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Introduction
by June Foley

We can thank Fernanda Siqueira, a student from Brazil, for the title of
this book. In the brief biography she wrote to accompany her Literacy Review
writing, she described her experience in University Settlement’s advanced
writing class as “like an imaginary trip around the world every week.”
Fernanda was referring to the geographical and cultural diversity of her
classmates. When I first began teaching this class, in fall 2001, my recollection
is that all the students emigrated from China–except for Ofelio Chen, who
was born in Panama to a Panamanian mother and a Chinese father.
In the last few years, however, only about half the students came from
China, and the other half came from a variety of countries, including Mexico,
the Dominican Republic, Honduras, Venezuela, Brazil, Ukraine, Kazakhstan,
Moldova, Armenia, Bangladesh, Thailand, and Japan. Even the Chinese-born
students originated in various provinces; some speak Cantonese, others
Fujianese, still others Mandarin.
The cultural intermingling was positive. As always, the students taught
one another by example and by encouragement–but in these years, they had
more to learn from one another, and they enjoyed doing so.
In this class, which aims to improve communication in English—writing,
reading, speaking, and listening—students write about whatever topic they
wish, in whatever way they wish, and then discuss the content and style,
always asking What can this work teach me about writing? Mostly, the students
wrote personal essays, such as Alex Gheciu’s on the healing powers of kung
fu, which enabled his dancing career, Dan Hua Huang’s citing a friend’s
unhappy experience to advise women to be independent, Jesus Gomez’s
description of the first Super Bowl he watched with his fiancee, and Afroza
Yasmin’s explanation of her favorite Muslim holidays.
Sometimes, however, the writers experimented with other genres.
Ruzan Ghazaryan’s story of her and her husband’s adoption of a cat became
a whimsical fairy tale. Yuliia Semenova often wrote responses to classic
stories by such writers as O. Henry and Kafka. Amy Mei wrote reviews of
books and Broadway musicals. Valikhan Tuleshov summarized post-WWII
Japanese history. Yuqing Gu wrote a 27-part series about her co-workers at
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a midtown hotel. Marília Valengo, from Brazil, and Grace Zhang, from Fujian
Province, demonstrated a similar essay technique, reminiscent of Joan
Didion’s style, which the renowned writer said was motivated by the desire
“. . . to find out what I think.” They wrote in the moment, not starting with a
thesis statement, but showing the reader the ever-evolving workings of their
minds and hearts. Lisa Szeto often wrote humorously about her family, in a
style resembling “situation comedy.”
Fernanda’s description of “a trip around the world” is true in more than
one way. In addition to writing about their homelands, many students wrote
about their travels—back to their homelands and also elsewhere.
Some students joined the class as excellent writers, though they were
still perfecting their English. Others showed tremendous growth as writers.
Jennifer Alonzo’s simple, heartfelt writing about her family developed into
complex examinations of such social issues as homelessness and racism.
Paula Ko wrote poetically and lovingly about her family, and also took on
such topics as AIDS and ageism.
Many student teachers, some from Professor Dianne Ramdeholl’s Adult
Literacy and Social Action course, assisted me in facilitating the class.
Deborah Apau, Richa Lagu, Maranda Bennet, and Alice Wen all said they
would never forget the experience, and I will never forget their enthusiastic
participation. Special mention goes to recent student teachers: Miranda
Levingston demonstrated her warm empathy and compassion for two
semesters; Libby Sears, the only student teacher without a partner, followed
up on my mini-lesson on writing about an object by writing a moving essay,
“Goodbye to My Hoodie,” which I’ve used in writing workshops. Anthony
Cao remarked on the tendency of the immigrants’ discussions of even the
cheeriest writing to turn to more serious topics, for example (in one class)
“the existence of fate, ideal funerary procedures, socially prejudiced notions
of beauty, and conspiracy in the food industry.” He concluded, “I believe the
class’s eagerness to discuss the not-so-nice topics actually reflects positively
on the classroom environment and is revealing of the open-mindedness of its
members.” Yes, these open-minded, eager-to-learn adult students, from “all
around the world," taught a great deal to one another—and to their teachers.
One person deserves thanks above all others: Michael Hunter has
fostered the partnership of University Settlement and NYU Gallatin since
2001. Thank you, Michael, our godfather/guardian angel, for your everenthusiastic sponsorship of this delightful and productive collaboration.
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Where We're From
12

13

Life Must Go On!
Valikhan Tuleshov

Earlier, when I lived in the Soviet Union, I could never say that my life
was useless and purposeless. Then, there were other values of life, and life
itself seemed a straight path to the common welfare and happiness for all.
People were forced to believe in a bright future without enjoying the present.
Products, furniture, and other goods were constantly in short supply, in
stores there was nothing but basic products, cars were bought in turn and
sometimes this line lasted several years. Apartments that were distributed
free of charge also required a wait for years, even decades. People were
satisfied with the most necessary. They were deprived of any choice. They
were not allowed to freely express their opinion, they were forbidden to
engage in religion. There was no freedom of the press and there were no
other political parties, except for the Communist Party. As one journalist
said, “There was not even sex in the U.S.S.R.”
The majority of my life in the Soviet Union shocked foreigners from
Europe and the United States. True, there were art and science, chess and
ballet, cosmonauts and the atomic bomb. But they were subordinated and
served the Communist ideology.
From a small age, children were taught to obey Communist ideals, raised
like tomatoes in a garden. The order was determined by the Communist
government, and in order to climb the career ladder, it was necessary to
observe the rules of the game.
In the Soviet Union, they preferred to use the “principle of democratic
centralism” without a full-fledged democratic system (like China today).
Commodity-money relations were used, without a liberal-market pricing
mechanism. Formally, they talked about the federalism of the state, but they
did not introduce real equitable relations between the national republics.
The person in the center of the Communist Party, headquartered in Moscow,
dictated and planned everything, down to the price of nails and matches. It
was a planned economy that did not seek to meet the growing ends of the
population and therefore could not compete with the market.
Some say that the restructuring and the “policy of glasnost” of Mikhail
Gorbachev led to the collapse of the U.S.S.R., but this is not so. Without the
political and economic system of checks and balances, without market
competition and a multi-party democratic system, the Soviet Union simply
could not develop further, so it lost the competition with the West and
collapsed.
Before that, I went to kindergarten from when I was five until six, and
then I studied at a 10-year school. From the age of 12, I was on an ice hockey
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team, then I spent five years on judo and karate. At the age of 18, I entered
the university and graduated five years later with honors. Life seemed to be
a succession of changing places of work, study, and living.
Everything changed after the collapse of the U.S.S.R. Then I truly began
to feel the real struggle. To live, I had to change my usual psychology, learn to
earn money, and learn how to live in a newly independent Kazakhstan.
When Confucius warned, “God forbid you live in an era of change,” he
meant that during an era of change, life becomes difficult, sometimes
unbearable. But now I can say clearly that I lived in an era of change and was
able to adapt. For me, change has become not a barrier, but an opportunity
to evolve. Today I wish for everyone to learn to face the changes, overcome
difficulties and adversities. Life, as a show, must go on!

My Heart Is Broken for My Country
Jennifer Alonzo

I am Honduran. I love my country. But in this moment, my heart is
crying. It is sad; it is angry; it is broken. Last November was the election in
my country. My current president is a bad person. He has made my country
miserable. There is poverty and delinquency. There aren’t any jobs. I am
very worried about my family, my friends, and all the people that fight every
single day to have a good life. In this moment, my country is broken. Those
politics are violating our rights. Every citizen has a duty to vote, and they
have the right to choose their democracy, but in my country people don’t
have an opinion. People are marching in protest against what is happening.
Many people need to work at night, but they can’t because there is a curfew
at night.
Why do politicians always want the power? Why should the people
pay for them? What can I do to change this? I agree that there should be
a government to lead the country, but we need somebody who wants to
improve our economy, our ideas, our jobs, our peace, and our safety. I am
with Honduras, and I am suffering with everyone. I feel powerless; I don’t
know what I can do to help my country in this moment. I can only pray. Can
you pray with me?
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The Rioting

Comparing Lifestyles

Because of the situation in my country, Venezuela, young people began
to protest in many parts of the country. Their clashes with the military police
got worse every day, until they became routine.
My daughter was three years old then. I had her in a day care four blocks
from my house. One day, I went out to look for her like any other day. When I
got outside, I saw that the protests had started again.
I went fast, before the streets could close. I went through the smoke
from the gas bombs, picked my daughter up, and returned running. To my
surprise, the street was hit worse than usual that day. The guard arrived
earlier, getting further into the streets that he had ever gotten before. So
people grabbed him by surprise because they came on motorcycles and on
foot. As I was stumbling back with a group that would not stop, no matter
what, a girl pushed me and kicked me to the ground. I thank God that people
shouted and threw her back because I do not know what would have become
of us.

Life is cruel from generation to generation. It does not matter what
country you live in or in which generation you are born, most adults have to
work hard with no recreation. But if you compare China to the United States
of America, I prefer living in the United States over China.
When I was a child, I was curious about the issue of the cost of living. I
didn’t understand why the neighbors kept arguing about money problems.
I was born in Guangzhou, China and grew up in a dead-end alley.
There were seven attached buildings on the right-hand side, and one to
three families lived in every apartment. There was only one water meter
and one electric meter in front of the alley, which was shared among the
alley’s residents. In that crowded area, I heard adults have arguments with
neighbors about the correct payments every month. In addition, they were
unfriendly and argued with their own family about anything, like daily living
costs and expenses. Their attitudes were extremely ugly, and I felt terrified.
The poverty and overcrowding made my neighbors feel too much pressure
and anger.
But the children were friendly to each other there. Every day after
school, I carried my toys to play with other children in the alley. I had a lot
of friends, and we shared our toys and did our homework together and had
no secrets.
When I moved to the United States and became a housewife, there was
too much pressure, and I was tired of work. I felt lonely and missed my
childhood companions a lot. Even so, I still loved my peaceful private place.
Not only was my room triple the size of my hometown room, but I also had a
freer life. This was very important to me. I didn’t need to share the restroom
and kitchen with my neighbors anymore. I could sing songs louder, and I
could watch television until midnight. I could have my own place after work.
My best friends reminded me to find some entertainment to reduce
pressure, such as enjoying music, hanging out with friends, exercising,
traveling, and taking classes. I have arranged and adapted my life.
Even if life is cruel and tiring, even if we suffer too much pressure daily,
from my point of view, if you have your own lovely home, and if you can find
entertainment in your free time, you can relieve your stress and decrease
your anger.

Nayarit Rojas

My Roots
Larysa Frankiv

I was born in Uzbekistan. However, I am Ukrainian. My parents are
Ukrainian. My grandparents were Ukrainian, and my ancestors were
Ukrainian. My son is Ukrainian. He is living in the U.S.A., but he is still
Ukrainian. I am proud that we are Ukrainian.
I am trying to live in New York and be a part of this society. However, at
home we talk in Ukrainian and have all Ukrainian traditions. For example,
we don’t celebrate Christmas like American people on December 25. Our
Christmas is on January 7.
However, an interesting fact is that my family has started celebrating
the American holidays. In our calendar, we added Thanksgiving. It sounds
strange. However, I feel like I catch a lot of different traditions from the
United States. For me this is a new experience and a new step in a new life
in the U.S.
I have never forgotten my roots and who I am. I try to live with my
traditions, and I am also open to something new.

16

Paula Ko
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Let’s Talk about Coffee
Fernanda Siqueira

Before I began to travel, there was nothing I thought was more Brazilian
than coffee. With time, I learned that the beverage is an international passion,
as many countries appreciate it their own way. But just the smell of it reminds
me a lot of my childhood house.
Every afternoon, my mother would send someone to bring the recently
baked bread from the “padaria” or she would bake a cake herself so she could sit
at the small table we had in the kitchen and enjoy one of them with some cups
of coffee. I couldn’t understand how coffee could smell so good and taste so bad.
My mother would drink it in spite of the weather (most of the time, excruciating
heat), and she would always drink it very hot.
For us, it’s like part of a ritual. Every time you get to a Brazilian house,
someone offers you coffee right away. It’s almost like a serum that everybody
needs to drink before they are able to talk about anything. Business is done over
it. Family matters are discussed over it. Nobody leaves a restaurant table before
most of the people have had their coffee.
It took me a while to get used to the taste, but I felt I had to. (I’m Brazilian,
right?) But again, I gave it a meaning; it became to me a way of pausing during
work. I was always running up and down like crazy, but I would stop for some
minutes to drink a cup of joe and talk a little bit with a friend.
Today, coffee is one of my habits. I drink it every day without thinking much
about it. But every time I enter a coffee shop, the smell brings something back
to me. I can still see the old kitchen and the odd little table. And I smile, sure that
the taste I'm about to try is never going to be as good as that smell.

From Xi’an to Shenzhen to
Manhattan
Tammie Tai

Is time a knife used by a butcher? The Chinese expression slips into my
mind repeatedly when I am looking at two of my photos, one from 10 years ago
and one taken a few days ago.
A Sunday in March, and it is freezing cold outside. Usually on Sunday, my
husband and I bring our coffee and sit on a bench in the park and read a book
together after lunch. We enjoy it all the time. But this Sunday, my husband
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and I went out and came back immediately. We decided to read indoors. The
sunshine that comes through the window is warm and cozy.
We are sitting on the carpet by the window. I’m feeling I am bathing in the
sunshine, and my whole body melts. I feel so relaxed. This scene is so familiar
to me, and I feel that I am reading in the sun by the French window on one of the
weekends in the company dormitory in Shenzhen, China, 10 years ago.
I worked as a financial manager there. I left my hometown, Xi’an, and went to
that city for personal reasons. I first met my husband in that city. The company
offered three free meals, seven days a week, for all department managers.
There were housekeepers doing the laundry and cleaning the house for us. We
wore uniforms at work. It gave us a lot of relaxation time and hardly any chance
to spend money. Sometimes we hung out in the city and just enjoyed spending
money on something we didn’t really need. But on the weekends in winter, I
preferred to read in the dormitory alone and to enjoy the cozy sunshine through
the window. That was a very pleasant period of my life.
I tell my husband about the strong memory. My husband and I start a
conversation about the change in our lives. I am feeling that I am taking a time
machine back to 10 years ago to my dormitory, while I am in our apartment in
New York. Life is so unpredictable. Ten years ago I never thought I would be
sitting in the same cozy sun in New York with my husband today.
We read for a while and start to discuss dinner. There is no free food here.
We have to cook by ourselves. I just did laundry yesterday. I bought groceries. I
suffer from the cultural differences time and time again.
My husband asks me if I ever feel regret about coming here. “Regret?” I
chuckle. “Never!” That is true. My heart is full of appreciation about everything
and all the experiences I’ve had. I have a colorful life with my dearest one. Right
now, I just want to say, “Time is the supreme, most useful gift.” (Thomas Mann)
It is not a butcher with a knife.

Summer Vacations with My Dear
Grandma
Paula Ko

When I was little, my cousins and I would visit my grandma’s house and
her farm twice a year during summer break and winter break. We had a lot of
fun stories happen there. My grandma lived in a little village where we made
memories that accompanied us as we grew up.
My grandma was five feet tall and weighed under 100 pounds. She liked to
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wear dark traditional Chinese-style clothes with floral or geometric designs.
Her hair was shiny, healthy, and neat, and it fell just below her ears. Her
wrinkles appeared on her face when she would get tan in the summer. She was
a beautiful and fashionable grandma.
Grandma’s house was very clean. She had 14 grandchildren and seven
cousins living nearby. The other seven grandchildren, including me, lived in the
city and needed to take a two-hour bus to visit her. She had only two bedrooms,
so our parents planned for us to alternate when we would visit.
When Papa told me it was my turn, I was so excited to bring my summer
homework, clothes, and medication for mosquito bites. Papa brought rice, dry
shrimp, dry fish, and smoked pork. My grandma couldn’t wait to hug me, as
she greeted me in front of the house. We were always too excited and would
forget that my papa was there. Papa left the food for us and then went home, and
would return again to pick me up after my vacation was over.
Winter break was too cold there, so we couldn’t stay, which is why I liked
summer break the most—our parents allowed us to stay several weeks. During
this time, my cousins would come to my grandma’s, as well, so that we were all
together. We planted vegetables, ran around the back yard, fed the chickens,
and played with the dog. When the moon hung up in the sky, we were hiding
inside the bed nets, listening to stories from my grandma.
Early every morning at about six, we got up and went to the farm. It was in
the back yard, about 30 steps from the house. There were some mountains very
far away. Between the house and the mountains, there was an open space with a
lot of trees and weeds in the soil. My parents and grandma made an agreement
with us to limit our play time and activities to near the house.
Every day, we took water from the well and poured it on the vegetables. We
fed the chickens and cleaned the cages of chicken and dog manure. We picked
fresh eggs from the bottom of the chicken cage; we washed them and put them
into a basket on the table. My grandma said, “All the animal waste is valuable;
the world is amazing for recycling. Creature waste is the nutrition for botany;
the animal meat and eggs are the nutrition for humans. Right now, we don’t
have good enough manure, so I need to put some boiled soybeans under the
soil every November; then the next year, the soil will be good enough nutrition
for the plants.” She taught us patiently. My papa was a professional teacher; my
grandma had never gone to school, but she knew everything about living, just
like my papa.
The farm was small—the cultivated area was rectangular with eight rows for
planting vegetables. Between lines five and six, the row was twice as big as the
others, and we had more room to stand there to pour the water on the soil. We
saw the vegetables grow up little by little.
Every morning, my grandma would make us breakfast. She would boil eggs,
and steam some sweet potatoes and buns. After that, we ran to the farm to learn
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how to plant. We were happy to hear it when Grandma said, “Good girl, good
boy, you did a great job, you did everything more efficiently than me.”
We were always excited to talk about how many inches the vegetables grew
each day. The chickens ran fast to catch the worms, the birds sang loudly and
jumped between the trees, as if to join our conversation. My grandma was
delighted to teach us to pick the fresh vegetables every day. If there were some
left over, she would trade them with a guy who rode a tricycle and came every
other day for business. We traded to get eggs, sweet sugarcane, watermelons
and sweet potatoes.
There was a well inside the house, near the kitchen. My uncle and grandma
used the well to store watermelons and peanuts. They put some nails up to hang
the nylon mesh bags to keep the food fresh.
We took a well-water shower every evening. It was so cold at first, and we
always laughed louder—the feeling was wonderful and comfortable to take the
heat of the day away.
During the nighttime, we went to our beds, and Grandma used her own
language to tell us some legends. She said, “If kids tell lies, the well lid and
manhole cover will open up and the witch in red clothes will come out to catch
the kids. . .” But it didn’t scare us because she spoke too nicely, and it was far
from the truth. We kept laughing and asked her many questions, which she
didn’t have the knowledge to answer—we loved her but we bullied her.
When I was 15, my grandma passed away. Her neat home was full of lovely
things—the green farm, the cute chickens, the fresh eggs, the smart dog, my
grandma’s kind, happy face—all appeared in my brain like a complete film.
Every time I have had a gathering with my cousins, we bring some fresh
greens, some sweet potatoes, sweet sugarcane, and we boil some eggs. We
talk about our sweet childhood, the great times we stayed together with dear
grandma, and the funny stories of summer vacations.

Riding Horses on My Grandfather’s
Farm
Marília Valengo

Riding horses is something very natural to me and a big part of my childhood
fun. My cousin and I could spend hours exploring our family’s farm, especially
the parts where nobody would go, like old and abandoned cabins. Seeing
other animals freely being themselves was something we urged each other to
experience during our afternoon rides. When the adults weren’t looking, we
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released the halter to feel the horse running wherever he wanted to, as all we
fancied was to have the wind wildly mess up our hair, the sensation of being in
an adventure movie where, instead of two little girls, we were two strong and
brave women.
During a winter vacation, my grandfather took us on a trip to visit a rural fair,
so we could buy saddles and other appliances for the horses he had given us. He
taught us not to whip them, to give them a bath after the ride, to give them water
and food. I learned the same as my cousin, but even so, for my grandfather, she
was a better horsewoman, and every chance he had, he would point that out.
Because of this, I did a lot of things to provoke him, like wearing clothes he would
dislike, eating his snacks (he used to hide his favorites around the house to keep
us from finishing everything), listening to rock music, and falling in love with
boys he would disapprove of. Nonetheless, I kept on riding horses and enjoying
it like hell.
During our vacations, every other Saturday was barbecue day on his farm.
Worker friends from the city nearby, musicians, and some politicians would
go there to spend the day and enjoy my grandfather’s company. He was a very
charismatic, intelligent, funny guy. For us kids, it was a magical day too. Apart
from the usual going to the cattle shed to drink milk from the source, we also
witnessed the killing of the goat that would be served later—a thing that, if you
take a closer look, was kind of inappropriate for youngsters. Then we would
explore all around the place on our horses or bikes with the other kids, always
very conscious of who we were. It was a big deal having his surname. One of
those Saturdays, when we were about nine or 10 years old, we decided to show
the visitors our favorite spots and show off our family’s property. Not every
kid had a horse, so we arranged to take some of the kids on ours. I remember
Grandpa telling me that my animal would not allow me to carry someone on the
rump. But I was so full of myself, I carried a girl with me anyway.
My horse was like me. I should have known better. Everything occurred very
fast. He started to run a little too fast, and I couldn’t control him in time to prevent
the girl behind me from panicking. She held me too tight and I lost my balance. I
was very aware of what was about to happen, and fortunately I remembered the
advice my grandmother once told me: If you feel like you’re about to fall, take
your feet from the saddle stirrups. So I did that. We fell and the girl ended up
falling over me. She didn’t get hurt. I passed out, but I remember one of my nineyear-old cousins cleaning my face before climbing on his animal and taking off
like a professional jockey to call an adult. My grandfather was the one who came
to save me. I still see the dust raised by his truck as he parked near the horde of
desperate children. My mother later told me they thought I was dead.
A week after that, still wounded and working on regaining my horse’s trust, I
decided to ride my bike “no hands” at the little hill around the house. It felt good
for a while, until I slipped at the curve and opened my wounds all over again.

22

I can still see my grandfather looking at me from somewhere on the porch,
shaking his head with a tender but amused smile, while saying the nickname
he gave me: Lia. He kept doing that until the day he died, almost ten years later.
It never prevented me from loving him dearly, nor from doing what I wanted to.

Who Are My People?
Fernanda Siqueira

Since I came to New York, I’ve been asked a lot about my culture and my
country. I guess the “exotic” atmosphere around Brazil gets people curious about
it. I had a cousin who would make up stories to tell her friends when she lived in
North Dakota, like when she said that she had lived by the Amazon River, and she
had to ride alligators to get to school. Amazingly, some people believed that.
But I have a hard time when asked about my people. I’m from Rio de Janeiro,
I’ve lived in São Paulo, then in Lisbon (Portugal), and now I live in New York.
I’ve met Brazilians with different origins, most of them living away from their
hometowns. Brazil is the fifth largest country in the world, and people there
don’t move around much. When they do, they are trying to make a living in the
big cities—mostly São Paulo. Living there made me realize that I can’t speak for
Brazilians in general; the diversity of the culture is such that sometimes is seems
each one of us lives in a different country.
Of course, we have some common characteristics: We are usually warm
people, used to colloquial relationships, and most of us are very festive (but
that’s Latin Americans, right?). We all survived a dictatorship, and we keep on
going through political and economic crises, which gives us a kind of shield
and seniority on issues like these. We complain about our country nonstop
but wouldn’t let anyone else do it. Thinking alike or not, we are usually very
passionate about our opinions.
That’s it. Our Latin origins make us look like a group. But it stops there. And,
to be honest, I feel good that I’m not able to put all Brazilians in the same box.
I’m proud to be surprised with my friends talking about their own way of doing
things. The funny part, though, is that I’m still able to spot a Brazilian person
walking down the streets of New York. I guess there’s something in their eyes,
like old souls who have witnessed a lot. Tough people, I would say. When I see
them, a thought almost always comes to my mind: Bring it on; we are ready.
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The Mysteries of the City
Yuliia Semenova

Each morning in the city is full of mystery. As the rising sun sparkles
in the golden towers of the church, the city awakens. The hearty flavor of
morning coffee beckons you to give a boost to the already vivacious energy
of the morning. The city is filled with new scenery. With the new day comes
the opportunity for a new performance. You are the actor, fresh and reborn
on this new day.
What will you give this day?
Who will you be?
Every day, people face their fates. Both time itself and the city are always
changing. Eternity is overcome time

A City Full of Love
Marília Valengo

It’s very easy for things to lose enchantment when you get used to them.
Maybe that’s why first moments are super valued. They are very special in
their role, giving us that injection of good hormones and excitement. And
because they’re so good and so fast, those experiences also have their
difficult moments, like a hangover, or like something that, I think, addicted
people feel.
To avoid that vicious cycle of always looking for “first moments” as a
way to keep butterflies in my stomach, I’m often trying to put my life into
perspective, enjoying the same old sameness, looking to value the small
things that keep me and my life where they should be. Right now, I am in
New York, a city full of energy but kind of gray, kind of crowded, but still, my
new playground. Where else could I notice so much charm in the tiny-littleunnoticed frames of existence?
Like when I am in a subway car, and suddenly I notice that there is another
one passing by, and it feels like I’m in a film noir. Or whenever I am crossing
bridges in this city. Or the way public gardens feel in April through early
December. Or the way small children are carried along in the streets when
they are taking a walk with their teachers, like they are little wagons forming
a little human train. Also, all the distinct accents and idioms one can hear
that make me feel less different. As well as the fact that I can be as strange or
weird as I wish to be (or even just an ordinary average person). The change of
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seasons and boozy brunches—how lovely are these two? The security to wear
my belongings without being concerned with violence. Sunset in Manhattan.
Sunset on the Brooklyn Promenade. The possibility of eating food from all
over the world. Being part of all over the world. Or, at least, the knowledge
that, because of all that, I can appreciate better how we are all the result of
the same matter, somehow, coming from different parts of the same planet
to try out this city that never seems to stop giving us good first impressions.

My First Encounter with New York
Ruzan Ghazaryan

It was a very hot day in August of 2016 when I said goodbye to my tiny
city in Armenia and came to this big city made up of a lot of different
people with different nationalities. From the first sight, it was not the city
that I imagined. It was not like what I had seen before in the movies. It
was a dirty, noisy, and smelly city. I was sad, nervous, and disappointed. I
had dreamed of living in New York City all my life. And, yet, here I was. I
found myself thinking that I had made a big mistake when I got married to
my husband because now I had to stay with him in this city, trapped like a
prisoner for five years. Once I started walking in the city alone, I wondered
how one could possibly love it. At that time, I couldn’t imagine it.
Although I was a non-believer, I prayed to God to help me love New York,
so I wouldn’t go crazy. I don’t exactly remember when I started noticing the
good and positive side of New York. I also now don’t remember how I fell in
love with this city, but now I am sure that it is forever. Now, I cannot imagine
not loving it. I love the parks, streets, people, museums, bars and pubs, and
even the dirty subways. I don’t know how it happened—maybe it was God or
my subconscious desire to enjoy life. But I am thankful for this feeling now. It
brings me great happiness and joy to love the place in which I live.

27

My Life in New York
Fen Fen Liang

I have lived in New York for three years. New York is a wonderful city. It
has many famous landmarks. It has many famous museums. It has many
beautiful parks. It has a lot of nice scenery. It has a convenient public
transport system. It has a thorough education system, and it has a sound
medical system.
I take the D train to school with my son every Monday to Friday. The
subway is not far away from my apartment. I can easily go there.
After I take my son to school, I also go to school, to take English class.
Because of the thorough education system, I can have a chance to continue
to study at school. I am thankful for the thorough education in New York.
When my son was young, he could go to a day care center.
I like to go to the park with my kids in my free time. My kids like to go
also. We can enjoy the good views. We can enjoy the wonderful sun. We play
games. We have great times in parks.
New York’s medical system is good, no matter if you are rich or poor! If
you have an emergency, and you need to go to the hospital, the doctors will
save you first, not take money first!
I like my life in New York.

