laggard again in class. Beginning anew, I will 
endeavor now to work hard again and again.      

My Semester Will Begin Soon
Norman K.M. Wong

  Today is my first day in writing class. Our class is on the second floor and 
our classroom is bright and clean. I see new students. They are nice people. I 
am glad I came here.
  Today we learn “the sequence of tenses.” This part we read to understand 
the six basic tenses, which allow one to “recreate much of the reality of time” 
in writing, such as simple present (they walk), present perfect (they have 
walked), simple past (they walked). It’s important for writing articles. 
  First the teacher reads the sentences and then she lets us read. I think 
it’s a good way. When we read new words, she knows these words we don’t 
know, so she can teach us to read them. 
  Finally, we are sharing stories. The teacher lets each writer of the story 
read it by herself or himself. If we have any questions about the stories, we 

The First Day of Writing Class
Pei Ci Kuang
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can ask the writer the answer. I think the stories are really good. But I feel 
upset because a lot of words and sentences I don’t understand. I think my 
English level is basic. I am worried that I can’t reach their level. But when 
I read Betty Ye’s story, I love this sentence: “When all you have ever known 
is lost, find your courage, a life of adventure, a life with hope, a life with 
friendship.” So I won’t give up!
  This is a wonderful day in writing class. I hope I can improve my English 
in this class.

  My left foot was injured in a car accident in May of last year. My foot 
doctor advised me, “You had better stay home and not walk too much.”
  She wrote a prescription and sent me to get an MrI. For one month, 
I wore a special shoe, which was heavy and clumsy. It was inconvenient to 
walk, and then my foot started affecting my left hip. It was painful, so my 
doctor helped me apply a small appliance to my foot and I wore it 10 hours 
every day, but it hasn’t helped me. At the end of last year the doctor said, “Your 
foot is 3/8ths of an inch shorter than the other side, because your foot has 
muscular atrophy.  You should try to take physical therapy.” If it didn’t work, 
I would need surgery. I had no choice. So I took it three times a week. At that 
time I felt so sad and in a bad mood. I wanted to stay home, but I couldn’t skip 
English class. The Director of the Adult Literacy Program, Mr. Hunter, is very 
strict and he had to kick me out for absences, so I gave up Friday writing class. 
This semester, I couldn’t return to University Settlement to study English. So 
I studied at another learning center’s adult ESOL program from 1 to 4 p.m. 
  Although I still have pain in my foot and my hip, my foot is better than 
before. In my mind, I always thought that I would go back to writing class, 
because my English is still very poor and at a low level.
  I am happy now, because Mr. Hunter approved me to go back to writing 
class. I can see my teacher, June, and my old classmates. I will never give up.
Thank you, Mr. Hunter, and my teacher June. 

Coming Back to Writing Class
Lisa Szeto
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  Last week, I read an article about how Malcolm X improved his English 
by learning to read. I was inspired by it. I would like to share my reading.
  Malcolm X was a black civil rights activist, religious leader, writer, and 
speaker. He was mysteriously assassinated at a religious rally in 1965. By that 
time, his book, The Autobiography of Malcolm X, was widely known.
  Originally, Malcolm X was poorly educated. His English was very poor, 
and he did not have adequate vocabulary or communication skills. He 
became frustrated at his inability to read and write. It made him determined 
to overcome these deficiencies. When he was in prison, he started to copy 
a dictionary. For the A-words, he copied everything on the page of the 
dictionary into a notebook. After that, he read aloud his writing over and 
over. The next day, he realized he had written more than he had ever written 
before. He could even remember the meanings of most of the words. He was 
so fascinated that he went on to copy the other dictionary pages and to study 
them by reading them aloud as well. He said he never had been so truly free 
in his life. He really enjoyed his reading.
  I understand his feeling. No matter what our condition is, we can enjoy 
studying and may get fulfillment from it. I admire his persistence. Maybe 
I cannot do the same thing as he, reading and copying a whole dictionary. 
However, I can learn from him to keep writing or copying English whether 
from the newspaper, books, magazines, or whatever I like. I can write down 
what I read and what I think. I can even read aloud like Malcolm. I am sure I 
am already enjoying studying in English. 

Learning to Read: Malcolm X
Lixin (Betty) Ye

  This year, I am in the WrC class. I thought WrC was the acronym for 
Work readiness Class. Later on, I found out that it stands for Work readiness 
Credential. By June of 2013, we will receive a certificate if we pass the test. 

The Class for Work
Susanna Yang
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The class takes four hours each day and meets four days a week. We have 
30 minutes of recess for lunch. Every day we have lunch in a small room in a 
hurry. It’s the best time to get to know each other. We put high expectations on 
ourselves, and the teacher does too.
  The second day I was two minutes late to class. The reading teacher asked 
me the reason for my tardiness, then let me into the classroom. It feels a little 
different from the ESOL class. Also, we have a dress code. We can’t wear flip-
flop sandals, shorts, hats, or T-shirts in class. On the “Employee Evaluation,” 
sheet the first column says: “Dress professionally. You are taking on the role 
of an employee; being punctual and following the dress code is necessary.” In 
response to the practice question, “What are you going to do this weekend?” 
half of the female classmates said they would go shopping. But we want to be 
professional students and workers.
  We need to pass four tests: reading, Math, Situational Judgment, and 
Active Listening. In reading, we learn to read the workplace texts, like manuals, 
memos, agendas, and schedules. Enhancing comprehension and analyzing 
information helps us to solve problems that we will encounter in work.
  In math, we learn how to use math skills to solve problems. If you buy a 
mat to cover up a room, you should know the room’s width and length; that tells 
you the area. 
  Situational judgment is the most difficult subject. It’s about how you 
handle the problems in your work. In the test, we have to choose the best 
answer and the worst answer after reading the scenario. Then we have points. 
Even if you get the answer half right, you still lose points. It’s hard to get them 
both right. 
  The following is a question from the book: “You are a waiter at a restaurant. 
One night the restaurant is very busy, and a customer stops you on your way to 
the kitchen. The customer tells you that there are no more paper towels in the 
restroom. How should you handle this situation?
 A. Calmly explain that the restrooms are not your problem.
 B. Apologize to the customer and tell another waiter to take care of it.
 C. Apologize and tell the customer you will take care of it right away.
 D. Ask your manager to install hand dryers in the restrooms.”
  The best answer is C. The worst answer is A. In reality, you may ask another 
waiter to take care of it. Asking your manager to install hand dryers could be 
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  recently I read an article in the New York Times. It said meditation can 
not only be used to manage stress, depression, and even chronic pain, but 
it might also boost your test scores. In the article, the author used some 
evidence from a few psychological researchers.
  What is meditation? Some simply regard it as the mental concentration 
that gives us peace and satisfaction. Of course, there is a more professional 
definition of meditation. For example, Buddhists think mediation is a means 
of transforming the mind. I don’t want to go that far.
  This article evoked in me the story of how I passed CATW—one of the 
CUNY Assessment Tests—in my first semester of college. I didn’t pass it when 
I first enrolled in college, so I had to take a remedial course my first semester. 
I hate remedial class. It wastes money and time; there is no credit for it.
  After several months of training, I took the test again. The test lasted 
for 90 minutes. Because I had previously relied so heavily on a computer, I 
worried so much about my grammar and spelling during the test. When the 
time was up, I hadn’t yet completed the second example. I had to roughly 
end it. As a result, I failed it with the same score as the first time due to my 
nervousness.
  Luckily, we were given a second chance to take the test, and it was held 
only one month later. I still felt nervous the day of the test as I couldn’t afford 
to fail it again. Earlier, before the test, my friend sent me a website link with 
some tips for taking tests. I recalled that one of the tips was to meditate for a 
while before the test. I decided I would try it. I found a corner and sat there to 

Meditation and Testing
Tammie Tai

the worst choice, because you aren’t facing the problem with the customer 
right now. 
  Active listening means practicing listening and knowing the meaning that 
your supervisor expects you to know.
  At the same time, we learn to improve communication skills, interpersonal 
skills, decision-making skills, and lifelong learning skills. We will learn tons of 
content this year. It should be the most important class in my life.
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close my eyes. My mind gradually calmed down. I imagined that I was sitting 
in the center of an endless grass field in an upright posture with my legs 
crossed and gaze lowered. There were some flowers of every color around. 
Some flowers were inserted into my long hair, as well. I felt I had totally 
melted into nature. I don’t know if it was real meditation, but 10 minutes later 
I stepped into the test room with a calm and clear mind.
  It was amazing this time. I forgot all my worries about my problems with 
grammar and spelling. I wrote so quickly and very easily illustrated the three 
examples. After I finished writing, I proofread twice and looked at my watch. 
There were still five minutes left. I even checked for other errors. This had 
never happened with my English writing in my life. 
  I was on top of the world when the results came out. My score was 15 
points higher than the previous time. 

Note: Pei Ci  is writing about Norman K.M. Wong.

  In life, you always meet different people: They may be lazy, diligent, 
a jerk, nice, or intelligent. Some are just a shadow in your life. Some are 
important in your life. Some are good or bad models for your life.
  I want to write about a good role model in our advanced writing class. 
He is a super writer. From his articles, I can learn lots of new words and 
grammar. They are rich in content, perfectly structured, logical, and detailed. 
He uses many adjectives and tells us many truths about life. His articles are 
like a part of his biography.
  Part 1: “One day I received a note and a telephone call notifying me that 
my application was approved by the senior center that stands at 30 Delancey 
Street with roosevelt Park called the Sara Delano roosevelt Golden Age 
Center.” (The story is beginning here.)
  Part 2: “Monkeys are on the most advantageous terms because they can 
nimbly climb the trees from branch to branch.” (He tells us some information 
about animals that he learns on TV.)
  Part 4: “It is so easy to enjoy these beautiful pictures that I want to 

A Good Role Model
Pei Ci Kuang
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Note: P’Man explains that the movie “The Monuments Men” concerns a small group of people 
who, in World War II, dedicated themselves to saving art from the Nazis. He considers the 
advanced writing class a kind of monument worth saving.  

  The first time I joined this advanced writing class of June’s, I was so 
confused. What were they doing? Why were they talking in this class? But 
after I had a chance to express myself and teacher June had cleared my 
doubts, I desired to stay in this class as much as I could.
  After that, I found many things very interesting. June has devoted herself 
to running this class for more than a decade. The student-teachers are people 
who want to open their eyes to new experiences. But the most interesting 
thing is that I just realized June’s class is very magnificent to me after we 
seemed to lose one of our classmates. 
  His name is Norman K.M. Wong. Norman is an elderly and very quiet 
man. He always came early and left the class late in order to set up the tables 
and put the chairs in place. (I didn’t know anything about it because June 
never told me to do it.) He did not often share his opinions in the class, except 
when the class’s leader called on him, maybe because of his non-fluency in 
speaking. But he had a very rich article almost every week, and I liked very 
much to read them. He usually used mystifying and perplexing words in 

The Monuments Men
Watson (P’Man) Sriboonwong

photograph them and want to know how to obtain them.” (It seems like a 
normal thing for many people, but in his eyes it’s special.)
  Part 8: “The time was a little late. I thought I should go home, yet I was 
to go to the café for a cup of cappuccino or espresso first.” (He enjoys life. He 
does the things he likes.)
  In all, there are 12 parts to his story. Looking at all the parts, it seems like 
a movie. He is like a screenwriter. 
  Why did he do it? I secretly pay attention to him. He likes to wear rumpled 
clothes, sweaters and down coats in the winter. He has 76 years. He has been 
in the writing class 10 years. He is always on time to the classroom. 
  Did you guess who he is? Is he a good role model for you?
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his articles, and it made everyone in the class, even our teacher June and 
her assistants, curious to find out the meanings. Norman might be a quiet 
person, but his written works were beautiful, and he presented to us how 
hard he worked on them to create those admired articles. He seemed to stop 
this class in March 2014 before he could appreciate Pei Ci Kuang’s essay that 
praised him as a “Good role Model.”
  I understood that on his terms he might have studied enough or he was 
tired because he was in this class for 10 years. But anyway, I respected his 
decision, whatever his reason to leave the class. However, before Norman 
seemed to disappear I had a chance to see him do a big talking in class that 
was a very remarkable moment for him. I was laughing with tears in my eyes, 
very happy to hear him talking like that. It is so engraved in my mind that it 
will be one of my good memories of June’s advanced writing class.
  This article I would like to dedicate to two people: June, for her devoted 
role in his class, and Norman K.M. Wong, who has been an inspiration and a 
good role model for everyone—and has returned to class. Norman is not our 
classmate, he is our comrade. At the end, in my opinion, June and Norman 
should be inscribed in University Settlement’s history.  





New York City Pleasures
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  Do not just look at the dated and grimy side of the New York City subway 
system. It’s not comparable with a system built a hundred years later, like in 
Tokyo, Singapore, Hong Kong, Shanghai, or Guangzhou.
  After over one hundred years of cultural precipitation, the NYC subway 
obviously has its own flavor, to show the world its unique charm. It has become 
a miniature of society and also a great stage: People perform their different 
stories over there.  It’s definitely deserving of being called an “underground 
museum.” As long as you come into the subway, wherever you are, you will see 
many showstoppers and reality shows; then your wonderful trip is beginning.
  There is a patch of ground in the 34th Street station; it seems reserved for 
some bands that play jazz, heavy metal, percussion, and fusion. Sometimes 
there is a saxophonist, who is my favorite. When the music sounds, I quietly 
listen to all the varieties, either velvety or blue, forceful or mild, joyous or 
sad. Your heart will follow the melody to go to a wild and distant space. 
You’ll get an illusion while the saxophonist plays; you’ll imagine that Kenny 
G stands by the side; you’ll see Boots randolph pass by the crude stage with 
his saxophone, and you’ll feel he’s still alive because of his immortal music.
  And you can stop and take a rest at the passage that goes through to the 
7 train platform at the 42nd Street station, and appreciate an accomplished 
violinist there, as a string of fantastic notes fly upward from her fingertips, 
composing a melodious tune that floats in the hallway. Just silently lean 
against the wall, forget all vexation, and indulge in the fancy solo—“speak 
softly,” “meditate,” along with the pleasant music beyond the bustling 
subway; drifting away to a place of solitude, far from the maddening crowd, 
you are surrounded by tranquility.
  Also, you can go around and take a look at some interesting artworks 
in many subway stations, created by some notable artists.  Like the reliefs 
“The revelers” in Times Square, the mosaic “Empress Voyage” in the Canal 
Street station, the “Missed Connections” poster inside certain subway cars, 
or the “Life Underground” in the 14th Street station—I love those bronzes, I 
just love them!  They are so full of childlike bliss, and lingering among that 
imagery, you perhaps lose track of time.  But even so, you don’t have to worry 

Life Underground
Ally Li
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about this, because can always get the train to go home whether early or late.  
The subway in NYC is running for 24 hours.  Besides, in the cold winter, the 
subway is a sanctuary for some homeless people. Don’t be fussy, be kind, no 
matter where he comes from and where he will go, just let him huddle in a 
corner to catch his breath and have sweet dreams!
  Of course everything isn’t rosy in the world. The subway has its 
shortcomings.  Some people complain the subway is a maze that drives them 
crazy, most areas have no cell phone signal, passengers eat and drink in the 
train, and rats play on the tracks. And some subway stations are very stuffy 
because of lack of ventilation.
  Uh huh, we know that, but we’ll overlook it, because there can be 
no sunshine without shadows. Just turn your face to the sunlight—the 
underground sunlight—and enjoy it.

  Do you know that MTA subway trains seem like rain to me? I can feel their 
wind. 
  Sometimes it is like a storm—you can hear their thunder, but they don’t 
show up.
  Sometimes it is like a tornado—it just destroys your hopes and passes away.
  But when the right one comes, you feel relief, like the soil soaked by a 
succulent rain in summer. 

MTA Subway Trains
Watson (P’Man) Sriboomwong

  A smile is the most beautiful symbol in the world. Since I left my 
hometown and came to this beautiful city, I have had many wonderful 
experiences. One is of a smile that is still in my memory. My heart always fills 
with warm feelings when I think about it. 

An Unforgettable Smile
Tammie Tai
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  One morning in February, just a couple of months after I arrived in New 
York, I was waiting on the subway platform for the train to go to my writing 
class. It was an amazing class for which I had been on the waiting list for 
several months. That day would be the first time for me to submit my article. 
I stayed up very late the night before, proofreading. I was very excited when 
I thought about sharing my article with my teacher and my classmates. The 
article was so meaningful for me. I enjoyed my work so much when I read it. 
  Suddenly, a train drove into the station; it brought a strong wind, and 
the wind blew the two pieces of paper out of my hands. The papers seemed to 
kid with me and kept on dancing in the sky. I had to follow one of them as it 
danced clumsily. Finally, the piece of paper had played with me enough and 
stopped in my hand. But what about the other one? I looked around and saw 
the paper flying toward the tunnel on the other side of the station platform. 
There was no way for me to get it unless I had wings.  I was so disappointed. 
  At that moment, a young boy walked off the step. He must have seen how 
clumsily I had been fighting to retrieve the paper and realized how important 
it was for me. I saw him rapidly jump off the steps and stretch his arm out to 
catch the paper before it went into the tunnel. It gave me such a big surprise 
that I even forgot to say thanks when he handed the precious paper to me. He 
gave me a victory smile. I returned a big smile to him. We said nothing, just 
smiled at each other. And then he went into his train, and I went into my train.
  The most touching thing for me was not getting back my valuable paper, 
but the smile. It was so special and so natural. In the smile I saw the real 
happiness in his heart he got from helping other people. And I knew he was 
not the only one in this city who would have helped me. It gave me such a nice 
feeling. It reminded me that there are so many helpful people in this world. 
You won’t be alone when you are in trouble. 

  This morning I took the subway to school the same as usual.  When the 
train arrived, I got on. There were many people on the train because it was 
rush hour. I couldn’t find a seat; I couldn’t even find a good position to stand 
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because it was too crowded. So I could only stand in the middle of all the 
subway handrails. Finally, I found a handrail to hold, but it was a little far 
away from me, so my body had to lean in that direction. This posture made my 
arm so tired that I loosened my hand for a while. Suddenly the train’s brakes 
were applied, my body bent back, and I stepped on the foot of a man who was 
standing behind me. I said “Sorry” to him right away. Just several seconds 
passed, and another man, who was standing on my left side, offered his hand 
and held my arm immediately. 
  I looked at him and said, “Thank you.”
  At this moment, I discovered his position was not the nearest to me. 
There was a woman standing between him and me. Suddenly I felt so touched 
that I was almost in tears. He was a perfect stranger to me, but he still helped 
me without the least hesitation. 
  That was not the first time I got help. Sometimes when I carried a couple 
of bags that were very heavy, some kind person stood up and let me sit down. 
Even though that person had an ordinary appearance, I felt that person was 
beautiful. Although there are some bad guys in the world, there are also many 
kind people. They do something to help, even if maybe just a trifle. Maybe they 
just helped you put on your coat or picked up something that you dropped on 
the floor, or helped you lift a baby carriage to go up or down the stairs, but it 
still touched people. They don’t have any purpose to help and can’t get any 
benefit, but they still offer to help. That is love that comes from the bottom 
of one’s heart.

Note: These are excerpts from a many-part series. 

  A band marched by, coming up with a loud sound of rat-a-tat-tat and 
goose steps. The viewers stood on either side of the road, gazing at the 
spectacle with concentration and amusement. A man beat the bass drum with 
a drumstick, some beat snare drums, and among two men hung three snare 
drums at their waists, which they played with skillful hands that deserve high 
marks. Accompanying them were musicians with cymbals, trombone, trumpet, 
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contrabass, clarinet, saxophone, and tenor saxophone. All performers were 
youngsters who had vividness and energy. They were students of LaGuardia 
College, located not far from here and assigned here for amenities. When the 
crowd dispersed, I went on going to see various things.
  I drew near a group of attractive and shiny small private planes, which 
were all new; only one was very antiquated, and that made me have greedy 
eyes and heart. I was very anxious to get one. I asked someone how much it 
cost. The reply was “at least one hundred grand” ($100,000). I asked myself 
what purpose I would use it for, if I had the qualifications to get one. My heart 
answered that. It was taken to fly far away from home to the peak of mountains, 
where they had the perfect equipment, athletic fields and important neighbors. 
That was my cherished fond dream for a long time, but now I was in my dotage. 
The dream was not optimistic, but I still say to myself: Who dares to say I have 
no chance to have one? As long as I still exist in this world, I have a chance. 