My Neighbor
Yuqing Gu

That day, we moved to Brooklyn from Chinatown. I picked up the cookers,
suitcases, boxes, I cleaned the floor. I heard my doorbell ring. I went to open
the door. A lady appeared who was dressed and tidy, and smiling. She said,
“We live next to your home. My name is Golina. Welcome to our area.” Her
hands had a plate of food. “This Italian food is something my husband made
at home. Try it, please. If you want help, tell us.” After that, she went home.
I washed my hands and ate the Italian food, which was great. I felt warm.
I just moved to this new neighborhood. I didn’t know anybody. Golina was so
kind and gentle. She was so understanding. I didn’t have time to make food
yet in my new home. I appreciated her.
Now I know her better, and I continue to appreciate her. In the morning,
she likes to go to the back yard and plant flowers. The flowers open well all the
time. She plays piano for one hour in the afternoon. I listen to the wonderful
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music, and it makes me cheerful and calm.
She told me she is Italian and 75 years old. She was a nurse before
retiring. Although she is a senior, she is healthy. Every Saturday she goes
to her daughter’s home. On Sundays, she likes to go to church. Monday to
Friday, she is interested in reading, playing piano, and planting. She and her
husband are gardeners. When the sky gets dark, they watch TV at home.
They have four cats. When Golina plays piano, the music attracts the cats’
attention. The four cats sit on the sofa quietly. When the music stops, the
cats together go to my backyard from their yard. They sit among the potato
plants. When they are tired, they soon fall asleep around the rose tree.
Golina likes to talk with me. She speaks on the subjects of weather, travel,
and the election of the governor. But I can speak just a little English. So I
decided to attend English class again. It is an avenue to success in enjoying
my neighborhood.

The Bus Driver
Dan Hua Huang

If someone asked you how you would describe bus drivers, maybe you
would say, “They are so rude.” I thought so, too, until something happened.
This Monday morning, I was taking my daughter to school. When I got on
the bus, I first needed to pay. When I took out my metro card and inserted it,
the machine said “no money.” I didn’t know why.
The bus driver asked, “Do you have another Metro card?” At that time, I
thought I had made a mistake, so I found another card and inserted it. The
machine still said “no money.”
“Oh, my god! What happened?” I said. “I just used my monthly card one
day. Why does it say I don’t have money?” Because I didn’t have any coins in
my pocket, I asked: “Could you give me a ride?”
The driver said, “Okay.”
I said, “Thank you! I really have a monthly card. Maybe when I changed
my bag, I left that card in my other bag. Every Monday to Friday, I take my
daughter to school. If I meet you again, I will show you. Thank you.”
“That’s okay,” he said.
In my heart, I am very thankful for the bus driver, because if he didn’t
give me a ride, I would have had to go back home to find my card and my
daughter would have been late for school. But the most touching thing of all
is that when I got off the bus, he gave me a transfer card. Oh, my god, he was
a really nice bus driver.
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Imagine
Lisa Szeto

Last weekend, I went shopping in Chinatown. Every time I travel, I like to
take the B8 bus and then change to the D train. Because my feet are not very
good, I need a cane to help me balance my body.
When I got on the bus, I paid the bus fare and then found a seat to sit
down. After I sat down, I saw an elderly white woman sitting across from me;
she looked at me and my handbag. Was it because of my cane, or was my face
dirty? I took out my mirror and looked at my face.
The white woman looked at my handbag. She said, “Your handbag has
the word ‘imagine’ and that flower pattern.”
I smiled and said, “Do you know what it means?”
She was excited and said, “Yes! It’s John Lennon’s ‘Imagine.’ When I was
younger, I never thought I would go to England, but I did. I went to see the
Beatles in concert in England.”
When I heard what she said, I was also very excited. “You are lucky. You
know, I’m crazy about them.”
She said, “Me too! Every year on December 8th, I buy some flowers and go
to Strawberry Fields to commemorate him.”
I asked her, “Where is Strawberry Fields?”
She said, “In Central Park.”
I wanted to ask her some questions, but I saw the bus stop. I needed to get
off and change to the D train. We said goodbye and see you again. When I got
off the bus, I thought: Oh no! Next Thursday is December 8th. Although this was a
short conversation, we found something in common. I hope to see her again.

One of them stopped me, took my documents, and left. He went to the
police car. I realized that I would be fined, but I didn’t know why. I didn’t
know English, so I couldn’t understand anything. The officer didn’t return
for a long time, but when he returned he showed me that I didn’t have a
headlight on or a pair of reflectors on the wheels. He explained something to
me for a long time, but I didn’t understand anything. Later, he gave me two
tickets and let me go.
For me, it was a big surprise because before going on my bike, I’d
checked it. I began to realize how the headlight and reflectors could have
disappeared. I remembered that I left the bike outside and went to a café
to have a cup of coffee. It turned out that someone stole the headlight and
reflectors from my bike-taxi. I understood everything.
I immediately went to a bike store, bought a headlight and two reflectors,
and put them on my bike. Then I went back to Radio City to show the officer
that I had put everything on. But the policeman was not there. I took a picture
of the repaired bike.
A year and a half passed, and I was summoned to court. It happened
on May 1st. I was very worried, but it went well. The judge turned out to be
a pretty and affable woman. She interviewed me and that policeman and
made a decision about my innocence. But in the end, she asked me to be
more attentive next time.
Thus ended my first acquaintance with the judicial system of the United
States. God bless America! And me!

Wednesday
Alex Gheciu

I Was Lucky, Or . . . ?
Valikhan Tuleshov

It happened when I worked driving a bike-taxi. That day it was cold but
sunny. It was just before Christmas, on December 22nd.
I left the garage and drove along Fifth Avenue, on the left side, without
passengers. When I was passing Radio City, I saw a large group of policemen.
They are always there, every day, and in large numbers on New Year’s Eve.
After the show, which on those days went one after another, a huge crowd
of people went out onto Sixth Avenue. The police monitored security and
regulated traffic.
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This Wednesday, I was walking on the street with a friend of mine, then
we went inside a coffee shop to get a warm drink. While we waited in line,
a young lady, looking to me like 30 years old, started talking to us in a very
positive manner. She said a couple of interesting things.
“Sleep when you’re tired, eat when you’re hungry, and try to walk or move
as much as you can! That’s what my mom always said to me, and she asked
me to spread this message to others any time I get the chance,” she said.
She asked us how old we thought she was, and we said, “Thirtysomething?”
Wrong. She said she was 51 years old. Then she said, “You guys are like
26 years old, right?”
**********
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Yes, she was right because my friend is turning 26 in two weeks, and I’m
also young, 36 years old.
“Okay, then you definitely know some secrets too!” she said to me. We all
started to laugh. It was a funny and pleasant moment at the same time.
I actually have my own explanation for those 10 “extra” years on my ID
card. I think my youthfulness is how life pays me back for loving it so much.
Or maybe that’s just God paying me back for all of those days (years) I was
praying to him when I was a kid. Or maybe that’s how I look after shaving my
beard and getting a nice haircut? Or maybe she couldn't see my wrinkles? Or
maybe that young lady just decided to make someone happy by saying that.
Or maybe. . .
**********
One fact is clear to me—she tried to share her positive thoughts to others
in a nice manner. Isn’t that a beautiful thing?

A Newly Familiar Space
Marília Valengo

I’ve been living in this neighborhood for two years, and it still astonishes
me that I don’t know everything around here. Hardware stores, salad
restaurants, coffee shops, retail places, drug stores. I thought I knew them
all, until the other day. There is this laundry/dry cleaner five blocks from
my apartment. I walk by the shop almost every day, and its appearance was
like magic, as though someone had asked me to look the other way so they
could materialize a whole building. In this case, it wasn’t the building itself
that got my attention nor the service the company provides, but a bunch of
seedlings by the glass shop window.
As an immigrant, I have a close relationship with longing. Maybe to
better cope with this feeling, I developed some techniques to mirror myself
as much as possible in everything I see. But of course, to go from Brazilian
tropic biomes to this temperate deciduous forest is a big step, and I am often
lost in translation. And let me tell you, this endless winter does not help
much. No green, no warmth, no birds, no flowers. Sometimes I forget I even
have feet, as they are always under socks and heavy shoes and not in a fresh
and light thong sandal. So, when I saw that bunch of seedlings, like the ones
I used to see everywhere in my country, a sun brightened up inside me.
It was days, maybe weeks before I had the courage to go inside the shop
to ask about the plants. On the occasions I passed by, the laundry shop
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was either full of clients, or the owner was talking on the phone. The right
opportunity had just never presented itself. Until one day, I was coming
back from my writing class, very self-absorbed and reflecting on what my
peers and I had talked about. When I was just in front of the place, I noticed
the owner was alone. And on an impulse, I went into the store.
Although I’ve been speaking more fluently day by day, it’s still very
difficult for me to start a conversation. I am a talker, so I love to interact with
people, but I still don’t think I am the best version of myself as an English
speaker. I don’t like to be more vulnerable than I already am. But as I said, I
was rehearsing that approach for weeks, and, without even knowing if that
day was the perfect day, I decided to go inside. She thought I was a client. I
said, “I am sorry, but I am here for another reason. It is just that I am very
drawn to the plants you have in your shop window.” I also told her that I
noticed the seedlings for weeks since they were first on the water and then
on a soiled spot. Her face was invaded by some kind of intensity while I
was saying those things. She got closer to me and the plant and started to
pet them. So gently. Then she told me, “My mother died recently and the
seedlings are from a plant in her home. That plant was in the corner of the
room.” It was very damaged, dry. She is saving the plant because she couldn’t save
her mother, I thought. Encouraged by our moment, I asked for a sample. She
looked at me, again, very kindly and said: “Maybe in the future. Now it is too
early.” Her sincerity affected me. How intense it is when someone doesn’t
fear to just say what lies in one’s heart. So I thanked her and answered that
if she allowed me, I would come back in a few weeks and ask again. She said
I should.
I’ve been living in this neighborhood for two years, and this moment was
the first time I felt that I was in a familiar space. I thought I knew everything
I should know around here. I am glad I didn’t.

The Public Library
Lisa Szeto

The library is a very useful institution because it has a large collection
of books. Some people like books very much, so they go to public libraries.
There, anybody can go and read books, and people can join the library and
then, with a library card, can borrow books. Members can borrow books for
three weeks and then renew 10 times. It does not cost money to get a library
card at public libraries.
My neighborhood library is the New Utrecht Library on Brooklyn’s 86th
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Street. The library has a large auditorium and special programs. It has a
comfortable and modern environment. Of the many programs at the New
Utrecht Library, I attend several. I like to attend Speak Everyday English
on Monday. This class teaches practical English that you can use in your
everyday situations. This class has a lot of students, sometimes 50, because
the class is conducted in both Chinese and English, and no registration is
required.
I especially like to attend Speak English with Idioms class on Tuesday.
This class enables you to understand and use casual expressions or idioms.
American English is full of idioms. You hear them all the time in everyday
conversation, books, newspapers, and TV shows. But this class does not have
many students. In fact, idioms are hard to understand, so I have to prepare
the lesson before class. I need to spend two to three hours to finish the
homework.
On Wednesday morning, I join the Crochet/Knit club, whose members
crochet and knit beautiful blankets and scarves, to be donated to senior
centers and homeless people. If you don’t know how to crochet or knit, they
will teach you, and supplies are included.
Although I am very busy, I am very happy and fulfilled.

A Different School
Minyi Fan

When I took my son to junior high school in New York one year ago, my
heart was full of doubts. I did not know whether I was wrong to have given
up the top middle school in Shanghai, China. We put our son in the junior
high school that was near our apartment. The school day ended earlier in the
afternoon. My son’s backpack was lighter, and he had less homework. The
math was easier than China’s. The school didn’t offer chemistry or physics
courses. I was disappointed and sad. At that time, I couldn’t think deeply.
I wondered how students could succeed in New York. I started looking for
positive things about my son’s school.
In China, students are kept very busy doing homework, studying for
tests, and preparing for academic competitions. Parents want their children
to study hard so that they will get a better job and change their destiny. The
children learn the English alphabet and play the piano in kindergarten.
In upper school, they have to memorize many formulas that repeat past
conclusions. There is little to no critical thinking, so it’s difficult for the
students to be creative. But American teachers don’t instill these kinds of
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ideas in the classroom. They tell them how to find the answer by thinking
about the problem. They are creative. Students are urged to have new
and great ideas and to use their imagination. The teachers encourage and
respect their interests. I agree with people who say that Chinese elementary
education is the most complete and systematic in the world, while American
higher education is the most excellent.
Now, we have been in the United States for about one year. My son has
learned to think independently. He often goes to the library to read. He’s
most interested in books about social studies. He feels free and happy, and
was admitted by examination to one of the top public junior high schools in
New York. I told my son how proud I was. We love New York more and more.

Writing Class
Yuqing Gu

I’m lucky to join this writing class. Every Friday, I learn a lot of writing
skills from teachers and classmates.
I read those essays again at home. I learned many writing skills, and I
know how to find something to write about. Sometimes when I was working
in our company, something appeared in my mind. I used a pen and wrote
down a few words or a short sentence. Sometimes I ate lunch in the cafeteria,
and I was reminded of something, so I used the paper napkin to write down a
few words. I had to catch these stories in order to write an essay. A classmate
asked me last week, “How do you think of something to write?”
In my opinion, many stories take place in our lives, many people are
running in our brains, many bittersweet adventures and experiences show
up on the street. People work in different positions and jobs, many different
stories jump onto the writing paper, for example classmates, teachers,
family, friends, co-workers, customers, neighbors, and traveling, nature,
seasons, plants. We should find them—use our eyes, ears, noses to see, to
listen, to smell and to taste them.
Sometimes I call my friends, and they talk about their lives. Recently,
in communication, I found information, which I needed to write about.
Our writing class is like a big family. In an essay, one sentence will make
someone get a good idea. One sentence will make someone a success. Some
writing affects the reader’s life. This is writing’s power. You cannot change
the seasons, but you can change yourself. We write an essay and discuss it,
which is part of our life. Writing class is not just learning to write English; it
is making our lives more interesting and fun.
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Encouraging Each Other to Learn
Esther Zi

In my memory, I was taught English in middle school. In middle school,
my strengths were in math and English. I liked English very much. I was
young, so saving the words in my brain was easy. But I learned for only two
years. Why? Because I was forced to work to support my brother’s learning.
In my country’s culture, boys are more important than girls. When I
moved to the United States, I had to learn English. Now I am old. My memory
is weak. When I learn new words, they are easy to forget. So I am frustrated.
One day, I drove to an American market to buy food to cook. When I
checked out, I couldn’t express myself to the cashier. A Chinese person next
to me helped me to express myself fluently in English. I was surprised to see
her. She looked like 55 years old. She understood what I meant.
She asked, “Where are you from? How long have you lived here? How old
are you?”
I answered her shyly.
She said, “Age is no problem. You have to learn to keep going.”
She encouraged me. Her words helped to relieve my depression about
learning English and made me eager to learn English. Therefore, it is very
important that we encourage each other.
According to my teacher: “If you want to improve your English, you must
talk.” So now I usually talk to myself, listen to music, watch TV in English,
and practice talking with people in English.

Then he said, “My mother is sick. I have no job. So in these situations, I
have to do this.” He said to me, “I’m sorry for what I did to you. Now you can
go.” So I went to my apartment, but behind me, I heard him say three times,
“I am sorry! I am sorry! I am sorry!”
The next day, I heard on the radio that in a Brooklyn neighborhood,
something happened that afternoon. Somebody tried to steal money from
a woman. She didn’t give it to him. So he killed her. I thought: This was my
situation, so I thank God for saving my life. Now, I am always so careful when I
return home.

Another Brooklyn
Qiao Zhuang (Grace) Zhang

1
In my storefront: Two women kept cursing. One asked people around for
money. She blessed one who gave her a dollar and cursed others who didn’t.
She praised how cute I was and blew me a kiss. She told me she didn’t belong
here; she was from Williamsburg. She claimed this neighborhood was not
good. I prayed that she could go safely back to where she belonged since she
didn’t like it here.
2

Somebody Followed Me
Afroza Yasmin

Two years ago, one afternoon around 4:30, my daughter Amy wanted to
eat pasta. So I went to Key Foods and bought some pasta. After shopping,
when I returned home, I didn’t notice that somebody followed in my footsteps.
When I opened my main gate, I didn’t look back, and suddenly he was inside.
He closed the main gate and stood in front of me. I couldn’t move. He said
to me, “Give me your money. Otherwise, I’ll kill you.” He showed me a knife.
He covered the main door. I couldn’t go outside. So I checked in my handbag
and found $20, and some credit cards in my pocket. He didn’t take the credit
cards, but he took the money. Then he asked, “Do you have a cell phone?” I
said, “No, I don’t.”
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My husband called me and said, “Coco is dead!” Again! my heart screamed.
What is happening to some people in this neighborhood? Don’t they have a
way out except for death?
3
Early Tuesday morning, I went to a bank. There was a woman on the
corner, some luggage around her, a piece of cardboard in her hand, and she
was chanting. I waited in front of the bank door because it was not open yet. I
was playing on my phone. Suddenly, I wanted to hear what she was chanting
because I knew I was going to write about her.
The last time, which was also the first time, I saw her was last winter.
On the same corner, she was moving many bags of her belongings. Her
facial expression was puzzled. Her eyes were red and worried. She was too
slim to lift up her many belongings. She looked like my favorite teacher. I
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questioned: Why could some people live decently and be respected? Why did
some people live so helplessly on this chilly street? I didn’t think I could help
her move her belongings; I had things to do. I gave her a twenty-dollar bill
and went away.
“I don’t have a life . . . my apartment was . . . they took away from me . . .”
The bank door opened, and I was greeted and entered. I kept looking out
the window. She was moving her body back and forth. I left the bank. I boldly
took a look at her. The cardboard in her left hand said: “Homeless; Hungry.”
Her right hand held a cigarette. She kept chanting, with some indecent
words. I walked away, saddened.

His attitude and his last words made me feel relieved. I often want to prove
one of my theses: American people easily confess and repent because they
believe in God, or they are raised in the theistic tradition. Chinese people are
not so quick to truly say they’re sorry or reflect that they’re wrong, because
in their history being wrong usually caused punishment without mercy.

AIDS
Paula Ko

Another Brooklyn, Part 2
Qiao Zhuang (Grace) Zhang

Last year, I worked as a new employee in the liquor store my husband and
I own. I often felt nervous. I knelt down and prayed so I could have a better
mind to deal with my customers.
One guy came in. I greeted him and probably chatted a little bit with
him. I didn’t know if my face glowed after my praying. He kept saying I was
beautiful. His young son was outside of the store waiting for him. He went
out and came in. He didn’t want to leave. I felt so annoyed.
Every time he came in, he didn’t want to tell me what he wanted to
buy, but just stood in front of the line and said something inappropriate.
Sometimes I scolded him, “Respect yourself!” A couple times, my husband
was there, and he challenged my husband and said, “She’s too beautiful for
you.” My husband got mad and told him to get out. My husband was also mad
at me. It seemed my kindness caused the trouble for him.
A couple months later, the guy came in with a pretty girl. He introduced
her as his new wife. He still acted and talked inappropriately. Finally, he
bought a bottle and told his wife to pay for it. His wife stood there with a cold
face. This happened many times. Every time his wife followed to pay for him.
I questioned why she would marry this kind of guy. Her face froze, but she
never said anything. Sometimes, I told him, “You need to respect your wife!”
He later showed up less often. His wife didn’t follow. I could smell
something on him—a smell like moldy clothes.
I didn’t see him for a few months. The last time I saw him was about April
of this past year. He was quiet. I greeted him. “How are you?” He seemed to
be touched and said, “I’m glad you still care to ask how I’m doing.” I said, “I
like people to be happy.” That was the last time I saw him.

38

If I could cure one major disease in the world, it would be AIDS.
Many people die from AIDS; even today, it isn't a curable disease. If people
get AIDS, their health gets worse. Some medications can help them live a
little longer. The disease wastes their life. It is so sad and hopeless for them.
Last weekend, one of the AIDS customers came for his medications. After
I dispensed them to him, his mom walked in and had a small talk with me.
She was very happy. She told me they were going to have lunch and stay all
day long to celebrate her birthday. It sounded so nice, but suddenly my heart
was broken. I thought if the disease kills him one day, what will his mother
do? It will kill his mother, too.
This patient has had AIDS for many years. He has a business and speaks
multiple languages. When I dispensed the AIDS medication to him for the
first time, I didn't want to discriminate, but I did feel scared. He felt it and
put his credit card on the table instead of handing it to me. He smiled with
sadness.
I wish the scientists could invent new medications. If they cure the AIDS
disease, they can save lives and help many AIDS patients’ families.

Home

Jennifer Alonzo
Sometimes we have trouble talking about so many problems—economic,
political, and social. But this time, I want to talk about homelessness. I respect
those people, but why can they not respect us? I know this kind of theme is a
little controversial, but why not talk about it?

39

Since I was a child, my parents told me to respect others. You need to be kind
and help one another, and you need to be quiet when people are sometimes
rude. I grew up respecting all people, but my temperament is hard. I don’t like
injustice. I can offer my hand to someone who needs help, but only when this
person needs it in a true way. I see many people who are homeless on the train
or in the street, and if these kinds of people are in need, then why do they have
the money to buy drugs, alcohol, cigarettes, and more? I agree that we must
help these people, but why must they not want to improve? I have seen it many
times—they scream, they spit, and they are spoiled. I know they are people,
and they are allowed to make mistakes, but it is not fair that they should make
others feel unsafe on the street.
When I see people like them on the street, I wonder why they don’t go to work
and pay taxes. Why not have good benefits? Why are normal people deported
or don’t have good jobs or benefits? I feel blessed because I have opportunities
to do whatever I want; I have support from my family and myself. I understand
some people don’t have anyone or anything, but is surrendering the solution?
Is depending on the government the solution? Or is disturbing people the
solution? I don’t know what the answer is. I just want to walk through the streets
relaxed and be able to go to my home safely. I wish I could help them, but I never
know who really needs help and who is trying to take advantage of us.
If I were to talk with Donald Trump, I would ask why he is so concentrated
on deportation and making the rich richer. This country has many important
problems like homelessness, but somehow we are more focused on nonsense.
This city is our home, and I know we can all share it, but it is not fair when some
of our roommates make our house uncomfortable.

All the Good People, Where Do They
Belong?
Marília Valengo
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If I didn’t have to use the earplugs I’ve been using because of the people
who live above me, I wouldn’t have this story to tell. And let me point out here
that I prefer not to. I could definitely live without sharing any of this, even
knowing that a good laugh could emerge from it. What should one do after a bad
experience, anyway?
When the incident I am trying to tell about happened, I had not had a good
night’s sleep for three days. My temper was already so fragile, and I was already
at that point where coffee begins to be avoided. God knows this is difficult for

me, as I am a coffee lover. But there I was, thinking about quitting coffee and
also considering having more than one alcoholic drink before bed, hoping that
both actions could help me through another night.
Neighbors. Where to start? I think I should start by trying to understand
how individual rights work here in the United States. Everybody seems to have
rights, but where do the other person’s rights meet the in-between space with
our rights? For instance, these people living above me. They have the right to do
whatever they want in their home, as long as they respect the silent hours. And
they do. They respect the rules. But apart from this, one can picture me hearing
everything they do. And folks, they do a lot of dragging, dropping, and banging;
and sometimes they also play some instruments because, you know, it’s never
too much to experience this thing called freedom. Let’s not talk about the sex,
which will be too much sharing. And all that is viewed as their right. And us? No
privacy, no peace to study, or even to write this essay.
Let’s agree that if nobody likes it, it’s their fault, okay?
So, I started working on my routine to avoid theirs. I like to go to bed later
than they do, and therefore, they wake up earlier than I. That’s the reason for
the earplugs. To wake up without having to hear anything else apart from my
own alarm machine.
I hope you are still with me at this point. I guess it took me too long to get
here. But I am finishing, I promise.
As I was saying, after three nights without even one good night’s sleep, I
went to bed praying to have some uninterrupted hours with my eyes closed.
And everything was going just fine, when the heater—Can you believe it?—the
heater started to make that noise so loudly. That’s when I noticed I was without
one of my earplugs. I thought I must have taken it off and didn’t notice. So I
started to look for it, and when I saw a dark thing on the floor, I didn’t think
twice. I just went for it with my whole hand, all fingers, and touched it. Yes, I did
it. I touched it, and it was not my earplug. It was a cockroach. Exactly. A drunk
and dying and disgusting and considerably big cockroach. First, I screamed
like I never had in my life. After I said to my husband that it was an insect, and
after he rapidly returned to sleep, I had to wipe the floor with disinfectant and
poison. I also washed my hands several times. And I never went back to bed.
After all, who needs some trauma like that to sleep on, right? Sometimes
I can still hear myself screaming, and I can’t avoid a little smile. It was a very
good scream, I have to acknowledge that.
At first, I felt anger toward my neighbors. You see, if I hadn’t had to use
earplugs, my brain would have recognized that the dark spot on my floor
was something else, like a cockroach. But now I prefer to think that I had the
opportunity to open my brain a little more. They say it’s a muscle, and a little
workout never hurts. Especially for someone like me, putting so much energy
into figuring out how to learn so many things in this brand-new life. I just hope
that next time the lesson will be more, let’s say, hygienic.

41

Family & Friends
42

43

Those Beautiful Eyes
Alex Gheciu

Yes, I have a mom. And she is always with me. Even if you don’t see her
next to me, she’s looking at you. Now she’s happy. Nothing to do, lots of free
time, nobody bothers her, and no pain.
May, 1999. I was 17 years old, a first-year student at the university in the
capital. Mom came in the city for a health check-up at the hospital.
After we had dinner with our family friends at their apartment, she asked
me to stay and sleep overnight with her. It didn’t take me too long to say yes,
being sick and tired of the campus I lived on. The bed in the living room was
not that big, so we decided to sleep head to feet to each other. In the morning,
I couldn’t understand one little (?) thing, and so I asked her:
“Mom, why were you hugging my feet and kissing my toes in the middle
of the night?”
What a stupid question. The most stupid question I ever asked anyone in
my entire life. . . so far. And yes, that was the last question I asked my mom,
and the last time I looked into her beautiful and open eyes.
She looked at me like nothing special had happened, and said, “I don’t
know when I will see you, hug you, and kiss you again. . . ,” saying this with
not a teardrop in her eyes.
“Why are you saying that? I’ll come by later after classes to visit you at
the hospital, and in a month and a half I’ll be back home during the summer
break,” I said to her.
“Ohh, okay, then,” she answered.
After classes, I went to visit her at the hospital, but she was gone. She
went back home the same day.
Three weeks later, early in the morning, I got a phone call at the campus
reception. It was our family friend.
“You have to go home because your mom is feeling sick!” Then the next
second, she was crying.
“Why are you crying?” I asked her. “Did Mom pass away?”
“No, but she’s feeling very sick, and you have to go see her ASAP. Right
now!” she said, still crying.
And so I did. On the way home, I was making promises to myself that I
had to become the son she would have been proud of.
When I got home, she was already . . . happy, without any pain, having all
the free time in the world and being ready to follow me for the rest of her life.
And yes, I have a mom.
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I Remember
Lisa Szeto

I remember when I was a child. My mom had five children, including me.
I remember my mom holding my hand. That was over 50 years ago.
I remember my parents smiling at us when we did better than before.
I remember my parents beating us when we did the wrong thing.
I remember when we turned on our first TV. It was black and white.
I remember the first time I noticed wrinkles on my mom’s face.
I remember when I first noticed the spots of brown on my father’s face.
I remember the day I came to New York. The city was heavy with rain.
I remember the first time I saw snow falling, and they were little
flurries. I cried from excitement.
I remember when I first heard William call me “Mom.”
I remember all the good and the bad. I like to remember the good most
of all.

I Made My Mom’s Wishes Come
True
Paula Ko

For eight days this summer, I brought my mom back to her hometown of
Guangzhou, China. We met our relatives and attended one of our relatives’
wedding parties. When my mom got out of the taxi, her relatives were all there
to greet her. My mom and her relatives were crying and gave big hugs. The
happy tears wet their eyes, fell down their face and wet their shirts. I couldn’t
hold back my own tears; the scene was so touching. My mom had a stroke
in winter 2013, which left her unconscious and in the emergency room for
a month. When she woke up and moved to the intensive care unit, she told
me that she might not recover. Her medical report said she was going to have
three surgeries for her blood clots. She said she had wishes. She wished she
could see some of her relatives while she was still alive. If she could walk out
of the hospital, she wished she could go to China to visit them. I knew she
missed them in her soul. Since she immigrated to the United States in 1986,
they had lost communication.
I first thought it would be impossible. They had lost communication for
30 years; it would be hard to find each other again. Also, the prediction for

45

my mom’s health was not optimistic at that time.
A few months later, my mom got well and went home. I was so happy. Her
wishes stayed in my mind always.
Fortunately, WeChat is very popular in the world these last two years. Her
relatives found me last year through WeChat.
To be able to take my mom traveling was a lot of pressure for me, but I
was very pleased when I saw my mom’s wishes come true.

My Father
Dan Hua Huang

Father, I miss you. A few days ago, I heard your hand got hurt by a knife.
You weren’t careful at your job.
My father is a stubborn man. He works all year except for Chinese New
Year's Day.
My father is a salesman. He sells pork. He has done this job for 30 years.
In the beginning, he not only sold pork; he also cut up the pig. It sounds
amazing, but it’s true. Sometimes I’m proud of this; sometimes I’m scared.
Now the government doesn’t let people cut the pig. It’s done only by a
department of the government. So my father only sells pork. I am thankful
that his job is easier.
My father is 63 years old. I don’t want him to work. Sometimes I have
asked him to retire, but he has always said, “I am healthy, and I can work. If
you didn’t let me work, I don’t know what I could do.” So I can’t say anything.
I hope my father will be healthy and happy.

My Happiest Memories
Paula Ko

My childhood gave me a lot of warm memories. When I was a little girl
in Guangzhou, China, my daddy brought me to tour our city every summer.
During the summer break, we went to Yuexiu Park to see the different
kinds of national flowers on exhibit, and we went boating. I learned about
animals and the sea world from museums and zoos. We walked up the Pearl
River Bridge to see the busy boats. You could enjoy the sparkling city’s sky.
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We lay down on the grass, watched the sky, and counted the stars.
My daddy knew I liked to go to the Central Center Park once every week
in the summer; it is located next to the Pearl River Bridge. There are many
recreations in the park, such as roller skating, ping-pong, Chinese chess,
dramas, and a museum, etc.
My most favorite part of the park was listening to the famous consecutive
stories. It had two schedules for two hours each. The first one met at noon,
and the other met at 6 p.m. every day. There were many listeners in a big
room. The host had expert skills and a funny voice. He imitated the trains,
cars and airplane and sounded just like the real thing. He made horn
sounds from near to far. He sounded out the animals, people of different
ages, different kinds of musical instruments. When he spoke, the stories
were interesting, natural, and perfect. The audience enjoyed it so much. At
the end, the host would say: “If you want to know more of the story—what
happened next, please sit in the same spot tomorrow.”
My daddy liked to watch the Chinese chess. It was played to the right of
the park. There were two benches and one table for two players in front of
the seat. A camera caught the image; it reflected it into a mirror showing
the game proceeding. My daddy, with the other older men, watched it with
intoxicated quaintness. I fell asleep there, because the game is played slowly,
and it is boring and silent. However, I liked to sit next to my daddy and lean
my head on my daddy’s shoulder. I was happy when I heard that my dad had
predicted the game correctly.
The park closed at 9 p.m., with a horn that rang out softly. Before we left
the park, my daddy bought me my favorite flavor of ice-cream. Eventually
my daddy held my little hand and sang some baby songs to me. We went
home full of happiness.
Does anyone else have similar childhood moments with their lovely
daddies? Does anyone else have similar experiences during summer
vacation?

Papa, I Love You
Paula Ko

On an afternoon in April, 2016, it was extremely hot and humid in
Hong Kong. I went to the temple, which had my father’s urn. The temple
was established in a huge mountain range. I stepped onto the hot road and
walked until I saw the entrance. Then, I climbed many stairs to find Papa's
plaque in the middle of the mountain. I set up a table where I put down some
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of Papa's favorite foods: a fire pig, oranges, dried peanuts, a bottle of wine,
and a bouquet of green lily flowers. I cleaned the plaque with a wet cloth and
looked at my papa’s face. The place was silent except for a temple bell ringing
in the distance. The wind felt nice, and it was like my papa was hugging me.
I missed his warmth and comfort.
I closed my eyes to enjoy the moment, and my mind went back to my
childhood. I grew up in Guangzhou, and every morning it was freezing.
When my father got up, he would put my clothes on the bed and cover them
with his blanket. Before he left for work, he would boil an egg or warm a cup
of milk and make food for me. I wear clothes now that smell like him, and I
feel his endless love for me.
From when I was a little girl until I was a teenager, my papa handmade my
clothes. Every summer he made some new dresses that were beautiful and
fit perfectly. I was excited to wear the new dress to show off to my childhood
friends. Also, I got a new cotton padded jacket every year before Chinese
New Year. He not only knew how to make clothing, but he also knit me a
colorful scarf. I still remember the pattern. Before I went to high school, I
did my homework every day after dinner. My papa sat next to me around the
table, and as an elementary teacher, he would help me with my homework
corrections. When I did not understand my homework, he would explain it
to me patiently. He stayed with me and encouraged me by making boring
homework interesting.
When I was a child, my parents had a limited salary. Every month,
when my papa got $36, he would give me a surprise. Sometimes he bought
me my favorite foods, and sometimes he bought me movie theater tickets.
Sometimes we went out for dinner, or sometimes he brought toys home.
Students needed to spend to six months in a dormitory school during junior
high school and high school. Therefore, I left home and lived in a dormitory
school. When I went back home, my papa would welcome me at the bus
station. It melted my heart.
My papa stayed with me until I was 19. I never knew heartache until I saw
his chair empty for the first time. Not enough words describe what my papa
means to me, and the influence he still has on my life. I like to think of him
as resting.
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You

Larysa Frankiv
Boom, boom, boom—again and again. The sound grows stronger, faster.
Boom, boom, boom. She closes her eyes. Tears cover her face and fall to
the floor. The floor is gray and old, with small holes in it. There is a strange
smell that surrounds her. She does not understand what is going on. Cords
and wires are everywhere. Again, the sound: boom, boom, boom. She cannot
concentrate, and loses control. The room has a huge window without a view;
no sunlight, only a brick wall. This darkness creeps inside of her. She is
scared. Boom, boom, boom. She grows dizzy. She is weak and strong at
the same time. The sound bothers her. She tries to be calm and focused, but
again: boom, boom, boom. She cannot control it. She is not hearing, she is
feeling. This sound is a part of her. She is me.
It was a summer day. That day, I had decided to stay at home because it
was so warm outside. My intuition told me it was the right thing to do. I spent
the whole day eating watermelon and doing chores. I was excited because I
was waiting for you. I went to sleep as usual. I did not know that the night
would be special. In the middle of the night, I awoke. I called Mom. She told
me it was time. I was not prepared for you. I had nothing packed. But I left.
I returned to the familiar room. I knew the smell and the walls, too. Cords
were everywhere. My body was shaking, and then I was unconscious, but I do
not remember for how long. Suddenly, I felt pain. I was screaming and crying,
“Why does it hurt?” My body did not belong to me. I did not understand the
people around me. I begged for help, but they ignored me.
A room. A table. Cords. Instruments. The same smell. The same people.
I was conscious and unconscious. I did not know how long it was. I saw you.
It was a nightmare that became a miracle. Sunlight shot in, and the room
became warm and cozy. It was really you. You were mine. I had waited for you
for eight long months. I forgot the pain that cut me apart when I saw you: a
red miracle. You were crying, so I did, too. We had different reasons for our
tears, but it did not matter.
Boom. Boom. I am crying. I am happy and scared. This is my miracle. It
was the first time that I heard you. It was the first time I knew you were inside
of me. Now I know you are real. You are alive. You are part of us. I cannot
explain what I feel. I love you so much. I waited for you for so long. You.
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I Want My Son and Me to Be Happy

My Son on the Subway

It was the second day of school for my son. I was waiting for him near the
exit from school. When he came, I saw a bruise under his neck. I asked him,
“What happened?” He told me that he was fighting with his classmates. He
didn’t want to explain this situation to me.
My life was never simple. During my life, all the time, I wanted to be happy.
However, my life has made me tough. First of all, my parents couldn’t afford
to have two children. I was the second child. I can’t say that they didn’t love
me, but all the time, I felt I shouldn’t be there. However, my parents gave me
life, raised me, and most importantly, gave me an education. I was a difficult
child. The whole time when I was a teenager, I just wanted to show them that
I was the best.
When I met my husband, he showed me real love. He just loved me
without any expectations. When we were married, I had almost no cares. I
was a happy wife with a big love for my husband. I can’t say that I didn’t love
him, but my husband’s love was even stronger than mine. I remember how
he looked at me. At those moments, I couldn’t see or hear. I felt the blood start
to move to my heart and my head. At the same time, I was numb. I never felt
that before.
However, when my son was born, everything changed. I felt another type
of love. The world changed. I was different. I loved my son every second,
every moment. I remember when I saw him the first time, he was so ugly, but
to me he was amazing. The whole time, I just wanted to kiss and hug him.
Actually, my husband was jealous. It was the first time that I started to love
life and other people. I laughed and laughed and enjoyed what I had.
Sometimes when everybody slept, I heard in my head: You can’t be so happy.
No, I couldn’t. I lost my heart when my husband died. It was in a car
accident. He didn’t survive. I am now the breadwinner. I am tough. I don’t
smile. I just want to survive. I want to give a better life to my son. I can’t
explain what’s wrong with me. I lost hope and love. I am empty inside.
Today it has been a month since my son was fighting with his classmates.
He fought another boy because the boy said, “Your mom is mean.” My son
just wanted to protect me. The small man with a man’s power and a big heart.
He didn’t tell me. Yes, I am mean. I am mean. Life cut me into a million pieces,
and I can’t put them together. I just want to be happy with my son. I love him
so much.

This morning was a very bad morning. My son made noise on the train,
which we were in for almost an hour. Today, we were unlucky because we
took a very crowded train; if we had waited for another train, I would have
been late.
After we got on the train, my son whispered, “Mommy, why are there so
many people? I’m tired, I want to sit!”
I said, “Be quiet, you're not being polite! You need to wait until someone
gets off.”
A few minutes later, he said, "Mommy! I want some candy."
I said, “It is very crowded I can't take off my book bag to get you some
candy.”
“But I want it. I’m hungry!” he said.
“You’re not hungry, you just had breakfast.”
“I-want-some-candy!” he said loudly.
“Can you keep your voice down?” I said impatiently.
After some people got off of the train, there still was not a free seat to be
found, but I was able to move my bag to take some candy out for him. In that
few minutes, he was silent.
After he finished his candy, he said “Mommy, I want to play on your
phone!”
I said, “No!”
He said, “I want to play your games.”
“No! Be quiet!” I said angrily.
Then he began to sing. His voice went high, then went low for a while.
I said, "Keep silent!"
Still, he sang his song.
A man sleeping in a seat nearby us looked over at us a few times. I felt bad
that I couldn't keep my son quiet. When the train arrived at Atlantic AvenueBarclays Center, many people got off of the train and my son got a seat. He
said, “Mommy, Mommy. . .”
At that moment, I didn't want him to call me again. I didn't want to reply
to him. I even wanted to yell at him. I thought I was going mad–my mind went
blank, I closed my eyes. I don't know how long it went on, but finally the train
pulled out of the tunnel and the sun was shining on my face. I opened my
eyes and saw my son smile at me. He looked like a flower.
Maybe I should learn more about how to be a good mother.

Larysa Frankiv
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Fen Fen Liang
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Like Jesus

Qiao Zhuang (Grace) Zhang
Wednesday, 8:52 p.m.
G: I just arrived home and did something similar to Jesus.
L: Really! Please tell us.
G: I was fiercely angry, and overturned my kids’ table.
L: What did they do wrong?
G: They did nothing until whenever I arrived home. They did not put their
belongings away. They did not take a shower, as I advised them earlier. They
did not wash their lunch stuff. They did not change their clothes, and my
daughter was holding her phone on her bed, probably since she came back
home. The homework pages were scattered here and there. Their table is
always a mess.
L: Did the yelling work?
G: I think so.
L: (An emoji of clapping hands.)
G: They turned off their phones. (A photo of their clean table.) Their table
is organized. They tried to put away the groceries I’d just bought. Jason cut
fruit. They took showers. Now they’re very quiet. The house is peaceful.
J: It’s Mom power! Kids are always kids, @GraceZhang. Do you feel better?
L: Kids do need discipline at times, just like us.
G: I burst out. I felt strange. I was so calm after that, maybe because I saw
them trying to fix their problems. Or I was so restless recently that I felt calm
after my emotions burst out.

Grown Up
Lisa Szeto

Last year, my elder son, William, told me, “Mom, I want to move out on my
own.” At that time, I felt very shocked, and my face showed my unhappiness.
I had no answer at first when I looked at him, and then I said, “Okay.”
Last month, my husband told me that William had already found a place
and would soon move out. I asked my husband, “Why didn’t William talk to
me about it??”
My husband said, “He worries that you will be unhappy.”
I said, “Yes, when I knew it, my immediate response was unhappiness.
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But afterward, I accepted it. So I said, ‘Okay.’ I think he misunderstood.”
After William returned home from work, his face showed he was very
tired, so I didn’t immediately ask him about moving out.
Later, after I went on vacation, I asked William, “Did you already find an
apartment?”
He said, “Mom, I know you don’t like it, but I am a grown man, not a child.
I need to move out. My friends tease me because I live with my parents.”
I said, “I’m not unhappy. I have a little fear of loneliness, but I’m happy
you can take care of yourself and become independent.”
William said, “Mom, don’t worry. I will come home to be with you on
weekends. I know you have a lot of medical problems.”
At this moment, I could not say anything. I tapped on his shoulder and
said, “You are happy and safe, so I will be happy. It’s a great change. It will let
me know how to take care of myself.”

Chinese Language Barrier
Lisa Szeto

This summer my husband and older son, William, drove to Chicago to
visit my younger son, Victor. I was happy because I hadn’t seen Victor
for about one year; we had just talked on the phone. He told me he had a
girlfriend. This was my real reason to visit him.
One day after we arrived in Chicago, we went to a restaurant for dinner.
Victor introduced his girlfriend to us. She is named Nikki, and she comes
from Taiwan. She speaks only English and Mandarin.
No problem, I thought. I understand about 50%, but I can’t speak Mandarin.
We started a conversation. When she spoke Mandarin, I understood, but
when I spoke Cantonese, she didn’t understand. At that time, my son Victor
looked at me and said, “Mom, you have to learn Mandarin; Nikki doesn’t
understand Cantonese.”
I was dumbfounded and looked at Victor and said, “Why do you ask your
mom to learn Mandarin? You know I’m old—60 years old next year. Why don’t
you ask Nikki to learn Cantonese? She is younger than I.”
At that time, there was a sudden stillness in the air. We were all looking
at each other. After about one minute, my husband smiled and said, “We are
speaking English now.” His voice broke the stillness.
No way! I just spoke broken English to keep up the conversation. Alas!
Although Nikki and I are both Chinese, we don’t understand each other.
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Chinese Letter to Prospective
In-Laws
Lisa Szeto

Last week, my younger son, Victor, with his girlfriend Nikki, visited
me from Chicago. They stayed in New York for five days, and they lived in
my elder son William’s apartment. William came back to live with us. He
cleaned his apartment beforehand to let them feel comfortable.
On the first day, I spent three hours making dinner because I know
Victor’s favorite dishes. After dinner, Victor said, “Nikki wants you to teach
her how to cook congee.” We talked about everything, including work and
the future. I advised them to visit the Metropolitan Museum of Art because
of the museum exhibition “Michelangelo, Divine Draftsman and Designer.”
Nikki asked me, “Aunt, do you know him?” I said, “Yes. I’m going to visit
the exhibit. He was a 14th-century draftsman and designer of the century.”
William interrupted to say, “If Mom walks into a museum, she won’t get out;
she can stay all day.” Victor said, “She is a crazy woman. Don’t follow her,
or you will get bored.” We laughed in conversation; we talked for about two
hours in the kitchen.
After two days, in the evening, Victor called his father and said, “I want
to come to your house now. I need you to help me write a letter to Nikki’s
parents.” Later, he came alone. I said, “Where is Nikki?” He said, “I don’t want
her to know; this is a secret.” “Why are you writing a letter to her parents?”
I asked. Victor said, “Next year, Nikki and I will go to Taiwan to meet her
parents. At that period of time, I will propose to her. But I don’t want Nikki to
know; I’d like to give her a surprise.” I said, “Sounds good. Congratulations,
Victor.” Victor said, “Thanks, Mom. So I need a letter to her parents to
propose that Nikki marry me. Mom, you know I don’t understand Mandarin;
I don’t read or write Chinese. Her parents don’t know English or Cantonese.
What can I do? I have a good idea: Father will help me write a Chinese letter
about my background and thinking.” After listening, we laughed.
My husband asked Victor, “Do you know Nikki’s parents’ names?” Victor
said, “I don’t know. I just know her last name is Lee.” My husband asked
again, “Do you know Nikki’s Chinese name?” Victor said, “I don’t know; I call
her by her English name.” My husband said, “I will write to them as Mr. and
Mrs. Lee.” My son said yes and nodded.
I don’t remember much of the letter’s contents. It probably said: I
apologize for not knowing how to speak Mandarin. I have to learn how to
speak Mandarin to communicate with you. This letter lets you know how
much I love your daughter and how I will give much happiness to her life. I
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want to take this time to ask your permission to marry your daughter, and
you need to know a little more about me. My family was from Hong Kong and
immigrated to America. I was born in New York and went to college there,
as well. I currently work as an emergency room doctor in Chicago and plan
to work in Pittsburgh. To say whether you allow me to marry Nikki, please
make a mark here:
YES
NO
When my husband finished the letter, I read it, laughed, and said, “It
looks like a test with a multiple choice question.” Victor stared at me and
loudly said, “Mom!”

To My Friends
Fernanda Siqueira

There are some unspoken rules about living in society. They’re not
written anywhere, but most of us learn them in our youth. We learn by
watching our parents, relatives, and teachers deal with us and the other
kids. People become friends because they follow those rules: they often call
each other; they exchange information about their lives; they help when
something goes wrong; they show interest. They also know what to say on
most occasions−they’re able to adapt to different situations. Most people act
this way so often that the behavior becomes natural; they hardly ever think
about it.
None of this was ever easy or natural for me. I was a really shy kid. When
I was a little girl, I used to walk around with my face pressed against my
mother’s back, hidden from the rest of the world. I can’t explain why, but
I couldn’t face anyone. I guess I was afraid they would want to talk to me
and I just couldn’t. That made everything even worse, because some people
seemed to want to “save” me. They tried to get me out of my safe place by
whispering in my ears, sometimes even poking me. It was a nightmare. I just
wanted to go home and be alone.
I have two older sisters, and they were the opposite. The eldest was the
funny one; everybody wanted to be around her. The second one wasn’t so
forthcoming, but she could still communicate; she wasn’t shy at all. The
benefit of growing up with such outgoing sisters was that they ended up
helping me by bringing friends home. My house was always full of kids, and
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I got used to most of them. With time, I learned to like having them around. But
when it was my turn to make friends, I just didn’t know how to do it.
Every time I met someone interesting, I would get excited and make plans
to be part of that person’s life. But this feeling always seemed to fade away. I
would let time go by and lose the opportunity of getting close, leaving me sad
and frustrated. At some point, I made friends—the few and good ones. But all
those mixed feelings come back every time I go somewhere new. I often catch
myself overthinking: How do I show interest without violating my safe space?
As a grown up, I read many articles and essays about introverts. I learned
that many people in the world like being by themselves and dislike social
gatherings. I felt relieved that it wasn’t just me, but I didn’t feel quite part of
this group, either. I need my time alone—and I have learned to respect that—
but I also need people. I very much enjoy being with friends, but I rarely take
the initiative to make it happen. Today, I still struggle to let my friends know
how much they matter to me−which sounds funny, I’m aware (just pick up
the phone and call them, right?). Social relations happen naturally for most
humans, but, for me, they take a lot of work. But each day I feel more and more
that it is worth it. And I have my friends to thank for that.

My Friend
Dan Hua Huang

I want to know: How many friends do you have? How many best friends
do you have? I think everyone must have at least one friend because we are
human and need to live together to survive. It is very hard to live by yourself,
and I think no one wants to be like that.
In my life until now, I have had one best friend. Her name is Xue Yan. Now,
we are both married, and we both have children and families, and I live in
the United States, and she lives in Hong Kong. Even though we are far away
from each other, we keep in touch. When one of us has happy things or sad
things happen, we share the happy things, and we solve the sad things. That’s
important for us. I am glad that I have a best friend who can help me.
I remember one time when I was in China, and my mother was very sick
and in the hospital. Nobody could care for her because everyone had a job and
needed to work. We were worried about that. When Xue Yan learned that, she
came to my home and talked to me.
“I can take care of your mother because I don't have a job,” Xue Yan said.
“Please don’t worry about that.” When I heard that, I cried.
She said, “We are friends. Take it easy.”
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I said, “Thank you. You’re helpful.”
She said, “It’s okay!”
In that moment, I promised myself that if she had any problems in the future
I must help her.
So, finally, I think everyone needs a best friend because that is your wealth
and power.

Human Being Language
Alex Gheciu

I feel lucky to have been born on the border of a country that speaks a totally
different language than my native one. Because Moldova was in the U.S.S.R., my
brain was automatically programmed to learn Russian language and culture,
which I consider a huge plus.
But there is one language, a unique one we all know but not well enough,
and which some of us stop learning while only knowing a few “words,” and that
language is the Human Being “language.”
Ever since I was a little kid, my family taught me how to speak this language,
and I can tell you it’s a hard one. I’m still learning it.
But I know one person who speaks it: my roommate. She is about 65 to 70
years old, originally from China, and she does not speak English, except for a
few words like “hi,” “bye,” “cold,” “thank you,” and maybe a couple more. It’s
interesting; I can talk to her using signs and sounds, and she will understand.
When she sees that I am having a hard time explaining, she just smiles and waves
her head, kind of saying “It’s okay, I understand!” and then I stop explaining,
knowing that she got the message.
In conclusion, I can say there’s a universal or international language and it’s
not English, Spanish, French, Russian, Mandarin, or Cantonese. It is the Human
Being Language!
Do you speak this language?

Flowers
Jesus Gomez

My fiancé is the most important person in my life. She loves flowers, so I
decided to give her flowers almost every day, but in New York flowers aren’t
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cheap. Sometimes it depends on where you buy them.
A couple of years ago, I met my friend Javier. He works at a very fancy
flower shop.
One day I told him, “I am a chef. I will bring you some food, and you will
give me flowers for my fiancé.”
He told me, "Yes, I can give you some flowers, but I like steak.” We both
started laughing. He told me, “I can give you flowers for your fiancé anytime.”
I told him, “Don’t worry; I can bring you filet mignon and fish. You only
have to give me beautiful flowers.”
Now my fiancé is happier because almost every day, I give her flowers.
Sometimes I bring flowers to the place where she works and surprise her. I
love it when I see her face; I feel very proud when people around start saying
the flowers are beautiful.
I learned more about the flowers. For example, my favorite flowers are
orchids. Each flower grows in a different place, weather, and condition.
Flowers are beautiful. I never imagined I would have flowers all around the
apartment. They smell very good.
Now I am taking pictures of all the flowers that Javier gave me. I post them
on Instagram. I want to open my own flower shop with my friend because he
knows everything about the business. I hope one day I have my own flower
shop and learn more about the flowers.

Marriage Proposal
Jennifer Alonzo

I came to New York to visit my father, and my boyfriend was happy
because we hadn’t seen each other for many months. My idea was to stay
here for only one month, but on May 4th, 2015, my boyfriend and I were at
Central Park to take pictures with a photographer who we hired to help us
with photos. We were walking down several sides of the park. I wanted to
take pictures in the famous fountain, but my boyfriend objected. I thought,
Why? At the time, I could not imagine what was going to happen.
When we finally came to the famous fountain, my boyfriend knelt down
to tie his shoe, but then he pulled a box out of his shoe, and while kneeling, he
said that he wanted to marry me. I was really surprised because at that time,
I did not expect him to propose marriage. It has been one of the happiest
days of my life. I will always remember this day as a covenant of love between
him and me.
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My Husband
Jennifer Alonzo

My husband’s name is Malcolm. He’s 26 years old. I first met him in
Tegucigalpa, Honduras when we were in university. Since I first met him, I
have always believed that he was the best person in the world. We lost contact
for some time, but we found each other again in New York. We began to date
and became boyfriend and girlfriend. Since that day, I knew that I didn’t want
to leave him, and that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him.
He is a noble, honest, genuine, responsible man. He is very studious
and an excellent student. He always fights for what he wants, and he is very
dedicated to his studies, job, and our marriage. I feel that he is one of the best
blessings that God has given me. I am very proud of him, and I feel that every
day I am in love with him more and more.
When I have any problems, or sadness, or I need help in English, he is
always prepared to help me, support me, and hug me when I need him.
I will love him always and forever; he is the love of my life. I feel that in
him, I found all that I ever looked for. I am happy, and I would never change
him for anything.

A Successful Marriage
Angela Ng

A successful marriage requires falling in love many times, always with
the same person. On Valentine’s Day, a small gift can bring back a sweet
feeling. After having arguments, we say sorry and we make up, appreciating
each other for what we do. These things are the foundation of a successful
marriage.
Spouses don’t usually give gifts to each other out of nowhere, so holidays
like Valentine’s Day and Christmas are especially important. My husband
gave me a little gold pendant on Valentine’s Day, and even though it was
just a small gift, it brought back memories of when we first dated. It’s a little
sweet reminder of the time we’ve spent together.
Other times, we would argue about his bad habits. He uses things and
never puts them back where they belong, and we disagree with each other in
front of the children. I would yell at him for it, and he would yell back, but in
the end, he would say sorry and try to calm things down.
There’s also the appreciation we have for each other. When it was raining
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outside he would drive me to school. When I was busy, he would help me take
care of children. These are only little things, but it’s these little things that let
me know he still cares.
Lastly, a successful marriage requires falling in love many times. It is
important to keep the good memories alive, and to be able to make up after
arguing, despite having different opinions. It’s also important to appreciate
each other to show you still care for one another.