  One day, I suddenly received tidings from space authorities that informed 
me that a favorable lot was coming to me. I was invited to join a spaceship to 
go on a cruise.
  Our spaceship set out at the launching pad site at Atlanta and dashed 
quickly through the zenith of aeropause to the cosmos. There was a piece of 
immense azure, a celestial body with myriad stars twinkling and utterly no 
clouds, like a world of crystal and diamonds. At the beginning, I wondered at 
this situation, but later I felt plain, even a little vain, as I was not a connoisseur 
of planets and fixed stars. Meanwhile, I also felt myself like a sailor, so that 
time I felt very lucky when one of the young astronauts joined me, and she 
received me well and talked about the sky.
  The Dipper constellation was a group of stars that formed the catena 
looking like a dipper. It might be denominated from this. The Hercules 
constellation also looked like a giant, holding out his limbs. On the right side 
of the instep and the sole nearby was a rather obvious red star galaxy, the Milky 
Way; in its navel, dust was whirling. It might be caused by a magnet. The Altair 
and Vega stars in Chinese legend are called the cattle-grazing boy star and the 
spinning-maid star, the gold cow star and seven sister asteroids, which were 
formed from about one thousand stars; there were asteroids, Mercury, Venus, 
Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Pluto, and Neptune.
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  Our space ship was sloping down and down to earth to stop back at the 
base. I got out of the cabin to the ground, looking around many times to search 
my household for who would accompany me home, but I did not see them and 
I found myself in bed; around the walls hung my rags and tattered clothes. I 
knew it was my treasured dream and thought it would not happen again. 
  On November 30, 2012 the proclamation came that Mercury and Polaris 
contained water, and I continued to delve into my science study.  I was eagerly 
anticipating cruising space again, so that I bought astronomical figures of 
Lotto every time and studied the investment figures with arduousness and 
hoped my descendants would have a chance to migrate to other planets with 
new life.
  Once I envied people capable of flying planes, and on the last day I could 
get in several planes. How happy I am now. 

  A few weeks ago, as NYU Gallatin’s treat, our writing class members went 
to visit the New Museum on the Bowery. This museum is just a few years old. 
It’s veritably new compared to other museums in New York City. It exhibits 
contemporary art. 
  The artistic tour guide showed us a few art works. I recalled them as 
about a wonderland with annoying chants, AIDS history, the course of 
women’s rights, laws and punishments, and an over-crowded murder scene. 
Many students took photos with many of the art works. I took some too, but 
none of them included me in the pictures.
  One work inspired me a little. It was four mannequins representing four 
family members.  They are a mom, a dad, a son, and a daughter. Their physical 
characteristics show that the kids are still young, so they are supposed to be 
shorter and smaller than their parents. However, the strange thing is all of 
them are the same height and the same width.
  I interpret it that in an American family, kids are whole individuals like 
adults. I heard different expressions in Chinese and in English. The former 
says, “I bore a baby.” The latter says, “A baby is born.” Chinese parents say, 
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“You are too young; you don’t know much; let me take care of you; just listen 
to me!” American parents say, “Wow, you worked hard; I appreciate your help; 
you lead the way; I’m listening.”
  Chinese parents treat their kids like their property.  They’re proud 
when their kids succeed.  They feel shame when their kids fail. They proudly 
declare, “I will worry about my kids for 99 years if they live to 100.” Yes, they 
definitely worry more about their own children and grandchildren.  They can’t 
understand their extreme sacrifices are killing some relationships.
  I’m not living in an American family, so I can’t fully understand how 
it works. But from American dramas and life in the U.S., I have felt family 
relationships are more reasonable, enjoyable, and without regrets.
  May God continue to bless America!

  To me, the most unforgettable painting from our class trip to MoMA 
was Picasso’s Three Musicians. I had a lot of questions about it. For 
example, how can he randomly use such a variety of colors and still paint 
something so beautiful? Furthermore, how can he use different shapes 
together to form images of people? In addition, do I see images of a dog 
and a tiger? The dog is a shadow of the tiger between the men and the 
instrument, as if the music is forbidden. There are many questions. 
  First, I was surprised by the colors. Normally, I’m told, painters should 
not use more than four similar colors, but I see that this painting is so 
bright that it has come alive.
  My next question is why did he use geometry? Through several 
simple geometric figures, he showed the musicians and their musical 
instruments. It’s not something many people can do. 
  Is it a metaphor for a society where it’s forbidden to play popular 
music? Why are the musicians’ faces covered up? Why are they playing in 
a dark room? I also see the dog’s shadow and the tiger. What does all of 
this mean?
  I had a lot of questions about this painting. Afterwards, however, I 
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  I recently visited the Tenement Museum. It was established in 1863. 
The building was built 150 years ago. In 1935 the government closed it as a 
residence. The government did not allow people to stay in that building. In 
1990, the government made the building into a museum. Our guide, Laura 
Lopez, explained all about the Tenement Museum to us.
  We went to the Levine apartment, located at 97 Orchard Street in the 
neighborhood of the Lower East Side of Manhattan, on November 23rd, 2013. 
  Harris and Jane, a new couple from Poland, came to the United States on 
their honeymoon trip, and they lived in this apartment. The building had five 
floors, with four apartments on each floor, and every floor held 20 families. 
One apartment had three rooms: a living room, a kitchen, and a bedroom. 
One apartment was 325 square feet. There was no electricity, no heating, no 
plumbing system, and one would have to cook with coal.
  There were only four toilets outside. People had to pay to use the shower. 
They had only five minutes to take the shower. If they wanted more time in the 
shower they would have to pay more. There were 23 buildings in a block, and 
every block had 2,000 people. So we know the families that shared this living 
space had difficulties in that time. 
  They probably had many difficulties trying to communicate in English so 
they didn’t have many choices. That’s why they had to work various kinds of 
jobs. Hence, I learned, they unfortunately didn’t get a chance to learn English.
  However, Harris Levine was an intelligent person. He built a small 
business in the garment industry as his own. Before he got a contract, he 
did piecework. He hired three people to help him when he got a contract. 
They worked 60 hours a week, but he did not profit much because he paid 
80 percent of what he earned in labor costs. Not only that, but they were 
not producing the product quickly enough. The manufacturing location was 
tiny and crowded, there was poor circulation and lighting, and it was very 
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stopped myself from thinking about the painting and just enjoyed this 
magnificent work of art. 
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dirty. They had no control over the temperature so the seasonal changes were 
harmful for their health. They did not know there were a lot of diseases in the 
tenement.
  One other fact I learned is that these workers did not have the necessary 
qualifications. They could not get major promotions. Little by little, the 
tenement shops closed down. They were replaced by big factories with 
hundreds of workers. Harris Levine closed down this shop in 1905 and moved 
to Brooklyn, where he opened a small tailoring business. 
  In that history, I learned that we need to learn English.

  McDonald’s is famous in the burger line and has spread to great 
popularity in the United States, and even in foreign countries. 
  In Chinatown, the gold division sections have three shops, one on the 
Bowery, one on Canal Street, and one on Broadway, opposite the Immigration 
Bureau. They are each separated by about four or five blocks. Their businesses 
are in decent condition.
  The first, original McDonald’s was crowded with patrons. The boss 
decided to use the same style to manage all the branches. On principle, the 
design is nearly the same. The shops are kept clean and the staff’s attitude 
is good and courteous. This secret of success is worth studying because I see 
that all McDonald’s restaurants have developed well. McDonald’s manages its 
estates. The company buys in good spots. Some shops are rented to someone 
who must comply with McDonald’s regulations and is supplied with materials 
or a helpful manager.          
  The Starbucks establisher was a coffee bean seller who was interested 
in and studied the qualities of coffee. He should be erudite in coffee and know 
many kinds of coffee that are harvested in many seasons and places of the 
globe. Starbucks Coffee is reputable and sold in the supermarket. Sometimes 
I buy some.
  Dunkin’ Donuts sells good-tasting food and drinks. I think everyone 
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  Have you ever visited Governors Island? To get there you can take a free ferry 
from the Maritime Building in Manhattan. Governors Island is a beautiful place. I 
love it. When I came to New York, my husband took me to Governors Island by the 
free ferry. It’s a big ferry and there are two floors. People like sitting on the second 
floor and because it was a sunny day in summer when my husband and I went, 
we also sat there. On the ferry, you can see a lot of beautiful views of New York 
City. There are many high buildings and a lot of green trees. When the ferry was 
running, the water would form ripples that were so beautiful. The wind would 
sometimes mess up our hair but I liked it because it made me feel comfortable. 
  After 25 minutes of sitting on the ferry, we arrived at Governors Island. It has 
a lot of bicycles. You can go bike riding along the river instead of walking, or your 
family can drive around together. There are a lot of green trees and many kinds of 
flowers. There are also tables and chairs for resting and reading or you can read 
a book under a big green tree. There is a big cannon on the hill and a beautiful 
castle that is painted opaque white.
  There is an area that has many kinds of old French statues, and there are 
games. For example, there are carousel horses, ducks, and old bicycles. When we 
were there, a lot of people took their children to play games. Some of the children 
had scared faces, and they shouted. Some of them shouted for joy. I loved seeing 
them jump for joy. There was also a couple: An actor wore an old-fashioned suit, 
and he was playing the violin; an actress wore an old-fashioned dress, and she 
was dancing with his music. They were a beautiful couple, and I took a photo 
together with them as a souvenir.
  There is also another area where they sell BBQ, junk food, ice cream, and 
many kinds of drinks for tourists.
  In my opinion, Governors Island is an environment that is good for our health.

Governors Island
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likes it. The shop design is usually colorful. The customers feel comfortable 
in patronizing this place.   
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  It was Tuesday, April 22nd, 2014.  It was my day off from work, and I woke up 
late. When I woke up, I looked outside from my bedroom window.  The weather 
was gorgeous; the sun was shining, warming the earth from the long winter. 
It was perfect spring weather. I checked the weather from my cell phone; the 
temperature for the day was around 70 degrees.
  Around 11:30 a.m., I had my breakfast. I should say my brunch because 
breakfast-time had passed a long time ago; it was almost noon, and I had a 
bigger breakfast than usual. 
  I didn’t want to be stuck home, and I even had a lot of errands that needed 
to be completed after my two weeks off for my lovely Istanbul, Turkey vacation. 
Well, I said to myself, Sadik, errands can wait; take advantage of this gorgeous 
weather. I decided to kill my day off outdoors and explore by myself the island 
of Manhattan. 
  I took a shower and got dressed, and after that I thought to myself, On to 
the lap of Mother Nature.  It was around 1:30 p.m. I walked slowly down to the 
subway station to enjoy the nice weather. It took me 15 minutes to get to the 
subway station, which normally doesn’t take more than five minutes. 
  When I arrived at the D train, 20th Avenue subway station, a few people 
were waiting on the platform of the train. I assumed that I had missed the train 
and would have to wait at least 15 minutes for the next train since it was not 
rush hour, so the trains were not running frequently. Luckily, the train arrived 
shortly. I got on the train, heading to Manhattan without any plan or aim, letting 
myself “go with the flow” wherever the train took me. 
  Coincidentally, I sat near the subway map. I checked the subway map, 
and roosevelt Island caught my eye. I had been to New York City more than a 
decade, but I had never been to roosevelt Island. I made my decision at that 
moment: I was going to see roosevelt Island. Now I had a plan. 
  After 50 minutes on the D train ride to the 42nd Street station, I transferred 
to the F train, which would take me to roosevelt Island. After I was waiting a 
couple of minutes, the F train approached the platform. After a few stations, 
eventually the conductor announced, “The next stop is roosevelt Island!” I was 
so excited. Shortly after, the conductor made another announcement: “This 
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station is roosevelt Island.” Here I was, on roosevelt Island, after a more than 
one-hour ride. 
  Here I was on roosevelt Island; the island lies between the Isle of 
Manhattan to its west and the borough of Queens to its east. I didn’t know 
whether it was part of Manhattan or Queens. I checked on Google later that 
night and found out that it is part of the borough of Manhattan.
  I stepped on the island and looked around. It was very small and narrow. 
I saw the skyline of Manhattan on the west and Queens on the east. I walked 
around like a tourist, not knowing where I was going. I stopped by a trolley 
station that is half a block from the subway station. I saw a man who is in 
charge of the trolley, standing outside of the station. I approached him and 
saluted him. He was very friendly, and we started to talk about the island. He 
gave me a lot of useful information about the island. I thanked him for all this 
useful information. 
  roosevelt Island is two miles from north to south and very narrow. It took 
me less than three hours to circle around the island. I was amazed at all the 
spectacular views of both Queens and Manhattan. I could not miss that, and I 
took some pictures with my cell phone. Main Street is the most central street of 
the island; it has a few stores, one bank, a post office, a police precinct, a fire 
department, and a public library. You don’t see that much traffic around; most 
residents park their car in the garage and take free public transportation or 
walk. People who work on the island and live in other boroughs take either the 
subway or tram to get to the island and use the free transportation on roosevelt 
Island to get to their workplace. I saw some residents taking advantage of the 
awesome weather by sunbathing by the river.
  After spending a few hours on the Island, I decided to take the tramway 
instead of the subway to Manhattan. It was the first time I was going to take 
the roosevelt Island tram. I thought the tramway was run by a different 
transportation department, not by the MTA. Guess what? I found out the 
tramway is part of the MTA, so I could use my metro card. 
  Oh boy! I can’t describe the spectacular views of the island of Manhattan, 
roosevelt Island, and Queens when the elevator took the tramway up. I couldn’t 
miss this great opportunity. I took a lot of pictures of both boroughs.
  That was a great experience, and I would recommend that everyone have 
the same experience I had. I am so sure you will love it. 
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  Last Thursday, at my son’s school, all fourth graders took a field trip to 
watch a performance for young people only by the American Ballet Theatre 
at Lincoln Center.  
  When we arrived at Lincoln Center, I saw there was a group of people 
playing the violin in front of the Center. They all wore uniforms and they 
seemed very professional because around them many people took pictures. 
The camera flashes came toward them ceaselessly, but it didn’t affect them. 
They still followed the leader’s beat and focused on what they wanted to play. 
Even though I didn’t know what song they were playing, it was beautiful and 
soft music, so I liked it.
  When we lined up to go into the theatre, the staff was checking our 
tickets and the parents’ bags before we got in. Inside of the theatre, there 
were five floors. Our seats were in the middle of the first floor. Those were 
good seats, facing the stage, so we could see directly. A very big crystal light 
was hanging in the center of the theatre. There were many middle-sized 
crystal lights hanging around the theatre near the wall on the first floor. The 
design of the theatre looked simple, but the crystal lights were decorating 
the theatre very magnificently. Before the ballet began, the central crystal 
light rose slowly to the fifth floor and stopped there. It was amazing. Each 
floor was full of students and parents.
  During the ballet, everyone was quiet and watched the dancers 
attentively. Their performance was very successful; each movement was very 
wonderful, especially the girl who was the main character, whose dance was 
very, very beautiful. I don’t even know how to use words to describe her. The 
dancers gained a lot of applause for each ballet. 
  Another part was so funny. Only two men performed. One man blew the 
flute for different kinds of music, and the other man followed his music to 
dance. His movements were very funny, attracted everyone’s attention, and 
made everyone laugh so hard. The staff put their fingers to their lips—a 
signal to be quiet—but it was useless because everybody was still laughing 
and clapping their hands. 
  This was the first time in my life to watch ballet in a theatre. It really 
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opened my mind. Before, I only watched ballet on TV. Watching ballet in 
person on the scene felt totally different. Although the time was short, I’m 
glad that I had a chance to go with my son.  

  My favorite place is the sauna room at the YMCA.  I have a lot of fun 
in the sauna; I see a lot of my friends from different countries. I can speak 
and study other languages. But some people cannot understand why a small 
sauna room can help us build close relationships with one another.
  From 9:00 to 9:45 a.m., Monday through Friday, I see Alice in the sauna 
room. She is a graceful woman, and she always wears her sexy and stylish 
swimsuits while she’s swimming in the pool.  She wants Chinese people to 
teach her the Chinese language. She often says, “ran guai!” because she 
frequently confuses Mandarin with Cantonese. But she is a good English 
teacher; she always teaches us conversational English. So the sauna room is 
a classroom too.  
  At the same time, I met a Jewish woman, ruth; and a North Chinese 
woman, whose name is Youzhi. She is a good singer, and she can sing many 
countries’ national anthems. Moreover, she is a UPK teacher at University 
Settlement. Another Cantonese woman is named Judy. She is very tall and 
slim. Another beautiful girl is from Germany.  She is a new member.
  One unforgettable conversation was about birthdays. “Next week is my 
birthday,” ruth said. “I will celebrate my birthday three times: one at home, 
one at my workplace, and another when I return to my parents’ home.” We all 
said happy birthday, and Youzhi said one day her coworkers celebrated her 
birthday at her school, but she told them, “Today is not my birthday because 
Chinese people celebrate their birthdays using the lunar calendar.”  Then her 
American coworkers said after, “No more birthday parties for you,” and ruth 
said people can celebrate their birthday every month in America.
  From 10:00 to 10:30 a.m., I see another group of friends. One lady’s name 
is Judy too. She is from France. She has a model’s body, tall and thin. She likes 
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to drink Chinese tea and eat Chinese food. Also, she is an environmentalist 
because she told me she never uses soap or shampoo. So she can do 
everything quickly. The funny thing is, when I count from 1 to 10, she has 
already finished her shower. One day, she said her country, France, changed 
to a new president. I asked, “Do you like the new president?  If you like your 
new president, we will accept him because we care about you and don’t care 
about who is president in your country.” Most of the women approved.
  At the same time, there are three elderly women there. They all average 
more than 80. They help take care of each other. They told me that they have 
had a friendship for more than 50 years. I understand through them that a 
best friend is forever. 
  Sitting in the YMCA sauna room is one of the most important parts of my 
daily routine. It is not only good for my health, it is a place that I make a lot 
of wonderful friends. We share with each other about our bittersweet lives. 
Every day, we give each other good wishes and we care about each other after 
all these years. We’ve built great friendships, which started in the sauna room.

Note: These are excerpts from a 12-part series. 

  One day I received a note and a telephone call notifying me that my 
application was approved by the senior center that stands at 30 Delancey 
Street within roosevelt Park, called the Sara Delano roosevelt Golden Age 
Center.
  My wife and I went there together, but we got only an interim card and 
were told we would get a membership card later. After a few weeks, I got 
a rectangular plastic tag card about one finger big, with numbers on it for 
buying a meal. I must show it to the security guard, to be scanned with an 
electrical implement. It was a new rule, perhaps to prevent people from 
buying a meal twice in the same day here or another place.
  The meal fee is cheap, only one dollar. It can be eaten twice a day. At 9:30 
a.m., we have coffee, made by ourselves, getting oatmeal out of the big bowl, 
and an egg or two bread cakes. At 12:30 p.m., it is luncheon time. The meal 

The Senior Center
Norman K.M. Wong



55
NEW YOrK CITY PLEASUrES

is Hispanic-American-style, with milk, fruit juice, bread, fruit, and sometimes 
mixed little chunks of fruit.          
  My senior center is one flat house with some big windows in all directions. 
In front of the house is a medium-size space where some trees grow in the 
separated parts around, with low iron big-bar fences. By the side are some 
benches.
  In the back of the house is a very big yard, occupying a whole block area 
around, with four different names of streets, and an eight-feet-high big-bar 
fence on which the pinnacles are sharp. On the little lower part are adhesive 
and a medium-thick iron net. That feels very safe. 
  The main entrance of the portal has double doors and some potted 
plants, and you can see a counter and guard, an aquarium with live fish and 
a tortoise with antirrhinums (also called dragon flowers or snapdragons). 
Looking straight ahead, I found a commodious and snug room with mild light, 
which came from the passing sparse branches of tall trees, and windows to 
mix the fluorescent light. This spacious place could accommodate 123 people 
moving freely. People could sit there looking outside at the view. It would feel 
serene, like rustic living.
  At 8:30 a.m., people do exercises, following the leader and the television. 
Due to their constant heart, they all seemed to be snappy. This is a Western-
style exercise, like rock and roll. Outside the windows is a group of people 
doing Chinese-style exercises, following the radio music till 9:15.
  One worker pulls a trolley to assign the food to the unhealthy people, 
and after that the food is given according to a series of numbers to people 
making a line. They are very concordant and compliant, particularly me. I 
am afraid of making any mistake that would affect subsequent amenities, 
because I love this resort very much.
                                                                  
  The rooms in the senior center were designed and disposed so 
distinctively to let everyone feel as merry as a grasshopper. Some people like 
to have some confabulations and sometimes give me some sweets and rolls 
or crackers after they have good experiences, such as after they win money 
and travel.
  One of the same table eaters talked about his past time of tumult due 
to weather, going far away from his hometown for his livelihood, where the 
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people looked on him as an exotic stranger and did not talk to him. One 
person relented towards teaching him some skills to catch birds. He did this 
career for 10 years. He was required to set a net with the bird coming in his 
direction. The net had a curve to one side by the wind. When the bird bumped 
at the net, its wings must close and plunge into the low part of the net, which 
closed like a bag because of the weight. If the prey floundered, they would 
be more entangled by the net, wrapping again and again around the body by 
tiny strings like threads. After one more hour, the bird would have no more 
strength to struggle and feel in despair, and doom would come to it soon. The 
net can also capture owls, woodpeckers, snakes, and other animals, like cats. 
  The next day, I spun a yarn, a fable, to him. Confucius, who is a Chinese 
prodigy of learning, met two boys occasionally for discussions. One boy said 
that at sunrise the sun is bigger than at noon. The middle of heaven above the 
head is farther. The other boy said that at noon the heat is greater, so the sun 
should be nearer than at sunrise. The asked Confucius to be the arbiter, but 
he could not make a just decision. 
  The story indicates that no one knows all things in this wide world. So we 
should study with humility. 
                                                                              