About a Cat Who Adopted and Was
Adopted by A Family
Ruzan Ghazaryan

Once upon a time, a young family finally decided to adopt a kitten. At this
time, the lady in this family was working in a cat shelter. She told her supervisor
that they were ready for this step. But they didn’t have a ginger kitty in their
shelter, the one that the lady had dreamed about for many years. Her supervisor
suggested fostering another cat as a first step, till they found a ginger kitten.
The available cat had been thrown out on the street by his heartless owners
and was extremely scared. Ola, the supervisor, sent the cat’s photo and said
that he was a one-and-a-half-year-old male cat whose name was Flynn. When
the lady saw the photo she thought that he was way older than one and a half,
maybe five years old, and he looked very shy and stressed. She thought that she
would take care of him, the way she was doing for many cats in the shelter, and
would try to find a home for him as soon as possible.
When Flynn came out of his cage, he walked right to her, and touched her
with his head. He looked at her with his beautiful big green eyes, with very
big hope, and she understood that she couldn’t return him to the shelter and
decided to find a home for him the next day. The next day, she started looking
for a home very actively, asking her teacher, classmates, and friends, but
everything was useless. No one wanted him.
And one beautiful day she realized that she didn’t want to give him to
anyone. She noticed that her husband had the same feelings toward Flynn. Her
husband even kissed Flynn sometimes, while she couldn’t imagine his kissing
any pet. It was her husband’s first pet, and not his idea to have a pet at all. But
after three months, they couldn’t imagine how they could have lived without
Flynn before. He was the smartest, most gorgeous, most adorable, and most
humble cat, the one that every family dreams about.
And the lady, her husband, and “Flynny big boy” lived happily ever afer.
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A Toast

Valikhan Tuleshov
Dear Friends!
Many of us, in our childhood, loved sweets or ice cream for dessert. Why
did it seem so delicious to me that when I was offered to go to the store for ice
cream, I ran there without looking back? Everyone with whom I talked also
happily raced to the store for ice cream.
Many of us loved the forbidden in our youth. I also wanted to learn how to
smoke cigarettes, drink wine or vodka. It was “from the world of adults,” like
having a girlfriend. And many managed to do it.
Many of us in maturity like to sit in a restaurant or buy something very
expensive for their loved ones, have a good car—like a Mercedes—and a big,
beautiful house, but not many people do it.
Many of us in old age will want to live happily with their spouse and children,
have a big pension and good care, but unfortunately not all will succeed.
So, let’s drink to ensure that our desires and opportunities coincide as often
as possible in old age!
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We Need Nature; Nature Doesn’t
Need Us
Ruzan Ghazaryan

One year ago, when, for the first time in my life, I was really hiking and
camping, I realized how far we have come from nature, and I do not think
we can survive without it. An hour of travel might be enough to experience
nature. It is so close to the city, but at the same time it looks so different from
the city. Nature is a place where our souls are calm and we connect with
ourselves—our true face, body, and thoughts—and nothing else matters. The
forest is only part of nature; Mother Nature consists of millions of pieces—
mountains, seas, oceans, deserts, birds, animals, insects, etc. Without all of
those, our life would be impossible. But now they are all in trouble.
One big issue of the 21st century is problems with the environment. Now
we must think what will happen after 100 years and more. Global warming,
environmental pollution, water pollution, air pollution, wasting of mineral
resources, destruction of many species of animals, etc., are getting worse
day by day. Every day, we only take from nature and don’t even think that
it is our home, and we don’t have another one, so we need to take care of it.
We do not think about it because it would be easier to say, in the future, that
we did not know. But, when in our apartment, something is broken, we fix
it right away, because it can be uncomfortable for us at that time. Hence, we
should realize that Earth is our big home, and little by little we are making
our planet sick and angry.
Improvement can start from simple actions. We can, for example, start
by closing the water tap and not wasting water. When we buy a lot of meat
and vegetables and throw half of it away, we have to think how much time
and resources were spent on it. When we are buying too many clothes, and
after a short time throwing them away, we have to think that it is polluting
our environment. Plastics and plastic bags are another pollutant of our
environment. We should always separate the garbage, to make the recycling
process easy. We should stop treating our streets and forests as our landfills.
So we should stop throwing garbage where we should not throw it and clean
up after our pets. We must ask ourselves, would we like it if the same garbage
was in our living room? Turning off the lights if we are not in that room
will save electricity. We should think how much coal is burned to produce
electricity. We should teach our children, too, to love and take care of nature
as much as possible. If we want a change, we must start with ourselves. Only
love and care can give the next generation a chance to see how beautiful our
Earth is.
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China and “The Handmaid’s Tale”
Fernanda Siqueira

My father was always into politics. Even though he went to church every
Sunday, he had his political roots on the left side. My cousin used to say
that my dad was the only Catholic communist that he knew of. It’s easy to
understand, when you know a little bit about his upbringing—he grew up on
a farm and went to university late in life, right at the moment that students
were fighting for a better country and the end of social injustice. That grew
inside of him even more after the coup d’état that drove Brazil to a military
dictatorship for 20 years and killed thousands of people.
So, while growing up, I listened to my father talking about the wrongs of
what was happening in our country and throughout the world. Although his
vision is for equality, his past still keeps him as a conservative in this field.
But our talks about politics gave me a sense of justice and critical thinking—
something the world is lacking today.
We’re living at a weird time. A friend told me last week that “dystopia” is
a trendy word right now. I get that. I walk around most of the time with this
annoying feeling inside of me that there’s something very wrong with the
world. This week I experienced this feeling a little deeper. Twice.
The first time was when I went to the Metropolitan Museum of Art for
a guided visit to a beautiful exhibition, “Age of Empires: Chinese Art of the
Qin and Han Dynasties,” as a courtesy from NYU. It was fascinating to learn
about the emperors that, 2,000 years ago, would mold China into the way
it is today. But something was bothering me. The fact that the rulers asked
to be buried with statues of their warriors, their artists, their animals, their
money, their food, sounded brutal to me. The symbolism of their sizes and
faces reminded me about the hierarchy that always puts someone on the top
and thousands of people on the bottom of the pyramid; the belief that one
is better than everyone else, so the rest must live to serve. It made it clear to
me that this thought has been rooted in us forever.
The second time I felt it this week really got under my skin. I’m still feeling
its impact. I watched a new TV series called “The Handmaid’s Tale,” based
on the same-titled novel by Margaret Atwood. It’s about a dystopian world
where women capable of bearing a child become slaves of the government
and their barren wives. It’s brilliant. And truly scary. We watch a whole
group of people become subdued and treated like animals, with no rights,
no voice, praying to survive another day. It makes me think about all of the
minorities and how the world is coming around and making it normal for
people to get treated like that.
I follow the director of the first three episodes on Instagram—Reed
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Morano, a woman who also happens to be an amazing cinematographer.
Her statement last Wednesday—the day that the show was released to the
public on Hulu—was so powerful; it gave me a warm feeling that there are
great people in the world (especially women), so not everything is lost. But
if we stay numb and do nothing about the craziness, I believe it could get us
closer to a world like that.
What sticks with me from the show is this statement: “We were asleep
before, and that’s how we let it happen. Now we’re awake.” I’m not sure that
we are. And that’s what frightens me the most. Like my father, I fear for the
future, but I strongly believe that humans are better than that. We just have
to keep on writing, protesting, and showing them that we are humans. And
that we all deserve better.

About Women
Fen Fen Liang

The last few days, a version of the news-entertainment headlines are
talking about Lin Dan’s cheating on his wife when she was pregnant.
Lin Dan is a very famous person in China. He is the world champion of
badminton. Some citizens said, “He did such a thing at a different time, so
he should be forgiven.” I totally disagree with this viewpoint. If a person
agrees with this, maybe he/she lacks respect for women.
Now this is a modern, civilized society, but it is only relatively civilized in
some countries, regarding some things. For example, in China women not
only need to take care of children, cook, do housework, take care of elders
in the family, but also need to work. If a woman concentrates only on her
job, and she doesn’t spend enough time with the family, people usually say
she is not a good woman. But if a woman only stays home to take care of the
family, she is usually looked down on because she doesn’t earn money for
the family. She doesn’t contribute enough to the family. All of this from the
society shows a lack of respect for women.
Now the situation has improved, but it is not enough. I hope one day
women can be treated completely equally.

66

How Shirley Temple Changed My
Life
Mahnaz (Mani) Attarha

On an afternoon around 42 years ago, in the capital of Iran—Tehran—I
met Shirley Temple. She was a famous actress who began to perform at age
three. But more than her excellent performances, and beauty, honestly,
what grabbed me, with a little bit of jealousy, was her curly hair.
In those days, curly blond hair was considered really beautiful, in
contrast to straight, fine hair like mine, which even the best hairdresser
could not arrange in more than an hour. After this time passed, all of the
hairpins, one by one, fell down, and my hair looked exactly like before going
to the salon. It was for good reason that I, like most people, thought there is
nothing in the world uglier than straight, fine hair. I could not even close it
with a barrette at the back of my head because very soon the barrette slipped
down and my flyaway hair fell down in front of my eyes. More than any other
people around me, my mom angrily said, “You look like a crazy girl.”
When I met Shirley on that afternoon, she still had the beautiful curly
hair, although she looked quite old, like a grandma, not the Shirley I had
seen on the movie screen. Also, she was not slim, nor did she dress like a
movie star. But with a black dress with long sleeves and a collar closed and a
necklace of pearls, she resembled the international environmental activist
who was officially invited by the Department of the Environment in Iran.
More than 20 reporters and several photographers had been invited into the
conference room to listen to her opinions and advice about the necessity of
protecting the Earth, as the only habitable planet in the universe, against
industrial pollution and the indiscriminate abuses of nature.
The conference began with a welcome by the head of the office, while
we all sat around a big table. Shirley sat at the head of the table, next to the
Secretary of Environment. As a special guest, I, a nature magazine reporter,
sat on the other side, close to the door as one of the hosts, exactly face to face
with the young man behind Shirley, who translated her words.
As usual, I had twisted my ugly hair, and with a cheap pencil had strangely
fixed it, like a shiny black tomato, to the back of my head. As soon as the
young man finished translating the first sentence, I took the pencil from the
black tomato, in order to use it for writing, and my ugly hair slipped down.
Shirley, with a loud sigh, surprisingly said, “Such an artistic mane! I have
never seen such silky, shiny hair as this!”
All the people in the conference room turned their heads in my direction
and gazed at my hair. In a moment, I became as hot as if someone had
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drowned me in boiling water. But for the first time, instead of anger about
my ugly hair, I had a very good feeling.
Several years later, Shirley Temple passed away. She never found out that
with a couple of sentences, she forever changed my feeling about myself.

Go Ahead, Women
Dan Hua Huang

Sometimes I think being a woman is very difficult. Why do I say that? I
say that becayse because women have several roles. Women can be mothers,
fathers, employees, and housewives. They do many things, so sometimes
they have pressure. But most of them can overcome these problems, and
I am so proud of them. I am also a woman, and I want to be independent.
I hope that every woman doesn’t need to count on a man. If you count on
them, sometimes they don’t respect you. So women need to be independent
and strong.
I remember one day when my friend told me about her girlfriend. The
girlfriend had been here for a few months. She didn’t have a job because she
needed to take care of her children. She lived with her husband and motherin-law. But her mother-in-law didn’t respect her. She always told her how
and what to do. I think that the friend is a person, not a machine. And the
problem is her husband and her mother-in-law are alike. They don’t respect
her. They don’t care about her and the children. So this wife’s life is very
difficult.
In the United States, maybe she can leave them. But she doesn’t dare,
because she has no money or job. How can she leave with the children? So I
think women need to be independent.
Women, go ahead, find your road and life.

A Difficult Decision
Lily Sun

One day my friend invited me to have lunch together, and she told me
some bad news. Her visa would expire soon, and she had to make a decision
to stay or leave the country. It’s very difficult for her because she loves her
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job and loves this country. She could learn more English, and she could
make more money here. Because she entered this country many times, if
she leaves the country now, she would not be allowed to come back. If she
chooses to stay, she may not have a chance to go back to her own country
anymore. Then she would stay in this country illegally.

The Last Shogun
Valikhan Tuleshov

Stunning in its historical truthfulness, Edward Zwick’s film “The
Last Samurai” (starring Tom Cruise), tells of the 1877 uprising of the
samurai, whose sole purpose had been to serve the Heavenly Sovereign
during the centuries of the shogunate era, when the emperor was given
a purely “decorative” function. The film conveys the atmosphere of an
unprecedented transformation of traditional Japanese society after its
almost thousand-year closure, when the forceful ways of uniting the country
through the institution of a military ruler—the shogun—was disappearing.
Before that, in 1867, the fifteenth military ruler of Japan, Shogun Yoshinobu
of the Tokugawa clan (1837-1913), voluntarily (!) without bloodshed (!) and
through dialogue (!), transferred power to the Emperor of Japan, Mutsuhito
(Meiji) who, having been returned the reins of the civil administration, laid
the foundations for the democratic transformation of the country.
Renowned Japanese writer Ryotaro Shiba, who created the psychological
portrait of Yoshinobu, a convinced Westerner on whom was nevertheless
pinned the hopes and aspirations of patriots who advocated the isolation of
Japan, described the importance of transferring the powers of the shogun
to the 17-year-old emperor: “Now that the passions have subsided and
the Japanese have received the opportunity to objectively look at the past
days, it became clear what could happen. The military ruler did not give up
power voluntarily. The Meiji government preferred not to speak about it, but
many believed that the largest contribution to the establishment of the new
regime was made by none other than Yoshinobu Tokagawa, who personally
persuaded the supporters of the shogunate to do then unpopular, but very
necessary measures for their country.”
Advisers, diamyō princes, and samurais of the powerful houses of
Japan—all those whom the shogunate held in one way or another—in an
instant after the eloquent speech by the shogun “threw history overboard.”
They all, like the shogun himself, had to find their new place in Japanese
society, or disappear in the crucible of history. Which actually happened.
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Thus, Japan overcame political isolation, threatening (from the
confrontation between adherents of tradition and supporters of the need
for change) a civil war that involved new disintegration into 300 of the
independent tiny states that Japan had been, and acquiring a new cultural
and civilizational certainty.
Since the beginning of the 1880s, a broad movement for the constitution
was being launched in the country, for which a special Ito mission was sent to
the United States and Europe. Importantly, the mission, having familiarized
itself with the relevant standards, recommended choosing the Prussian
variant of Bismark because even then Prussia, by the efforts of Bismark’s
uniting Germany, in many respects resembled the rapidly reviving new
capitalist Japan. In 1889, the emperor of Japan adopted the text of the
first Japanese constitution, proclaiming a constitutional monarchy with
immense rights for the emperor, and recognizing the democratic rights and
freedoms of the country.
The developing tendencies of modernism that followed were the basis
for a new capitalist mode of production and reproduction of public life,
and, along with samurai traditions, laid the foundation for the ideology of
Japanese messianism. When the Japanese pictured themselves as “Lords
of Asia” in their imagination (and not only in their imagination), when their
national spirit lacked a “body” (physical space), the result was that by 1938
Japan had already eliminated parliamentary activity and the struggle of
parties, and with the mouth of militarism (“young officers”) was open to
apply to establish a “new order” in Asia.
**********
Later, the defeat in the Second World War, which deprived Japan of all
colonial possessions and conquered territories, restored the cultural and
historical consciousness of the Japanese to the high road of history. This,
in the first place, contributed to the cardinal transformation of the entire
structure of the country, which was conducted by the Allied Council of
Japan, headed by the American General Douglas MacArthur. A revival of the
multi-party system, the convening of a parliament, and the adoption of a
new constitution that left the emperor with very limited power was carried
out. Legislatively, the law forbade full-fledged armed forces, except for
self-defense forces, a trial of war criminals, thorough cleaning of the state
apparatus, and strict anti-monopoly legislation. Overhaul of the education
system and liberalization of the sphere of public organizations, along with
a thorough agrarian reform, finally eliminated the economic conditions of
the samurai feudal system. All this in aggregate has led the Japanese to the
new, postmodernist foundations of their national culture, in which the Meiji
era occupies a special place.
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“Actually, the fact that democratic values and pronounced anti-militarist
ethics are deeply rooted in the thinking of the Japanese make the Japanese
people and their political elite more honored. The ongoing discussions in
Japan on the scope and geostrategic goals of national military programs, the
constant public support for strict constitutional prohibitions in the use of
Japanese armed forces abroad, all reflect a national and responsible vision
of Japan’s international role” (Z. Brzezinski, Choice: Global Domination or
Global Leadership, 2005 p. 157)
Nowadays, modern Japan is formally a monarchy, functioning according
to the laws of liberal democracy; in reality, it is a republic, a country in which
a hard-working nation with a self-sacrificing character shows an example
to all, without exception, the peoples of the world. At the same time, as Z.
Brzezinski said, Japan “will have to assume full-scale responsibility in the
sphere of international security, and this implies a broader range of military
capabilities. Japanese pacifism should not take the form of an endless onesided renunciation of the true attributes of a regional power” (Ibid., p.162).

Life

Alex Gheciu
I really do love my life. Just the word “life” itself sounds to me like
something great, painted in beautiful colors.
Sometimes it feels like life is really tough, not easy at all. But certainly
these moments are helping me to say very loudly, “I love life!” It’s like having
a sunny day after a couple of rainy days. I’m sure you understand this,
especially if you’ve been to London.
What I am most afraid of in this life is being or feeling sick. If I’m not
sick, and I have my eight hours of sleep, I consider myself “The Boss” of my
life. I call those hours of sleep my “eight magic vitamins.” That’s because I
don’t take any other vitamins or pills except these.
But there’s one thing that makes me happier in this life, even without
enough sleep—sweets, especially chocolate. I know it’s not so good to pass a
lot of sweets through the stomach, so I’m working on stopping this. Or, more
realistically, I’m trying to work on stopping this.
Therefore, I have to make a little change in my own personal definition
of one of the most powerful words on this planet—“life”—something great
and sweet, painted in beautiful colors.
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Mrs. Carmen

Embarrassing Age: 50 and Over

Last Friday, I went to the pharmacy for my father’s medicines. When I
arrived, they told me to wait because they were not ready yet. So I went to
sit, and to my side was a woman. She said her name was Carmen Ortiz and
she was Puerto Rican. She started to talk to me, and when I looked at her, it
made me feel sad because she was sick and was walking alone in the street.
She told me that she has a lot of family here in New York, but nobody can
help her go to her doctor for her appointment or go to the pharmacy. Just
one of her daughters had been good to her, but that daughter was very sick
and hospitalized.
Mrs. Carmen had been waiting for her medicines for an hour before I
came. We spoke for a few minutes, and then the pharmacist came and began
to speak in English, but Mrs. Carmen couldn’t understand, so I translated
for both. The situation was that this pharmacy did not have the prescription
for her, as this wasn’t the pharmacy that Mrs. Carmen used. She was lost;
she didn’t know where she was. When I asked Mrs. Carmen, she told me,
“I am on 26th Street,” and really she was on Delancey. The pharmacist
gave Mrs. Carmen her cards back and told her to call her doctor to correct
the prescription. Mrs. Carmen was annoyed because she thought that the
pharmacist was at fault. Before she left the pharmacy, Mrs. Carmen told me,
“God bless you and keep taking care of your father. As it says in the Bible,
‘Honor your father and mother, so that your days may be longer.’” Finally,
Mrs. Carmen left, and I had to wait for my father’s medicines.
I felt sad looking at her, alone and not knowing where she was. I wouldn’t
like it if something like that happened to my parents. I couldn’t, as a
daughter, leave them when they couldn’t go out alone, or they couldn’t take
care of themselves or even go to the doctor. I don’t know what happened
with her family, or why her children behaved like this to her, but we humans
are not perfect; we make mistakes. We are nobody to judge our parents if
they haven’t been the best. Maybe this was not the case, but I felt sad for
her. Sometime in our life, we will be older, and we might depend on our
children. Let’s try to honor our parents now that we can because once they
go to heaven, there is nothing we can do.

On Thursday, a lady, dressed nicely and neatly, walked into the pharmacy
where I work and asked to apply for a position as a cashier, which we had
advertised and posted outside the wall. My co-worker asked her, “Who
wants the job? We need him or her to fill out an application form and bring a
resume.” The woman spoke softly. “I want to apply for the job. Is the cashier
position still open?”
My co-worker handed an application form to her in the corner for
dispensing medicine.
The form is very simple. The woman didn’t want to sit down. She just
filled it out in front of my co-worker. When she filled in the line for date of
birth, she wrote “55.” My co-worker peered down and said, “You have to put
the month, date, and year, instead of only putting ‘55 years old.’” The woman
dropped her pen and said, “I was born in 1955. Do I qualify?”
Suddenly, my co-worker seemed dumbfounded. After a few seconds,
my co-worker said in a nice way to her, “The cashier needs to walk to and
from the back, and also needs to lift the boxes inside when the medicines
are delivered. We stand up to work when we are on duty, which means 10
hours a day. If you can do it, we will hand the application form to the boss,
then the boss will contact you if you qualify.” The air was silent; the woman
took a deep breath, gazing at the form. She started to tell us, “I searched for
a job for a few years, but it was hard to get the right one for my age. New York
is a metropolitan city, but seniors here have fewer chances. I was very upset
about this and tired of searching.”
Where can she go? Which road should she take? I thought she had come
to a fork in the road. That night, I couldn’t sleep. Her face, her deep breaths,
and her lonely struggle were a shadow that surrounded me. I got up and
went to the Internet, where I found an article written by “Michelle”: “50
Years Old and Starting Over. Where to Begin?” This article said, “50 and
over is a mixed bag, You are dealing with more complex issues and more
baggage than when you were younger; you’re navigating matters of health,
career, education, extended family, etc. And you’re perhaps plunging into
an altogether new set of adventures by relocating.”
Planning your later life before you become elderly is very important. For
example, planning and saving money, so when you reach that elder age, you
don’t need to worry about work too much, and you have more time to relax,
travel, and take good care of your health. Then your lifestyle is easier.

Jennifer Alonzo
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Penny, Thoughts, Life
Marilia Valengo

It’s interesting the way our world is built. It is a formatted box that
makes us reach for only what is close to our understanding and fear what is
outside. One of the tricks of this box is to make us take as our adversary the
one who doesn’t have as much as we have. It makes us feel wronged because
we have more obligations while others don't. Because of this boxed world,
some would say that if a homeless person wants money, they should work as
we work. We work hard to have stuff. Why should we share our share? This
feeling impresses me.
I once was a person who thought badly about the poor. Not the famine
poor, the abandoned children around the world far away from me, the war
refugees. We often help those by paying for an Amnesty subscription. I am
talking about the person outside the deli shop, sleeping on a subway bench,
abruptly asking for change during our walk to meet friends for happy-hour
drinks. I admit I once felt annoyed by them and have ignored them, thinking
they weren’t trying enough, until one day I changed.
But how did I switch sides? I don’t think I’m there yet, but I had a sort of
enlightenment. I used to work downtown in Rio de Janeiro, a neighborhood
full of big offices and stores, and, therefore, full of people. I was in a very
happy place at that time. I liked my job, I liked my friends. One day I was
coming from this amazing restaurant where I had lunch with my team when
this young guy approached our group. We all passed by him without looking
at his face. Some of us, to justify this horrible attitude, started a conversation
saying that a guy that young should find a job, that we won't be financing
his alcohol or drugs. This hit me hard. Who do we think we are to preach
about how other people live their lives? Who do we think we are to think we
know about the battles they are fighting? And then, I started to realize how
lucky I was, simply because I wasn't that dirty, homeless, famished, thirsty
person. I wasn't humiliating myself asking for money. This also makes me
think about what we should pursue and what we can share.
One of the most violent scenes I’ve seen in the past months was this big
curb truck “eating” this quite usable sofa. When I saw the furniture outside
my building I thought how crazy it was to live in a country where people
just dispose of their unwanted belongings on the sidewalk. But okay, this
is what capitalism is about. We think of as a synonym for happiness “to be
able to have.” So that sofa owner, seeking contentment, bought another one
and, because everything is disposable, just threw the old one away. I was
outside my building, and I saw when the curb truck arrived. A bunch of
strong men gathered to pick up the sofa. It was like a dramatic short movie:
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the mechanism of the truck destroying that heavy furniture within seconds.
I am not saying that we are bad people because we have things. I think
it’s very good to have things. I enjoy my things. Neither am I saying that
someone is bad because they feel prejudice toward the homeless. I know
life is more complex than that. I am talking about my personal discoveries.
About balance. But I do believe that what moves some people to prejudice
is fear. I think we see in some social characters the possibility that we could
be them. To avoid them completely means that we will never become them.
I like to be the person who chooses gratitude instead of prejudice. I like
to be thankful for the life I have, the fact that I have a roof over my head and
food to eat at the end of the day. I am glad that I have enough to spend on some
extra books, snacks, or tickets to a concert, that I have a kind of freedom
others don’t always get to experience, that I can travel to visit my family (if
not right away, at least I have the possibility of doing so). Some people will
wake up tomorrow with nothing in their pockets. These are simple things,
money to buy food, insurance to treat their health. I am thankful I am not
them. But I am more thankful I can see them. This is my start. To see the
people around me. I am part of the same environment that has led them to
where they are. They are not my enemy. They are myself. This is my practice
for these twisted days.

The Search of My Life
Marília Valengo

There are days when it is sunny and the wind comes in a direction as if it
is bringing my home with it. On those days, the trees make a certain type of
shade and the street exudes a smell when I leave the house that makes me
feel like I am in a tropical city, going toward a day of sea and maritime food.
Sometimes I think that longing is like a little person inside of me.
Someone who lives to figure out how not to make me forget where I came
from. Then I look at the plants, study the blue of the sky, listen to the birds
and try to find the logic, the genealogical chain between the flora and the
fauna here and there, sewing everybody and me in a united version.
That no longer exists, I know. I know it because I go back and perceive
new constructions, new customs and new ways of occupying spaces. That’s
why nature remains my only hidden spot. Since I cannot bring any souvenirs
with me, and I don’t want to give satisfaction to the American zoos, I am
happy to learn the name of the bird that sings in my window these days
at dusk. Is it an owl? What kind of owl do they have here? What about its
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behavior—why does it sing at this time of day?
I travel with the singing of this bird as I am transported to a hot day by
the sea, even though I am in the middle of winter. Its peeps bring me silence;
it sounds like twilight. It reminds me of a sensation that I have had before—it
is the search of my life. It has to do with being full, being strong. It has to do
with being connected. It has to do with being the same as this wind, as this
animal, as those trees that walk hand in hand with me wherever I go.

Love and Peace
Afroza Yasmin

The world is a very beautiful place. God made this beautiful world for
our purposes. So we should work hard and make the world a more beautiful
place, but some people do not appreciate or satisfy this system. They make
the world a violent place, for their own country or for other countries, just like
it was in ancient, dark times. In those times, they didn't have rules, systems
or freedom. It’s the same thing, now, in this world. Some people are sick
with depression or extremism. I have no idea what kinds of people they are.
Now is the time to stop them; otherwise we can’t live peacefully. If they have
depression, they need some kind of treatment; and if they are extremists,
they need to know that God said if you kill one person, you’ve killed an entire
nation. Sometimes, I wonder how people can commit acts of violence. It’s
impossible, but now every country is insecure. They need emergency help.
I’ve lived in New York City for over 20 years, and I love it very much. New
Yorkers are very nice to me. So if something wrong or bad happens to this
country, I would be very sad and upset. I couldn’t hold back my tears.
In these moments, I have a lot of questions. Why do people do this? How
did those innocent people feel when they died? But I don’t find answers. So I
hope that one day this world has a lot of peace, love, and freedom. There will
be no dictatorships and no violence. There will be lots of love and peace.
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Technology
Jesus Gomez

Technology has connected the world and disconnected humans. A couple
years ago, I saw a movie about the future and how the technology grew.
Now I can see different products that I saw in the movie. For example:
cars can drive on electric energy, 3D printers, smart phones, solar energy,
and smart TVs. But my question is why did technology grow so much without
helping find the cure for cancer or HIV?
Countries spent a lot of money to find the cures for illnesses. Silicon
Valley, in the southern San Francisco Bay Area of California, is home to many
start-up and global technology companies. Apple, Facebook, and Google are
the most prominent. It is also the site of technology-focused institutions
around Palo Alto, like Stanford University.
“Pure Genius” is now my favorite TV show. It is a medical drama about
how the most up-to-date technology can be used to cure illnesses that
couldn’t be cured before, for example, cerebral palsy and paralysis.
Technology isn’t all good. Some new innovations can affect the Earth
badly, but people use them anyway. I hope that technology helps save more
lives and helps us to conserve land.