  I walked down the few steps from the patio to the grove of the backyard 
garden plot. There, I stood overlooking the panorama. The scene was so nice, 
with verdure, calmness, and crisp air. I said from my heart that I liked it as 
much as the first time I looked at my beloved, my whole life’s companion and 
mate. Ah, what a beautiful scene it was!
  In the navel of this garden plot, there were two huge lofts of banyan 
trees, entwined with creepers. I thought it must be ivy. Suddenly, I found 
myself enveloped by a great number of blue conglobation flowers and many 
tiny flowers; in a further place were growing briars and brambles, and some 
thorny wild roses in the shrubs. I felt they had not enough flower power to 
infect me with hay fever because the big flowers were far from me. Some 
bees and butterflies had leisurely and pleasant work on the petals of the 
staminates and pistillates, and some bees hummed near me. 
  One main artery pathway lay about 75 yards straight ahead of me, 
turning to the left to make a turn round back, like a horse racetrack in the 
stadium, and I wished to ramble along the path to see what wondrous flowers 
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there were, but I was tempted not to go by the verge of the charming piscina. 
  Then I came up to the pond. I sat down on the stone stool by the stone 
table with the tall trees behind me, gazing at the cold water in the rim, the 
ripples looking like scales. The metallic pipe as the big siphon squirted 
out water at the center of the pool. Some birds stood on the rocks, which 
protruded from the water at the brink of the pond, the long branch traversed 
the pond, and the three little golden fishes swam near the rim of the pond. I 
wanted to see more; but there was nothing, only the dark turquoise bottom. 
The many puffs of zephyrs blew on my face, which seemed the most cozy 
feeling in my life. 
  The narrow-eyes fence surrounded the pond with two signs on it, saying: 
“If you sit very quietly for a while, you may see me, a tortoise, rise to the 
surface to breathe and take a look around.” And “I’d love to sun myself on the 
rock, but I’m very shy. You might see me if you’re very quiet.” 
  This is a genial environmental suitable for me to recite the English book 
in order to improve my writing to an easy, fluid style.
  Suddenly the cicada songs were transmitted from the lofty trees, but 
I was not sure and listened carefully to know if they were authentic cicada 
songs. I was very happy because this song was a particular favorite, and 
it was very hard to have a chance to hear it. The songs were monotonous 
but harmonious and melodious and articulate. They sang sometimes solo, 
sometimes in chorus. One cicada flew to one tree with slow velocity, scared 
lest it could be captured.
  I deeply believed that the cicadas liked to linger in the small plots with 
grass leaves to hide their bodies, so it was easy to protect themselves while 
they sang their songs. If you like to hear the cicada’s songs, you should go in 
the summer to Bear Mountain, or go to No. 2 Lafayette Street, through the 
arch of the building in front of the police headquarters. 
  Now I turned my attention to the passersby on the pavement of the street. 
A long moment passed. When I felt dull, I took a rest and turned my sight back 
to the archaic senior center house, which I mused about, expecting that my 
descendants would own a house like this from generation to generation.
  The time was a little late. I thought I should go home, yet I was to go to 
the café for a cup of cappuccino or espresso first.
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  I began ambling to the pathway. The entrance had three wire arches 
of bent metal with the stems of brier roses and morning glories that made 
me evaluate it highly. Passing over these were some little high trees on both 
sides, the slender branches stooping down with tender turquoise leaves. 
  Next, I saw a maroon wooden hutch. Inside were a cock, two hens, and a 
brood of little chicks, walking with spunk and delight. When the hen walked, 
clucking, the little chicks also followed, tweeting together.
  Leaving the place, not far off I saw many dwarf stone tables and stools. 
They were not for practical use. They would be mainly for decoration. The next 
scene coming was a dwarfed broken wall with some pots, a pile of leaves and 
the grass rake, a spade, and some earthen vessels with water to their brims. 
  In the last span of the route, many sections were rather big, for certain 
kinds of plants, especially the bamboo section. The bamboo plants grew 
dense and green, and segmented with some twigs looking like a bamboo 
forest. All the scenes in the garden seemed to be in miniature.
  At that time, I got into the senior lavatory in a delectable mood and slight 
weariness and then went back to the lobby, sitting on the couch to lean back 
for a rest. After a moment, I read my favorite book, written by rabindranath 
Tagore, who had another name, Gitanjali. He, who studied English in Britain, 
was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature.
  After I visited the garden plot, that remained a very deep impression in 
my mind, and I hoped to visit again as soon as possible.

  The next day, I rose a little earlier with the sun to go to the pathway of 
the garden to scan everywhere again. While I was entranced by the views 
under the arches, someone called to me. If was my congenial friend, who 
handed me a fig with dew on its peel, which he had just picked from a tree. 
He repeatedly asked me to eat it, so I only reluctantly deferred to him. It was 
sweet beyond my imagination, like manna (the food miraculously coming to 
the Israelites in the Hebrew Bible). 
  Later, the same friend of mine came back to me and asked, “Do you know 
the name of the leaves?” I responded that I did not recognize it at all because 
I was unfamiliar with all leaves. 
  A range of the tall trees stood on the external circuit of the path. Their 
thin trunks were good looking. On the other side were a lot of narrow trails 



59
NEW YOrK CITY PLEASUrES

concatenated with artistic contrivance. They looked like an unfinished 
cobweb. One tiny pond appeared in front of me with full water and fish 
swimming. Surrounding this was flourishing grass on very pale ebony mud. 
Not far from these was some color from little clothes fluttering in the air on a 
clothesline, which increased a lot in animation. This showed some people live 
here in a wide green place not so excessively green as to be tedious.
  I contemplated that this was a very decent place for doing gentle 
exercise, sunbathing, and viewing the roaming clouds on a rock stool.

  The senior center house is my oasis, Shangri la, or utopia, to while away 
my older years of golden twilight, but I did not experience my ancestors’ 
boon. They discovered this new land and invented many appliances to explore 
and exploit this desolate wilderness, to found the railways, which extended 
over the country to do trade all over the world, to make good ammunition to 
protect our advantages. I feel I was lucky to have pleasure, that my ancestors 
gave their planted fruits to us to have the pleasure of a harvest. 
  I continue to study to teach my five-year-old granddaughter and the 
younger one, to affect this society in a good way, and I was eager—like ginger, 
the older, the hotter—to reward my  superiors and hope someone stood for 
me to make our senior center more perfect.
  Now thanks to heaven that was deserved to felicitate upon saying hurrah, 
hail, down the hatch, bottoms up—to give cheer again and again.





New York City Problems
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  I saw an old man who looked homeless and a little unusual. So I started 
to observe him every time I was on my way to school or home. 
  As the night fades into the dawn, an old man sits in an office-style 
wheeled chair next to a store with a cap on to block the sunlight. His eyes 
are closed tightly. A white beard covers his black face. At least two quilts 
lay on top of him. A strange slightly sour-cream smell comes from his body. 
Every time I pass him, I walk quickly. He does not seem to care about the way 
people look at him. His eyes are closed almost every time I walk by him. Does 
he need to use the bathroom? What does he eat? If the weather is terrible, will 
he move? Is he severely sick? How can he sleep in a chair all night? I wonder. 
  Once I saw two middle-aged women talking with the old man. The old 
man shouted back in his language. At that moment, I didn’t think he was sick. 
The women seemed helpless. I kept walking and guessing. They might be the 
old man’s family who were trying to convince their father to come home. Does 
he like to live on the street as a homeless person even though he has a family? 
Does he feel comfortable, or free? Has he recently become homeless? His 
outfits are not as old as others’. Maybe his family helps him. 
  Another day, I saw him eating. A missing tooth doesn’t stop him from 
enjoying his food. Does he get satisfaction out of everything or does he see 
reality in a different way?

Where Is His Home?
Susanna Yang

  “Born to be wild. . . born to be wild. . . ” The music of Steppenwolf was 
fading in the air. Every time I heard this song, I could not help thinking of 
teenagers on the street. They acted like they were the kings and queens of 
the world. rude, aggressive, impolite, disrespectful, insane, these were the 
definitions of them. It made me wonder why they had been like that. 
  Was something wrong with their attitude or with the system? 

Have You Ever Thought about It?
Watson (P’Man) Sriboonwong
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  Let’s look at the education system, starting with the environment. I think 
some primary schools and high schools and even colleges in New York City 
look like prisons more than a place that gives knowledge. Every window is 
installed with bars. I don’t know whether this environment will make kids feel 
comfortable and safe or make them think of breaking away. 
  In my country, not every academy has bars on the windows except some 
rooms that need to be secured. Yes, they have a fence, but not too high like 
here, and absolutely they don’t look like prisons. 
  The second point is religious education. Your people in the past had bad 
experiences about too much power of religion. They didn’t want it to happen 
again, so they put it away from the education system. 
  That is the reason your schools don’t teach moral lessons. This is a 
double-edged sword. On one hand, you were successful in limiting the power 
of religion; but on the other hand, your kids have to learn right or wrong from 
their experiences. Sometimes it would be easier for them if they had moral 
principles in their hearts. 
  The way you fixed this problem is Saturday and Sunday morning church. 
I just want to know how many teenagers go to church. Even their parents 
don’t have the energy to wake up on weekend mornings. 
  There is another system that I don’t want to get into details about. It’s 
the law. Some laws are good and some laws are bad. 
  I thought: Maybe there was nothing wrong out there; it was only my bad 
attitude. No, I don’t think so, because I can feel it. 

P.S. I can also smell the troubles from this essay.

  Fu Zhou people give some people the impression they are not very good. 
Some people think the quality of Fu Zhou people is not good enough. Some 
complain that they talk on the phone very loudly, jump the queue, and like to 
buy cheap things, etc. 
  But I don’t think so. Not all Fu Zhou people are like this. In fact, some 

Fu Zhou People in New York
Yi Juan Lin
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people don’t realize that Fu Zhou people are very industrious and passionate. 
Now many Fu Zhou people have immigrated to the U.S.A., and most of them 
live in New York.
  In New York, rent is very expensive, let alone buying a house. Many Fu 
Zhou people work in restaurants. restaurant work is very hard. Every day 
they work 12 hours, from 10 a.m. to 10 p.m. In any week, they have only one 
day of rest. Every day, they put on a happy face to treat the customers well. 
If some customer complains about the service or the food, the boss may kick 
out one of the employees. 
  Some people work in the garment industry. This work is very dangerous. 
Many insurance companies do not accept garment companies’ injury 
insurance. 
  Some Fu Zhou immigrants separate from their families. Some of them 
want to work out of state. They all miss their families, especially those who 
can come back to New York maybe only after a couple of months. Some 
children stay only a little time with their parents together. This gradually 
produces a distance between parents and children. Children do not tell their 
innermost thoughts and feelings to their parents. The kids always say, “You 
do not understand me, and you do not understand English.” Their parents 
listen, after quietly wiping away tears. 
  Do you think they do not want to stay and love their families? They do 
want to stay with their families and communicate with their children. They 
hope they can speak English, but they have no time to learn English. They 
need to earn money to support their families. They live frugally so they can 
leave money to the next generation and give them the opportunity to go to 
school and learn English. In the future, their children can serve the country. 
Fu Zhou people always consider their children and parents. Fu Zhou people 
treat friends and relatives very warmly. They help needy relatives. They lend 
money to them. They take care of immigrant relatives. 
  Now do you understand Fu Zhou people? Many things are beneath the 
surface. 
  I love Chinese food. I love rice, noodles, chow mein. I love broccoli, 
chicken wings, egg rolls, but I prefer the New York food of Fu Zhou people.   
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  I got an online advertisement from Daffy’s in late July this summer. Its 
red and yellow headline made an impression on me:

  After more than 50 years
  Going out of business
  All prices slashed
  Everything must go
  All stores closing soon

  I have been a frequent customer of Daffy’s since I came to the U.S. I have 
bought most of my clothing there. It wasn’t only cheap, it’s just because I 
always had a sense of joy when I found something there that truly was high 
quality, regardless of whether it was made in Italy, China, or wherever. If I got 
something that was made in Italy, it would fulfill my vanity, if it was made in 
China, so what? I was also happy, because I was made in China.
  I ran into a senior woman with red hair at the 57th Street store, the tenth 
time I visited. She talked to herself as she chose some sweaters, overfilling an 
already full shopping bag that was dragging her down. She looked delighted.
  “I’m very sad Daffy’s is going to close.”
  “It’s true, I feel the same way.”
  “I don’t know what’s been going on over the years, so many of my favorites 
just disappear from New York City.” She sighed, and shook her head.
  “Bad economy,” I answered with courtesy.
  “Do you want to try this? Its color is great, isn’t it?” After a while, she 
handed a skirt to me. I stole a peek at it quickly. It had yellow, red, and blue 
flowers on it; all the colors were bright and very dazzling. But it was too short 
and too showy for me. I’m not used to wearing colorful clothing like that.  It 
was very hard to turn her down; she was so kind.
  “Sure, you are so sweet and have such good taste,” I said to her 
insincerely, as I put it in my shopping bag. “I’ll try it after I get all my stuff 
together.” But I hung it back on the clothing rack at the section’s corner while 
she looked elsewhere.

Bye-Bye, Daffy's!
Ally Li
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  I looked around several long and narrow clothing aisles, back and forth, 
until my feet cramped up. I needed to find a bench to take a break. The red- 
haired lady was sitting there. She shifted a little bit and let me sit by her.
  “Are you Korean?” she asked me. 
  “No, I’m Chinese.”
  “Oh, I see. So, what do you think, there are some clothes made in China 
that are very high quality, but some are garbage.  Do you agree?”
  “You are right; I agree.”
  She was eyeing me and started some small talk. “I’ve been living uptown 
for my whole life.  I always shopped at Daffy’s, Filene’s Basement, you know 
that?”
  “I heard that.”
  “No more Filene’s Basement, no more Daffy’s! I’m supposed to buy 
enough stuff to wear until I die today, right?”  
  I couldn’t find any words to comfort her.  
  “Do you know that Primeburger? ”
  I shook my head.  
  “What a great diner it was!  My father used to take me there for breakfast 
or dinner when I was little. It was on 51st between Fifth and Madison.  It’s 
gone!  One after another, since last year.  I’m very sad about that.”
  I understood exactly what she was saying. It resonated with me; it really 
did. I uneasily snuck around the corner.  Luckily, the skirt was still there! I put 
it back in my shopping bag and felt better.  
  In your neighborhood, the stores and restaurants become a pulse, 
endowing your area with life. When they suddenly vanish, it is painful, poking 
your nerves. 
  I felt the same as the senior red-haired woman even though I’ve only 
been a New Yorker for three years, and she has been living here all her life. I 
felt for her. 
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  We had extreme weather in the winter of 2013-2014.  It’s been very 
cold, even below 0°F, and there was a lot of snow. I never felt cold in previous 
winters, but this year, I really felt cold. I had to buy heavy clothes to protect 
against the stormy weather.
  When is spring coming? The city is still gray; the trees are still empty; 
people have stopped waiting for spring. I hope spring comes back soon. I 
would like the city to become green. I like colorful New York City. 

Spring Is Late
Li Zhou (Joe) Yu

  A hurricane is horrible; it can destroy houses, trees, and hurt people. It 
can also knock down power lines and cause floods.
  Hurricane Sandy came on Monday night. That day I bought a lot of food: 
vegetables, fish, meat, noodles, milk, bottled water and some dry food. Also 
I prepared a lot of water in buckets. I heard the radio say: “Hurricane Sandy 
is going to be more serious than Hurricane Irene.” So that morning, I made a 
lot of food in case the power went out because we had decided to stay home. 
  At 7:00 p.m., I called my friend who lives in my neighborhood. She 
said, “Maybe at 8 p.m., there will be no light and no water.” She told me to 
store water. At that time, it was dark outside with strong winds and heavy 
rain; the hurricane was coming. I asked my son and my daughter to come 
eat immediately, because I was worried about the power shutting down. So 
we ate quickly. After we ate, my husband helped me clean and wash all of 
the dishes .Suddenly, the light turned off. It was 8:40 p.m. My home was in 
complete darkness. 
  I took out the candles, and my son helped me to light them. My daughter 
was excited, so she called her cousins and asked them if they still had light. 
I called my brother to tell him that we had no power. He said there were no 
problems at his home. After that, all the phones stopped working too, so we 

Hurricane Sandy
Helen Huang
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couldn’t make phone calls. Everyone in my home was quiet. Outside it was 
still raining hard, and it was very windy. I looked out the window: The road 
was flooded, and I couldn’t see anything outside. At that moment, no water 
was coming either. My son said: “We have nothing to do.”
  I said, “Go to sleep.” 
  He said, “It’s too early to go to sleep; we can play cards.” So we played 
cards with the light from the candles. I have never experienced this, but we 
enjoyed playing, specifically my daughter, because she won many times. 
  The next morning, I woke up at 9, and I looked out the window. The storm 
had stopped, the sky was bright, outside was quiet, and a lot of leaves and 
branches had fallen on the ground. A few cars were running, and a few people 
were walking on the street. I turned on the radio, and I heard that a lot of 
areas were flooded and had no power. There were no subways and no school. 
It was terrible; people stayed home waiting for the power to return. 
  My neighborhood, Chinatown, was a dead town. After the hurricane, all 
of the stores were closed. People couldn’t buy food or what they needed to 
buy. Some charities sent food and water door to door, and the military cars in 
my neighborhood gave food and water to people. People carried water from 
the fire hydrants. Some people live on high floors, and they climbed upstairs 
with difficulty with a bucket of water. 
  Fortunately, the buses were running, so people could take the bus to 
work and could go uptown to buy food. On Thursday, we went to my brother’s 
home until the power returned, which was Friday night. Thank God. 
  During those four days with no power, people suffered with no water for 
days. Many people lost their homes and family, a lot of people still have no 
power, and they still live in the darkness. This was a horrible super storm. 

  Hurricane Sandy has passed, but people still remember it. It caused a 
lot of trouble in New York City. A lot of people lived in the dark, homes were 
without power, cars were without gas, and apartments were without hot 

The Harm of Sandy
Ai Xia Luo
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water, cold water, heat, and coal gas. It was very difficult for all the older 
people and very young children to live in that bad environment. Those people 
caught colds or got sick so easily, because their immune systems weren’t 
strong enough in that case—with no food, no water, no light, and no heat in 
the cold weather.
  Hurricane Sandy was very terrible. It destroyed a lot of cars, buildings, 
houses, schools, and transportation systems. Trees and lamps fell down, and 
streets, houses, cars and subways were flooded.  Everywhere was mixed up; 
garbage and leaves layered the streets.
  Hurricane Sandy wreaked devastation on New York City because people 
lived in the dark. They felt uncomfortable and unsafe—they were used to 
living with electricity, but now, without any power for five to 14 days, it was 
so bad. Those people felt worried, impatient, unstable . . . like life-termers, 
they couldn’t go anywhere, they just lived in their tall buildings without any 
help or support. One of my English class classmates lives on the 20th floor. It 
was so difficult for her to walk up and down the stairs to get food and water 
without electricity.  Also, she was an old woman. You know that without light, 
in that bad condition, it was so dangerous for her.
  For me, I live on the 11th floor. During those days, I had to go outside 
with my flashlight to get food and water. The whole building was dark, and 
I felt like I lived in a world of darkness. Without a flashlight or candle, I felt 
fearful and unpeaceful. It was very hard for my family and neighbors to get 
water from the first floor to the 11th floor, but we had to do it, because we 
didn’t have any choice at that terrible time.
  During the daytime, I saw only a few people walking on the streets. No 
cars were running on the first day after Hurricane Sandy because the streets 
were still flooded around our building. My father’s car and my neighbors’ cars 
were damaged; two parking lots and a few cars on the street were flooded. No 
one’s car was working well near our living place.
  Hurricane Sandy, I am sick of you. You destroyed our city. Why did you do 
it? I hate you so much. I hope people can get back to normal soon, and I hope 
everything else gets back to normal, too.
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  Last week, we had a heavy storm come to New York and other states on 
Monday night. It devastated so many houses, trees, cars, and more than 100 
people died in Hurricane Sandy. Almost half the casualties were in New York. 
New York and New Jersey were the most serious disaster areas.
  Sandy the storm was hard because it affected so many people. People 
couldn’t go to work, and students couldn’t go to school for a whole week. 
Also, there was no electricity, transportation, water, or phone service. Some 
people lost their homes or relatives, some people’s houses flooded. Many 
people were homeless in the aftermath of Sandy, and they still live in the 
shelter. I can’t imagine how much money the government will lose. The only 
way I knew what was happening outside was by listening to the radio. I felt 
sad when I heard the numbers of dead people increase every day on the radio, 
especially when I heard that two little children were swept away from their 
mother by a wave on Staten Island. The wave was moving very quickly and 
was higher than 13 feet. The next day, the police found their dead bodies.
  After the disaster, there still were many problems to solve, such as the 
cars with no gas. Some people needed to rebuild their houses, some people 
wanted to pump out the water from their houses. MTA had to fix the subway 
tracks to let the passengers go to work. The electricians had to fix the 
electricity as soon as possible. Without electricity, people can’t do anything.
  In Chinatown, all stores were closed because there was no power. There 
were only a few people walking on the street looking around. Chinatown 
usually is busy and crowded. It changed into an empty city; it seemed like a 
ghost town.
  My apartment was lucky. Even though I didn’t have electricity or phone 
service, at least I had water and gas. I could cook some simple food to eat. I 
felt inconvenienced that I didn’t have cell phone service to connect with my 
family and friends. I was worried about them because I didn’t know if they 
were safe or not. I just prayed to God to protect everyone. I hope that they are 
all safe and healthy. No more heavy storms in New York!

Sandy, the Super Storm
Grace Guo
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  It happened last Wednesday, when we took the D train home. I was tired 
and had a lot to carry. Passengers were rushing to the train. I was lucky I 
found a seat. My children were playing a game during their waiting time.
  When the D train stopped at 34th Street, more people came on. The train 
was more and more crowded. Passengers stood very close to one another. 
Suddenly a scream filled the entire section. It was from a 30+-year-old lady. 
She wore a suit. She carried a backpack. There was a book in her left hand 
and the other hand held the handrail. 
  “Why did you touch me? Stop looking at me.” 
  A man stood near her. He looked honest. “No, I didn’t touch you. It 
happened because the train stopped.”
  The lady shouted, “That’s your problem. Why are you still looking at me? 
F___ you!”
  Everybody stared at them. The lady pushed the man away. The man went 
backward. Actually, there wasn’t enough space to move away, but the lady 
was like a shrew. What could he do? My children were scared. They stopped 
playing their game.
  “What happened, Mom?” said the little one. The older one said, “Fighting. 
She is bad.” 
  I saw the lady clutch the man’s face with her right hand. She pushed him 
with her left hand. She cursed at him. (I don’t want to write all the words she 
said. They are disgusting.) 
  Everybody was quiet and afraid, except this one lady. Finally, the man 
retreated to the door. At that time, the door opened. This was 125th Street. 
The man ran out of the train. 
  More passengers came in. The lady moved near us. She nicely said “Hello” 
to my children. I closed my eyes. I thought, I don’t want to say something. My 
God, she is a troubled woman. I prayed to God: Help me! I didn’t want to be 
the second one accused by her.

A Quarrel on the Train
Wen Hui Ni
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  It was in a very crowded subway car. Everyone could hardly get standing 
room.
  “Can you move your bag?” It was a lady’s voice.
  “No, I can’t. I’m disabled,” answered the woman.
  “You can move so one more person can sit.”
  “I can’t move! You can just sit on the bag.”
  “B____”.
  “You b_____.”
  The conversation attracted many people’s ears and eyes in the super 
busy morning peak-time train. Through people’s bodies and arms, I could 
see the big “disabled” white woman sitting there. I couldn’t see the other 
involved party. They continued to curse at each other. The woman held up her 
middle finger and gracefully turned around in the air, just like a ballerina’s 
foot spinning on a stage. She was really a woman warrior. She bravely fought 
back with her words, and later she banged her stick on the floor to show 
her unhappiness. Some of the crowd was laughing; some felt annoyed, with 
contempt. 
  “Shut the f____up! Nobody cares about. . . ” It was another lady’s voice.
  “Blah . . . blah . . . ” The woman continually fought back. I couldn’t hear 
what she said very well.
  Later, the woman tried to involve a young man standing right in front of 
her to blame. The man stood neutral. 
  My two kids always move around and talk loudly enough to bother 
people on the subway. Today they asked some questions about the issue at 
hand. Then they started to play and talk loudly again. I didn’t stop them today. 
I felt their noise could be better than the cursing. I hoped people would get 
distracted by another kind of noise.
  My daughter looked at me and asked, “Why is your face serious again?”
  “I’m thinking. I think I found what I can write,” I answered.
  “Mommy, don’t write about the negative things; you will be unhappy.”
  “I’m not negative. I want to face reality. This is positive,” I insisted. 
  A scene popped up in my mind. It was in a subway station after Hurricane 

Two Subway Scenes
Grace Zhang
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Sandy struck New York last year. The subway was chaotic. We have a chance 
to see this scene once in a blue moon. The stations and stairs were full of 
people. No one could even move. When a train came, the people tried to push 
in, but still so many more were left out. My kids and I waited through several 
trains and couldn’t get in. But there seemed to be some order. No one talked 
very loudly; no one got pissed off or cursed. The people seemed to understand 
and tolerate each other. I felt appreciative, while imagining if it happened in 
China, someone would have already been pushed onto the train track.
  As an immigrant, I got a chance to experience America and Americans 
from zero to now. What is American spirit? This place seems to attract people 
with great American dreams while many find their dreams broken. This place 
seems superior. 
  What are human beings’ natures?
  Are we cursed to be raised by aliens on this planet?
  Are we blessed to enjoy the richness of our homeland earth? Do we have 
a glorious future to expect? We live for some answers.





Families
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My Daughter

  My daughter, my precious. God’s wonderful gift to me. 
  When people ask me about my daughter, I often use “very mature” to 
describe her. She understands me more than my other family members. 
She knows when I’m about to cry. She says sweet words to comfort me and 
brings tissues for me. She draws nice pictures and sends them to me. She 
gives me cards, which are designed by herself, for my birthday and Mother’s 
Day, and on all kinds of holidays. One time, I told her I lost one of her cards. 
She immediately drew and wrote another sweet card for me. She is willing 
to spend her time with me, which makes me feel ashamed that I always find 
all kinds of excuses to push her to do things independently.
  My daughter is full of love. She loves and respects her grandparents. 
She’s her teachers’ favorite. She does her homework as soon as she arrives 
home after school. She argues with me, but as soon as I show good will to 
her, she says, “Mom, can you forgive me?” Sometimes, she feels conflicted 
from family members’ relationships. However, she forgets them fast and 
moves on to be happy.
  My sweet daughter, my beautiful rose. You make me proud, you perfect 
my life.
  Below is my daughter’s sweet poem in her new card for me. She hid it 
somewhere, but I found it when I cleaned up. I’m so touched by her words.

  Without you, I’m nothing but a lost spirit and soul.
  You are my water, I’m your flower.
  You make me bloom.
  I’m forever a plain girl.
  You make me smart and courageous and “kind” and “sweet” like you 
say so!

  I love you mother, head to toe.
  You make sure that I don’t choke.

My Daughter and My Son
Grace Zhang
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  You comfort me, I’ll do it to the one-and-only 
  Good mother—you
  You smile at me, every once in a while.
  You make my spirits lift up, up, up.
  And make me feel like I’m drinking
  Hot cocoa in a cup.
  You take care of me
  As well as the world’s big tree
  Your love is more than how much my words can say
  You overwhelm me in warmth.

My Son

  I’ve been yelling at my son a lot since he started first grade. Unlike 
his sister’s maturity, he is very naive. I can be strict to my daughter, but it 
doesn’t work on my son.
  Every morning, I yell at him to get up. He unhappily groans and stomps 
on his bed and hides under his blanket. I need to use different strategies to 
deal with him.
  He likes to eat mom-prepared food for breakfast. However, he plays 
and talks and spills crunchy things on the table and under the chair. I urge 
him, “Hurry up! We’ll be late! Why don’t you focus on eating?” Until the last 
moment, he still might not put on his socks, choose his shoes, or pick a toy 
to bring to school. 
  He hates eating dinner at home. Every evening, when dinner is served 
at the table, he is the last one to come to the table. He hides somewhere, 
sits on the toilet, or comes to the table and complains, “I don’t like rice!” 
and runs away. 
  His homework is brief and concise. Like today’s homework: “1. What 
are two facts you learned in the book?” He writes: “Mars is cold. Venus is 
hot.” “2. Write one question or something you are wondering about.” He 
writes, “How big is a star?” He never cares about capitalization and ending 
marks, even after I’ve yelled at him a light-year times. 
  I’ve heard kids saying: There is a devil on my one shoulder, and an 
angel on the other. Even though my son has a lot of shortcomings, he is 
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  A cry declares that a small life came into this world. It is a symbol of 
life, vitality, health, and meaning. A newborn child’s wail is the world’s best 
sound!
  I will never forget this day, December 23, 2006. The doctor told me: “You 
have a baby, almost one month.” I couldn’t believe my body was pregnant 
with a little life. I felt the magic of life. This was our love crystal! I would be a 
mother . . . I would be a mother. My husband and I and our entire family were 
looking forward to this little life.
  December 31, 2006. We first met at Sinog Medical Associate P.C. Clinic. 
The doctor told me your weight was 0.2 micrograms, length 1.0502 millimeter, 

adorable and precious in my heart. A few days ago, we went to exercise in 
the park across from our house. He picked up a black bag and put inside it 
a few empty cans from the playground. I smiled and didn’t stop him. I knew 
he imitated his grandma and tried to help. 
  He is very merciful; he cries a lot. My husband is not sociable: he 
doesn’t go out with us a lot. One time, when I told my son, “Your dad is 
lonely at home,” he resisted going out with me. With tears in his eyes, he 
stated the reason: “I feel Dad is pitiful. I want to stay home with him.” 
  When his sister’s flower seeds first germinated, he showed me his 
barren pot, with poor, teary eyes and a flat mouth.
  When his pet turtle and better fish passed away, he cried to me and 
sobbed, “I feel I’m unlucky. Why do my pets always die before my sister’s?” 
  My son is special in many teachers’ eyes. “He is creative.” “He thinks 
and acts fast in my art class.” “He behaves well; he helps me clean up.” “He 
is my assistant.” I feel most impressed that his daycare teacher told me he 
stroked and kissed her to show his care when her hand got injured. He does 
the same to me. 
  Unlike my daughter’s ambition and bossiness, my son is more willing 
to give in and compromise. This makes me unable to bear rebuking him too 
much. 

I Got a Job
Pei Ci Kuang
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body in two parts, a very large part the head. There was a long tail, much like 
the shape of a small hippocampus. The doctor said you were “a little gem.” 
But I didn’t see what the doctor said. I just saw a little dot on the screen of the 
machine. I said “Hello” to you. “I hope you love me and are satisfied by me!”
  I read stories to you. I played music for you. We adapted to each other’s 
rhythms by three months. Your length was four centimeters. You had a first 
picture. The sound of a beating heart to give you a life force.
  We recognized you at five months. The doctor told me that you are a 
girl. Since then, I didn’t call you baby; I called you beautiful girl. I imagined 
helping you tie a ponytail; I fantasized that I could help you dress up; I could 
help you sign up for dancing class. 
  Six months, seven months, eight months . . . we were like old friends. 
We felt empathy for and collaboration with each other. I knew what time you 
wanted to eat strawberries, what time you wanted to eat chicken, and you 
also understood what time I was happy, what time I was unhappy.
  When 35 weeks came, you had full hearing and sight. You reacted to the 
sound of the outside world, and you could like it or be able to demonstrate 
the expression of boredom. We had a good interaction. My body changed 
every day. I looked like I was carrying a big ball, like a penguin walking on the 
street. You were quiet now. You were preparing to come out into this world. 
  On July 9, 2007, you, my daughter, were born. A cry filled every corner 
of the hospital, like a melody for a parent, for a family. It stirred up memories 
of a day blessed by miracles, a joyful gift cherished for years to come. Thank 
you, my dear daughter, for giving me this job! I know I will have a lot of “first 
times” in my future!

  I had some experience in helping my son apply to a good high school in 
New York City.
  After my son took the special test at Stuyvesant High School last October, 
I brought the Directory of New York City Public High Schools and my son’s 
report card to Diana, a school secretary, to help him apply to different high 

High School Application Process
Xing Lin

FAMILIES
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schools. Also, I gave her the names of some good high schools, that is, the 
names of schools my friends suggested. When she completed looking at my 
son’s report card and the school requirements, she said, “Congratulations! 
Your son has a 96 average; he can apply to any high school.” Moreover, the 
most important thing was she helped my son make appointments for open 
house. Because of her, my son and I visited all those high schools.
  First, we went to Beacon High School. It’s on West 61st Street. There 
are more than a thousand students in the school. The school specializes in 
math. Afterwards, we received a letter from Beacon School. They wanted an 
interview with my son, and he had to write an essay to apply to the school.
  Secondly, we attended Hunter High School for open house. Hunter 
High School required a 7th grade report card and two letters from my son’s 
teachers, one from a science teacher and another one from a math teacher.
  Next, we went to Millennium High School, and Nest+m High School. 
Millennium High School needed only a 7th-grade report card and a 6th-grade 
report card. For Nest+m, we had to make an appointment online, and my son 
had to take a test.
  Finally, we finished all the applications, and we filled out a form with 
high school preferences. I asked my son, “What is your favorite high school?” 
My son said, “I like Beacon High School.” I reminded him that it took an hour 
to travel from our home to Beacon High School. In addition, I recommended 
Nest+m High School for my son because the school is two blocks from our 
apartment. But my son said he wanted to go to Beacon High School because 
the school specializes in math, and it’s a big school. He said he’d rather wake 
up early to go to this school. 
  I respected my son’s decision. We put Beacon as his number one choice; 
number two was Nest+m; number three and number four were Millennium 
and Hunter.
  When we received the admission notice from the high schools, my son 
got accepted to Brooklyn Technical High School, Beacon High School, and 
Nest+m High School.
  I am proud of my son. At the same time, I’m very happy to have been able 
to help my son with the application process. 
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  One day, I bumped into a stranger passing by. “Oh, excuse me, please,” 
I said.   
  He answered, “Please excuse me, too.  I wasn’t even watching for you.”  
  We were very polite.  We said goodbye and went on our way.  But when I 
came home, it was a different story.  
  Later that day, when I was cooking dinner, my son stood beside me. 
When I turned back, I knocked him down. “Move out of the way,” I said with 
an angry frown.      
  He walked away and was a little unhappy. I will never forget how he 
looked at me; I didn’t realize the harsh way I’d spoken. I was so angry with 
myself! 
  When I lay awake that night in bed, I heard a small voice come to my 
ears. You use common courtesy with a stranger, but not with the children you 
love. Why are you abusive towards your children? At this time, I felt very small 
and sad, and my tears began to fall.  I remember when I was growing up, my 
mom never said sorry if she was mistaken and did something wrong. I felt very 
angry. (Many Chinese parents are very strict and always right; they never say, 
“I am sorry” to their children.)
  I quietly went to my son’s bed. “Hey! Wake up, little boy William, wake 
up,” I said.  
  He was half asleep and looked at me. “Mom, what’s happening?  I was 
sleeping,” he murmured.  
  I used a soft voice when I talked with William.  I wanted to say, “I am very 
sorry, can you forgive your mom?” I hugged him and kissed his forehead. At 
this time, my tears streamed from my eyes.  
  But he just said, “Okay, okay, okay, Mom,” and turned back to continue 
to sleep.

I Am Sorry, My Children
Lisa Szeto
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  Now it is September; autumn is coming soon. Now I have been in New 
York for four months. It’s the first time that I have lived in a totally unfamiliar 
city without my family. This month is my father’s birthday, which makes me 
miss my family strongly, especially my father. When I am feeling the breeze 
on my way to school that recalls my father to me. The feeling is the same as 
when he was carrying me on the bike when I was a little girl.
  In my memory, my father is always serious; it seemed like he could not 
smile. Whatever I did, no matter how good, he never praised me even a little 
bit. When I got first prize in running at each school sports competition, he 
acted as usual. My calligraphy was awarded a special first prize in a national 
competition, but he acted as if it never happened. I dearly wanted him to be 
proud of me, but I never succeeded. How hard to satisfy him!
  At the end of last year, I found out that I had to go to New York in May, 
maybe for one or two years. I couldn’t go back to China during that time. I 
didn’t think Father would care about me. He always said, “It’s all your choice, 
whether good or not you’ll buy it anyway.” But after Chinese New Year, 
the date of my departure was getting close. He was starting to talk to me, 
something like: “Keep warm there. New York will be colder than Shanghai.” 
and “Don’t sleep too late. There’s nobody to remind you like your mom.” and 
“Buy things you like; I have money,” and “Take care of yourself.” Until then, I 
knew he worried about me so much, but he’d never said that before. And my 
mother told me he was shy; he wanted her to speak to me instead.
  How lovely my father is. These years he has always been so strict a father, 
with a cool face and warm heart. I regret that I couldn’t recognize it earlier, 
but it’s not too late. There will be many chances to make it up. 
  At the airport on May 11th, my father said, “You can make it—just like 
how well you did here.” I couldn’t help crying. What he said will always be in 
my mind. I miss my parents so much, and I won’t let them down.  

My Father
Jia Wei Xu
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  My father is 87 years old. He has been in the United States for 20 years. 
Before, he was a very healthy, strong, and independent person. Every day he 
would take the subway to the New York Public Library to read a newspaper. 
In the afternoon, he would buy some meat and veggies and take a train back 
home. He always prepared supper for his son and daughters when they came 
home. Every day, he followed the same routine. This job made him joyful.
  Six years ago, he injured his foot. My mother took him to see the foot 
doctor. During the examination, they took a blood test. One week later, a 
report came back. The doctor’s office called and said we should come back to 
see the doctor. The doctor told my parents that my father had skin cancer, and 
he needed a surgical operation. My mother called my brother and me, asking 
us what to do. My brother immediately made an appointment to speak to the 
doctor and made an appointment for the surgery. 
  In the first week, my father could sleep a lot. Every night the nurse would 
wake him up, take a blood test and give him medicine. He could go back to 
sleep after that. I asked his doctor not to give him medicine at night, and only 
give it to him after he had a full night’s rest. We had to wait two weeks. Every 
day the doctor would look at my father’s foot. Finally, he said it was okay, and 
we could take him home.
  I realized that your health is important no matter if you are rich or poor.

My Father
Andrea Leong

  I still remember clearly that the first song I learned in my life was a 
Chinese song called “Shi Shang Zhi You Ma Ma Hao.” That means, “Only 
mother is the best in the world.” At that time, I didn’t understand why only 
mother is the best, not father.
  My mom never spoiled me. I remember that when I was six years old, 
one day I took 50 cents from my mom to buy an ice cream. Finally, my mother 

Only Mother
Mansha Liu
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found out that I took her money. She tied my up in a chair and put me alone 
in a room that was dark and dirty. No matter how I cried, my mom didn’t let 
me out until I said I wouldn’t steal money anymore. Actually, at that time I 
didn’t know what was wrong, what I shouldn’t do, and I didn’t even know the 
meaning of “steal.” And I didn’t know why my mom was treating me so strictly. 
The strange thing was that my mom would cry in her bedroom every time 
after she punished me. 
  I was growing up with those questions, and I never found out the answers 
until I was a mother. Now, I’m a mother of two daughters. As a mother, that’s 
not easy. When my daughters were little babies, I only slept five hours, and I 
couldn’t sleep well because they always woke up at night. If my children got 
sick, I didn’t sleep all night long because I was so worried about them that I 
couldn’t fall asleep. 
  Sometimes, when my children didn’t listen to me or did something 
wrong, I would scold them or slap their hands. But after that, my tears would 
come out without control. Sometimes, I didn’t know how to teach my children 
in a good way. And I didn’t know whether what I did to them was correct. I just 
hoped they would be good. 
  Every Monday, when my children’s teachers asked me, “How was your 
weekend?” my answer always was, “I stayed at home and took care of my 
children.”
  Sometimes, my friends would ask me, “Do you regret that you married so 
young and had children so you don’t have freedom?”
  “No,” I said,
  “Why?” they would inquire.
  “Because when you see your children are growing up day by day, learning 
things little by little, and when they call you ‘Mommy,’ you feel very happy. 
And you’ll never know what that is until you are a mother.”
  As a Chinese saying goes, “Even if you’re raising your children till you’re 
100 years old, you’ll be worried about them till you’re 99 years old.” And now, 
I know why the song that I learned said, “Only mother is the best in the world.”