A Testimony

Qiao Zhuang (Grace) Zhang
I called my friend Tina. She didn’t respond to my message for a couple of
days. Maybe she didn’t have time. Tina is kind of a single mother. She owned
a beauty-shop business for a few years, but she hardly earned enough money
to support her daughter and her. I heard how she experienced her financial
problems all these years. I don’t know how I could face these difficulties if I
were her.
Finally, she answered my phone call. We chatted for a while. “Let me
share with you a testimony,” she said. “The business was extremely bad last
month. The rent came, and my house rent, and a lot of bills. I didn’t know how
to handle it. I remembered the Bible verse ‘Do not hide your face from your
servants; answer me quickly, for I am in trouble.’ I had no way out, but I knelt
down before God all morning. I prayed. I needed $450 to pay for things.”
“The whole day, there was no business, until a first and last customer
came. She opened a facial package for $300, she bought two facial-use
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products; she tipped me $20. All this added up. She paid $450.”
I shared this testimony with my son, who was inspired and urged me to
tell my daughter at dinner time. When I shared in my Christian Fellowship
Group, a member responded, “Hallelujah!”

Instagram: Pro and Con
Nadia Netzley

I personally don’t use Instagram very much; however, many people use
it a lot. All millennials have social media accounts on platforms such as
Instagram. I think that the app provides a good way to connect with other
people, express yourself, share your life or adventures, and draw attention
to important issues like animal abuse.
But sometimes people spend too much time on Instagram. It can be
distracting and harmful—the app allows people to give off the illusion of
a perfect life. Though it has its positive qualities, I think Instagram has
become an advertising platform. People use the app to promote themselves
or their businesses. Often, social media influencers use it to earn money by
promoting products and services in their posts.

Chatting Online
Sunmei Wei

Networks develop fast. Everyone uses mobile phones every day. The
mobile phone is very important to us. It is helpful. We can use the mobile
phone to read the news, search the map, check the dictionary, talk to family
and friends, and so on. At the same time, people use the mobile phones more
and chat with other people less.
People are living in a fast-paced city. They are under great pressure.
They have no time to meet friends who prefer to chat on the internet. One
time I visited my friends. We had dinner together. We sat down and talked
to each other a few times, and then we never talked again. We took out our
mobile phones and chatted in the WeChat group. I felt terrible. Why are we
talkative when we chat on the internet, but quiet in a face to face chat?
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I think when chatting online, many people don’t have a burden; they
feel relaxed. Online chatting seems more sincere than face to face. Chatting
online is very popular. But I prefer to talk face to face with other people.

To Post or Not to Post
Fernanda Siqueira

Yes, I’ll be another person talking about how they dislike life after
Facebook. Or any social media, especially the ones with pictures. Maybe it’s
because I’m over 40, but I have friends the same age as I, and they are doing
fine online. Or maybe I am one of those “old souls” people talk about (most
of the time not in a positive way). The truth is, I still don’t get the choices
people make about what to share on their pages. I try, I really do. But the
world built a different logic for life online, and sometimes I don’t follow.
I’m not saying that social media are all bad. I’m there. I usually get the
news from them, and I’ve seen good initiatives and posts from people with
the best intentions and now also with the media on their hands. I’m talking
about conventions that changed and not in a constructive way.
We see pictures of vacations people hated, but pretended to have
enjoyed, or of their significant others that they can’t wait to break up with.
It’s weird, but I get it. Then I see them posting videos of other people, some
of them sleeping on the subway, others falling because they drank so much
that they can’t stand. And I think we have crossed a line there.
We stumble upon previous laws and conventions that have no effect on
social media—the greatest exposure of all. When was it okay to use others’
images without their consent, especially when we’re making fun of them
for some reason? When was it okay to post pictures of others’ kids without
asking permission, when we know that Facebook and Instagram give
predators all the privacy and anonymity they always wanted? We all know
by now that the moment we post anything—a picture, a video—we don’t own
it anymore.
So I find myself apologizing to friends, relatives, and acquaintances
when I ask them to take down pictures of my son that they posted on their
Facebook pages. Every time some parent of his friends takes a picture of
them during a lovely moment, I have to interrupt that feeling and say, “It’s
okay to take pictures of my son, but please don’t post them online.” Most of
the time I get back that kind-of-angry look, as if I’m wrong, crazy, or from
another planet.
I began wondering—so why do people do it, anyway? Some say they

79

want to show picture of their kids to their friends. Why don’t they send the
pictures in a private message? Some say they are very proud of their kids,
and they want to show them off to the world. But a study in Australia says the
kids are not okay with that. And even if they were, what is more important,
the safety of a kid or the pride of showing him or her off?
I’m not advocating for anyone to stop posting pictures of their kids.
(Okay, maybe I am.) I’m once again defending myself (which sounds kind of
crazy to me) because I want people to think that maybe I’m not okay with the
exposure they are giving to my son and that they should ask before doing it.
My struggle in understanding this “new normal” makes me feel old. Like
so many before me, I resist changes that I think are not good, even when I
understand that it doesn’t matter; they are here to stay. But I get anxious
thinking that maybe we are losing some of our humanity and becoming
more and more our online avatars, failing to worry about each other but
concentrating on how many likes we can get.

The advantages of artificial intelligence are also numerous. Artificial
intelligences help us in fields such as education, science, housework, and
medicine. They are exploring space, advising us in social media, and are
included in almost all the jobs that are connected with a computer system.
Even in medicine, they have huge roles. For example, medical professionals
are often trained with artificial surgery simulators. In some places, people
with mental health problems are using robots to come out of depression.
I am happy that I am living in the 21st century, which is the era of
technology and artificial intelligence. However, we have to be careful with
everything. Technology is created by peoples’ hands, and we have to make
sure that we can control it, not the other way around.

Where Is My Spring?
Jennifer Alonzo

Artificial Intelligence
Ruzan Ghazaryan

Artificial intelligence is a mechanism that stands in contrast to the
natural intelligence displayed by humans and other animals. Artificial
intelligence is created for taking actions that maximize its chance of
successfully achieving its goals. It was created for problem solving through
typical methods after training computers to mimic basic human reasoning.
During the time artificial intelligence was developed, it was intended to
improve the quality of human life.
In our day, many kinds of artificial intelligence are introduced step by
step into our lives. Examples are computers, robot vacuum cleaners, Siri,
Alexa, and others. However, as we know, everything has its advantages and
disadvantages.
There are many reasons to think that artificial intelligence will be
dangerous for our future. Because of robots, unemployment is growing. For
example, in some big factories robots are replacing humans. In addition,
people are becoming highly dependent on the machines. They lose their
creative power, and they become lazy. Moreover, it could be dangerous if
we lose our control to artificial intelligence. This could do a lot of damage to
our spheres of life. For example, machines could be programmed to start a
nuclear war. If we lose control of them, it would be disaster for every living
being on this planet.
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I have not been in New York for too long, but I think that by this time,
the weather should be warmer. By October last year I was already wearing a
jacket because it was getting a little cold. It has already been six months since
I started wearing a jacket, and I am tired of them! They are too heavy and
uncomfortable (though I do like the extra pockets because they are useful).
Anyway, it is too cold. I went to my country, Honduras, in February, hoping
that when I came back winter would be gone, but I arrived to a beautiful
snowstorm. Instead of cherry blossoms and tulips, this “springter” gave us
snowmen and ice.
Not only is the weather not as nice as it could be, but I am also tired of
my husband’s music playlist. There is this Latin artist called El Buki, and he
has a song called “Donde Estara Mi Primavera?” which translates exactly as
“Where Is My Spring?” My husband has had this song on repeat for weeks, I
guess in an attempt to invoke the spring or the sun or the heat or something.
The only thing he will succeed in invoking is my boot to his behind if the
music doesn’t stop! I am just kidding; I would never kick my husband. . .
In any case, spring has taken way too long to get here. I am afraid that we’ll
skip it and jump directly to summer, where I might write how unbearable the
heat is and how I wish it would be fall. In any case, spring is probably the
nicest season, and it is a shame we might miss it this year. I know there might
be more important topics to talk about, but if you think about it, this shallow
complaint has a big question behind it—What is happening to our planet?
Are these the first consequences of Global Warming?
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Résumé

Marília Valengo
I am not doing anything special that I could tell you about during our full
course dinner or even after our coffee. I am not doing nor thinking about
anything you should bother asking.
I care too much about things, but then I forget about them all. Life becomes
this everyday opportunity to gather feelings and label them as they emerge,
whether that occurs during a strong wind in the early morning or a bird’s song
in the afternoon or a gigantic silence hovering in the air as the night falls.
I’ve been trying to figure out where to put my name while I stare out the
window, counting light beams and enjoying the seconds that seem to last
forever, without really deciding anything at all, until my neighbor slams the
door and takes me out of my sumptuous dream of nothingness—this quiet
reverie full of jigsaw pieces—my life’s only project.

My First Job in the U.S.
Valikhan Tuleshov

I am 58 years old, with a Ph.D. from my studies in my native Kazakhstan.
After I moved to New York, I started looking for a job. In the first month, I was
not able to find a job and I decided to contact a recruitment agency to find a
suitable place for me. I agreed to pay a weekly fee if they found me a job, and
I signed a contract with them. A day later, they called me and asked if I could
work at a construction site, doing repairs. I replied that in my youth, I had
worked in the construction industry and could try it again. Then they gave me
the phone number of the owner of the construction firm. I called him, and he
told me where to go on the next day.
At first, the work was difficult, and I was very tired and nervous. But then,
after I met my co-workers, it became easier.
However, my co-workers and I were very often moved from object to object,
and the working conditions were constantly changing. In one place, it was
necessary to paint the walls; in another, to repair the floors; in the third, to put
up a fence.
It was very difficult to adapt to the weather and transportation. Since almost
every other day the job’s location was changed, I had to constantly amend my
route. For example, to get to Staten Island, it was necessary to change two types
of transport. If it was raining or snowing, you had to dress for the weather. Thus,
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I was under stress for almost three months, until I became accustomed to the
heat and to the changing working conditions.
The owner constantly monitored the quality of the work, made comments,
and did not let us rest. The work day began at 8 a.m. and lasted until 6 p.m.. By
6 p.m. we had to clean the premises and collect our tools and equipment. Only
at 6 p.m. could we wash up and change clothes to go home in clean clothes.
My salary was minimal and matched my immigrant status. I did not have a
work permit or a social security number, so I could not complain.
I worked for the construction company for 10 months, until I got a work
permit and a Social Security number. Then I quit my job and started looking for
another job, but that is a completely different story.

I Worked as a Rickshaw Driver in
Manhattan
Valikhan Tuleshov

After I received a Social Security number and a work permit in August
2016, I decided to work as a rickshaw driver until I found a more comfortable
job to go to learn English. On October 3, on the advice of my son-in-law, I went
to work as a rickshaw driver in Manhattan.
We went to 48th Street and the corner of Seventh Avenue to a garage,
where I met the owner of the bikes and arranged with him to rent one bicycle
taxi. The rent was high, by my standards, but I still decided to work there until
the end of the year. The guys who worked on pedicabs told me that it would be
possible to earn good money before New Year.
The first week, I earned practically nothing. I had a lot to learn. For me, it
was a novelty that streets and avenues have a different direction of traffic. It
was difficult to navigate and serve customers.
Another problem was becoming accustomed to constant pedaling and
pain in the back and buttocks. However, this was only the beginning. It was
necessary to constantly look for customers, invite them to travel, and explain
the price. I drove from Central Park to Fifth Avenue to the Empire State
Building, then turned toward Sixth Avenue and on Sixth Avenue went up again
to Central Park.
After the second week, I began to get a little better. I became more confident
and more freely began to contact clients. At the beginning of November, a
temporary cold snap occurred and precipitation started periodically. This was
probably the main difficulty of my work, as I had a problem adapting to the
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ever-changing weather. Dressing warmly, I was often over-heated, and vice
versa, when it became cold, I began to freeze.
From stress, I became nervous and began to smoke a lot, but then realized
that working in the open air, you need to take more clothes with you, just in
case. Therefore, I bought myself a waterproof jumpsuit with a yellow jacket,
Uggs, and thermal underwear. Yes, I began to resemble a man from the north,
but I did not pay attention to it. And I really felt more comfortable working.
When it began to rain, I saw that people often sat down in my bike to hide
from it. It was the same with snow. Therefore, the weather became one of the
factors of good earnings; I just had to adapt to it.
Despite the high price of the trip ($6 per minute), there were people in
Manhattan who could afford to travel more than 30 minutes and pay me $180.
It was not often, but almost every week I managed to find such customers.
Bikers were especially lucky with earnings for holidays, when parades
were held, on weekends, and after concerts and shows in theaters. We also
often crossed Times Square, where there were many people. So I was able to
earn $480 a day during the New York marathon, $510 for Christmas, and on
December 31st I earned $480. For me, the scale of the city of New York became
clear, where 36 percent of the world’s money is constantly circulating.
Of course, the work did not come without disputes with clients. The police
constantly watched us and did not give us parking for a long time, and there
were also unpaid trips. But in general, it was “live” work—working with people
and in constant movement. I did not become an experienced rickshaw driver
after three months, but, I could pay to rent a bike and earn my living.
In this whole history of my work as a rickshaw driver, it was important
for me to understand the possibilities of my personality’s transcendence, my
ability to get out of a comfortable state, go into a state of permanent discomfort,
and vice versa. Finding new skills, especially when moving from one country
to another, one becomes a more universal person. After all, it is the ability of
people to survive in difficult situations and unfamiliar conditions that has
made the human race the most successful species of living creatures on Earth.

Jack Ma’s Story
Yuliia Semenova

He was born into a poor Chinese family. A a child, Ma was thin and often got
involved in fights. He was not afraid of rivals. He really liked to catch crickets
and arrange fights between them.
As a teenager, he often went to the hotel in the center of the city in the
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mornings and offered tourists free tours in order to practice English. In that
period of his life, he was nicknamed “Jack.”
The only way to get out of poverty is through education. He failed university
entrance exams twice, but in the end he got his diploma. He was denied work
more than 10 times, even by KFC. The only place he could gain employment
was as an English teacher, where he earned $12 a month.
Once, as a translator, he accompanied a Chinese business delegation to the
U.S., where he first encountered a computer. Then he decided to establish an
internet company in China. He failed at first, but after four years he convinced
some friends to invest in an online trading project called “Alibaba.” “We did it
because we were young,” said Ma.
Today his wealth is estimated at 32.7 billion U.S. dollars, which makes him
China’s richest man.

Uncle Peter
Paula Ko

The day was cloudy, the temperature was nice—about 56 degrees—on
March 25, 2017. For Saturday, the forecast said during the day there would be a
rainfall, but luckily the sky didn’t pour the water down. I thought it might have
been the power from over 500 people calling to God: Hold it, don’t let it rain;
we are having services in celebration of Peter. The music from the piano broke
the silence; the peaceful music was filling the whole church, which made us
a little bit calmer. Over 500 people came from different parts of the world to
attend Peter Lau’s private memorial service.
Two rooms exhibited Peter’s biography through photos. The photos
marked every year Peter was so happy on vacation with his family, as a beloved
husband and father.
Peter Lau was a pharmacist and community leader. He opened Confucius
Pharmacy, the most famous early pharmacy in Chinatown. He visited
hospitals and donated some wheelchairs every year; he was a volunteer to
teach patients how to use the diabetes machine, how to take care of a diabetic’s
food, how to control the diabetic sugar level. Peter endlessly helped others in
his lifetime. Therefore, when his family made the announcement of his death,
they requested that in lieu of flowers, donations in memory of Peter could be
made to organizations, because they knew Peter would have liked to do so.
At the private and low-profile memorial service, I met a lot of my former
co-workers. Only a few still worked at Peter’s Pharmacy. Most of us had left
many years before. Some of them had other careers; some had moved very
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far away. But we all felt deep sorrow that Peter passed away. We hugged and
asked for updated phone numbers to stay in touch.
Therefore, a week later, on Saturday, April 1, 2017, we got together. We
were excited to meet each other since we had worked apart for over 10 years.
During the dinner, we shared lots of memories of Peter.
A former co-worker said that once she fell down and hurt her leg, and
Peter hurried to go to the hospital, asking her details of her injury and telling
her how the doctor would heal it. She was crying when she saw that Peter
visited. She felt Peter’s caring for her was pure. I had the same feeling, too,
when my mom had a stroke in 2013. I was so worried that I called Peter, and
he advised me how to take care of my mom. I was thankful for his help and
his time. Though I had left his company many years earlier, he still helped
me to solve my problems.
Another co-worker said that one day she vomited blood and felt dizzy at
the doctor’s office, and when Peter heard about it, he dropped his work and
got to the doctor’s office immediately. Peter spoke to her, keeping her energy
up by saying, “Peter is here for you, don’t worry.” She felt so warm and woke
up. After that, she was sent to the hospital by ambulance. Peter followed, to
help her choose a specialist, a surgeon. She said that if Peter had not been
there, her severe illness would have been worse.
I had no job experience, and I was very lucky to be Peter’s employee for
my first job in New York City. I learned a lot of skills from Peter, such as
how to make drug compounds; how to measure blood pressure; how to use
the diabetes machine; how to invest in an IRA to make our elder life easier;
how to capture kids in photos during their growth stages; how to play tennis;
how to search for free recreation for kids if they had school breaks; and he
guided me in helping my kids apply to high school and college. After a hectic
day, Peter said thank you, appreciating our hard work always, and that made
us feel less stress. He treated us as family. He paid for company trips, which
was a big difference from other companies. My company had many joyful
times, and I kept the warm pictures. He was such a nice, funny, happy,
warm-hearted boss—just like an uncle, he took care of us, so we called him
Uncle Peter.
Another former co-worker shared her story with me. When Peter heard
she was looking to buy a cat, he called her to the animal shelter. Peter said,
“The dogs and cats are all healthy here, but if nobody takes them home, they
will be killed by humans because there are not enough spots or food for too
many animals to stay here.” After she visited, she adopted a very cute, clever
cat from there. Peter was so nice to save a life, even if it was a cat’s.
My co-workers created a group chat, and I wrote a post on it:
“I will love you and respect you forever, Uncle Peter!
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I can’t lose my deep sorrow over your leaving; it broke my heart.
I remember your nice, warm smile and voice.
I appreciate Uncle Peter for caring for us and helping us.
Also, thank you, Peter, for making our former co-workers’ friendships
continue.”
I got a “like” on my post, and my former co-workers said that they had
the same feelings as I.

My Uncle Was a Seaman
Yuqing Gu

My uncle, Mr. Wu, likes to go out for morning tea on Sundays. We chat,
and he usually talks about his experiences as a seaman. Even now, when he
tells me the seaman story, it still makes him smile and touches his heart.
One time, the ship left Guangzhou in the morning. The destination would
be California—San Francisco. All of the staff was very excited. Sailing on the
sea, water flows to the lowest level. The wind was blowing mildly, the waves
were calm, the climate was mild. The ship and seaman all felt comfortable.
But in the summertime, the weather got hotter and hotter. In the
daytime, the temperature was about 105 degrees. A heat wave was hard to
beat. The sunshine seemed like a fireball, burning the seamen’s skin. If it
was not necessary for them to be on deck, they would stay inside the ship.
After 8 p.m., the sun had already gone down, and the temperature dropped
to nearly 70 degrees because the sea breeze blew out the heat wave.
One morning, they arrived in San Francisco. The ship sailed along the
seashore and went into the seaport under the Golden Gate Bridge. It was
convenient to see the seaport view. The city was so beautiful, and the road
looked like a dragon of cars. The shipmen moved the goods onto the seashore.
After two days, the ship went to another city.
When the ship was sailing on the sea, there was a thunderstorm with
lightning. The seamen closed all of the doors and windows. The big high
waves beat against the ship. The ship shook to the left and right; it was
swinging. The ship sailed to the shore, and it stopped there to avoid the bad
weather and the danger.
It was between America and Canada. A group of U.S. soldiers came on
board to search, carrying guns. The soldiers used a machine to search
goods, search everywhere and everyone. All of the staff showed their IDs
and licenses. The soldiers counted how many seamen there were, looking
in the closets, cabin, rice bags, and drawers, and turning the comforters
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upside down. The seamen understood that the search was to make sure the
ship was legal.
In the early morning, the sky started to brighten, and the seamen found
joy in fishing. Mr. Wu had lucky hands and caught a big fish, about eight
pounds. The chef made a dish of steamed fish with garlic and ginger. Mr.
Wu helped the chef in the kitchen. His co-workers enjoyed that fish very
much. They put a wide net into the sea. After one day, some little fishes,
little squid and shrimp, were caught in the net. They washed them, brought
them outside and hung them up on the window to dry for their family. All the
seamen knew “Every day is not Sunday.”
They went to each city to carry the goods. Although the stores were open
for business, when they came and went somewhere the solders just went
window-shopping because everything must be paid for with U.S. dollars.
Their wages were very low in China in those years. After they finished work,
they were both hungry and thirsty, but they did not buy anything to eat or
drink. They went back to the ship; it was their home.
After work, most of the ship’s crew were drinking, smoking, or sleeping.
Some played bridge, played chess, or with their stamp collections or coin
collections. Some complained of boredom, some got homesick and wrote
letters to their families.
On the return trip, the sea lay sleeping; the weather was very nice. The
wind was fair and the sea was clear, the sky was blue, the white clouds were
moving. The ship steered straight ahead on the ocean. The engine worked
smoothly and didn’t give any trouble.
Mr. Wu was young and active; he was full of energy. He remembered one
saying: “Time is valuable; wasting time is like suicide.” He knew life is like
a ship sailing on the sea. Sometimes the sea is calm and full of sunshine,
making people happy. Sometimes thunderstorms and lightning appear,
hurting people and giving them a hard time. When we sail into a difficult
time, we should be strong to overcome the trouble. We should stand up to
face the bad environment, to face the facts. If we don’t overcome the difficult
time, then the hard time will push us down.
Mr. Wu used to read, draw, paint, and listen to the radio in his free time.
He also often went to the kitchen to help the cook. The captain liked him;
he admired him for being gentle, helpful, friendly, and hard working. He
learned a lot of cooking skills in the ship’s kitchen. He knew how to use the
vegetables and potatoes with meat, eggs, and sauce. A seaman who was his
friend said to him, “You always go to the kitchen to help. It is not your job.
You are stupid.”
The ship got the order to go to Tokyo, Japan, to carry some military
goods. Sometimes it was ordered to go to Malaysia, Taipei, or Vietnam, to
carry rice and sugar.

90

Now everything has greatly changed. Mr. Wu left the ship and has stayed
in New York since 1972. He worked in a restaurant as a chef. He made the
dishes very well, so the customers and boss were satisfied. He advised us,
“Time is a gift from God. We should make sure to accept it in a good spirit.
Every day is an opportunity to do something that we want. Don’t miss any
chance in life.” He said staying in America was his best choice.

The Taxi Driver
1: Bill Chen Hired Himself
Yuqing Gu
The sun hung up in the blue sky in fall. There were flowers on the street–
some red, some yellow, some white. Sunflowers and roses shook their heads
from the wind. It was the famous “flower city”—Guangzhou, located in the
south of China. Colorful flowers surround that big city.
The cars drove on the road; in those years, the road was tidier than before.
The buildings were cleaner then, too. After the opening of China, people’s
lives improved, but some people didn’t enjoy the beautiful view. They didn’t
benefit in the same way, and they still had life-stress. My brother-in-law,
Bill Chen, was 42, and his wife worked in the cap factory, which had closed
recently. What a pain in the neck! They had one son, who was 12 years old
then, and he studied in middle school. Bill Chen and his wife were looking
for jobs again. In those years, many farmers came to work in the cities from
the countryside. Everyone needed a job.
Bill Chen read the advertisements, and each job wanted workers under
35 years old or for them to have a college degree and diploma. Even if the
job was a worker, cleaner, or babysitter, employers wanted to hire young
people only. Bill Chen and his wife stayed home for six months. Mr. Chen
remembered a motto: “When one door closes, we should open another one.”
He decided to overcome his difficult time. He went to driving school and
earned his taxi driver license. He, with his friend, rented a car. One driver
worked 12 hours each day. They might have been living on a shoestring, but
they worked out their problem. One partner worked from 6 p.m. to 6 a.m.,
and then they switched. Sometimes, Bill Chen stayed up all night working.

91

The Taxi Driver
2: Returning Money from 10 Big
Pigs
Yuqing Gu

It was dark the evening that Bill Chen drove his taxi to the biggest train
station. A lot of customers were waiting for the train. They sat on the ground
and carried blankets, big suitcases, and big bags. Every customer had a
different face.
One elderly lady pushed a suitcase and her handbag. She looked tired.
“Can you help me? I want to go to this place. Please!” said the old lady.
“Sure,” said the taxi driver. The driver opened the door and helped her
take the suitcase and handbag into the car. After half an hour, it suddenly
started to rain. The car stopped in front of the building and the elderly lady
paid the fee. Her one hand took the suitcase, and her other hand opened the
umbrella. She got out of the car.
The driver drove the car on the road, and two middle-aged men waved
down the taxi. They got inside.
“Is this handbag yours?” one of the customers asked the driver.
The driver opened the bag. He saw a lot of money inside. He thought, That
money is packed neatly. The elderly lady who lost her money must be nervous now. She
must need to use that money for something important! The driver sympathized
with her.
Ten minutes later, the customers got out of the car, and the driver found
a letter in the handbag. He went to the letter’s address and rang the doorbell.
The elderly lady and her son opened the door and took back the handbag and
all the money.
“Thanks! Ten thousand yuan is for my son’s wedding tomorrow. Last
week I sold ten big pigs to get that,” the lady said. “You are honest, and you
spent your time helping. I will give five hundred to you.” The elderly lady
gave money to Bill Chen and thanked him.
“It is my job. Honesty makes my heart calm.” The driver’s face was very
happy. He had given it his best shot.
Bill Chen got back into his car to continue to work. Time is money for a
driver. He didn’t have time to keep talking. His wife still hadn’t found a job at
home. She was over 40, so looking for a job was not easy. Mr. Chen had to be
working every day. Yet, although he was poor, he was honest.
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The Taxi Driver
3: The Job Was Dangerous
Yuqing Gu

Sometimes, Mr. Chen waited on line in front of the hotel; sometimes he
waited in the airport, train station, or seaport. Sometimes, he drove around
a few blocks.
It was midnight in winter when Mr. Chen drove three customers to the
airport. On the way, he looked at the road and saw a sign that said “Stop.”
Some policeman stood on the street; there had been an accident. He went a
different way, and the customers left his cab.
Two young men, about 20 years old, got into the cab.
One asked, “Can we go to Dongshang Road?”
Mr. Chen said, “Okay.”
After ten minutes, one man took a sharp knife to Mr. Chen and said, “Give
me all your money!”
He stopped the car on the street as the men searched through his pockets
and took all his money (600 yuan) and his cell phone. As one of the thieves
left the car, he used his sharp knife to cut Mr. Chen’s hand. The hand was
bleeding. The street was very quiet at midnight. Mr. Chen felt pain but
managed to drive to the emergency center. In the hospital, after he saw a
doctor, he rested and drove the car home. His experience cast a shadow
throughout the drive.
Two months later, Mr. Chen recovered. He thought, I never knew it, but being
a taxi driver put me at risk. And there is a lot of truth to those words.