FAMILIES
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  Currently, I have started having memories from the past. One of my friends 
said, “You are getting to a ripe old age if you miss old times.” One day, I was 
sitting on the couch and looking at the photos on the wall. There was a picture 
that drew my attention. In the picture, my brother and I are sitting in the desert 
back to back.
  He is in now in England. He has been there for 11 years. He has a PhD, 
and he is working for a university. He likes traveling, and he has already visited 
a great number of different places in Europe. I think of how his real life comes 
from his personality and early education. My brother not only shares his goals 
and dreams, but also believes in himself and the ability to achieve them.
  He was number one all the time in school. When we were in the same 
school, I was proud of him. Most of my classmates thought I had no problems 
with my homework because my brother could teach me at home, but he only 
shared his study methods with girls in his class, not me. 
  I didn’t interrupt him unless I got homework that I couldn’t handle alone. 
Once I approached his room and knocked at his door lightly, while he was 
thinking. When he opened it, I wasn’t delighted to see the impatient look on his 
face, but I knew there was nothing more important than homework. So instead 
of caring about his attitude, I put my homework on his desk and looked at him.
  “Can you tell me how to do this?” I said. “I don’t know the process.”
  He looked at me, but he shook his head. “Did you daydream during the 
whole 45-minute class?” he asked, in a superior tone. 
  I quickly stood up. This could be embarrassing. It could hurt my feelings 
and make me lose self-confidence. I saw he helped his female classmates in a 
friendly and courteous way. I felt that it was better not to be his sister. So at that 
moment, I spoke up.
  “Listen, clever student! I admit my worst subject in school is mathematics. 
I don’t understand it as well as other subjects. Furthermore, it is hard for me to 
see the relevance of math in my life. But I think I could have been good in math 
if my brother had taken more time to explain it to me. But you . . . you . . . let me 
down!”
  Then I took a deep breath and continued to be unconvinced. “Even if I 

My Brother
Liang Yang
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don’t beat you, I know I have studied well if I have improved on my own.” I said 
this while I was slamming the door. 
  He was uncommunicative.
  I remember that when my brother and I would get into a quarrel, my 
mom would always try to remain neutral. At the dinner table, as always, she 
instructed us in our relationship, and we became reconciled again.
  One morning my brother and I were on our way to school. It was a warm 
spring day with the sun shining bright. But it was getting chilly by the time 
all students started for morning exercises outdoors. What a wonderful day, I 
thought. I walked back to the classroom where the school video was transmitting 
the good composition work of students. One of my brother’s essays was chosen. 
“Oh, no,” I whispered. The name of it was “My Special Sister.” The next four or 
five minutes were the longest I ever spent at that age. My face got hot as I bit 
my lip.
  “My sister sometimes is lazy. She ignores when she makes things dirty and 
disorganized.” 
  I looked around when I heard that, slapping my pockets nervously. 
  “My sister has a round, red, cute face like an apple. When you see her 
happy face you just want to pinch her chubby cheeks.” 
  I was putting my hand over my eyes and saying, “Please, that’s enough” in 
a low voice. 
  When we both got home, I pretended not to see him. He slumped down 
beside me. “I didn’t mean it like that, Liang. Did you hear that I wrote more 
about your advantages than your shortcomings?” 
  “But you can’t let everyone know them in public,” I responded, and almost 
burst into tears.  
  “I couldn’t stop my teacher from picking this article!” he said, as if 
complaining of an injustice. Meanwhile, I leaned my head against him, and we 
tolerated each other until we went to sleep. 
  Childhood with him was a lot of fun. We were always together playing and 
exercising. Even though we fought and strived for favor with our parents, we 
both knew that “blood is thicker than water.” That means that “family ties are 
closer than social relations,” according to my mom. 
  As we grew up and got to be older, we still kept good memories of being 
little. Now we both have families of our own. 
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  In Vietnam, I have a big family: four sisters who are older than I, and a 
brother younger than I. Finally, I have 10 nephews. They are nice, friendly 
people. I love my angel nephew. He is four years old and his name is Bill. But 
he doesn’t like that name. He wants to change the name Bill to Walter. I don’t 
know where he found that name. 
  Bill has big eyes and pretty skin. He is smart, but his teacher always 
complains because he disturbs his friend in class all the time, so he doesn’t 
succeed in school. If someone takes a gift for him for an event, he gets a big 
score in class. 
  When I was there, he usually visited me and we had a lot of fun together. 
I felt so much love from him. While we had a good time when I was in Vietnam, 
when I moved to the U.S. I felt I lost love from my family and friends. I usually 
called them when I missed them. recently I called my mom and talked with 
my angel, Bill. He asked me, “When are you coming back to visit me?”
  I said, “Probably on November 5th.”
  He said, “How about on November 2nd because that day is my birthday?”
  He always made me interested when I was talking with him.
  I still remember that day I gave him a new red shirt for his birthday. He 
was happy and said, “I will wear this shirt tomorrow.”
  The next day, he woke up early and called his mom to look for the new 
shirt for him.   
  Then his father heard and he said, “You can’t wear that shirt today!”
  The son asked, “Why?”
  His father didn’t answer and kept going outside.
  The son should be angry! His tears came out and he asked quickly, “Dad! 
I want to wear it now. Are you scared I will be prettier than you?” 
  I always laugh when I remember that conversation.
  I hope to be coming back to Vietnam soon, and without the stress of two 
years ago. I will have some fun with my family and friends.          

My Angel
My Tran
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  Good news coming into my ears was a one-day holiday that made me 
surprised and joyful. It also relieved my work pressure.
  On that day, my siblings and I undertook to go to worship our ancestors. 
At that time, we met in front of my lodgings to start out for the destination 
with our offerings.
  We were having jolly weather and pleasant talk incessantly, and the GPS 
system navigated the road for us as clearly as a familiar guide sitting by our 
side. When we arrived at the Wong family graveyard, we gave speeches and 
brought to the tomb for worship all articles of flowers, fruit, meat, incense, and 
joss papers for use in the underworld. We took a turn to pai pai, worshipping 
with clasped hands and bows.
  After the traditional experience, we went to a brand-new big restaurant. 
The women selling dim sum were happy to receive us, addressing us in the 
Chinese vernacular. The food was good at low prices. We enjoyed the whole 
day, with a jolly time had by all. 

One-Day Family Holiday
Norman K.M. Wong

  One day this past summer, after my brother’s family and I had enjoyed 
the beach, we came home in high spirits. As we were walking into the living 
room, there was an unbelievable sight that caught our eyes. A snake was 
eating a frog. The snake was white and as big as a beer bottle. We stared at it. 
The snake became aware of us, but it didn’t want to forsake the food. We were 
so shocked that it seemed like time was standing still. 
  Suddenly my brother said, “Let’s go around it.” So we put down the bags 
softly and drove to the nearest McDonald’s. 
  My nephew was so excited and said, “How cool is that snake? I want to 
catch it and make it my pet.” 
  What a joke he had just told. His mother said, “Not only would the snake 

Snakes in the House
Sarah Sito
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eat your hamster and crabs, but also if we keep it, the police would arrest us. 
You won’t be able to see us.” 
  But what could we do next? My brother said to his wife, “I go outside 
every day and just stay home at night, so I don’t care.” 
  His wife said, “I got it. If one morning when you find a snake is sleeping 
next to you, don’t cry out.” 
  Why were they joking around at this urgent time? After about an hour, 
we opened the door carefully and went into the living room. The snake had 
disappeared and only some blood on the floor reminded us that the snake had 
once been there. 
  At once we started our strategy. We set up video cameras around the 
living room, that might confirm if the snake we had was poisonous or not. 
After that we felt nervous because even just sitting at the table we assumed 
that the snake could bite our feet. I asked my nephew, “My room is nearest to 
the living room. Can you share your room with me?” and made a pitiful face. 
But he refused without hesitation.
  I didn’t have a choice, and I wasn’t able to sleep, so I searched and I found 
out from some myths that snakes would bring wealth and luck. I couldn’t help 
imagining how rich I would be, and I chuckled to myself. 
  From that day on, nothing happened, and the snake never came again. 
When at last we felt relieved, something even stranger appeared. A glue 
trap for catching cockroaches had caught a new snake, smaller and lighter-
colored than the previous one, stuck and still wriggling. Maybe the first snake 
and this one were mother and baby. 
  We were scared that if the baby snake died in our home, the mother 
snake would want revenge. We were in a panic and urgently called the police 
and City Hall. Finally the city zoo agreed to come and rescue our snake and 
take care of it. 
  After the summer, I came back to New York. No news about the snake. 
This year is the year of the snake, so could the snakes really have come to 
bring something special just for us?





Remembering
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  池塘边的榕树上，知了在声声叫着夏天，黑板上老师的粉笔还

在拼命吱吱喳喳写个不停，等待着夏天，等待着明天，迷迷糊糊的

童年。(Banyan tree at the pond, cicadas call in the summer, chalk on the 
black board, teacher still writes non-stop, waiting for summer, waiting for 
tomorrow, stumbled childhood)
  Do you still remember this nursery rhyme? My childhood was spent in 
the countryside. I have fond memories.
  In spring, plants would start to sprout, animals come out to get some 
fresh air. After festival, the temperature rose and rain fall increased, and it 
was high time for spring plowing and sowing. We expected to have a good 
year! When we were done after school, we queued and sang:”学习雷锋，

好榜样，忠于革命，忠于党’’ (Learn Lei Feng, good role model, loyal to 
the revolution, loyal to the party.) We went on adventures together, giving 
everyone a nickname: Corsair, Devil, Pirate, Sailor. Our laughter rang out on 
all the hills, and in the cave came the echo. Thinking the big people were 
telling ghost stories, we ran home, completely forgetting what we needed 
to do. When we took a shower in the evening, our bodies were full of mud, 
and adults yelled at us, “Crazy kids!” We smiled at each other, discussing 
tomorrow.
  In summer, when grass and trees looked greener than ever, we saw flowers 
everywhere in every color we could imagine. We didn’t go to school, which left 
more time to play outside. We created our toys, using bamboo to make a gun, 
with small fruit as bullets. We played field operation on the mountain. We 
climbed up the tree to pick star fruits. We went to the mountains to pick up 
small black fruits. It was enough for our slender mouths to eat for a whole 
summer. We went swimming in a small river. We got together to enjoy the cool 
air on the patio. What wonderful summer days!
  In fall, the roosters’ crows resounded in the morning in the quiet village 
and the alleys of small traders. A busy day started on the farmland. Everywhere 
were busy people’s shadows. Harvest season was coming! After school, our 
greatest pleasure was to fly kites. We used newspaper and bamboo to make 
them. They hung up in the sky, symbols of our dreams and our thoughts of our 

My Childhood in the Countryside
Pei Ci Kuang
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  I recall many beautiful childhood memories of my native home. The 
memories accompanied my sisters and brother and me through many 
experiences. I learned about the arranged marriages and how later people 
were able to choose their own spouse. There, I witnessed a feudal society 
reform and later open to the outside world. Finally, we changed from a 
crowded happy home to an empty house.
  I always remember the happy moments when my older sisters helped 
me comb my hair, my second oldest sister was sewing in the garden, and my 
grandpa was teaching my little brother how to walk. Most of my childhood 
years, my grandpa and my sisters took care of me because my parents, who 
were known intellectuals in my hometown, were busy. My father was one 
of the village leaders. He had to manage the village electricity and finance, 
and my mom was a teacher in the elementary school. In the evening, she 
volunteered to teach Chinese to the locals who never went to school. The 
class was in my living room and the yard because they were connected; it was 
very big. That’s why my grandpa always picked me up, and he liked to give us 
candies and some snacks. 
  Those happy moments did not last long because my grandpa passed 
away when I was eight years old. Next, my sisters took up my grandpa’s job 
and took care of my little brother and me. Also, my youngest sister was born. 
Unfortunately, she didn’t get to meet my grandpa. I had fun playing with my 
siblings at home; we played hide and seek. My oldest sister is a very kind-

The House I Left Behind
Xing Lin

loved ones. We walked in the fields between. Everywhere was a vibrant scene.
  In winter, water flowed in the quiet lake, sunlight shone on the lake, 
and birds flying across the river made ripples. The hill became quiet. We also 
calmed down, but we still had many activities. We played jump rope, flight 
chess, cards, hide and seek. That was our happy hour!
  My childhood friends, how is your situation? Do our hometown hills look 
the same? Does the hometown water taste sweet? Do you tell your kids our 
stories?
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hearted and most honest person; I’ve never seen her argue with anyone. My 
second sister is exceptionally intelligent; nothing is difficult for her. One day, 
my father brought two bushes of wan nian qian flowers, and my second sister 
planted the flowers. The problem was that the botanical had a low growth rate. 
However, my sister handled the problem, and it grew very well in my garden. I 
inherited her workmanship and keep our gardens green and beautiful. 
  Later, my father moved to Hong Kong because he wanted his children 
to have better futures. We stayed in our childhood home. During that time, 
the Chinese began having television sets, and my family was one of the first 
generations to have TV. It was made by a Japanese company. A lot of my 
neighbors came to my house to watch TV.    
  Afterwards, my oldest sister had an arranged marriage, followed by 
my second oldest sister and me too. We never had boyfriends before we got 
married. My oldest sister and her husband never saw each other before their 
engagement because my future brother-in-law lived in Hong Kong. Parents 
from both sides made all the arrangements for the marriage. My second 
sister saw her husband before they got engaged. She did not like her husband 
the first time they met. She told my mom he was short, and my mom said it 
doesn’t matter, because “He is still taller than you; the most important thing 
is social and economic status, and the man lives in Hong Kong.” When it was 
my turn, my mom gave me three men to choose from. One lived abroad, one 
was a college student, and one was a government leader’s son. I had better 
options than my sisters. Afterwards, my little brother and my youngest sister 
found their wife and husband by themselves. 
  Following this, China began to reform and open up to the outside world. 
People began to populate apartment buildings, and my father purchased an 
apartment in the city. But my whole family moved to Hong Kong later except 
for me. Finally, I moved into the new apartment. I worked and had my first 
baby. I still went to the old house once a week to clean, to see my wan nian 
qian, and to water all the flowers until 1997. Then I came to the United States. 
  In 2004, I went back to my hometown to visit my father. I was very happy 
when I saw my native house with all the things exactly the same. At this time 
of my father’s retirement, he took care of the wan nian qian at home. I saw 
my trophies for sports on the wall in my bedroom. They were getting old, but 
it still comforted me to see them. I recalled when I showed my trophies to 
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my mom, and she said that they didn’t count because they were for sports, 
not for good grades. After, she still took me to sports colleges for interviews. 
Unfortunately, I was too short. My mom said to the interviewer that I was 
interested in physical education, but they still didn’t accept me. Later I 
taught my sisters and brother how to play badminton and ping-pong, instead 
of playing hide and seek. I stayed in each room in my home for a long time 
because every room had a story that reminded me of my happy childhood. 
  Now, my father permanently lives in Hong Kong because he is getting 
old, and he needs my sister and brother to take care of him. Now I worry about 
my garden; no one is there to take care of my wan nian gian. I miss my native 
home very much, and I hope everything is still the way it was.

  Even though I’ve come to New York City and settled down here for a few 
years, I still remember everything I did in my hometown. When I was a young 
girl, my friends and I always played and ate together.
  In the daytime, we went to the river to catch baby fish and baby shrimp. 
When we caught the baby fish, we would put them in a glass bottle and feed 
them regularly. We wanted to look at them grow up day by day. Unfortunately, 
the fish couldn’t live for more than a week. I felt sad when the fish died. 
  Sometimes we played games. Sometimes we planted flowers in my 
garden. We really liked the cockscombs because they grew very fast and did 
not die easily. Some of them were taller than we were.
  After dinner, we would sit in the chairs in front of my house and listen 
to the older people telling folktales. Sometimes we would ask questions, but 
the person telling the folktale would say, “When I’m telling the story, don’t 
interrupt it; let me finish.”
  At night, we would lie down on the stone benches and look at the sky, 
the stars and the moon hanging in the sky. We liked finding out which stars 
were brightest and how many we could count. I was the only one who fell 
asleep quickly. 

What I Miss About My Hometown
Grace Guo
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Dear readers:

  I want to share my first job. My first job was in my country in Norte 
Puebla, Mexico. I lived with my parents and brothers, who had a business. All 
my family needed to work. 
  I woke up at 5:00 a.m. every day. I needed to work before going to school.
  It was hard for me because I was only nine years old. I was driving a 
big machine that made Nixtamal. Many people came to my business to grind 
their Nixtamal so they could prepare their tortillas. Though it was hard, I was 
very happy for my job. 

rEMEMBErING

My First Job
Paula Jaimez

  Although our childhood life was very simple, it was very enriching. I 
felt happy and enjoyed it. Everything is still in my mind, and it seemed like it 
happened yesterday. Every time I talk to my friends on the Internet or on the 
phone, they always ask me when I will be coming back to my hometown to 
visit them. 
  I answer, “Don’t worry about me. I won’t forget you guys. I miss you so 
much. But I can’t come back now because my kids are still young. When they 
grow up, I will go back to my hometown one day.” 

  I saw a picture on the Internet today in which a girl was walking on a 
winding country lane. There was a village behind her. There was a home on 
the far left. This picture attracted me. The scene in the picture is so familiar. 
It reminds me of my childhood in my grandparents’ home. My grandparents’ 
house looks like the one in the picture. 
  My grandparents lived in the countryside of Weinan, a small county in 

My Childhood Summer Holiday
Tammie Tai
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Shaanxi, the same province as my family. During the summer, the city was very 
hot. Normally, my sister and I went to the countryside, to my grandparents’ 
house, to spend our holiday. 
  In the old days there were no phones. When the summer holiday came, 
my grandma looked towards the end of the road every day. My mom led us 
walking for about an hour after we spent two hours on the train. I still can 
remember, as soon as we arrived, my grandma used a copper basin to take 
some well water and took out a new towel for us. The water was so cold. I 
liked to drink the well water. There was a kind of special smell attached to it.
  The first night I couldn’t sleep at all. It was so quiet except for the cow 
and sheep sounds; as one fell, another rose, along with the music of crickets. 
  In the morning, we did our holiday homework under the apple trees in 
the back yard. We picked some apples from the trees when we felt thirsty or 
hungry. The apples were so sweet. I have never had any apple more delicious 
than those in my life. Occasionally the breeze blew over our faces. It was very 
peaceful and cozy. There were also planted some other fruit trees around the 
house, like peaches, grapes, pears, and persimmons. My grandpa sold them 
if they couldn’t eat all of them. 
  In the afternoon, we played with our little friends in the village. We went 
to the melon fields to eat melon. We went to the forest to catch the cicadas. 
It was so different from the city.
  We had dinner very early, as there was no electricity available in the 
village. We lay down on the summer sleeping mat to listen to my grandma tell 
the story of the Cowboy and the Weaver while we watched the bright stars in 
the sky before we went to bed.
  In the beginning, we were very excited. But when the holiday was almost 
finished, my sister and I started to miss our little friends in the city. Every 
morning my sister and I looked to the end of the road and waited for our uncle 
to come to take us back home. My sister and I were so happy when we saw my 
uncle. My grandma was sad. My grandpa picked a lot of fruit for us to bring 
home. 
  The same story repeated every summer until we went to high school. 
Then we had to prepare for the college entrance examination. My grandma 
moved in with us after my grandpa passed away. My grandma passed away at 
95 years, four years ago. 
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  I have heard that the village has undergone a big change. It has been 
modernized with high buildings, but it will stay in my memory forever as the 
village of my childhood.

  Lucky was the name of my puppy. He was a Japanese-breed dog. When 
my grandfather bought him, he was one year old. He was the same age as I 
at that time.
  He had a gorgeous coat and bright eyes. He was not tall, and he was not 
heavy, either. Always, he looked on the bright side of everything. 
  My grandfather taught him to shake hands. When my grandfather said, 
“Bonjour,” Lucky’s hand held my grandfather’s hand. He practiced every day 
with me. Finally, he was a success in training. When anybody in my house 
said, “Lucky . . .  Lucky . . . bonjour,” he immediately ran to and shook hands 
with his master. 
  He was very smart, and he had sharp hearing. When anyone in my family 
came back home, he ran to the door, his hands held the door and his tail 
shook continuously to say, “Welcome home.” If you were a stranger, he would 
bark loudly. 
  Every day, he was given a shower by my grandmother. After that, she 
combed out his coat. Then he lay in the sunshine. He looked more handsome 
after he took a shower.
  He loved to jump on my sofa. Sometimes he danced with my cousins. 
When my cousins played football, he played together with them. He jumped 
for joy, and his tail shook continuously. We loved him so much.
  My neighbors loved him so much, too. They borrowed him to breed, and 
my grandfather agreed. After they took him to my home, he sometimes ran 
into the road. 
  One day, he ran into the street, and then we did not see him come back 
home. My grandfather asked our neighbors for him, but nobody saw him.
  My grandfather returned home very sad. He decided to look for Lucky at 
Cu Market on Huynh Thuc Khang Street, where people sold many kinds of dogs.

My Dog, Lucky
Diem Duong
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  The next day, my grandfather woke up early and went to Huynh Thuc 
Khang Street to find Lucky. He said, “I looked in every shop on Huynh Thuc 
Khang Street.” When Lucky saw my grandfather, he jumped up, with hands 
raised and his tail constantly wagging. My grandfather ran to embrace him, 
and he gave my grandfather a firm handshake. My grandfather bought him 
again at a high price. 
  Everyone in my house ran to Lucky and my grandfather when they 
returned home. We gave him handshakes, and he ran around our house with 
his tail constantly turning, as if to say, “I am very glad and happy to come back 
to our house.”
  My grandmother gave him a delicious meal, then she gave him a shower, 
she combed out his coat, and he was lying in the sunshine.
  Lucky lived very happily with us. 

  I come from a big family with five girls and a boy. Somebody said my 
family had five princesses and a prince and will be rich in the future. I don’t 
know if that’s true or false, but I know my family is very lucky. When one of us 
has a problem, someone will appear to support them, and we have everything 
we need. I think that’s luck my family has. They often give to charity for poor 
people and the elderly. We live together.
  I used to play with two people, one older sister and one younger brother. 
My sister and I are not only sisters, but also best friends. At that time, we 
had a lot of fun. I still remember when she broke my heart. That day, we went 
outside together and spent a long time having fun and then forgot the time. 
Then, I looked at the clock. It was late, about 12:00 a.m., and we drove home 
quickly. When we arrived home at 12:30 a.m., Mom sat on the couch. In her 
hand was a cane. It was small and long. 
  My sister said softly, “If we do not run, we will get in trouble. We must 
run, run as fast as possible.” 
  Suddenly, my mom sprang up. Her face looked serious, and she asked, 
“What time is it?” We were just quiet and stood next to the wall. 

My Best Friend
My Tran
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  My sister pinched my arm and said, “run, run.” I didn’t run because Mom 
was still there. When she came toward me, my sister and brother ran past 
Mom and me. They got into the next room and locked the door. 
  At that time, I was really confused and thought, What should I do? 
I thought I must give her some reason. “I just want to explain,” I said, but 
she didn’t want to hear anything from me, and then she hit me two times. I 
was weeping and running toward the other room. I ran fast. She ran fast too. 
When I reached the door, I said, “Oh my God.” The door was locked. I knocked 
on the door quickly, and I said, “Let me get in! Let me get in!” My sister heard 
me scream outside, but she didn’t open the door. 
  She said, “If I open it, Mom will come and hurt all of us. Anyway, you 
were beaten already.”
  I was really angry and said, “You are dead to me.”
  That night, I couldn’t sleep well, pained and angry. I promised myself 
never to play with her again. The next day, my sister knew what she had done. 
She apologized and gave me a nice bracelet. She promised never to do that 
again. She made me happy, and then we became best friends.

  Often on April 5th QingMing Memorial Festival is celebrated in China. 
Some years it is on April 4th. On QingMing Day, people hold a memorial 
ceremony at the tombs of their ancestors or family members who have died. 
Officials and students visit the heroes and soldiers who sacrificed themselves 
for the country. 
  QingMing Day is an important holiday for many families because it’s not 
just for visiting ancestors, it’s a family reunion. Kids have fun, and the family 
members can keep connected with each other.
  Usually, the weather is drizzly around April 5th, but fortunately, it was a 
nice sunny day this time. My family and my uncle’s family went to the Evergreen 
Cemetery to visit my aunt. My aunt died a long time ago. Unfortunately, she 
didn’t have any children. She was alone, so we visit her every year. We hope 
she doesn’t feel lonely. We bring a lot of sacrificial offerings to her tomb, 

QingMing Memorial Festival
Li Zhou (Joe) Yu
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including chicken, barbequed meat, cakes, liquor, fruits, candles, some 
special paper that looks like money, and clothes. The “money” is a big pack of 
number bills, over 50 million for each, and it would be used for the ancestors.
  We lit the candles and burned the “money” and “clothes.” We shared the 
food with my aunt. The children didn’t feel any fear. They were happy during 
these activities.
  I will keep doing the memorial ceremony in the future because it is a part 
of Chinese culture, and I hope my children learn more about it. 

  We passed Chinese New Year earlier this month, which made me 
remember the Thai New Year. Most people don’t know about Thai New Year, 
but they will be more familiar with the name “water festival” or “Songkran.”
  Information on Wikipedia says there are several countries and some 
minority people who have this same culture, such as Lao, Cambodia, Burma 
(now called Myanmar), Sri Lanka, Chao Tai in Vietnam and Yunnan of China. 
  Songkran, in the ancient language, Sanskrit, means “a movement.” In 
this case, it is moving from last year to a new year. It takes place on April 13th, 
14th, or 15th of each year—depending on the lunar calendar.
  What do people do on Songkran day? In the early morning, we go to 
the Buddha Temple (Thais call it a “wat”) with food, flowers, joss sticks, and 
candles for the ritual. After the ritual, we bring our family things such as 
flowers, towels, and the most important is Thai traditional perfume (Thais 
call it “Nam Ope”) to see our parents or a mentor. First, we pay our respects 
with flowers, and then we mix Nam Ope in the water, and we use that water 
to wash their hands, their feet, and dry them with towels. They will bless us in 
return. In the afternoon, we celebrate this event by going with our family and 
our friends around the city, or stay in front of our house to splash water on 
everyone who passes by. At the end of daylight, it is time for a feast.
  Why do we use water in Songkran? Because April is the hottest month 
of the summer. Water means a comfort, peace, and ease through the coming 
year. Of Thailand’s traditions, Songkran is my favorite. 

Songkran, the Thai Water Festival
Watson (P’Man) Sriboonwong
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  Many people believe that a person’s name has an important influence 
on their life. To Chinese people, it is very essential to name and combine the 
name with the hour of birth to be more balanced. There are also some names 
that are full of the background of an era.
  I remember that my friend who was studying Cantonese called me. She 
was watching a drama at that time that was set in the past. The actress’s 
character’s name was Zhao Di, which means “invite a brother.” My friend felt 
that she couldn’t understand this and asked me, “Is it a common name or just 
for fun?” It didn’t feel strange to me at that time because a lot of old women 
in Guangdong have names with Di. Di means “her/his brother.” It expresses 
hope that the next child will be a boy. There are some girls that are named 
Ting too. That means “stop birthing daughters.” 
  My grandma’s given name was Yu Di, which means “meeting brother.” 
But her family name was Wu. In Cantonese, “Wu” and “no” are pronounced 
the same. When my grandma’s whole name was said, the meaning was “Can’t 
meet brother.” If they really wanted a boy, why did they only focus on the first 
name and not combine it with the family name? I really want to question them 
if I can.  

Naming
Sarah Sito

  In 1965, the Vietnam War broke out and became an international war. I 
had to join the army. During that time I worked very hard. It was dangerous. In 
1968, I became a soldier and had to bear arms. We were fighting for freedom 
with the Americans. Life in the army was full of danger. We were in danger of 
being killed.
  One night, the enemy attacked our oil reserve. We were fighting for about 
two hours. At 4:30 a.m. we went out to have a look. There were several dead 
boys outside. They were about 13 or 14 years old. They wore ragged black 

That was My Job: The Vietnam War
Khanh Quac Au
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clothing and had no shoes. They were not carrying anything, but one boy had 
a gold watch from Japan in his pocket. This was surprising to us. These enemy 
soldiers were poor boys; they had no money and no possessions. How did they 
have a new watch? I did not understand.
  The war stopped on April 30th, 1975. We lost the freedom of the country 
on that day. I was very sad.

  “Sywen Lost a Horse” is a famous story in China. The story goes:
  Once upon a time, an old man named Sywen had a horse. One day, his horse 
left from his home. Sywen was upset. Three months later, his horse came back 
and led a group of other horses to his home. Sywen was happy, and he became a 
rich person. 
  Sywen had a son who was young and liked to ride the horses. One time, the 
young son had an accident: He fell from one of the new horses and broke his leg. 
He was disabled. Sywen was sad. One year later, the country that Sywen lived 
in was fighting with another country. The government ordered all of the young 
men to join the military. Sywen’s son was on the list but the officials exempted 
him because they found that the boy couldn’t walk. Sywen felt lucky because the 
people who had to go to war almost never came back alive. Sywen was thinking 
about whether the accidents were really bad things or not. He lost a horse, but 
in turn he got three more horses. He got the new horses, but it caused his son to 
become disabled. That, in turn, meant his son could keep his life.
  The story is telling us that misfortune may be an actual blessing. So if you 
lost your job, don’t worry! Maybe you can find another better job soon. If you lost 
your love, don’t worry! Better ones are waiting for you.

Sywen Lost a Horse
Li Zhou (Joe) Yu
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  The year was 1999, it was a beautiful spring day, Mother Nature was in 
her full glory after winter, earth was waking up after sleeping through the long 
winter season, and birds were singing. Sadik received the letter from the U.S.A. 
This letter was from INS, the result of his Green Card Lottery application. He 
was so excited, and, at the same time, very nervous. What was the response in 
the letter?
  He could not wait. He was so happy when he saw he won the Green Card 
Lottery. He felt that he was one of the luckiest people on earth. His dream 
came true. He was the winner. Even though he won the lottery, he needed to 
send supporting documents to prove his educational background and his work 
experience history for further processing of his application.
  Even though this process would take around year, he was so grateful that 
he was one of the lucky lottery winners. He prepared all of his documents and 
gathered all of the information requested ASAP, mailed them to the U.S.A. and 
waited patiently.
  That was his second try. He had applied to the lottery before, right after 
he graduated from college. Unfortunately, he hadn’t been picked on his first 
attempt. He started to get ready for his dream journey to the U.S.A., the land 
of opportunity, the land where dreams come true. He was going to live in the 
U.S.A.; he was going to be an American citizen one day. 
  He was as happy as if he had won a big cash prize lottery. His prize wasn’t 
cash; his prize was much bigger than that. His prize was a U.S.A. Green Card.

Winning Turkey's Green Card Lottery 
Sadik Gokcil
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  Many students feel that patriotism after they went abroad was not the 
same for them. A lot of people have expressed that they were more patriotic 
after they went abroad. There are some people in the country who tried to go 
abroad, and even many of them wanted to join another nationality, but they 
still felt that the domestic was better and they were more patriotic after they 
went abroad. Why did it happen? 
  Are Chinese students patriotic or not? Maybe no one would say no! 
However, for example, when someone asks you, “Where are you from?” some 
Hong Kong people say, “I come from Hong Kong.” Some will say, “I come 
from Hong Kong, China.” Usually, the latter type of answer is welcomed by 
the Chinese people. If someone answers, “I come from Hong Kong; I am not 
Chinese,” well, he will be isolated. In addition, if foreigners say something 
bad about China, someone will refute this. 
  We are no longer separate entities. We are a group who represent a 
billion people. We are China here. When people are in a domestic situation, 
they don’t consider how foreigners will regard Chinese, and they also don’t 
consider the relationship between the powerful of China and themselves. 
They still have some distance from the foreigners. It seems like the country 
honors all and sovereignty problems are more related to the leaders of the 
country. But once Chinese people have gone abroad, those they face are 
mostly foreigners. We represent our motherland, so we feel strongly about 
how foreigners think about China. We do care about it. Especially when it 
comes to sensitive issues, we will be very excited if something that’s said is 
not true, and we will feel the need to correct it, just like when someone says 
something about us as individuals. 
  No matter where we go, we all have “yellow” skin, black hair and black 
eyes. Anyone will recognize that we are Chinese at first sight, though some 
have foreign nationality. However, the blood and the body’s exterior features 
are Chinese. 
  When we feel helpless in a foreign country, who we seek help from first is 
a friend of China, not the local police. When we see a Chinese person having 
a difficult time abroad, we always stretch out our hands to help him. After all, 

Patriotic Feelings
Jia Wei Xu
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  Today I want to talk about the “one couple, one child” policy in China 
and its effects on Chinese society.
  We know that China is the most populous country in the world. To fight 
overpopulation, the Chinese government started the “one couple, one child” 
policy. In China, we have two main ethnic groups: the Han and the minority.
  The “minority” can have as many children as they want. They are exempt 
from the policy, because the government wants to balance the population. 
The Han in urban communities can have only one child, and the Han in rural 
communities can have two children maximum. If the first child is a girl, they 
can have a second. If the first child is a boy, they are done. They cannot 
have another child. The logic is to give a rural family a chance to have a 
boy, because China, like many Asian countries, has a long tradition of son 
preference. The commonly accepted explanation for son preference is that 
sons in rural families are thought to be more helpful in farm work.
  What is the effect of the “one couple, one child” policy? Many families 
in China who want to have a boy, if they know that a woman is pregnant 
with a girl, will abort; or, if a girl is born, they will throw her away. In some 
families, the husband will divorce his wife and marry another woman to try 
to get a boy. If a couple has only one child and the child dies, nobody will 
take care of them when they get old.
  So, you can see all the bad effects this policy has on Chinese society. 
That’s why I am asking the Chinese government to abandon the bad policy.

One Couple, One Child
Pei Ci Kuang

we have common roots. 
  The more powerful China is becoming, the more Chinese come out. 
Because China is stronger, more people are very proud to be recognized as 
Chinese outside of China, including more Taiwanese and Hong Kong people. 
  So, in terms of patriotism, not everyone feels that I should love my 
motherland from the bottom of my heart, but to every single person who lives 
in a foreign country, the solid backing is very important.
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  That day was Saturday, September 14th, and the sun was shining in 
the bright sky. It was really beautiful and warm. The day was very busy and 
crowded in Chinatown, especially on Mulberry Street. It was not easy to walk 
and pass through that area because there were a lot of police and traffic 
police. They were keeping order on the street.
  That’s because these two weeks were the San Gennaro Festival on 
Mulberry Street in Little Italy. They were celebrating Saint Gennaro Day on 
September 19th on the calendar of the Catholic Church. In New York it’s a big 
celebration, and every year a lot of travelers and New York residents come 
here. So do I, because there are different kinds of Italian food. I like Italian 
hot dogs and calzones. 
  In the afternoon I walked to the corner of Canal and Mott Streets, and 
then I wanted to walk across the street. That place had one cooked food 
vendor; it was close to the Chase Manhattan Bank. There were couples who 
sold Chinese chow mein and fried chicken wings and they made the sidewalk 
very narrow, because a lot of people and visitors were passing through this 
sidewalk. 
  When I walked close to the hawker, I saw a Chinese policeman buy lunch 
from a hawker and then pay him. However, the male said, “You don’t need 
to pay.” The policemen said, “You have to accept this money.” They spoke 
in Mandarin to each other, and the officer put money on the hawker’s car, 
and then he left, but this time the male hawker took the money, put it in 
the policeman’s pocket and said, “You really don’t need to pay.” He spoke 
Mandarin.
  They then spoke Mandarin to each other. There was action and 
conversation, and it attracted a lot of passersby who watched them. Their 
movements were back and forth three or four times. At last the policemen 
returned and walked across the street. Suddenly the hawker put the money 
into the policeman’s back leg patch pocket. This action was very dangerous 
and stupid. Maybe there would be charges against him for grabbing the 
policeman’s gun—a very easy misunderstanding. 
  I really couldn’t stand the hawker’s behavior. I thought, This is the U.S.A., 

A Vendor Couple
Lisa Szeto
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not China. I faced the female hawker and said, “You have to accept this money. 
If you don’t take his money, he will be in trouble or put in jail.”
  The female hawker, who was very fierce and loud, said, “He paid for it. 
Mind your own business.”
  Okay, I zipped my mouth. Afterward, I went to the Chase Bank and stood 
inside. I just wanted to see the end of the story. Finally, this couple accepted 
the money. 
  In China, and 50 to 70 years ago in Hong Kong, a lot of government 
workers, especially the police, liked to take advantage of residents. 

  North Korea: Is this topic too big? I just wanted to tell some of my feelings 
about it as I am not an expert.
  I saw a set of pictures about North Korea recently, which were so familiar 
to me that they reminded me of my childhood in China. 
  There was a group of elementary school students. They were standing 
straight up with blank faces. They may have been told to stand in a square, but 
they still made it look disorganized. They were all dressed in white shirts and 
blue pants, and a piece of red cloth surrounded the neck of each student. (It 
represented their loyalty to the country; I know because I did the same thing 
in China.) A couple of teachers were scattered among them. I could figure out 
what they were doing by my experience. They were getting ready to watch the 
ritual of the flag raising, which we did every morning as an important event. 
  There were large colorful signs everywhere, which showed pictures of a 
torch, soldiers, and a middle-aged and big-bellied man, an industrial worker. 
All of the people were smiling, and most wore red. It isn’t the period right 
after our Cultural revolution anymore. At that time, as students, we had to 
stay in groups to raise the military enrollment. 
  People used wheelbarrows to carry food, rocks, almost everything, 
including babies. People dressed in tattered clothes seemed to be working 
in the village. Those children dressed in colorful but old-fashioned clothes 
raised their soiled hands to welcome the photographer. Those adults mostly 

North Korea
Stephen Wang
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  This week, the biggest news undoubtedly was that the U.S. Government 
shut down. I had never seen such an incredible thing happen before. 
  On September 30th, my friend told me this day would come with a bad 
result because in Sunday’s battle both sides sought a solution while accusing 
each other. If both sides do not make concessions at the last minute, the 
Government temporarily shutting down seemed inevitable. I was very 
concerned about the news and I was refreshing the news sites until midnight, 
when this big bang news came out.
  I Googled related news and found that from late 1995 to early 1996, the 
United States government in the Clinton era had closed. It was the first time 
in 17 years that the United States had partially shut down. After the event, 
many observers concluded that this kind of thing is apparently bad, but not a 
disaster, or at least it does no long-term harm.
  Possible harm still exists for Americans and the economy. The first is that 
nearly one million federal employees will take unpaid leave or delayed salary. 
The direct change I’ve noticed is that every morning there is a temporary 
stall outside the park to distribute free food and beverages these two days 
since the Government has shut down. Only a small team there provides free 
light cakes, which may be from a certain church. It happened because no 
government employees were working. 
  Second, many tourist places have been closed, such as Yellowstone 

The United States Government Shutdown
Jia Wei Xu

had blank faces, but those children were happy. Perhaps that’s because 
children always have hope for the future, no matter what situation they are in. 
  On a tidy and pretty road, some people were playing hockey on the 
sidewalk. There were no cars in the middle of the road. On another side, I could 
see lots of fancy buildings. Some children who were dressed in fashionable 
clothes were roller skating on a smooth square, and they looked happy too.
  I think this photographer tried to show us more than the negative side of 
the Koreans’ life. He also wanted to show a contrast and explain this special 
period in this country. And for me, it was a copy of my past life.



113
rEFLECTING

National Park, the Lincoln Memorial, the Library of Congress, and the Statue 
of Liberty. The revenue from tourism will lose an amount, especially from 
Chinese travelers. October 1st is the first holiday of the second longest 
national holiday in China, and it will last a week. Every year an increasing 
number of Chinese travelers bring considerable income to the U.S. tourism 
industry. The Government shutdown makes travelers disappointed, and 
maybe some of them will cancel the trip. 
  In financial aspects, due to the market there are concerns the shutdown 
may affect the United States oil demand. International oil prices continued to 
fall on October 1st.  The stock market ended lower on Wednesday. The second 
consecutive day closes made investors worried that the shutdown might last 
for a long time; on October 1st the gold price in New York took the largest 
single-day fall since June 26th.
  On October 17th, the United States government will reach the debt 
ceiling. If both parties continue to refuse to compromise, the United States 
might debt default, which people all over the world don’t want to see. 

  Today in the United States, the government, parents, and teachers are 
working hard to guide their young ones by giving them the best preparation 
for the future. Therefore, everywhere in the United States people are placing 
much importance on education.
  Many of the high school students go on to college. What colleges 
focus on is teaching job skills or providing a general education. College can 
prepare a student for professions such as teaching, engineering, medicine, 
law, religious ministry, business management, and many others. Usually, 
professional degrees take four to eight years for completion. 
  The community colleges offer the associate degree with two years for 
completion. Afterwards, some of the students continue to a university for 
two more years. In other words, students start with two years of easier work, 
then transfer to a university. Why do some students with the United States 
education college system do this? It is because it is the most economical and 

Education Is Valued in America
Hung Fei (Steve) Cheng
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effective way. 
  Meanwhile, other students go to technical school. They can learn 
skills for computer careers, training in medicine, cooking, air conditioning, 
technology, and many other occupations. These programs take only months 
to a few years for completion.
  Today, less than a professional preparation reduces the chances that 
someone in this country will have adequate knowledge and skills to prepare 
them for a job. For this reason, a great number of the highly prepared students 
continue the studies for a Bachelor’s degree. Some others even continue for a 
Master’s degree or a Doctor’s degree. 