The Taxi Driver
4: Saving a Child
Yuqing Gu

Mr. Cheng is always a gentle, helpful, and caring person.
It was noon in Guanghou City, and there were a lot of customers having
lunch in a small restaurant. A couple worked inside, and their four-year-old
son played in front of the restaurant. A man gave a candy to the little boy.
“Do you like candy?”
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“No, I don’t like candy,” the boy said.
The young man took the little boy by the hand and walked out of the
restaurant to the road. He saw a taxi and shot up his hand: “Taxi!”
The driver, Mr. Chen, stopped the car. The young man brought the boy
in Mr. Chen’s car. The car stayed on the road. The boy cried loudly, saying,
“Mother . . . Mother . . . !”
Mr. Chen said to the boy, “Don’t cry. Your father is here.” The young man,
sitting beside the boy, kept quiet.
“He is not my father. I don’t know who he is!” the boy still cried and said.
Mr. Cheng stopped the car on the side of the road and locked the doors
right away. He kept his heart calm and walked to a bakery, where he took
out his phone and called the police. After two minutes, the police arrived
and arrested the young man. This was not the first time the young man had
kidnapped little boys.
Mr. Cheng helped the little boy, who was very smart. The policeman said
to the people, “If every taxi driver was more like Mr. Cheng, this city would
be safer.”

Taxi Driver
5: Customer in China=Job in
New York
Yuqing Gu

On New Year's Day in Guangzhou in 2012, most people met up with their
friends and family and were very excited. Everybody said “happy new year”
to each other. In the first day of this new year, Mr. Chen planned to “do my
best” in everything.
During the holidays, taxi drivers are busiest. One lady, dressed well, about
45, smiled at the driver and said, “Can I go to Zhongshan Road?”
“Sure.” Mr. Chen drove the car. “Where are you from?” he asked.
“I’m from New York City. My family has lived in New York since I was a
teenager.”
Mr. Chen told that lady, “On July this year, I am going to immigrate to New
York.” The customer listened to him. She took a card, wrote her name and
the date on the card, and gave the card to the driver.
“I hope to stay in touch with you in the future,” said the lady, excited.
“It is my card. I’m working at a big supermarket in New York. This card has
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my phone number and address. If you go to New York, and you have trouble
finding a job, you can call me. I will try to help you.” The lady left the car right
away and, as she left, said, “Keep me posted about your family’s immigration
to New York!”
In July 2012, Mr. Chen came to New York with his wife and son. One day,
Mr. Chen and I went to Flushing on the 7 train, and we met the lady. She
was very warm. From that day, Mr. Chen became a truck driver and carrier
delivery person. He works for the supermarket, and still to this day Mr. Chen
appreciates that his boss was his taxi guest.

A Hotel in Manhattan
1: Security Guard
Yuqing Gu

She is a security guard at a hotel in Manhattan. It is a tall and huge
building (49 floors). There is a swimming pool on the top, and the restaurant
offers French food, Italian food, and Japanese food. There is a big meeting
room. Some guests go to meetings for business. They come from all over
the world. Some visitors come to New York in their travels. There are a few
hundred staff in the hotel, and they smile to serve 24 hours a day. They are
hard-working all the time.
If you use your heart, eyes, ears, and noses, to feel, to see, to hear, to
smell and live with them—to breathe in the same air—you can find each staff
member’s story. They are from India, Haiti, and Spanish-speaking countries.
The staff speak English with each other. Each employee has different
experiences, each person has bittersweet memories.
Argena is Spanish. She works in the Security Department. She is 45 years
old, tall and strong. She likes to talk during her lunch time at the cafeteria.
Ten years ago, she and her husband opened a grocery store, but business
was not good, the rent was expensive, and they could not pay the rent, so
the store closed. Argena went to school, got a security guard certification
and went to work in the hotel. She doesn’t like to be self-employed. She likes
to get a job that has a paycheck every week. Going to work at the hotel, her
income is better than when she opened a grocery store.
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A Hotel in Manhattan
2: Waiter and Painter
Yuqing Gu

Tongny is Hispanic. He is 55 years old. He graduated from a hotel training
school in New York. He is a waiter in a restaurant of a hotel. He works in the
Room Service Department. In the morning, he leaves home at five o’clock
to take the bus from Flushing to work. He works from 6 a.m. to 2 p.m.
Sometimes, he moves some food to the guests’ rooms. Rest assured, he does
his best to deliver the goods.
After work, he walks two blocks to Central Park, where he makes a booth.
There he draws pictures for tourists. He remembers the rule of thumb: paint
each picture for a few minutes only.
A co-worker said, “With your full-time job as a waiter, why do you go to
Central Park to draw pictures for a part-time job? Each picture costs only
seven dollars. You seem like a beggar in this city.”
Tongny’s friend, Elu, said to the co-worker, “Lighten up! Tongny loves art.
He is not a beggar.” He spoke up, upset.
“I used to draw pictures since I was in kindergarten. I have been sketching
pictures for more than 50 years. Practice made painting second nature. Only
practice will do the trick.”
“Do you feel tired every day?” Elu asked.
“No, I enjoy my hobby. I work 12 hours a day, and that is piece of cake. If I
stopped drawing, then I would be a nervous wreck. I keep drawing, so I take
a load off my mind. I work as a waiter to support my family. My family and
my hobby are my spirit.”
Every summer, Tongny takes a month’s vacation in San Francisco to
exhibit his drawings. At the hotel, every staff member enjoys his pictures.
He persists in his love of art, and he is not a beggar. He is rich in spirit. To be
spirit-rich is to be rich in reality.

A Hotel in Manhattan
3: Human Resources Manager
Yuqing Gu

Shirny is 72, has brown, long and wavy hair. She is average weight.
She always dresses up; every day she will wear something different. Some
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purple dresses, some orange, green. . . She always wears high-heeled shoes.
The shoe color matches her dress. She is a human resource manager in the
hotel in New York. She always smiles when she greets people.
She usually is in the lobby looking at the lights and checking in guests on
the line in front of the front desk. She tells the staff to move the big garbage
cans, use paper bags in the lobby, and make sure the hotel is safe. She tells
the security department, “Why are you standing around like a block of
wood? You should walk up the stairs, search each floor and check around
every corner.”
More and more, people come to New York for travel; and in this hotel,
rooms sell like hot cakes. All the staff employees are very busy, and she
advises all the staff to go to school through the union. “You’d better learn to
cook or to be an accountant,” she says to everyone.
She is friendly and not a dragon lady. Few staff work as room attendants
or house people. They go to school. Some go to work in restaurants or as
accountants. Some transfer to work in the ballroom or as bellhops. She is an
agreeable person. She tells the staff, “Let me level with you.” She is not about
her job, but she doesn’t want to retire. She wants to continue working, and
she never gives up. She likes to remember the famous saying “Go dancing
when your heart is still young.”

A Hotel in Manhattan
4: A Breath of Free Air
Yuqing Gu

Davic is 62 years old, and he has worked in a hotel as a plumber for 20
years. He has one son and one daughter.
“What’s up, Davic? Did you enjoy your vacation?” Maria asked one
morning.
“I went to visit Bermuda with my family last week. I was facing the sea,
and I was reminded of 1972, when I escaped to Hong Kong from Guangzhou.”
He told his experience:
That midnight, when the sky was dark, with his classmate Ming Lee, he
passed a few mountains, reaching the sea shore. The waves were high and
regularly beat the rocks on the beach. They chose that bad weather to avoid
the security team. The security team members were young people; they
followed the local government law to catch anyone who escaped to Hong
Kong from China. Davic, with his friend Ming Lee, swam in the sea. They saw
the other side’s lights, very bright. They heard music from Hong Kong. They
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swam fast in the sea. They worried that security would catch them. Because
the wind was strong, Ming Lee felt dizzy and could not continue swimming.
“You go first. I need to take a rest,” Ming Lee told Davic. Davic didn’t have
any choice; he had to continue to swim fast. When he reached the Hong
Kong beach, he heard gunshots.
Davic stayed in a shelter in Hong Kong. He ate bread and drank milk
every day. He felt satisfied. He thought a lot: I am really standing in Hong Kong.
I left China; I left my hungry, bitter life. My daydream became true!
After a few days, his uncle showed up at the shelter and paid some fees
(for the food and for living in the shelter). Davic went to his uncle’s home.
In 1974, Davic, with other people, went to America on a ship. The U.S.A.
welcomed them. Time flies! Every time he walked along the sea beach,
he always remembered his classmate Ming Lee. Ming Lee’s family never
received his letter and never heard his phone call. He was lost in the sea that
night. Every time Davic told about his experience, his eyes filled with tears.

A Hotel in Manhattan
5: She Was Wise and Brave
Yuqing Gu

Suna was from Poland, 35 years old, and good looking. She had worked
in the hotel for 10 years.
It was nine o’clock in the evening, and it was very quiet on the 38th floor.
A middle-aged lady lit a candle for her husband’s birthday in one of the
rooms. Her husband would be getting back to the room in the next hour.
Suddenly, she began ranting and raving. “Fire, fire! Help me!”
Suna was working in another room, and she heard those sounds. She
opened the door to the hallway, and she quickly saw the lady’s finger pointing
to a guest room. Suna went into the room and saw paper and books burning
on the desk. She got the fire extinguisher and put out the fire right away.
(Every floor had a fire extinguisher.)
“Call Security,” Suna said to the lady. Security answered the ring: “Got
it.” The security officer took the elevator from the first floor to the 38th floor,
went into the hallway and into that room. Soon the chemicals from the fire
extinguisher were all over the guest’s room. The fire had gone out already.
Suna’s uniform got a lot of chemicals, and she did not feel well. Security
helped the guest transfer to another guest room.
One staff member said to Suna, “You should go take a shower and take
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a rest. Chill out. I’m sure your supervisor will understand. If you are not all
better, you shouldn’t go to work tomorrow.”
After half an hour, Suna persisted in finishing her work. All the staff
admired her. The next day, she was full of energy and went to work.

A Hotel in Manhattan
6: He Lived in an Office
Yuqing Gu

Jerry went to work at the hotel at 5 a.m. every day. He cleaned the lobby
and the wonderful glass and kept the carpet beautiful and tidy. Though he
used to be very well-off, Jerry still kept smiling. He was still always cheerful.
This confused Susan.
“What’s the matter, Jerry? I’m glad to see you smile all the time. You seem
like you enjoy your job. But why? It is not like you are the president. Your job
is just that of a houseman,” she said.
“To tell you the truth, a smile is an inexpensive way to improve your
looks.” With that, Jerry told of his experience.
When he first came to New York, Jerry was a single businessman. He
rented a small office for a jewelry-selling business on a shoestring budget.
There were only two chairs and one desk in his office. Sadly, business was
not good. Because of this, Jerry didn’t have enough money to rent another
room to live. He had to live in his office.
The office was open from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m.. After work, Jerry shut the door,
closed the window curtains, and turned off all the lights. The office was very
dark. He then turned on a small, dim lamp. He used a cooker to make rice
for dinner. There was one toilet, one faucet, and one sink, but no bathtub. He
had to use a basin to take a shower.
In the evening, he slept in the office. In the early morning, he cleaned the
office and dressed up for work. He turned on the lights, making the office
bright inside once more.
Jerry lived in his office all alone for five years. The business still was not
going well. Jerry needed to change his job, so he started working at the hotel.
Now, Jerry has a full-time job. He is hard-working and friendly. He makes
a living and supports his family, including his two young sons. He rents a
two-bedroom apartment. He says he enjoys his company benefits, but the
job is not his cup of tea. He is 42 years old. He wants to work in the office as
a businessman again. We hope his dream comes true.

99

A Hotel in Manhattan
7: Two Managers
Yuqing Gu

Tianna was from India, and she worked in the Housekeeping Department
as a manager. She was always earnest, tactful, humble, and did good quality
work. She got along well with her employees all the time.
It was a snowy afternoon in New York; snow flew more and more
everywhere. The houses’ roofs, cars, and streets looked like they were
covered with a white carpet. Subway stations, buses, and airports were all
closed. There were a lot of guests still staying in the hotel. The hotel staff
was very busy. They offered good service in the snowstorm, so the company
would develop good profits.
When the employees finished their work, Tianna asked some staff: “Can
you do me a favor? I need your help to work overtime this evening. Please!”
Many staff heard that, and they all agreed to work again, saying, “Count
me in.”
The employees usually approved overtime. They thought: We should be
responsible for the company; we should be faithful to our employer. Even if we are
tired, we must do as much overtime as we can; we must insist on doing something in
this bad weather. They worked hard, contributing to their hotel. After they
had been working for two days and staying at the hotel, it was a sunny day
and they went home. Tianna said to each employee, “Thank you for your
help. Thank you for your help.”
Tianna was always ready to help the staff, also, if they were in difficulty.
Sometimes some co-workers needed to take a day off. So they asked Tianna,
and she understood. She often agreed and signed the form in person. She
paid attention to them and said warmly, “Take care of yourself.”
Dan was from Haiti. He worked in the Housekeeping Department, too.
Dan didn’t know how to be sociable. He didn’t like talking; he acted like a big
shot. If someone needed a day off, although they had a reason, Dan rarely
agreed. He liked to refuse and said, “You must write up an Off Permission
Form two weeks ahead of time. It is policy.”
One day, during the Canadian and Eastern American blackout, there
were no lights or water. However, in the hotel everything was normal, and
it was 100% occupied. Dan asked his employees, “Do you want to work
overtime this evening?” Most of them shook their head and said, “Sorry, I’m
very tired.” They did not listen to him and went home. They disappeared.
If your employees don’t listen to you, if you cannot cooperate with your
staff, they look down on you and you lose face. If your job cannot continue, I
think maybe you made a little mistake.
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A Hotel in Manhattan
8: A Section Supervisor
Yuqing Gu

That summer morning, the staff was sitting in the cafeteria. One waiter
brought a cheesecake to the table. “Happy birthday to you. . .” They sang the
song together. They celebrated a supervisor’s 76th birthday. Her name was
Oger, and she came from Haiti.
Oger had been working in this hotel as a supervisor for 28 years. She
was usually gentle and kindly. She went to work five days a week regularly. If
the hotel was busy and needed someone to do overtime, she always showed
up. Since she had started working for this company, she was never absent.
“When will you retire?” a staff member asked.
“I will go to work forever. I cannot stop working. I need to continue to
work every day. If I stopped working, I would fall seriously sick. I would feel
weak,” Oger said with confidence.
“No wonder you have kept working until now,” Marria said to Oger.
Marria remembered the first month she came to work. One day, she
finished work half an hour early. “I’m finished work now. Can you give me
other work?” Marria asked Oger.
The supervisor Oger spoke softly. “You finished your job a little early
today, so you should sit down and take a break. This job is not easy; take
a rest and tomorrow continue to work again. But don’t tell anybody what I
taught you. I know you are so honest. After a few months, you will finally get
the hang of it.”
Marria nodded her head, like a chicken eating rice. In fact, Oger’s
teaching touched her deep heart. She felt satisfied to be working together
with a good friend.
Even if the job was hard, Marria, with her co-workers, did well. Her body
felt tired, but her heart felt sweet.
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A Hotel in Manhattan
Part 9: Workaholic
Yuqing Gu

In the lobby during the evening, there were some guests waiting in line
to check in, while others waited to check out. Some staff were at their jobs,
working in their positions. The staff saw the hotel general manager Luna
walk out of the hotel. A staff member looked at his watch: “My God, it is 9:30
at night!”
Luna was 42 years old. She lived with her husband in Manhattan. They
were Italian. They had one daughter−two years old. The babysitter took care
of Luna’s daughter all day. After Luna got home, her daughter had fallen into
a deep sleep. The next day, Luna left for work at 8 a.m., when her daughter
was still sleeping.
One day in the cafeteria at lunch, Luna said: “My daughter never follows
me. She always follows the babysitter. The dog follows the babysitter, too.”
“How about your husband?”
“My daughter and dog do not like my husband. He is a workaholic,” Luna
replied. Everyone laughed.
After 30 minutes, Luna left the cafeteria and went back to her office.
Peter was a waiter. He liked to talk with coworkers. He said, “I want my
wife to be a housewife. I don’t like that my wife is a workaholic.”
Dan was a cook. He said, “I’ve found that some people are workaholics
in order to avoid their hard times and troubling matters. They are usually
working and working, more and more, very busy doing the job, doing the job
that they like to do. Then they can be so busy that they can forget themselves,
forget the time, forget any upsetting things. It is their experience.”

the holidays, every hotel was very busy in Manhattan. Maria switched her
schedule from daytime to night. The manager agreed in person to the
change of schedule for their parade. All the staff—Maria’s friends—wanted to
do something for the Macy’s parade. Everyone wanted to lend a hand to her.
At the parade, there were 26 flower floats, and the famous singers sang
together. Thousands of people wore special holiday costumes to dance
and walk in, but the music was the most beautiful of all. Maria played the
piano on a colorful car. She dressed well, was good looking, and had a very
professional smile.
The Macy’s parade ended at 2 p.m. Maria walked a few blocks to work
in her hotel. All of the staff was proud of her and gave her praise. She made
the company full of celebration! The parade was selling like hotcakes! That
really made our day! We are looking forward to Thanksgiving Day next year!

A Hotel in Manhattan
Part 10: The Macy’s Parade
Yuqing Gu

Every Thanksgiving Day, the Macy’s Parade leader invited Maria and
her musical instrument team to join the celebration. Five years later, Maria
and her team members had learned the ropes of the Macy’s Parade. During
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Museum Trip
Lisa Szeto

I very much hoped that the day of April 21, 2017, would come quickly.
Why? Because last month my writing class teacher, June, told us we would
take a tour that day at the Metropolitan Museum. But that day there was
trouble on the D train, which didn’t go to Manhattan, so I was a little bit
worried about being late, but finally I was on time at the main entrance.
We met in the lobby. I observed that some of my classmates were not
there, and I thought maybe they were late because of subway traffic. Anyway,
June and the tour guide at the Metropolitan Museum were waiting for us.
The guide led us to Exhibition Gallery 998, for the “Age of Empires: Chinese
Art of the Qin and Han Dynasties (221 B.C.-220 A.D.).”
When we turned into the exhibition gallery, everyone exclaimed, “Wow.”
The chariot half-life-size models showed in front of us. The guide explained
a lot of history about the Qin and Han dynasties. Some figures seemed to be
human height, some small, most of them made of copper, pottery, and gold.
The most attractive were gold coins, which kept shining. There were many
folk-like exhibits, and when I saw them, it inspired my imagination. Of all
the statues, I particularly liked one model of a dancer; her body forms an S
shape and she raises both arms into smooth curves. It’s very elegant.
The calligrapher’s inscription on the memorial stones, such as the
seal character established by the Qin, is one of my favorites, because I can
understand and read it.
In the cafeteria, I talked to my classmate Yuqin, and to Lucian, about
how much we enjoyed the museum. We were talking, talking, talking. After
lunch, some classmates left early to pick up their children from school and
asked me when I would leave. Lucian said, “She is sleeping here.” Aha! Just
a joke. Lucian went back to the office, while Yuqing and I went back and
visited other parts of the museum. I remember a few years ago, my family
visited San Francisco, and my older son William told his father, “We took
Mommy to the museum, we went to dinner and returned to the museum to
meet her. She didn’t feel bored, but I am not interested.”
At the Metropolitan Museum, Yuqing and I went to Floor 1 and the
mezzanine to visit. Yuqing was very interested in and liked many colorful
paintings. Color makes a person happy and hopeful. We were just slowly
walking and looking. About 2:30 p.m., she told me she needed to go home.
I began to refer to the map of the museum and continued to visit. When
I felt tired, I sat down and drank a cup of coffee. In that moment, I felt calm
and relaxed. I saw some students sketching and painting, and it gave me a
good idea. I will sketch the next time I come. I can spend all day. The time

106

went by quickly, and at 6:40 p.m., I hurried to visit the Egyptian art and
Greek and Roman art. It is very old. When you go there, you feel so surprised
and can hardly believe it. I left about 7:45 p.m., and when I got home it was
already 10 p.m..
I benefited from the experience.

A Trip to the Museum, a Trip to the
Soul
Marília Valengo

Knowing that to get to the museum on time, I would have to leave my
apartment one hour earlier, not a minute after nine o’clock, I arrived at
the 7th Avenue station, in Park Slope. But some days are made to try our
patience, so something happened with the F train and I ended up being half
an hour late to meet my advanced writing class on our expedition through
“The Age of Empires: Chinese Art of the Qin and Han Dynasties.”
Maybe because of my tardiness, I couldn’t exactly feel a connection with
everything I was seeing. Don’t get me wrong. I love history. I also love this
kind of exhibition, but I guess my mind wasn’t there. I tried to catch up. I
found my place near our tour guide, but even so, I just couldn’t relate.
But I am not a person who gives up that easily. Especially when there is
a writing assignment. So I decided to look for hints on what to write about.
The first thing that came to me was a thought about how every expression
around the world in that period of time looks the same, in a way. If not the
shape of the work itself, at least the theme surrounding the human need
of storytelling. This led me to something more related to Chinese culture,
at least I think so, and it’s about details. Everything was made on a whim,
which goes far from only the utility of the object. And yet, the use of some
objects implied a participation in a ritual that has its own value. It is a very
philosophical way of life, very different from this one we’re experiencing
nowadays, where the ends are more important than the means. Thinking
about that moved me deeply. But it wasn’t what I wanted to write about.
Then, days after my trip to the museum, I was listening to old Brazilian
music, when this Maria Monte song that I love started to play, and the
meaning of the song somehow fit perfectly with what I experienced in the
museum. It was when something comes up related to the explanation the
tour guide was giving us. She was very sure of what she was saying, and
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of course, she might well have been sure. After all, she’s studied to know
everything she knows. But while she explained to us how some of those
pieces of art had influence from ancient Greek art because of Alexander the
Great, for instance, I began to think about how history is told. Who decides
how we’re going to learn the facts? How are sides chosen? We are so many in
the world, and I am pretty sure that every one of us has had our own version
of the truth. Sounds crazy, I know. But I guess it doesn’t hurt to trip a little in
some craziness sometimes.
The song I was listening uses part of a poem from the poet Octavio Paz,
and I started to look for it to read the whole piece, as I was already having
this moment full of meaning, going from ancient Chinese history to Mexican
poetry and (why not?) dystopia. But you know, in a way, that was what I got
from the exhibition: a global mind-inspiring art experience ending up in a
weird essay. So there it was, something I could put into words that I learned
from that experience. Nothing at all, really, but the desire to keep searching
for answers, knowing that those answers could change anytime, if I never
stop seeking the truth.
Here is the final part of the poem I mentioned. The title is “Blanco,” and
it doesn’t get more beautiful than that.
**********
“(. . .) I watch myself in what I watch
as if to enter through my eyes
into an eye most crystal-clear
what I watch watches me
delta of arms of desire
in a bed of vertigo (. . .)
“(. . .) this that I see is my creation
the perception is conception
water of thoughts
I am the creation of what I watch
Water of truth
truth of water.”
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Music Is My Life
Valikhan Tuleshov

We live in a world full of music. During my life, I realized the main thing—
music plays a huge role in our lives, and the more diverse and high-quality it
is, the better and better our life.
Music is an important conductor and a bridge to mastering the greatest
achievements of human culture.
I really love music, especially British music, British rock. I fell in love with
it in high school, when I first heard the songs of the rock bands Deep Purple,
The Rolling Stones, Nazareth, and others. I was 14 when I bought Pink Floyd’s
first album. It was called “The Dark Side of the Moon” (1973), which became
a star hour for the band. It was a conceptual record—not only a collection of
songs on one disc, but also a work filled with a single important idea of the
pressure of the modern world on the human psyche. The idea was a powerful
catalyst for the group’s creativity.
After that, I was inspired by the music of Deep Purple, especially their
concert in Japan, where they demonstrated, in all their splendor, their
outstanding talent as improvisers. Music critics consider Deep Purple
one of the founders of hard rock and greatly appreciate their contribution
to the development of progressive rock and heavy metal. Musicians of
the “classical” composition of Deep Purple (in particular, guitarist Richie
Blackmore, keyboardist John Lord, and drummer Jan Pace) are considered
instrumental virtuosos.
At the same time, I listened, of course, to The Beatles, The Rolling
Stones, Led Zeppelin, Black Sabbath, Uriah Heep, and others. There were
many musical groups. They arose and disappeared as suddenly as new
ones appeared. Each rock band had its own outstanding compositions and
melodies. For the Beatles, “Yesterday”; for Led Zeppelin, “Kashmir”; for Deep
Purple, “Smoke on the Water”; for the Roxette, “It Must Have Been Love.”
In hard rock, I studied a wide range of views and feelings of musicians
who performed compositions that reflected their visions of life. This genre of
music gave me an understanding of the importance of ordinary people’s life
in the Western democracies, as they moved from an industrial type of society
to a post-industrial one. Music has cultivated in me an understanding of my
personal, and therefore ethical, view of the world and society.
A broader view of musical culture, I found in my student years. I fell
in love with classical music, which I began to understand more deeply as
I studied philosophy, especially German philosophy. Studying the works of
Kant, Hegel, Fichte, Schelling, and Feuerbach, I began to compare profound
philosophical ideas with the music of Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, and Wagner.
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Along with this comparison of great philosophers and musician/composers,
I had a parallel interest in German poetry in the person of Goethe, Schiller,
and Heine. As you know, it was the philosophers, musicians, poets, writers,
and scientists of Germany in the 18th century who created this stunning
spiritual image of one Germany, which later became known as Germanism.
On the basis of this common spiritual platform, the kaiser of Prussia, Otto
von Bismarck, from 300 small countries and principalities created one
German state.
All these years I attended the opera, went to the ballet as a spectator,
and to concerts of popular performers. When I became a father, I began to
introduce my daughters to music. Of course, they listened to more modern
music, but in their memories, there are so many different musical directions
of the present, which I gave them the opportunity to enjoy. Kazakh folk
music, classical music, jazz, chanson, romance, authors’ songs, rock, hiphop, and other directions of modern music have become an integral part of
their spiritual and daily life.
Music has opened and continues to open for me, the world of human
culture. It is an important part of my life and my philosophical creativity. As
the 9th Symphony of Beethoven became the anthem of the European Union,
so all music became for me an anthem of inspirational development. I want
more people in the modern world to understand the significance of the world
musical culture in their lives.

music sometimes sounded like Chinese music, but I hated the loud music.
Why didn’t they keep the music to themselves? I also confessed that it was
me who was emotional about music, loud music.
When the students and teachers in our writing class were talking about
and playing music, I was listening and trying to get a basic idea of different
music. Recently, I started to sing in a WeSing App. The app was so well
designed that I felt I never needed to go to karaoke. I found all kinds of songs
there: Chinese and English, old and new. I started as a novice, but after some
time I got familiar. I could sing better. It’s like writing: The more we practice,
the better we master it. Another likeness is that I enjoyed reading my own
writing, and I enjoyed listening to my own singing. I felt I had two hobbies.
The music above me just stopped by 10 p.m., as we agreed. Sometimes
they broke the rule. They played less loud music until midnight last night. It
is good that I don’t need to text them, and I can continue to finish my writing.
Music is a double-edged sword. I often say a thing is neutral. It all
depends on a person to give it a soul. I hope I can find someone or some
books to advise me to be better in music. I hope I can have more knowledge
to enjoy various kinds of music later. And I promise I will never play loud
music to annoy people around me.

My Favorite Music
Music

Qiao Zhuang (Grace) Zhang
I just yelled so badly at my kids and told them to lay their butts on their
beds by 9:30. One reason was my daughter’s holding her iPad since she came
back from school; and wherever there was an electronic device, there my
son was. Another reason was I was pissed off by the music in my building.
Music meant noise in the past few years. We had one floor of musicians.
They had a band of musical instruments scattered in their living room
and other rooms. Once in a while, they had a party or prepared for their
gig, so they played the music for hours, until the people on the lower floor
complained, and I got crazy. The room above me used to be lived in by a
weirdo. He worked at home to record music. Everyone complained about
him, but he refused to move out of his apartment. I often drank and
cursed and thought about calling the cops. My emotions were at the edge
of craziness. There was another floor where Mexicans lived. Their Spanish
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Jesus Gomez

High Energy music is my favorite music. It originated in Europe in the
’80s. When I was a child, my big brother listened to High Energy music, and
I started to like it, too. High Energy music is in English, and I remember I
didn’t understand much, but the bit I did understand was fantastic. They
were great songs and made me very happy, specifically when I felt down or
when I was going to the gym.
In Mexico, High Energy was very popular. Everybody mixed the songs
and danced to them. One would listen to it at a club and then they started
to create mixed songs and organize big concerts. My brother went to the
concerts. I wanted to go to, but I was very little and had to stay home. When I
started going to school, everybody listened and talked about the High Energy
and the new songs that came out. You could see people dancing in the street.
Even when I came to New York, I never stopped listening to High Energy.
I even introduced my fiancé to it! I can never stop listening to my favorite
music. I also watch videos on YouTube.
What is your favorite music?
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Sketching
Lisa Szeto

Since my mother died last year, I have missed her and felt guilty and
uneasy. I really couldn’t forget her. During this time, I couldn’t do anything. I
didn’t want to go to school or sleep.
One day, while I cleaned up the bookcase, I found some calligraphy
and Chinese paintings. It was my brushwork painting from over ten years
ago, but since I injured my wrist, I had stopped doing it. In that moment,
suddenly I had an idea. I wanted to sketch my mother’s face, but my sketch
foundation was very bad. At the beginning I decided to use pencil to sketch
flowers, fruits, and vegetables.
When I concentrated on sketching pictures, I spent about two to four
hours. In that moment, I forgot my sorrow at my mother. Amazingly, I felt my
mood was very calm. I have found this way to help me find inner calm again.
Every day I spend some time sketching pictures to get calm and practice.
This March, my father followed his wife. I hope one day I can sketch their
photographs and hang them on the wall.

My Reading
Amy Mei

“There’s a Chinese saying that the fates are winds that blow through
our lives from every angle, urging us along the paths of time. Those who
are strong may fight the storm and possibly choose their own road, while
the weak must go where they are blown.” These sentences are so vivid and
impressive. They are from a novel Girl in Translation written by Jean Kwok.
This book has a fresh, exciting Chinese-American voice. It makes me want
to keep reading this book.
This novel is the story of Kimberly, who is 11 years old. Her aunt, who
is her mom’s sister, applies for her mom and her to come to the U.S. to live.
Many of Kim’s friends admire that she has a great chance to live in the U.S.
before Hong Kong returns to China from Great Britain. Kim agrees.
But when they arrive in the U.S.A., their dream is totally false. Kimberly
speaks only a little English, not to mention her mom’s poor English. Kim
struggles for a long time with her difficulties in English. At the same time,
she must work in her aunt’s sweatshop after school. She also needs to do
some adult chores because her mom’s poor English can’t handle them.
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Finally, she makes herself choose the right road to her successful life.
I am still reading this book. The story is very touching.

My “Wicked” Review
Amy Mei

I am looking at a cup; it says “Wicked.” That reminds me of the Broadway
show “Wicked.” I saw “Wicked” not long ago with my daughter. It is a
wonderful Broadway musical show.
The “Wicked” story happens in the Land of Oz, in the Green City, which
was called the Emerald City. The girl named Elphaba and the girl named
Galinda were once good friends in the university. They were roommates
in the university. Galinda told Elphaba her secret one day, which was that
she liked a boy, but the boy did not know yet. Also, Elphaba told Galinda
her secret story about the green bottle that her mother left for her. Galinda
felt sorry for her. Then Galinda taught her how to act popular, which is my
favorite scene in the show. It is funny and has beautiful singing. But finally,
Elphaba became a wicked witch.
Even though I did not fully understand the show, I still enjoyed it. I
watched this show with my daughter. After the show was over, I asked her if
she understood the whole story. She replied to me, “Yes, absolutely.” Then
I told her that there were some parts that I didn’t understand. She told me
that was because English isn’t my first language. I am grateful that she did
not answer by telling me I was stupid. I learned that this show is based
on a book called Wicked: The Life and Times of the Wicked Witch of the West, by
Gregory Maguire. The musical adaptation has music and lyrics by Stephen
Schwartz and script by Winnie Holzman. Seeing a Broadway show is a good
investment in learning English. Also, you can enjoy the wonderful musical
performances.

Fresh Meat for Health
Alex Gheciu

I am lucky, very lucky.
I did not have many health problems in my past. But those few times
were more than enough for me to become a pessimistic person until I got
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better.
One of those moments I can find and then clearly see in my memory file
under number 2015.
I was competing at the National Championships of Modern Dance, while
having unimaginable lower back pain. After every performance, I needed to
lie on the floor, to feel that I was alive.
One day a friend of mine introduced me to her friend—a Kung Fu (Wing
Chun Kuen Phai) instructor. Andrei was a security boss of a chain of night
clubs in the city.
One night, I met Andrei in one of the night clubs. After we greeted each
other, he said to me,
“Alex, you should come to my Kung-Fu class!”
“Ohh, Andrei, you have no idea what a crazy pain I feel in my lower back
after and while doing some exercises!” I said to him.
“Come to my class, and I promise you your pain will be gone in less than
two months. Khi-Kong will treat you!” he said.
At first I thought he needed some “fresh meat” for punching and kicking.
But I had nothing to lose. I was already in huge pain.
After about a month and a half of practicing Kung Fu, and especially a
two-hour class of Khi-Kong every week, I felt like I was “missing” something—
my lower back pain. Yes, it was gone.
If there is a God who takes care of us, then Andrei is my Lower Back God.
Because of him, I was able to enjoy my passion—dancing—and eventually
turn my passion into a career.

Learning Mixed Martial Arts
Wai Ping Chan

My kids started taking mixed martial arts classes with Tiger Schulmann
in November 2015. It has been one of their favorite sports in daily life. It has
three major classes: core, grappling, and kickboxing.
While martial arts-centered action films seem to be filled to the brim
with violent behavior and gory injuries, you may be surprised to learn that
martial arts training is actually very beneficial to kids. In fact, there are many
reasons why you may want to consider martial arts training for your kids.
First, kids will get confidence from training. And when you’re confidant,
you can defend yourself and don’t come across as an easy target that bullies
look for. My kids have learned techniques to help them defend themselves
in hostile situations. Second, children also learn discipline from training,
because it gives children practice using their body and mind in harmony.
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Third, it is a sport, and kids build strength. Fourth, children learn leadership
because part of becoming a black belt and higher is teaching beginner
students. Fifth, martial arts is a great way to get moving and burn off calories.
In my opinion, all of these are great life skills. I hope when my kids grow
up, they will keep martial arts as their favorite sport. What kind of sport
would you recommend to your kids?

Super Bowl LI
Jesus Gomez

The best Super Bowl in my life! I always watch the Super Bowl, but this
year was special because my favorite team played.
The New England Patriots are a great team in American football. I love to
watch New England play because they always win.
My friends invited my fiancé and me to watch the Super Bowl at a bar in
Queens, but I told my fiancé, “I want to watch this game at home, and I don’t
want to miss a minute of the game,” and she told me, “Okay. All right. It is
better to watch the game at home, and we will also have dinner together.”
I was working that day, but I finished early, so I was home before the game
started. A couple months before, I had it in my mind that it would be great if
New England won the Super Bowl in 2017. My fiancé was sad because some
friends sent the message that they were watching the Super Bowl in the bar,
and she told me, “Are you sure that you don’t want to watch the Super Bowl
at the bar?”
I told her, “I am sure I want to watch it at home. If you want, you can go;
don’t worry about me.”
She said, “I want to watch with you because for the first time, we can
watch the game together.”
Finally, the game started, and the second quarter was still boring because
the score was 21-0 against the Patriots. But soon enough, the Patriots tied the
game and went into overtime to score a touchdown and win the Super Bowl!
It was incredible, like in the movies. Once it seemed impossible, but it was so
real. The Patriots won their fifth cup. What a team! What a win! Let’s go, Pats!
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I Am Running
I love sports. Actually, I like to swim, play volleyball, soccer, and run. I
started to run when I was in high school. For me, it was the best way to lose
the weight that I gained during the winter. Every time, I was running two
weeks, and then I stopped.
I started to run a lot of times just for fun, but it was never my passion.
Everything changed last summer when I went to Ukraine. It was
almost 10 p.m.. I was staying at home. I was bored. I felt that I needed to
do something, but I didn’t understand what, exactly. At this moment, my
phone rang. It was my good friend. She asked, “What do you think about
running?” I answered that I had some experience, but not so much. After a
couple minutes of conversation, I decided to start running.
The first time, we ran almost 30 minutes. It was so hard for me. I couldn’t
breathe normally. I felt pain in my body. My heart beat so fast. It was a big
challenge for me. After that, I pushed myself to run every day. The first week
when I was running, it was so hard. I couldn’t run more than 30 minutes at
a time. But I kept running.
Now I am running again and my pace is improving. Sometimes I can’t
wake up, but my body and mind encourage me. I can’t sleep, so I go to run.
When I run, I feel free from problems. I see the sun, the blue sky, and
everything near me as more beautiful than before. After running, I feel how
my blood is moving in my body. I am full of energy. I feel happy.

would use his magic paintbrush to help.
But a few days later, a rich man heard that the magic paintbrush could
make everything come to life. So he had an idea to steal the paintbrush from
the young man. He knew that he could make a lot of money by making things
come to life. He sent some people to Ma Liang’s home, and they took him to
the jail. The rich man got the magic paintbrush.
Then he invited a lot of people to his home and showed them his
paintbrush. He drew a lot of pictures, but none could become real. He was
very angry and asked people to get Ma Liang.
When Ma Liang came, he said to him, “If you draw me a golden mountain,
I will set you free.” Ma Liang knew that this was an evil man. Of course, Ma
Liang did not want to help him. Ma Liang said to that evil man, “I can help
you, but you should obey your words.”
Then Ma Liang drew a golden mountain, which was far away from the
sea. The evil man saw that and was very happy. He said, “Draw a big ship
quickly. I want to go there and get all the gold.” Ma Liang drew a big ship
accurately. The evil man jumped into the ship first, and a lot of people
jumped in too. When the ship sailed to the middle of the sea, Ma Liang drew
a large wave, and it destroyed the ship. So the evil rich man and his followers
died. After that, Ma Liang lived with his family happily and kept on helping
the poor people.
I like that folktale, which gives us a moral to educate our children. Never
try to harm or bully other people. When I was a child, my parents always
taught me, “You reap what you sow, so don’t blame others, regardless of how
things turn out.”

The Magic Paintbrush

Metamorphosis

Larysa Frankiv

Wai Ping Chan

I read a Chinese folktale last week. It is called “The Magic Paintbrush.”
The folktale is about a young man named Ma Liang. He was poor and kind.
He liked drawing. He drew pictures everywhere. One night, he dreamed that
an old man gave him a magic paintbrush and asked him to use it to help poor
people. That magic paintbrush could make all the images he drew become
real. When he woke up, he found the magic paintbrush on his desk.
After that day, he used the brush whenever people needed help. When he
saw that people had no water to use in the fields, he drew a river, which came
to life. When he saw it was difficult for people to buy the food they needed,
he drew a cow, and it came to life. Whenever he saw people in trouble, he
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(Based on Franz Kafka’s short story, “The Metamorphosis”)
Yuliia Semenova

Do you ever wonder what would happen if you woke up one morning as
an insect? Each of us is on a sustainable daily diet, following the same routine
each day, week and year. And, suddenly, everything has changed.
You feel your hard body. Your mouth is shut. In your head, there is chaos.
You notice the change. You were someone yesterday—today, you are only an
insect. Familiar things are no longer comforting. Your room is your trap. You
are a hostage. Your relatives refuse you. Only recently, you were needed by
them all. Colors are less colorful. Life ceases to make sense. You are alone.
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You are confused, trapped in your own web.
And yet, life still goes on around you. Rain continues to fall in heavy drops
against the window. The train still hums along the track. In a mother’s hand
is that of her child. Sounds echo; the light of day shines; life goes on.

Fiddler on the Roof
Yuliia Semenova

He had a hungry childhood. Every day, he went 12 kilometers to and from
school. His fingers were choked with cold, but his heart was warmed by music.
He took an instrument and could not tune it for a long time. Everything was
rushed, but the melody drove out sleep.
The children in the classroom often looked down on him; He did not have
good clothes, and always sat quietly. He was not different; the only thing that
was special was the music in everything that he touched. That brought him
warmth and joy. Nobody believed in his talent. The only loyal listener was an
old cat.
Many years passed, and much changed. Everyone forgot about a little,
quiet boy. Bright sun struck through the tops of the trees and the only thing
that woke up a small town was a melody over the roofs. An unfamiliar figure
on the roof gave the town music that nobody believed in. Everything was
shut down, and only the sounds of the violin charmed the figures of people.
It was a fiddler on the roof, that little quiet boy in whom nobody had believed.
This story is inspired by the title of the Broadway musical about poor
Jews who live as precariously as a “fiddler on the roof,” and that expression
was said to have been inspired by paintings of Marc Chagall.

A Legend of a Bird
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dying so that his joyful song would be envied by both a lark and a nightingale.
This was his only, unparalleled song, and he got it at the cost of his life. But
the whole world froze, listening, and God himself smiled in heaven because
everything is best bought at the cost of great suffering. At least the legend
says so!

She

Yuliia Semenova
Since childhood, she did not know in any way a refusal. She was born
into a wealthy family, although all the rest of her life was like that of ordinary
people: kindergarten, school, university. She was never a diligent student,
but her assignments were always completed on time. Among her peers, she
did not try to stand out. She wore flowers in her hair, and “in the wind her
shadow swayed . . .” The only thing that distinguished her among all was her
unbridled thirst for speed. She liked to race. Her adrenalin jumped from it,
like an arrow on the speedometer.
That bad evening, all was as usual and nothing was causing trouble. The
only thing she was waiting for was the thrill of street racing. She sat in the
car on the road sprinkled with safety belts. She wished her rivals success and
moved . . .
Street, lantern, speed, and thirst for victory . . . but suddenly she ceased
to control everything. On her path was an obstacle, which threw a shock
wave to the crowd of people. Five lives died out like a candle, and six lives got
a quick rescue. Now her life was divided into “before” and “after.”
She wore flowers in her hair, and “in the wind her shadow swayed. . . ”
This story was inspired by a newspaper article.

Yuliia Semenova

Forever

There is a legend about a bird which sang only once in all its life, but
which sang more beautifully than any bird in the world. Once, he left his nest
and flew to look for a bush of thorns and did not calm down until he found
it. Among the prickly branches, he sang a song and threw his breast to the
longest, sharpest thorn and, rising over the inexpressible torment, swelled,

I tell the driver that we are almost there. I’m going inside your house
again. You don’t expect my visit. Or maybe. For me, it will be a shock. I never
thought I would be back here. I wanted to. But our last encounter took it from
me. I didn’t think you loved me but I believed it was possible. You were very

Fernanda Siqueira
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clear. Never. I backed out feeling humiliated. I gathered my tears and took
them somewhere else. Far away. I was going to die. Your despising woke me
up. It’s better to live with this wound. It’s better to live. I strived to have kids.
By other men. I used my love in other people. I broke my soul in pieces so I
could assemble it again. I let go of your theories. I banished your memory. I
forgot you.
That’s why when the phone rang, I said, “Who?” The person on the other
side said your name again and I said, “I don’t know him, never saw him.”
Then I heard your words in another voice: Take care of yourself. “They are
addressed to you,” she said. Your face stared at me with the same command
from the last time: “Take care of yourself.” That was what I did.
Unlike you. Now you only have me. Even after your time has expired.
When you will not do harm to anyone else. Maybe to the worms.
This work of fiction is freely inspired by the work of Sophie Calle, one of
France’s leading conceptual artists. Her multimedia installation, Take Care of
Yourself (2007), exhibited at the Venice Biennale, invited women from many
walks of life to assess an email breakup message, “Take care of yourself,”
that the artist received.

saw the library building.
She felt Oliver Twist judging her. That horrible Picture of Dorian Gray, too.
They were right: Who wants to live others’ lives when we get to live our own?
That was it. Rita stood, her mind made up: today would be the first day of her
life outside of books. She walked away from the table, not looking back. It
would be too painful to leave behind those characters—the people she knew
the best. Maybe she would take just one… No. She was starting a new journey,
and, like the beginning of a new story, she didn’t want to find out the end
quite yet.
Rita opened the library door with all her might and bumped into Pedro
outside. The song inside her head stopped. He smiled.
“I’m sorry I’m late,” Pedro said. “No good books available today?”
Rita shook her head.
“Pity,” he said. “I just finished Moby Dick and could use a recommendation.”
She laughed.
“Hungry?” Pedro asked.
“Very,” Rita answered.

Classic

Fernanda Siqueira
The library door at Second Avenue would not open. There were no
intimidating lions guarding the entrance, yet Pedro still wasn’t able to get
in. He checked the address on the piece of paper in his hand again. There’s
something going on here, he thought.
Inside, Rita had taken a special table. Her hands couldn’t stop going over
the books she had set aside. The Great Gatsby. To Kill a Mockingbird. The Catcher
in the Rye. All old friends of hers. They would be jealous if they realized that
at this moment, she only had eyes for the door—that wooden piece of nothing
that wouldn’t move, not even with the help of her thoughts.
Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, she thought. Pedro wanted to get to
know her, so he had said. He wanted to see the world through her eyes, he
had claimed. She finally accepted. And now, here she was, feeling stupid. It
was a hot summer day, so maybe the sidewalk was melting, and Pedro’s feet
got stuck. Or the absence of food at that time of day was the reason he was
lost. No, that wasn’t it. A person so full of life wouldn’t spend a beautiful day
like this inside, with his face buried in books. He probably ran away when he
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Two Kinds of Holiday
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I Finally Fulfilled My Promise to
Myself
Paula Ko

I traveled to a few famous places in April 2017. It was a great trip for
me. Many times, I had promised myself to visit those places, and I had to
visit once in my lifetime. But my busy schedule and limited money hadn’t
allowed me to complete my wish. Nothing happened; this dream travel plan
was delayed, delayed, and delayed again, with no date. I thought maybe I
would achieve it when I reached my retirement age.
In my life, work, saving money, and family were the most important
things; and taking a vacation was not the first priority for me. So I disagreed
with my co-workers, who believed they must take a vacation every year and
use about one month’s paycheck.
Some years, I gave up my vacations and requested to get the paychecks,
so my boss was very happy, and I was, too. It was because I didn’t want to use
any money to go on vacation. If I worked, I was so happy to get double pay. I
always thought living-costs get higher year by year, so I had to save money
for my children’s education and for my retirement living-costs. Especially,
I had to save money for every end of the year, to cope with a few big holiday
gifts and red envelopes, and pay some of the insurance bills.
But something changed some of my ideas. On Saturday, March 25, 2017,
I attended the private memorial service for Peter Lau. Peter Lau was my exboss, who passed away suddenly. It shook my heart/soul/spirit/psyche to see
how fragile human life is. I realized I can’t control the length of my life, but
at least I can enjoy my life while I am still living. Some of my dream places I
hadn’t visited yet, even though I promised myself so many times.
I began to make my vacation plans, and it was a great time for me. I just
booked the airline tickets and made the plans, which made me so excited for
a few months. It was the first time I went on vacation by myself. My children,
my husband, and my mom supported my idea. Especially my mom, who
said, “You’ve worked hard and have been so tired for many years. Right
now, your children have grown up and moved out, so this is a time for you
to relax and enjoy life. Go to your dream places and tell us how much fun
your vacation was when you come back home.” My three children gave me
a total of $1,000 for my birthday gift and Mother’s Day, for vacation use; my
best friend, my mom, and my husband gave me red envelopes and birthday
cards, too. My boss said, “Only you can take as long a vacation as a month
because you are my good friend and a good worker. So go ahead, enjoy your
vacation; you deserve it.” LOL: I was so free and thankful to everyone.
My vacation total was 28 days.

124

My Sight, My Sightseeing
Paula Ko

Last year, I felt pressure in my eyes and got a very bad headache after
work every day. I closed my eyes when I watched TV at nighttime, and that
meant I only listened to the TV. At school break time, when my younger
son, Allen, came back to New York and stayed home for a while, he said,
“Mom, I know you get tired after work, but I don’t think work makes your
eyes so tired. Please make a doctor’s appointment to find out what is going
on in your eyes; you have to take good care of yourself.” I thought that my
eyes were tired and dry by nature if I worked over 10 hours a day, but I used
to enjoy reading the newspaper for a long time. I don’t remember when I
started to just listen to the TV. My son sounded right. I had to check up to
find out my problem.
The ophthalmologist checked my eyes and said I had a problem called
Angle Closure Glaucoma. I had to get a laser iridectomy ASAP. Without
the treatment, the eyes could become blind within several hours. But it
could take up to two or more days to suffer permanent damage. Usually,
emergency laser surgery by the ophthalmologist could clear the blocked
drainage pathway and protect the sight before it was lost.
Before the surgery appointment, I was so scared that I didn’t sleep well,
and I thought a lot of the bad results; I risked losing my sight. The doctor told
me that it would take only a few seconds; I’d feel just a little bit of pain, and
many people got well after surgery. However, there was no 100% guarantee
that it could be performed successfully.
I planned to stop work for six weeks after the surgery because my job
didn’t allow any mistakes. Fortunately, the surgeons were successful and
recovery was going very well.
During my days off, I flew to my hometown of Guangzhou, China, again.
I walked in the roads, strolled in the park, lay down on the park bench and
watched the sky. As the little birds jumped between the trees, they chirped
and sang a beautiful song. The bird’s nest hung over the tree looked stabilized.
There were many beautiful views I had never before noticed, and I enjoyed
those nice moments. I enjoyed the sunrise and the sunset. I appreciated my
son, who pushed me to have the surgery. I used to hardly see things. In 2016,
I had gone back to China after having lived in the United States for many
years. My cousins and other relatives and I had been separated for 32 years,
but we found each other and had a great time at our reunion.
In 2017, I couldn’t believe that I had the chance to visit them again. We
were so excited, like in 2016. I looked at their hands and faces. Their wrinkles
were deep and clear, their hair and beards had become white and gray.
They were all getting older now, but their hands were warmer and shook
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my hand tightly. We took some photos and made an album. I had visited
their homes. Every day, I visited one family and stayed for dinner. I watched
how they cooked. The homemade food taste was so delicious. I looked at
our new album and their old albums, and I told them I was so lucky my eye
surgery was successful because right now I could enjoy viewing everything
in the world. I would keep the warm memories inside my heart forever. I felt
full of love. I wished to have a chance to travel all around the world in my
remaining years.

Organic Farm in Tai-Shan, China

town, and they started to invest in all the assets needed to build their farm.
When we arrived to their farm, I saw only half of his farm had organic
vegetables planted. He used the organic fertilizer and water to raise them.
His farm is pollution-free. He is working on a big project to build the yards
with vents. He installed the measuring meters in the master faucet to check
to see if the water is clear and to release the water on time, too. He has
registered and he produces his own landmark and sells to the market. His
next step is that he wants to register his produce with a QR code.
Before we left, he cooked dinner for us. We tasted the vegetables, sweet
and nutritious without residue. Ar Peng told me that he is soon going to
grow different vegetables, such as melons and beans. I hope they achieve
their business dreams further. I know they will have success because they
are hardworking and have enthusiasm.

Paula Ko

126

When I stayed at Guangzhou, my best friend invited me to go to TaiShan, which is in the countryside, to visit her cousin’s farm. It was a great
idea for me to see something green and breathe the fresh air. The weather
is especially nice in October—it isn’t as hot as summer.
We took a bus ride that was two and a half hours long to get to Tai-Shan.
A big, sunshine-man greeted us. I was surprised when he shook our hands,
which wasn’t as shy as the Chinese style. He had short brown hair and almost
a beard; he wore a thin and casual t-shirt and his pants were quite loose. I
observed his appearance, and he seemed to be 45 years old, 5 feet 9 inches,
and 170 pounds. Under the sun, his t-shirt was almost wet, also his tan arms
and forehead were shining brightly with sweat. He was so tan it made me
watch his straight white teeth when he spoke and laughed.
My friend called him Ar Peng. My friend made small talk with Ar Peng
and introduced him to me. I sat in the backseat, so I couldn't clearly hear
what they were saying. He turned his head quickly to watch the road for
driving safety. He talked about his new life with a satisfied air.
Ar Peng grew up in Tai-Shan, and he graduated from Guangzhou City
College. He met his wife when they were in college. After they graduated,
they both worked in appropriate positions in different companies for a few
years. They made a promise that after they got married, they would build an
organic farm in Ar Peng’s native town.
They started to work at full-time jobs and saved as much money as
possible. At the same time, they made a garden on their roof. They studied
how to plant, and they spent the next five years working hard at this situation.
No days off, no extra money to go out for dinner. In spite of this, they kept
studying, did a lot of research, and they were curious about all kinds of
organic plant information. They had countless failures and successes.
Eventually, in 2015, they quit their jobs, moved back to Ar Peng’s native

Beautiful Bahamas
Wai Ping Chan

This year was the first time I took my own vacation with my kids and
my husband. We planned to go by plane to the Bahamas. We arrived at the
Nassau Airport. Nassau is the capital of the Bahamas. We tried to find a car
that could take us to our hotel. Our hotel was on Atlantis Paradise Island.
Our driver was named Lucy, and she was very friendly. She told us
the meaning of the Bahama flag. The blue means beach, the black means
people, and the yellow means sun. While we drove to the hotel, we looked at
the beautiful bay.
Once we arrived at our hotel, we were starving. I bought french fries,
hot dogs, and chicken nuggets. We were enjoying all of the good food by
the sea. The following days we played in the beach and pool in the daytime.
The weather in the Bahamas is super hot and the sun is strong; we all got
sunburned.
This trip, we were only able to stay in the Bahamas for seven days. Time
flew by very fast, and no one wanted to come back to the city. My kids kept
asking, “Mom, can we stay in Atlantis for one more day?”
We all hope we can go back to the Bahamas again; meanwhile, we will
keep the great memories in our minds.
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My Vacation in Mexico
Jennifer Alonzo

Since I got married, my husband and I were waiting for this moment
when we could finally say that we would go to the beach. My husband loves
the sea, and going to the beach is something that he loves to do. In our first
two years of marriage, we had problems in traveling because my husband
had a lot of work, and he didn’t have time for anything else.
But this year, we decided that we wanted to go on vacations, so we didn’t
think twice and we decided to go to Mexico, since it has beautiful beaches.
I was amazed at the beautiful place to which we went. We went to an
island called Cozumel. Its weather, its food, its hotel, the people—oh, my
God, all were wonderful. We stayed at a wonderful hotel. I really want to
go back to this paradise on earth. Also, we went to Playa del Carmen and to
the Mayan ruins of Tulum. I loved learning a little of Mayan history. We did
snorkeling, too, which was exciting, since I never before had the experience
of seeing coral reefs, and I could stay in the middle of the sea. It was a unique
experience that I would return to.
I am thankful to God for giving me this time that I could enjoy with
my husband, like a honeymoon. We enjoyed, we rested, and we forgot the
routine for a few days.