  We are in the 21st century. Everything is running quickly. So the 
computer is the best thing that we must have, and owning a computer has 
many advantages.
  First, we can use a computer to do homework. We use Microsoft Word to 
type an essay. That program can help us to fix the grammar and the spelling. 
When we write by hand, we are likely to make more mistakes. So the paper 
will get dirty. When we use the computer to write something, we will also get 
things wrong, but we can change them on the computer, and then print it out. 
That can help us to get a clean paper to our teacher, which may help us to get 
a good grade. 
  Second, we have the Internet through the computer. That is a good reason 
for us to have a computer. The Internet can help people search for something 
they want. We can meet friends from other countries. We can also use it to 
do online banking. It is easier for busy people to control their money. When 
we have free time, we can use it to find the weather, news, books, magazines, 
videos, music, and games. We have a lot of fun on the Internet. When we get 
something wrong, we also can get the information for it. So we can use it to 
do anything we want. We can just stay home, and we can do anything.
  In addition, the computer can make our photos look perfect. Sometimes, 
we use a digital camera to take a picture, but it isn’t good. We can use the 

The Advantages of Owning a Computer
Yan Hong Li
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computer to fix the effect. That will help us to change it to be better. It is the 
people who use the computer who fix it. So we don’t know what is real. 
  Finally, the computer can help people to use maps everywhere. That 
makes it very easy for people to travel. When we are in a new place, we may 
get lost. If we use the computer to search directions for where we want to go, 
we won’t get lost.
  In this century, everywhere, everything, and everyone has a computer. 
It is a computer world. So owning a computer has many advantages, such as 
making things easy to do at home, getting on the Internet, making a perfect 
photo, and getting directions everywhere. That can help people a lot, and it is 
easy for people to use. There are many good reasons for owning a computer. 

  Last Saturday, I took my children and went shopping with my friends. On 
the corner of the street, we saw a bunch of people we didn’t know. We went over 
to see what was happening. It turned out to be a couple engaged in a quarrel.
  The man looked very fierce, the woman looked very poor. The woman said, 
as she was crying, “Do you think I was willing to be a housewife? I gave up my 
favorite work to take care of our children. I concentrated my time and youth on 
you. What is the result? You dislike that I got older and got ugly now.” 
  Many people hate to see the man’s behavior that she accused him of. A 
thought suddenly flashed through my mind: I was also a housewife. Would my 
husband dislike me if I didn’t have abilities?
  When my husband got home from work, I told him what I had seen. I 
wanted to hear what he thought about it. Was it the same with all men despising 
housewives?
  I was surprised. My husband’s opinion was completely different than the 
other man’s. He said, “A housewife is a very important post. If no one takes care 
of the children, the children don’t know how to behave. A successful man must 
support his woman.” I listened, very moved, because I gave up my favorite work 
also and chose to become a housewife.

Housewife
Yi Juan Lin



116
rEFLECTING

  In China, many men look down on housewives. They think housewives 
are not cultured, and do not understand anything, and can only wash clothes 
and cook, and take care of children. I don’t know how American men evaluate 
housewives.
  In my opinion, I consider occupations unimportant. Whether homemakers 
or not, as long as someone contributes to the family and society, it is worthwhile. 
  Some people say, “First you should have a warm and sweet family, and 
after you will have a powerful country.”  

  Tomorrow I have to hand in my writing, but even now I am still wanting to 
put it off. “What should I write? What can I write?” While I am still struggling 
with it, I remember the word “procrastination” that I learned in English class.
  My procrastination is troubling me. I suspect that if only I didn’t put my 
writing off until the last minute I could write a good story, but every week, 
every week, I can’t avoid the cycle.
  Do I just procrastinate when I am doing something difficult, or even when 
I am doing something that I enjoy? I don’t know because I always dragged 
my feet in my student life. I remember vividly that I also rushed to finish my 
graduation thesis ten minutes before the deadline. After that, I was getting 
tired of pulling all-nighters when I was in college. Sometimes I feel a lack of 
motivation to do something I enjoy.
  I know I am a procrastinator, but that doesn’t mean that I am lazy or 
inefficient. But now my procrastination is disturbing me, so how can I stop it? 
How can I overcome the habit?

My Procrastination
Sarah Sito
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  During my early years in New York City, I had a few different kinds of 
work experience in different restaurants, for example, busgirl, waitress, 
cashier, and so on. I also realized the difference between a dream and reality, 
even though I still had my childhood dream in my heart. Many people who are 
disillusioned with reality compare life to a dream, the same as me. Things in 
my life changed.
  I first recognized this in April 2007. One day, I felt tired and had a little 
bit of fever when I was working, so I left my workplace earlier than usual 
to see a doctor in Chinatown. At first, I thought it was just a common cold 
and fever, nothing special, and the doctor told me the exact same thing. But 
when he checked my neck, he said, “I wonder if you have thyroid cancer. You’d 
better go for an ultrasound to make sure.”
  Suddenly, I felt in despair. All of my dreams were broken at this moment. 
I didn’t know what to do because in my mind I never thought cancer would be 
entering into my life, and I also didn’t know much about the thyroid. 
  After that, I made an appointment with a medical doctor to check it. The 
answer was yes. 
  He told me I needed to have surgery. At that moment, I had to face the 
brutal reality. He comforted me, saying, “Don’t worry. Everything will be 
okay.” He also suggested that I change to Bellevue Hospital, so I did that.
  Finally, I had surgery on July 8th, 2007. After that, in the first year I often 
felt very impatient, then little by little I felt much better.
  I think everyone’s life has a story. Nobody can tell what their fate will be. 
Maybe that is life. We can’t change that. But at least we can enjoy what we 
have so far.

Changes in My Life
Ya Qin Li
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  My daughter and I were getting ready to leave the women’s locker room at 
the YMCA, when suddenly a woman fainted next to us. Luckily we were there to 
help her, but I was reminded of a nice employee who worked at the YMCA and 
passed away in the toilet stall. I realized how vulnerable we are when we live 
in this world. I know that life can come and go without a warning and realize 
the importance of leaving my final wishes to my kids, and at least telling them 
not to feel too sad. 
  My daughter and I had finished all our stuff when we opened the door to 
leave. I faintly heard, “I’m dizzy.” We went back and saw a middle-aged woman 
sitting on the toilet bowl, pale. I told my daughter to call the YMCA staff, and 
held and stood behind the woman to stop her from falling. She whispered that 
she had low blood pressure, and I told her she needed some candy. But she 
didn’t have any. “I forgot to bring it today,” she said, and passed out in my arms. 
  I kept thinking, Hurry up, hurry up. But it had only been a few minutes, 
even though I felt as though it had been a long time. It was very difficult to 
wait until my daughter and three staff members came. One replaced me to 
hold the lady and ask us what happened, and one asked me to find the lady’s 
phone and ID. The other gave my daughter a black garbage bag for all the 
lady’s stuff, because it would be easier to take to the ambulance this way. I 
told them the lady needed sugar water because she said she had low blood 
pressure, and that I’d seen her in the sauna room before. The staff told me not 
give her anything, even water, because she might have another illness that 
required surgery. All we could do was wait for the ambulance to come and 
send her to the hospital. 
  I’m thankful that the staff let me know about emergency responses in 
America. I remembered when I was working in a Chinese hospital in the 1980s 
and often heard doctors say to “give the patient sweetened water right now” if 
they had low blood pressure or were afraid of acupuncture or shots. There was 
no advanced technology during that time to help the patients, and the doctors 
had to depend on their experiences. 
  Luckily we were able to discover the second lady almost immediately. But 
I started thinking about the other lady who had fainted in the toilet. When 

We Are All Vulnerable
Xing Lin
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people found her, she had already passed away. Her name was Ashan, and 
she was a very good worker at the YMCA. Hardworking, kind-hearted and 
responsible, she kept the locker room clean and dry. She worked more than 
she talked. It’s a loss to the YMCA to no longer have her as an employee. I miss 
her so much. After her death, I discovered that we are all vulnerable, that in a 
split second life can end. I’d only heard the lady say, “I’m dizzy” and “I forgot 
to bring candy” before she passed out. And that was it. She never mentioned 
her family or her children, because there’s not enough time to say something 
when incidents like those happen. 
  It’s important to write final wishes to my children, and tell the family not 
to cry or feel sad. It’s important to love them and keep working every day.

  To be, or not to be: that is the question. recently, I keep calling China 
because of my dad’s sickness. His life might come to an end at any moment. In 
people’s eyes, he has an incurable disease. Of course, as a Christian I pray for 
God’s miracle. 
  Life is not in our hands. I don’t only feel sad. I have hope and faith. As I 
say, I like to play with my emotions, but I also try to explain things between the 
perceptual and the rational.
  All people need to face the life-and-death law of nature. Everyone creates a 
different story of their own. Are we from the same homeland from before birth? 
We argue about that. Are we going to the same destination? We fight to insist 
on our own opinion. These questions are beyond our living life. However, they 
are lingering in people’s lives everywhere. That makes up for all things under 
the sun.
  recently, the disappeared Malaysian Airplane MH370 and the sinking 
South Korean ferry have struck many people’s lives. Life seems to give everyone 
decades of time to enjoy the earth. Why does it sometimes rush to an end 
without any precognition? We don’t know what the passengers on the airplane 
had suffered. They still haven’t been found. 

Life Is Not in Our Hands
Grace Zhang
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  When the graduating students happily boarded on the ferry,
  When one body after another one was carried to the Korean parents,
  When the mourning cries pierce everybody’s heart,
  When there are too many pictures, and they are too young in these pictures,
  What explanation is found in your and my life?

  “Let me read on my own now. Why did we come to this country, Mom?” 
cried my younger son, pushing away his plate of tasty egg fried rice. 
   “If you do your homework as soon as it’s assigned, it will save you a lot of 
worry in the future. Son, do you know how much I paid for your extra learning 
since I wanted you to be accepted to a school soon?”
  Finally, I had impatiently said it out loud. Suddenly, the words hung in 
the atmosphere and froze there. I completely realized that I shouldn’t have 
mentioned this topic during dinner. Not only did he lose his appetite, but also 
he didn’t heed the warning. 
  That was the day after the hurricane. How bad was the day? The trip to 
the drugstore was my first excursion out of the house since the storm hit. On 
the way home, I had a flat tire. The basement was flooded with water up to my 
knees as I walked in to check. The laundry equipment was the most valuable 
thing in my basement. The surging waters of hurricane submerged half of the 
laundry. I was standing with a silly, blank mind while my son was coming down.
  “Wow, we have huge swimming pool now,” he said with a naughty look 
on his face. He pointed upstairs. “Mom, aunt is here. She sent me to call you.”
  I wanted to know her family’s situation immediately, so I marched 
straight upstairs with my wet legs. Soon I understood that her situation was 
terrible because the whole basement was flooded into the first floor, with no 
electricity or gas. She wasn’t done yet, so I had no hesitation in undertaking 
the task of taking care of her four children plus my two sons. I taught, bought 
food, cooked, cleaned up and could even adjust their relationships when they 
fought. It was a rather challenging task to deal with six kids for almost a week. 
Even though it felt like one month or more months passed, I made it.

The More You Give . . .
Liang Yang
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  During that busy week, I sent my sons to my cousin’s house to move out 
the garbage from the basement. I pulled on jeans, a T-shirt, ran a comb through 
my hair and bound it up, picked up the clean tools and ran across to his house, 
which is three blocks from mine, I knocked impatiently on the back door and 
went in, not waiting to be invited. However, only my son turned around.
  “Mom, you are here, so who is dealing with our house?” he asked.
  “Your uncle’s house is more terrible than the others, so we’ve got to help 
them first. Helping others is helping yourself, you know that,” I patiently said.
  “But you always say, ‘You have to love yourself to have the ability to love 
others!’” said my son in confusion.
  “I know, my dear. But we are big family, and even when grown the siblings 
help and cooperate with each other in career, conduct and daily living. When 
you are grown, you will know how important it is to help others.” 
  Finally, he nodded with no doubt.                           
  We spent several days helping them out. Meanwhile, my cousin set up 
the generator and fixed up all the electricity and plumbing issues for both 
families.
  It was a holiday morning after the hurricane. When my older son came to 
my bedroom to wake me up, he knew that I was exhausted. 
  “Mom!” he said softly.
  “What day is it?” I said sleepily from my bed.
  “Today is Thanksgiving Day!” He looked at me with mischievous eyes, then 
said, “Are you implying that ‘the more you give away, the more you have’? ”
  At that moment, I realized that parents can tell but never teach, unless 
they practice what they preach. I recited it quietly to myself: “The more you 
give away, the more . . . ”
  The phone rang, interrupting the flow of my thoughts. My elder son 
picked it up on speaker. “It was really sweet of you to give up your day to help 
us. Please come to my house for dinner.” 
  I could identify the voice of my cousin’s elder daughter. My son was smiling 
shyly, and through the window the sun was on his face. What a wonderful day 
starts with appreciation!
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  We had a party yesterday. I saw that some of my classmates had tears in 
their eyes when the party was over. All of my classmates from this semester 
were over.  Summer vacation was beginning!
  Today is a little different from the regular school days: I don’t need to 
worry about any homework, but I feel slightly sad. I might not be used to this 
vacation yet, because I still have a lot of chores to do.
  I recall that last month I bought a bottle of pickled cucumber when I 
avoided the hard rain at a Whole Foods Market in Chinatown after class. After 
my husband and I finished the pickled cucumber, I put some leftover cabbage 
and one pepper in the bottle, added some other stuff, and then just left them 
there.  Later, I rushed to check what was going on in the bottle.  Wow!  What 
a familiar and aromatic smell there was . . . my favorite was the fresh scent 
of peppers.
  Suddenly, I felt so hungry, even though I just had my breakfast. So I 
boiled some dry noodles that my sister left me last month. The smell was so 
amazing that I pictured myself eating them while the noodles were still being 
boiled. So I just simply fried some eggs, pickled cabbage and pepper, and a 
few other things. I stirred them together.  Yummy. Yummy! It reminded me of 
my hometown’s smell.
  My husband saw me enjoying my meal so much and couldn’t help but 
beg for some. He never eats pepper and noodles. But to my surprise this time, 
he finished everything I gave him. It must have been my happy expression 
that attracted him. I felt my heart had visited my hometown after I finished 
the big bowl of pickled pepper noodles.  
  Life can be so simple. You will find happiness is so easily attainable if 
you embrace life with your full heart.

Happiness Is So Easy to Find
Tammie Tai
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  Education is valued in the United State. Today in the U.S., the government, 
teachers, and parents work hard to guide the children and provide adults 
general education because of the importance of education. One example of 
valuing education came on May 6th, from 5:15 to 7:30 p.m. at the Literacy 
review celebration at NYU’s Kimmel Center. Some students in our writing 
class were very excited to participate.
  We gathered at our school, and at 4:30 p.m. teachers Jon and Lucian 
guided us to walk together to Kimmel Center. Along the way, teacher Jon 
interviewed us. I remember he asked about our writing class and our 
teacher. I answered that our writing class teacher June is a very professional, 
experienced, very nice and very patient teacher. When students are writing 
articles, she and our student-teachers Astrid, Megan, and Grace patiently 
modify and change our work so that we achieve fluent writing. We also 
improve our reading and our English conversation. We really want to thank 
the teachers. 
  Our teachers and students came onto the campus of New York 
University, where we felt a different community, a learning environment, a 
college atmosphere. New York University’s Kimmel Center is a large building 
with large windows facing Washington Square Park; the environment is so 
beautiful.
  When we entered the hall to get into line for the literacy celebration, 
the editors gave us a warm welcome, and we took the elevator to the tenth-
floor conference room. At the registration table, we picked up our name tags, 
and we sat down at a table near the podium. We sat there admiring the high 
ceilings, and large, bright, glass windows. The windows showed the distant 
high-rise buildings, and near Washington Square we could see the famous 
arch and the greenery of Washington Square Park. It was really beautiful. 
People cannot forget the true picture, such a beautiful, wonderful scene.
  This day, there was prepared a lot of food, an Italian-style buffet dinner. 
We returned to the table to enjoy dinner. We sat around the table, ten people 
per table, with fine dishes with a silver knife, silver fork, pitcher of ice water, 
coffee cups and napkins placed in the middle of milk and sugar packets. I ate 

The Literacy Review Vol. 12 Celebration 
Hung Fei (Steve) Cheng
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lemon chicken, pasta and vegetable salad, plus dessert. Then I ordered a cup 
of coffee. I enjoyed the delicious dinner.
  After dinner, the celebration began. Our teacher June gave an excellent 
report, and then a row of young editors, a designer, and photographers stood 
next to the podium. Our writing class student-teachers Astrid and Megan 
were included. The audience applauded, respect and gratitude expressed. 
People thank these outstanding college students who are busy volunteering 
to help us. We will always keep this in mind. Then students from different 
countries, the authors, read their own articles at the podium. There were 
18 authors presenting their articles. Our class was represented by the 
outstanding student Tammie Tai with her article, “Bone Soup,” which made 
our class proud. After the celebration, we students posed for souvenir photos. 
  After the perfect celebration, we reluctantly went home, filled with 
joy and fun. This celebration is the first time in my life that I experienced a 
mysterious feeling from a sense of joy. I not only learned a new experience, 
but also reflected the emotions of people from around the world who joined 
together as students eager to learn English. This was like real exciting movie 
scenes, which I will never forget.          

  In a sense, taste cannot be replicated, for it isn’t only taste. It’s a special 
memory, a signal of a particular era, and yet it’s beyond time.
  My childhood coincides with the Cultural revolution of China. The whole 
system was in disarray and paralysis. All was out of order during those days. 
It was one nightmare after another. Billions of families were struggling with 
starvation and poverty. My family was no exception. rice, sugar, meat, edible 
oil, clothes, women’s period paper, firewood and coal—anything needed for 
survival was rationed. Even so, many people still could not get enough or 
even sometimes any of it. 

Amaranth Soup
Ally Li
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  One rainy night, my mother came home later than usual. She was 
excited when she came home and showed my brother and me some fresh wild 
amaranths that she dug up in the suburbs. My little brother handed my mother 
a towel; droplets dripped along her cheeks from her hair; her patched clothes 
were wet. Mother opened her umbrella and put it in the corner carefully. Its 
two ribs were already broken and had become polygons; however, it was our 
only umbrella. Mother was happy. She hummed a song as she made a big pot 
of amaranth soup with sweet potatoes. My brother and I turned to Mother 
eagerly.
  “Hang on. Hungry, right? Why don’t you bring your friends home for 
dinner? Go, hurry up!” I didn’t wait for mother to finish, just ran away swiftly 
and brought my two best friends. 
  “Wow! What’s that smell?” my friends and I said in unison when we walked 
in the door. That sweet smell seemed to come from paradise. It suffused all 
around in the old building, and also in my mind, for a long time. . . until now.
  “Wow! What’s that taste?”  We ate like hungry wolf pups, Mother said 
many times, even after we were all grown up. That night, three little girls 
squeezed in my wooden bed. We slept soundly.
  Through the years, I have been repeating the ways of our elder 
generation: Go through marriage, build a family, and raise children. But life 
has been earthshaking between the two generations in China. Those tickets 
of groceries have been collected and their prices have soared. That taste was 
always attached to my memory, no matter how much time passed. When I 
recall that rainy night, I still feel warm and cozy. That’s why, seized by a whim, 
I imitated my mother: I dug some wild amaranths when I took my five-year-
old son on an outing in the countryside.
  “We are going to make a yummy dinner today,” I told my boy when we 
got home.
  “really? Even more yummy than Kentucky Fried?” He stared at the wild 
amaranths in my hand.
  “Of course,” I answered without thinking and began to cook in my fully 
equipped kitchen. When the wild amaranths with sweet potato soup were 
done, that smell was coming up. It filled the whole kitchen. A twinkling, rainy 
night, a polygonal umbrella, a series of images flashed in front of my eyes, 
and Mother’s song lingered in my ears.  Just at that moment, maternal love 
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was concentrated in one bowl.
  “What’s that smell, Mom?” my little boy shouted loudly, waking me up 
from the daydream. The same marveling tone, but different emotion in it! At 
the same time, I felt a little bit uneasy—because the soup had changed. There 
was something familiar but also strange. 
  “Hang on, hang on,” I said to my son and myself, and filled a bowl of wild 
amaranth with sweet potato soup for him.
  “Ayah, Mama! It’s herbal medicine, isn’t it?” He frowned. Then, he 
refused to eat a single spoonful. I sipped the soup. A child speaking without 
reservation, the boy was right. Its taste seemed like herbal medicine. It was 
disappointing. I couldn’t get the same feeling that I got from mother’s soup 
at all. I didn’t know what the problem was. Was it the soup’s taste or mine? 
Eventually, I stopped eating.  I took my boy to Kentucky Fried to feast.

  My daughter likes October very much because there are three people’s 
birthdays in our family: hers, my son’s and my husband’s. Almost all of our 
family members’ birthdays are in October, except mine. So my daughter 
always waits for this month, and feels very excited when the birthdays are 
close. 
  She particularly likes to blow out candles, and always watches them. It 
seems that the candle light gives her more space to imagine. She likes the 
feeling she gets when the candle light twinkles. For this reason we don’t 
celebrate all of our birthdays together, even though we think it would be 
simpler, so that we may let her blow the candles out and eat birthday cake 
every week this month.
  At the end of this October, Hurricane Sandy attacked New York. There 
was no power in my neighborhood for four days. We used candles for lighting. 
Everyone was really upset, but my daughter did not feel bad, because she 
could blow the candles out every day. She thought it was somebody’s 
birthday. She asked me: “Mami, whose birthday? Why no power? If I blow out 
the candle, the power will come!” 

Candle Light
Lixin (Betty) Ye



130
THE LITErACY rEVIEW

  On Friday I visited MoMA with my teacher and classmates in the writing 
class. The guide at MoMA showed us some world-famous paintings. On the 
fifth floor, we looked at The Starry Night and The Olive Trees by Vincent van 
Gogh. Though we knew some very famous pictures online, I was still very 
excited to see the real paintings.
  When we came to the fourth floor and stood in front of a huge painting 
with scrawls all over, I was wondering why such a messy painting would go 
here. It was just like a naughty boy pouring some colored ink on the wall. 
Anyone could do it. But I still felt curious about why it was so special. It might 
just be something I would never understand. But I became more and more 
interested in it when I heard the guide tell us something about it. Its name is 
#31 and the artist is Jackson Pollock, one of America’s greatest painters of 
the 20th century. He used his body to draw it. He died at 44. I began to look 
at it carefully. It was amazing. At that moment, I felt something in my heart. 
I began to be excited. The lines that went all over seemed to be dancing on 
the canvas. But we couldn’t stay there too long and just moved to another 
painting.
  During lunch I was still thinking about the painting #31. I couldn’t wait 
to go back to it. I wanted to see if I still had the same feeling. I got a phone call 
from a Chinese friend who also came to America not long ago. We often talked 

Jackson Pollock #31
Tammie Tai

  We laughed. I asked her, “What is a candle?” 
  She said to me, “Candle is birthday! Candle is eyes. Candle is mouth.”
  “Why eyes and mouth?” 
  She said, “Candles light the dark. I can see anything clearly, and I can 
use the breath from my mouth to blow out the candle before I go to sleep, so 
I will feel very happy. ‘Twinkle twinkle little star, how I wonder what you are,’” 
she sang. 
  I thought about how amazing it was that a girl can describe her feelings 
and her thinking about the candle light. Everything in the world of a little girl 
is beautiful and peaceful. I think we adults, too should have more optimism. 
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about the pressures that we suffered as new immigrants. We encouraged 
each other to work hard studying English and try our best to get used to this 
country as soon as possible. I came back to #31 after I cut off the cell phone.
  There were only a few people looking at this painting. This time I felt 
I walked into the painting. It was incredible. I still saw the all-over lines 
as dancing. The lines had no rules, no direction. The whole picture had no 
subject, no center, no end, no primary or secondary. It was just named with 
a number by the painter. It was the harmony of controlled and uncontrolled, 
order and disorder. It was so natural. It seemed that I saw Pollock dancing on 
the canvas, following a music of his own. And it was a modern music that he 
made in his lifetime. The wonderful thing is that I could also feel peaceful 
in front of it. The all-over colored lines were in such harmony that no matter 
which piece you picked from it, it would be an entirely beautiful painting. I 
could feel the passion that the painter brought to his art.
  I could use my imagination to think with the music of the lines. I could 
release my stress with the music that was made of the lines in the picture. I 
could also pour out my troubles with the music in the picture. recently I had 
felt so upset and struggling about the hurt caused by the impact of different 
cultures. It was so interesting; at that moment I just felt myself become the 
lines and I was dancing, following the line tracks. Finally, I felt peaceful.
  Now I have a deeper understanding about American culture through this 
painting. People here can wear anything on the street. They can do anything 
they want. Everyone wants to be special. Most people hate to be similar to 
someone else. They try to do things in their own way. But most of them will 
never break the law. I arrived here on a Saturday night, and I heard people 
talking loudly and even screaming at midnight. My husband called them 
“party animals.” I had worried so much about it that I couldn’t sleep at all. 
But my husband told me not to worry; everything would go back to normal 
on Monday. It was true. They indulged on the weekend but worked hard on 
work days. Out of curiosity, once, I took part in a late-night Saturday party. We 
were drinking a lot, talking, singing, dancing, and playing games. I felt good 
through the whole next week. 
  This is also the kind of harmony that the painting showed, I think. I really 
love this painting!
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  It was a warm and lovely September night on Staten Island. We couldn’t 
stay home, so we threw ourselves outside. My life partner and I were together 
at the seashore at dusk. Of course, we took our camera. The moon was 
endeavoring to light our way. It was a full-moon night. We set up our camera 
and took photos of the moon, gliding in the sea in the company of ships. 
  Just then, I saw something right behind me. They were swain swans, 
a couple. They were swimming together charmingly. Their shadows were 
reflected in the sea. We looked at each other, my husband and I. We didn’t say 
anything, but we were thinking the same thing: They were just like us. 
  I don’t remember how long time hung heavy on my hands. It was a day 
after Hurricane Sandy. We were in the same place, we were together at the 
same sandy beach, except for one thing. The cob—the male swan—was alone 
in the reed field; his female partner—the pen swan—wasn’t there. We couldn’t 
look at each other this time, my husband and I. 
  Everybody was looking for disaster all around the beach, except us. We 
were looking for an inanimate white body in the reed field. We tried to find 
it but we couldn’t. There was no choice open to us but to walk slowly. We 
walked and walked at Long Beach.  The cob was joining us, as if not wanting 
to be alone.
  Time passed, when all of a sudden I saw an exhausted, sluggish, 
weak, dirty, white beauty right in front of me. I will never forget this feeling 
throughout all my life. And somebody was even happier than I—the female 
swan. You should have seen them, how they had their lovely reunion. The cob 
raised his wings as much as possible, and they turned around each other, 
dancing. I was humming for them. We took their happy-times photo, much 
more beautiful even than that September night. 

The Sadness of the Swan
Dilek Ustun Ozalp
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  Many people say good things about my children, so I assume I am a 
pretty good mother.  But many times, I feel guilty. I would rather spend more 
time on myself than on my children. I find all kinds of excuses to let them do 
things independently, so I can be a soul searcher. It has turned out to be a 
lose-lose situation.
  Growing up, I didn’t have many parent-child interactions. I hardly recall 
any family quality time from my childhood. My parents were too busy, and 
I was too emotional and didn’t know when to share. It caused me to be 
independent and not know how to share love and be loved.  
  I understand my daughter because she is the same as me: a sensitive and 
delicate little girl. I comforted her when she was in a situation that seemed 
similar to one that also bothered me a long time ago. She was so thankful and 
wrote a thank-you card filled with passion. That’s a parent-child interaction 
I’m never going to forget.
  It’s not enough now. About two week ago, we planned together for 
more quality time before bed. I drafted a list: TV, reading, arts, music, park.  
Immediately, my daughter added Monday to Friday to each item. She also 
made a little book describing ever day, with beautiful illustrations. My little 
boy showed he was also excited by chirping around.
  It’s more important spending time with your kids than spending time 
alone. Today is Thursday, October 11, 2012. It’s a night for music. Actually, it’s 
us sharing our favorite songs. There was recently a very popular show called 
Voice of China. It gave us the idea to construct a small stage. I performed as 
an emcee. I announced my daughter’s name and the title of her song. She 
went on the stage and took an elegant bow to the audience, which was just 
me and my son. She sang a song that was familiar to me, but a little bit off-
key. I wondered how she learned this song. It’s a famous song called “You and 
Me,” which was performed at the opening of the Beijing Olympics in 2008.  
My daughter told me she learned it from Voice of China. She also rewrote the 
lyrics to be about a friend she remembered meeting in summer school this 
past summer.
  My son is a bit shy, so he always asks me to sing with him. I was amused 

We Are the World
Grace Zhang
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by his serious face and his Michael Jackson dancing. I am greatly impressed 
by what my kids have done.
  We finished with a song called “We Are the World.” We were all intoxicated 
with the music.
   “. . . We are the world, we are the children,
  We are the ones who make a brighter day
  So let’s start giving
  There’s a choice we’re making
  We’re saving our own lives
  It’s true we’ll make a better day
  Just you and me. . .”

  I like the Chinese Mid-Autumn Festival, even though I don’t know many 
legends about the moon.
  On that day, we spent a whole afternoon scrubbing clean the courtyard 
for lying down underneath the moon later that night. It is the best weather in 
the year. The hot summer was gone, and winter had not come yet. We enjoyed 
a lot of moon-cakes, fruit, and taro cakes. My grandma once told me to suck 
out seven pieces of snail meat while looking at the moon without blinking, so 
that my eyes would be bright and as charming as the moonlight. I wanted to 
try it again and again.
  Children preferred hanging out with neighbors with the lighted lantern. 
Its shine showed our way in the dark.                    
  Grandparents talked about their pasts in different versions. No matter 
what they talked about, we knew what they were going to say.
  Once when I was a child, Father stayed in his old chair, and mother 
shouted out, “Come, kids, the courtyard is so cool. Let’s sleep in it.” I lay down 
on the courtyard ground to listen to the insect band and its members: crickets, 
frogs, and cicadas. The breeze flew to me and kissed me, then went away. I 
felt in love in the moment with everything, everything that was covered by 
the moonlight: my pigs sleeping in the hogpen, my hens and cocks standing 

The Moon Is Still the Same
Susanna Yang
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in the same pen, my naughty brothers, my hard-working parents, my wrinkled 
grandparents, my friends. We were united.
  Time flew. Electricity changed the way we live. Lights and air-
conditioners became regularly used in my life. I saw the roundest and biggest 
moon last night at the Mid-Autumn Festival, and it refreshed my memory. No 
matter where they are, my grandparents are in heaven, my naughty brothers 
are not naughty anymore, and I can’t believe my parents have lived up to my 
grandparents’ age when I was a child.  
  I am the mother of two young kids. I believe I am more loquacious than 
my grandma was as I have become older and older.

  It was just after Hurricane Sandy and we had run out of almost all the 
food at home. My husband had gone to the supermarket three times already 
and had come back with nothing. I searched our refrigerator and kitchen and 
found one carrot, several stalks of celery, a few nuts in a bottle, a little pork, 
several leftover T-bones from a steak, and some dried mushrooms. I started to 
have the beginning of an idea and told my husband not to worry; I might make 
something special today. 
  I set out to prepare the bone soup on the stove. I cut everything into 
pieces and thought about how the taste would be in the meanwhile. I had had 
a similar soup often when my grandma was still alive. It had been amazing to 
me because it always had different stuff inside it, and I enjoyed the soup she 
cooked every time. 
  When the soup was cooked, the house was full of the smell of the 
bone soup, together with some vegetables, especially the smell of celery 
and mushrooms. My husband said he couldn’t wait to eat it. He seldom ate 
vegetable soup before, but he had a big bowl of soup this day. He told me it 
was really nutritious; he said he never had so many vegetables in a meal; 

Bone Soup
Tammie Tai
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and it was incredible that I could make a meal when we had almost no food 
at home. I told him I got this talent from my grandmother. Actually, while 
cooking I had thought repeatedly about what my grandma would have done 
if she had been here. 
  After the meal, instead of watching a movie, I began to tell my husband 
a story about my grandma. The feeling was as if I had opened a book about 
the modern history of China. My grandma was born at the dawn of the 21st 
century in a small village. She had experienced several very special periods 
in Chinese history. 
  The year that my mom was nine years old, my grandma heard some 
rumors from returning villagers from the city, Xi’an, where my grandpa was 
running a business, that my grandpa had a concubine (a mistress or “second 
wife”—this was before the 1950 law forbidding polygamy). She didn’t believe 
it as my grandpa was very nice to her and always brought her gifts back. 
But when she went to the temple, it was confirmed as true. She settled my 
grandpa’s parents and with my mom calmly went to the railway station, 
though she was illiterate and had never left the village before. 
  When she got to Xi’an, my grandma met the woman, who was a student. 
My grandma accepted everything peacefully and decided to stay in the city 
for my mom’s education. My grandma had three sons later on; the student 
woman, who was pretty but had bad health, had four children with my 
grandpa. My grandma sometimes helped take care of her babies. It was a sort 
of harmony. But the two families lived in different homes.
  My grandpa died in a traffic accident around 1960. At that time China 
was suffering from the Three Years of Natural Disasters, but many economists 
argued against the name as they thought humans should take 70 percent of 
the responsibility. Millions of people died from starvation, and it became the 
highest death rate from natural disasters in human history. 
  The natural disaster was a fact, but the big problem was that it followed 
right after the absurd movement of the Great Leap Forward, which started 
at the end of 1957. In the Great Leap Forward the whole nation, including 
farmers, who gave up planting crops, joined the march to smelt steel to speed 
up the process of industrialization and catch up with the developed countries. 
People even destroyed their utensils, such as their cooking pots, for the steel.
  So the barns of families and states were almost empty, especially in the 
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countryside of some areas, when the natural disasters occurred. However, it 
was a little better in the city, and each person had four liang (200 grams) of 
rice each day, which was available in the national grain shop by coupon. The 
government advocated using every kind of vegetable to substitute for grain. 
Finally, when there were not enough vegetables, either, people started to look 
for anything that was edible, such as the stems of plants, wild vegetables, 
tree leaves, tree flowers, and sweet potato leaves. Most of the time people 
thought about food when they woke up. People used “Have you eaten?” to 
greet each other instead of saying “Hello” because eating was such a big deal 
at the time. Mostly, the people who had experienced that period treasured 
food very much. They would hardly throw any food away, even if it was not 
fresh anymore. 
  My grandma took on a very important role in the family during this 
period, even though my mom had already married my father. Many people got 
swollen bellies due to too many vegetables or improper food. But my grandma 
was very knowledgeable about what was edible and what would cause health 
problems. She was a good chef and often gave the family a big surprise—like 
the bone soup I made for my husband and me after Hurricane Sandy, many 
years later, in New York City. 

  I’m a girl, but my mother taught me as a boy. Be brave, be strong, no 
crying and everything should get better and better. My mother thinks if a girl 
can learn a variety of specialties it is beneficial for her personality, her growth, 
and her self-cultivation. So for as long as I can remember, I was always on my 
way to a different school every weekend; otherwise, I was practicing what I 
had learned at home. During my childhood, if someone asked me, “What do 
you like to do?” I would imagine a little girl practicing with her mother who 
sat by her and taught her. I didn’t know what I really liked, because I did only 
what my mother expected.
  When my mother realized that a certain specialty didn’t fit me, she 
would change the class and find another new one for me. Thus, we had been 

My Mother Never Told Me
Jia Wei Xu
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trying dancing class, keyboard class, drawing class, and calligraphy class 
since my third or fourth birthday. When my mother found that it seemed 
like nothing fit me, she didn’t change the classes anymore. That’s why I was 
learning calligraphy for 12 years. When I reached school age, my nightmare 
began. Not only did I continue the calligraphy class, but I also had extra math 
classes and extra English classes out of school. You could never imagine that 
my book bag was bigger than my upper body. 
  I was always in a hurry learning anything. My mother always required me 
to do my best, but in fact, there never was a best for my mother. Generally, 
the situation was that I tried to reach for a star, but then another totally new 
star started shining toward me. I knew she thought about me every single 
minute to wish that my next minute would be better. My mother told me, 
“Keep trying. Hard work is the whole meaning to your life.” I almost sold my 
soul to my mother, until I read a short story that made me start to vacillate in 
believing what my mother told me.
  A long time ago, a farmer wanted to relocate to another village. He had 
no car, no train; his feet were all he had. But the two ways to the village were 
either across a river or over a mountain. Swimming or climbing was a difficult 
choice. He saw a tree and made a wood canoe to cross the river. He was happy 
that he was so smart. He decided to carry it in case there was another river, 
but it was so heavy. He almost wanted to throw it away several times, but he 
never did. When he got to the village, there were no rivers he needed to cross. 
However, he took three times as long to arrive as he would have if he weren’t 
carrying the canoe. 
  Life is a trip, and we cannot predict what will happen to us. Whoever 
or whatever we meet, we can’t control it or change it, so we should relax. 
My mother never told me to relax. Life is already so hard; why do we still 
push ourselves urgently? We fear we can’t achieve the goals of our own or 
someone else. But should life really be lived so hard? When we are faced with 
a problem, whether we try our best or not, we’ll probably do fine. We need 
not wind our minds tightly; perhaps a relatively high wind can get us to the 
top, or we might fly away, but so what? If we’re unable to rest every day, is 
this the life we want? So we should relax; there is no need to put pressure on 
every minute in our lives. We should relax and face the different problems and 
tests. Just move on, do what we want to do, and enjoy it. 
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  Time stops during a scene on TV. An adult elephant is lying on the 
ground without any movement. A small creature is running back and forth 
surrounding her; he is so panicky that he hits everything in front of him. I’m 
that little creature, a little elephant.
  I have just been in this world for two months, and everything is new and 
exciting to me. However, during what just happened, my fear was welling up 
instinctively, even though I didn’t quite understand why. When my mom and I 
were having lunch, we were chased by some strange little creatures that had 
only two feet touching the ground. How could they run so fast with two feet? 
My mom was hurt, I realized, when she fell down after a short distance, with a 
wound on her back. Driven by fear from my deep soul, I could not help but run 
away, even though I desired to check on her. But just for a moment, I turned 
back, and I could see those little things were surrounding my mom. Threat 
and sadness stopped my imagination as I noticed the cruelty.
  That is the last picture for me of my mom, the watering eyes staring at 
me, struggling to stay open. I knew she was trying to tell me more stories, but 
she couldn’t. When her eyes closed, I felt the world shut down. I couldn’t see 
anything because of my tears. I didn’t know what I should do. 
  My mom was lying behind me, which made me feel that she would stand 
up and hug me a couple minutes later. As time went on, and the two-footed 
creatures left, I felt tired and returned to lie next to her. The sun was still 
warm, but it could not warm up my heart. When with time I realized that hope 
was gone, my brain was blank. What should I do? Mom couldn’t tell me.
  I dragged myself to my feet again. I felt that I should do something, 
but I didn’t know what. I lingered without any purpose. Suddenly, I saw the 
little two-footed creatures again, and I ran away without thinking. Oddly, the 
creatures left. I stopped running, but I just stayed still without a thought in 
my mind.
  Hunger and thirst are always the most powerful enemy in nature. Mom 
told me about this. Now I realized it is true. I felt I could not move as usual. 
But I stood still, because my mom also told me, “When you lie down, you can 
never stand.” Because of my mother’s words, I did not lie down, and I survived. 

A Little Elephant
Stephen Wang



140

  University Settlement Society is one of New York’s most dynamic social service 
institutions, with deep roots on the Lower East Side. Each year University Settlement’s 
diverse programs help over 20,000 low-income and at-risk people build better lives for 
themselves and their families. With an impressive legacy as the first settlement house in 
the United States, University Settlement has been an incubator for progressive ideas for 
127 years, offering pioneering programs in mental health, early childhood education, 
literacy, and adolescent development that set the standard. Building on the strength of this 
experience, University Settlement now provides services at 21 locations in lower Manhattan 
as well as in upper Manhattan and Brooklyn.
  The Adult Literacy Program provides more than 20 ESOL classes, in the daytime, 
evenings and weekends, including elective classes such as creative writing and computer, 
to build skills in listening, reading, writing, speaking, and grammar for more than 400 
beginning, intermediate, and advanced adult students, most of whom immigrated from 
China.

  For more information: www.universitysettlement.org/us/programs/adult_literacy/
 

  NYU Gallatin School of Individualized Study, a small, innovative school within 
a major research university, began in 1970, having grown out of the educational reform 
movement of the late 1960s. In close consultation with faculty academic advisors, its 1,350 
undergraduates and 200 graduate students create their own curriculums and unique plans 
for learning, combining Gallatin’s own interdisciplinary courses with courses at many NYU 
schools, self-directed education through independent studies, and experiential learning 
through internships throughout New York City.
  The Writing Program includes a curriculum of about 35 course each semester, a Writing 
Center staffed by Peer Writing Assistants; events at which faculty, staff, students and guest 
speakers read from works in progress and published works; the Gallatin review, the annual 
student literary and visual arts magazine; Confluence, an online platform for writing, art, 
and research; and a community engagement project, consisting of Great World Texts and 
Writing Mentors (with high school students); and the Literacy Project (with adults).
  In Great World Texts, students and faculty collaborate with teachers and students in 
New York City public high schools to study a canonical or “contemporary classic” text. In 
Writing Mentors, students serve as afterschool writing coaches and role models at the High 
School for Dual Language and Asian Studies. The Literacy Project is comprised of a Literacy 
in Action course that combines the academic study of the adult literacy/ESOL field with 
volunteer work at four partner institutions (including University Settlement); the weekly 
University Settlement advanced writing class; publications, including this one and the 
Literacy review, an annual compilation of the best writing by adults in Basic Education, 
HSE, and ESOL classes throughout New York City; and the annual, all-day Literacy review 
Workshops in Teaching Writing to Adults. 

  For further information, go to gallatin.nyu.edu/academics/undergraduate/writing and 
click on the Literacy Project. 
  For a free copy of Changing Every Day, email June Foley, jaf3@nyu.edu 