My Return to Honduras
Jennifer Alonzo

Honduras is my country. A few weeks ago, I went to my country. I had a
lot of things to do. First of all, my main important thing was to see my family.
I saw them at Christmas, but that never is enough time to be with them.
This time, I enjoyed my vacation a lot. I am proud to be Honduran.
Like many countries, my country has political, economic, and monetary
problems, but those are not obstacles to my returning. Really, I miss it. I miss
my family, the food, the weather, spending time with my friends, and just
the simple fact of being there. I know I am blessed because I have different
opportunities, but living in my Honduras is completely different.
Specifically, in this time, I remembered how life is in Honduras. I was
there for three weeks, so I had time to do many things. I was able to enjoy all
the time, including the simplest things, such as seeing the stars, which never
happens here in New York City. I was able to visit town for a walk and eat
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typical food. I went to the most beautiful beach in the world, Roatan Island,
which is the second biggest coral reef in the world. I was able to breathe a
different air and eat meals made with love.
My mother and mother-in-law are responsible for my not wanting to
leave my country. I felt so loved by my family that my husband and I didn’t
want to come back to New York. My unique comfort is that we can go anytime
and always we will have love from our family. Honduras is a little country,
maybe one of the poorest countries, but this is my country, and we always
want to go back. Do you also miss your country?

My Return from Honduras
Jennifer Alonzo

I thought that when you came back after vacation, you would be relaxed
and have energy and be ready to go back to your routine again, but as I found
out, it isn't always the case. My first day back was terrible. Why? Because as I
was walking to work, trying to be positive, a little bird dropped its “essence”
on my hair! I had to go back to my house to clean up. From that day forward,
my last five weeks have been terrible.
I really have been stressed and worried about everything. I feel as if my
life has collapsed. I know that all people have many terrible days, but all the
days? For five weeks? I have always been responsible, and I work well under
pressure but, this time, I am feeling as if I can’t focus on anything. I have
been late to work; I have missed many classes; I had to work on the weekend.
I feel sick, and I haven’t had time for anything, not even time to cry.
Will these days pass? Could it be that I miss my country? Or am I under
too much stress? I need to find an answer fast. I will try to be relaxed and
think about my vacation, so that I can take back my life calmly and locate my
feelings. This is the life, and I learn every single day. I must be patient and
optimistic and take control of myself.
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My Trip to Iceland
Lisa Szeto

Last year, my husband and I joined a trip going to Iceland and England
in the summer, but it was cancelled. My friend told me if you go to Iceland
in the summer, you can’t see the northern lights. This made me make up
my mind to go to Iceland only in the winter, because I really want to see the
Northern Lights. Last month I went to the Internet to find a travel agency,
and one travel agency had a marked-down price, so I called my friends who
wanted to go to Iceland, because I needed roommates. I spent 20 minutes
calling friends, and ended up with four people to go.
I went to the Internet to search weather information on Iceland, and it
said: It is very cold and has strong wind and snow. I also found that Iceland
food is very expensive. Afterward, I sent all the information to my friends.
We all had to bring warm clothes, gloves, thick scarves, hats, and snow boots,
not nice clothes. This trip would last only five days.
The day soon came when we arrived at Iceland’s Reykjavik Airport.
Our flight arrived in the early morning, 6:30. We easily found a local tour
guide. The tour guide took us by tour bus. We left our luggage with the hotel
concierge, because in early morning, the rooms are not ready to check
in, and then my friends and I went to a coffee shop across the street for
breakfast. I ordered a small coffee and croissant, and I paid $10.06. (The
conversion rate for Iceland money is $1=ISK 100). My friend complained
about the price. I said, “I’m okay. This is the tourist area.”
Afterward, we went back to the hotel lobby to wait for our tour guide,
Susanna. She took us to the city of Reykjavik. During the tour, we viewed the
Old Town center, parliament, the harbor, and the Hallgrímskirkja church,
and a lot of landmarks.
Susanna said: “You are so lucky. The weather was very cold and snowy
from New Year to last week, but this week the temperature is from 30 to 40
degrees Fahrenheit and sunny.” We clapped and cheered.
The most interesting thing for me was to visit the Pearl Vantage Point. It
was built in 1998. It is a glass dome constructed atop huge tanks in which
natural hot water is stored for heating the city. Next we visited the Northern
Lights Center, where they had a film about the origin of the Northern Lights.
About 3 o’clock, we returned to the hotel, checked in, and then took a rest.
Afterward, we went outside. About 20 minutes away, we saw a food court
and went in. I bought lobster and bacon bread, for about $20, not expensive.
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My Trip to Iceland
Part 2: Blue Lagoon
Lisa Szeto

In the morning, we waited for our tour guide, Susanna, in the hotel
lobby. She would lead us to the Blue Lagoon today. We brought swimwear
and swimming caps, and my friend Kathy kept asking Susanna about the
Blue Lagoon. She seriously asked if the weather would be very cold, if there
would be a little bit of snow, and if they had an indoor hot spring. “I worry I
will catch a cold,” Kathy said. Susanna said, “You don’t need to worry; you
will stay warm.” I said, “Kathy, you can stay in the hotel; you’re making me
laugh, Go! Go! Go!”
That day was cloudy and a little snowy, and the temperature was about
20 degrees Fahrenheit. On the way, Susanna explained Iceland’s evolution
and environment and geography. She said, “Iceland is mostly volcanic.
Because of that, there are no snakes, cockroaches, or mosquitos here, and
trees and grass have a difficult time growing.” I immediately looked up and
saw the vast, unbounded expanse of Iceland’s beauty. While I watched the
window, a thought flashed through my mind—learning English is the right
thing for me to do, because I was able to understand almost 60% of what
Susanna was saying. The whole journey was in English, and she has a heavy
Icelandic accent.
It’s about an hour-long drive to the Blue Lagoon. It was very cold and
there was a strong wind, and when we walked through the lava tube, we
could see the entrance to the hot spring. When we got to the counter, I got an
electronic hand-ring. I put this bracelet inside my locker. Even though the
bracelet would be fine in hot water, it could easily loosen and fall off, and I
didn’t want to lose it. If I lost it in the water, I would be fined. The person at
the counter explained the facilities and services and reminded us that we
should remember to use the bathroom moisturizer because the hot spring
will make your hair quite dry.
I went into the locker room and then went to the hot spring area. It is
a short walk from the shower to the hot spring, and it took a little bit of
courage to wear a swimsuit in five-degree weather. I rushed quickly from
the shower to the hot spring. When my body went into the spring, it was
hot and felt like paradise. I immediately felt no regret. I had snow falling on
my shoulders, and below my shoulders it was a hot spring! It felt amazing.
The hot water temperature was very different, and the spring was very salty.
There was a bucket of mud next to the hot spring and it could be ladled out.
Haha! Don’t take mud from the bottom of the pool, though, because that
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mud is rich in minerals and has a beauty and curative effect. You don’t have
to pay extra. The lifeguards on the side of the pool were wearing very thick
clothes, which made a very interesting contrast with the swimmers. I didn’t
take any pictures, only because I didn’t have a waterproof camera.

My Trip to Iceland
Part 3: Waiting for the Northern
Lights
Lisa Szeto

After the Blue Lagoon trip, our group went back to the hotel. On the way,
the sun came out of the clouds, there was no snow, and the temperature
started to warm up. Susanna said, “Maybe we’ll see the northern lights
tonight, because the weather will be good.” We were all excited and clapped
for the good news. Along the way, everyone was full of energy and talked
about the science fiction films. I expected and hoped to rush to the geyser
as early as possible to wait for the aurora at night—what a beautiful picture!
At 8 p.m., our bus drove out of the city. It was a clear night sky, and after
about one hour, the bus entered the mountain and finally arrived at the
destination. Susanna said, “Everybody get off the bus. This is the best place
to see the northern lights.”
When our group got off the bus, I felt the very cold and hard wind, and
I saw a coffee shop nearby that had two heating stoves outside the door.
Susanna led us to the small hill and pointed in front of her. “This is a good
view to see the northern lights.” Over a hundred people were there, waiting.
The weather was very clear on this day, but the aurora index had been
floating between two and four, and there was the possibility of seeing only a
faint aurora. There was a full moon, and the sky was very bright, so we paid
attention; we didn’t want to miss any opportunity. The weather was really
freezing. I wore three hats to cover my head; you could see only my eyes. I
dressed extremely well—six layers of clothes and two pairs of pants, double
warm socks, and two pairs of gloves. I felt just a little cold, which for me was
okay. But my friends complained that they felt very cold, and couldn’t stand
it, because they didn’t have enough clothes. I said, “I warned you to wear
enough clothes, but you didn’t believe me.” They said, “I never thought it
would be so cold at night.”
After ten minutes, then a half hour, the time dragged on, but there
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was nothing in the sky, only stars and the full moon. Everyone was very
disappointed and began to disperse. They went to the coffee shop or the bus,
including my friends. I kept standing outside, looking at the sky, and after
about an hour suddenly there were a few pieces of green floating in the sky
This was the first time I saw the aurora in Iceland. At this time, some people
shouted that the northern lights had appeared, some people walked over
from the coffee shop, some got off the bus and then ran into the open field.
The aurora was not too strong, but we were very excited and were staring
at the sky, unable to speak. After 20 minutes, the floating green faded away,
and the crowd went back to the coffee shop and bus. My friend told me to
join them. I said, “No, I have a sixth sense that the northern lights will be
coming back.”
After about a half hour, the aurora changed from weak to strong, forming
a line at the edge of the sky. People came out again, and the aurora slowly
weakened until obstructed by clouds, approximately 15 minutes before and
after. The tour guide called everyone and said to return to the bus before 11.
The stones in my heart finally landed. I had no regrets. I was very worried
about not seeing the Northern Lights, because I planned this trip. But finally,
my friends were very happy and satisfied with the trip.

A Trip to China and Hong Kong
Lisa Szeto

In mid-September, my husband and I traveled to China and Hong Kong.
It is a very hot season in Asia. Our trip went to Henan, Shanxi Mount Wutai,
and Shaolin Temple. This trip felt like a miraculous journey. Sheer cliffs of
marble and granite rise for thousands of feet above a turbulent mountain
stream, and we tunneled through solid marble. Some places offered cameras
a great view of nature. We were mostly hiking, which for me was very hard
but worth it because this is a natural World Heritage site. My husband
was very happy on this part of the trip. Why? Because we just walked—no
shopping.
After the China trip, my husband and I went back to Hong Kong. We were
only staying for a few days. The next day we would have to take the train to
the New Territories to worship my dead parents. Since they died, it was my
first time to worship.
On the third night, I went back to the New Territories and visited my
elementary school classmates. We gathered together at a classmate’s house.
She was our leader in the fifth grade. That day about 15 people arrived, and
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we had over 45 years of friendship, some of us 50 years. We lost contact for
many years when I came to New York. We renewed contact on Facebook
about three years ago, and now we talked about family, children, and
grandchildren. Some people were playing mahjong or cooking. We left at
midnight, and then made a date to meet again.
On the fourth day in the morning, I met with my childhood friends for
yum cha. We had over 50 years of friendship. One of the friends, whose
daughter was getting married at the end of the year, gave me an invitation
card. Afterward, they took me shopping.
The last day, I went around to the bookshop, and I bought a lot of books.
I ended up buying more than 50 pounds of books. Time passed quickly,
and we were ready to go back to New York. In this return to Hong Kong,
the important things were to worship my parents, to meet old friends and
classmates, and to buy a lot of favorite books, and I did it all.

My Favorite Holidays
Afroza Yasmin

I am a Muslim; my religion is Islam. Islam means peace. I celebrate two
different Islamic holidays. One is called Eid-al-Fitr, and the other is called
Eid-al-Adha.
Eid-al-Fitr was originated by the Islamic prophet Muhammad. During
the month of Ramadan, Muslim people fast. This time period is when the
holy Quaran was created by God, who came to Muhammad, so during the
whole month of Ramadan we pray and fast. On the first day of Ramadan, we
celebrate Eid-al-Fitr. In the morning, we pray, eat delicious food, dress up
in new clothes, then go to friends’ and relatives’ houses and take pictures.
Then we come home.
The other holiday we celebrate is Eid-al-Adha. It means Feast of the
Sacrifice, and is also called The Sacrifice Feast. It is the second Muslim
holiday, celebrated worldwide each year. We honor Ibrahim’s (Abraham’s)
sacrifice of his son, an act of obedience to God’s command. Before Ibrahim
could sacrifice his son, God provided a male goat to sacrifice instead. So
every year we sacrifice an animal and divide it into three parts. One third
of the share is given to poor and needy people; another third is given to
relatives, friends, and neighbors; another third is shared with your own
family. On this day, we pray, eat, take pictures, dress up in new clothes, and
go to friends’ and relatives’ houses. All day, we have a good time and then
come home. Both days, I have a good time with my friends and family.
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Chinese New Year
Fen Fen Liang

Chinese New Year is important for Chinese people; it means reuniting.
For the Chinese New Year, there are a lot of things to celebrate. Before New
Year’s Eve, we usually clean the house seriously. This symbolizes throwing
away bad things from the last year and greeting the good things in the
coming year.
After we clean the house, we usually paste many spring festival scrolls
on the wall or in front of the door or anywhere else we want to paste them.
The words on the spring festival scrolls are wishes. Spring festival scrolls
are red—red means lucky.
I usually have New Year’s Eve dinner with my family. I have a big family,
so my mother makes a lot of food for the dinner. Before we start the dinner,
we need to pray first. During the dinner we talk about many things—jobs,
kids, studies, the last year, the coming year, and so on.
After dinner we set off fireworks, and we play cards or mahjong. Children
get red envelopes from their older, married relatives. Some adults give red
envelopes to their elders, also, like their father, mother, grandfather, or
grandmother.
Red envelopes mean that people hope their kids and elders can be
healthy and have good luck. It means they give their best wishes to their
loved ones.
On the first day of Lunar New Year, we usually go to see the lion dance.
Sometimes we stay at home to greet the lions. Usually one, two, or more lions
dance together. The lions are not real lions; they are people in costume. Why
lions? Because the lion is the king of the animals. The lion is powerful and
stately and can drive out bad luck.
The Chinese New Year is interesting. Children like the lion dance,
fireworks and red envelopes. Families reunite. People have fun. Everyone is
immersed in the festival atmosphere.

Halloween in New York
Jesus Gomez

The Halloween Parade has been celebrated in New York since 1973. The
Greenwich Village Halloween Parade is the largest Halloween celebration
in the world with over 50,000 marchers participating each year. Anyone in
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costume can participate in the parade (you don’t even need to pre-register!),
but it’s also an amazing experience for the spectator, who enjoys watching
the amazing costumes and performances as the parade works its way up
Sixth Avenue.
I went to the Halloween Parade with my friends. Halloween is my favorite
parade. Every year is different, but this year my fiancé didn’t come with me,
so I told her, “I don’t want to miss the parade this year.”
She told me, “Halloween is always the same. If you want to go, I prefer to
stay at home.”
I told her, “You know I really enjoy Halloween.”
When I saw the people with costumes, it was an amazing feeling because
on this day, everybody can wear whatever costume they want. People spend
a lot of money on decorations for their cars and costumes. When the parade
was finished, I went to Union Square; everybody stayed after the parade.
I took a lot of pictures of the most extravagant costumes, and people
took pictures with me, too. I had a lot of fun. Then I went with my friends to
a nightclub to continue to celebrate Halloween. The club was busy, but we
decided to stay in one that is called the Tequilaso. We stayed for a few hours.
After we had a couple of drinks, I went home. The night was great.
How do you celebrate Halloween?

Happy Mid-Autumn Festival
Paula Ko

After the extremely hot summer, I can’t wait until the Asian holiday, the
Mid-Autumn Festival. It falls on the 15th day of the 8th month, according to
the Chinese Lunar Calendar.
The Mid-Autumn Festival is to be celebrated with family. On that night,
the moon is the brightest and roundest it will be all year, which means a
family reunion.
To celebrate the holiday, all family members try their best to come home
earlier than usual, no matter how far they live. It is like Thanksgiving.
My family dinner menu is the same as it was during my grandparent’s
time. We steam a whole chicken with ginger sauce and sauté some seafood,
especially stone snails. From a restaurant, we purchase some fire pork that
is red in color with brittle skin. We sauté a mix of mushrooms and other
vegetables, and simmer a soup. During the dinner, we eat, drink, laugh, and
talk to each other. It is nice and warm.
After dinner, we sit outside to enjoy the glorious full moon. We always
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light up the Mid-Autumn Festival lanterns, eat some moon cakes, fruit, and
other snacks. We drink a cup of hot tea, and take photos for memories.
Thanks to our ancestors for giving the spread and the reunion—the
sweet tradition and nice holiday to us. It makes our life full of happiness. It
gives me hope. I can’t wait until the fall season every year.

Thanksgiving for a Lot of Things
Xiao Mei Zhang

I thank my Lord for creating me. I thank my parents for giving me life.
I thank my English teacher, who teaches me a lot about how to speak with
someone and teaches a lot of skills. I thank my friends for helping me and
sharing a lot of information with me. Thank you, University Settlement
Adult Literacy Program, for helping me learn English.
I want to learn more English so I can go to work and get a good job. If I
have money, I want to go to China and visit my family and hometown. I want
to get married, and I think I want to have two children to take care of every
day. I want to be a housewife. It is one of the most beautiful dreams of my life.

Thanksgiving Day from Pilgrims to
Black Friday
Minyi Fan

The fourth Thursday of November is Thanksgiving Day. Schools, banks,
government offices, and most businesses are closed. This is a big holiday.
People come home to cook big meals to celebrate on that day. Many people
want to get together with their families on Thanksgiving. Some families
invite their friends to share dinner with them. Transportation is very busy.
Highways are crowded.
In 1620, 102 Christians in England who could not have religious freedom
crossed the Atlantic Ocean to what would become Massachusetts. During
the first winter they had trouble. Half of the people died of disease and cold.
In spring, some Native Americans showed them how to plant corn, beans,
squash, and taught them to hunt turkeys. Then they had enough food. They
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invited their Native American friends to a feast of thanks outside. They
signed a peace treaty with their Native American neighbors. So Americans
remember those who held the first Thanksgiving.
People are thankful for many things: family, friends, jobs, health,
freedom. I am thankful for my parents and family, who gave my life heartwarming feelings. I am thankful for my friends, who gave me help and share
happy things. I am thankful for my teacher, who taught me many skills, so I
could do different work in my life. I am thankful for my lovely companions
who care for me. It made me understand what is worth cherishing.
Another traditional Thanksgiving activity is the Macy’s Parade. There
are so many cartoon balloons, flower cars, and clowns, like Hello Kitty and
Super Wings. They dance and sing songs. The parade goes from 77th Street,
on the Upper West Side, to 34th Street, in front of Macy’s. It is one of the most
important days of the year, and it is grand.
After Thanksgiving comes Black Friday. Most of the stores have big sales.
Many people rush to the stores to get the sales. It is a special holiday. My
heart fills with grateful feelings at the holiday of Thanksgiving.

the guests had understood what to do.
But despite the comic situation, the holiday was successful! It was fun
and memorable. And the raw chickens warmed up for a long time in the
autumn sun.
The moral of the story: Listen carefully to the task if you do not want to
spoil the celebration!

An Unforgettable Holiday
Yuliia Semenova

It was a wonderful autumn day. Everything was shining. The golden leaves
lay on the road like a precious carpet. In the air, spider webs were flying. The
rays of sun still warmed the ground, although the air was impregnated with
some special autumn scent. It seemed that you were about to dance with
these invisible forces of nature.
And on one of those wonderful autumn days, she was born. We had long
planned how to celebrate this day. Everyone had his duties: Someone had
to bake a cake; someone had to make sandwiches; someone was in charge
of mood, so had to buy drinks. And some friends had to bring hot meals for
the holiday.
And here came this wonderful day: Nature seemed to be offering its
present and welcoming the birth day. All gathered on the lawn, where there
was an improvised table. Everything was ready for the celebration, only
those who were responsible for the hot meat dishes were late.
The holiday began! And now the door of the car for which we had been
waiting for a long time opened. There came those who had to bring hot
chickens to the table. When we looked at the bowls of food, we went numb:
These were raw chickens that had yet to be cooked. As it turned out. not all
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Succulents

Mahnaz (Mani) Attarha
Right or wrong, every afternoon, succulents—those hardy plants of
many varieties and great beauty that need little care—force me to hit the
streets on foot. I live on the border of Los Angeles and Santa Monica, just one
black from Highway 10. My apartment does not have room to grow plants,
so I walk around and try to find succulents in the front yards of homes in the
neighborhood.
Every afternoon, as soon as I find the succulents, I stop in front of them,
excited, and stare at them until I get tired. Then I sit on my butt and continue
staring at their beauty, tolerance, and complacency. In fact, this is the only
way I have discovered to charge my empty heart. And now I know succulents
are one of the best sources of gaining energy.
Every afternoon, little by little, this energy will draw me from sinking in
suffering. I had been walking on that path for many years. That was a dark
and stinking path. That was too stuffy. That path kept tempting me to fill my
pockets with rocks and throw myself in the river, or turn on the gas valve
and lie down in bed, or be afraid of waking up having been transformed into
an insect. But succulents keep protecting me. They lead me to chocolate and
strawberry ice cream tastes. I have some of those ice creams at my home.
Every afternoon, as their taste comes to my mouth, I stand up and walk
back: When I am passing the Highway 10 Bridge, I hear the sound of a
waterfall. If I listen carefully, I will realize this sound comes from the fastpassing vehicles on the highway. But I don’t want to listen carefully. I like it
to be the sound of a distant waterfall. When I am passing the bridge, I turn
my eyes to the magnolia trees instead of the highway and let the nice breeze
touch my body kindly.
Every evening, while the sun is going to set, I come back home with a
heart full of love.

1001 Letters: To My Husband, Who
Died at 26
Larysa Frankiv
My Dear Lovely Friend,
I wrote you thousands of letters, and I will never stop. I have never sent
them to you. I don’t know where you are. How are you? All the words in the
world cannot explain what I want to say to you. I just want to tell you SORRY.
Sorry for what? . . . I love you. I hate you. I miss you. Please give me one chance
to see and feel you.
Who you are to me, I don’t know. However, I clearly see you every night;
in my dreams you are still with me. You are with me there, but you are so far
away. I can’t reach you. I can’t hug and kiss you. I can’t tell you anything. I
need you. I cannot breathe without you. I can’t live without you.
You know what? I hate you so much. You kill me every morning. When I
wake up alone, I realize it was a nightmare again. I will be reborn one night. I
will walk with you in my dream. I won’t ask you for anything. I will have this
moment. You will be just mine.
Please don’t disappear. You are my soul and heart. If you disappear, I will
disappear. . . . Please come to me every night. I wait. I cannot live without you
or with you. I am sorry. I couldn’t. I could. I cannot. I couldn’t. Forgive me . . .

Mr. Oreo

Qiao Zhuang (Grace) Zhang
One Saturday morning this summer, my kids and I were on Long Island
Beach for a church trip. My husband called and said, “Pray for the old guy,
Oreo. He died.”
I was stunned and said, “But I saw him last night.” He owed 25 cents for the
bottle, I thought.
“Yeah, people just told me. He was struck by a bus earlier this morning
on the way to buy liquor from another store that opens earlier than ours.
Just pray for him,” my husband said.
“He has passed away already. What’s the point of praying? If he is saved,
he is saved.” I was surprised by my calm and cruel voice, and I was also
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wondering why my husband, who is not a Christian, would tell me to pray
for someone. Why did he suddenly think of calling me to pray for Mr. Oreo?
The next Monday, on the way to deliver dinner to my husband, I couldn’t
help thinking of Mr. Oreo. Oreo was not his real name. People called him this
name, but I didn’t know why. On the first day we had this liquor store, I met
Mr. Oreo. He had lived in the neighborhood since he was a little boy. He was
50-some years old. He was tall and slim. He talked like an educated person.
I heard he had a good degree and used to work in a hospital. He had some
problem with one of his organs. He was not working and only helped clean
and take away garbage for the deli next to our store. He was a loyal man,
so I liked to talk to him. However, I just didn’t understand why he allowed
himself to be homeless, drunken, and helpless.
I had thought I would be cold and unaffectionate at this person’s death.
But when I saw, in front of the deli, Oreo’s pictures, candles, flowers, and
people’s kind words on the cardboard, I rushed into my liquor store’s toilet.
I choked with sobs. I saw my red eyes in the mirror. My husband had noticed
that I looked weird and knocked on the door and asked nervously, “What
happened? Anything happen?” I wanted him to leave me alone. I opened the
door and told him, “I just feel sad for Oreo.”
There was a poster later on the wall stating Mr. Oreo’s funeral date. One
guy came into the store. I greeted him, “Hot today! You look tired!”
“I’m sad! I came back from my friend’s funeral,” he said.
“Mr. Oreo?” I asked.
He started to talk about Mr. Oreo. “I’ve known him for so many years. His
mother and his brother already passed away. He was a good man, but . . .”
“I believe he is in a better place,” I comforted him.
He cheered up and said, “Yes, he’s in heaven with his family.”
A man’s goodness needs to be remembered.

I Lost My Backpack on the D Train
Lisa Szeto

On Tuesday, June 16, 2015—I will never forget that day—I left my
backpack on the D train. When I realized I lost my backpack, I was shocked;
I went back to the subway station to tell the station agent about my situation.
She helped me call someone on the train, but they could not find it.
I went to the police station to report my loss. The police helped me write
down what I lost. After the report was finished, my cell phone suddenly
rang; it was my school calling me. It sounded like Joe. (He was my former
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teacher, but I hadn’t attended his class for two years). On the phone he said,
“Lisa, where are you?”
I said, “I am in a police station.”
He said, “Did you lose your backpack on the subway? Somebody picked
up your backpack. Inside there are a computer, credit card, and ID card. He
left his name and phone number.”
At that time, I could not believe it was true. When I call the number, a
man said, “Hi, Lisa. My name’s Chris. I picked up your backpack on the D
train. I found your school ID and called your school. I hoped they could
contact you.”
At that moment, my tears rolling down my face and in my heart, I said,
“Thank you, thank you very much,” and wrote down his address. When I
hung up the phone, the policemen asked me if someone picked up the
backpack. I said “Yes.” And they said, “Oh! It is amazing and very honest.”
I called my son William to come with me to meet the nice person who
found my bag. He lives in the Bronx on 205th Street. We took the D train
to 205th Street. When we arrived outside his apartment, I called him.
Afterward, he came down, and we greeted each other.
He told me when he opened the backpack, inside was a computer, ID,
and credit card. And “Oh, my God, I saw something shocking.”
I asked, “What?”
He kept on talking. “I found an insulin pen. It is for diabetes patients.
And inhalation aerosol, which is for asthma. I know this medicine is very
important for patients because my son has diabetes.”
I said, “You are a very honest and nice person—you, your family, and
especially your kids are proud of you.” I gave him a reward.
After we went to take the train, my son told me, “Mom, you are so lucky.
You met a nice person today.”
I said, “I know. He is a great example for his children. I will call my school
to thank them, and I will tell this story for my friend. I have to praise him.”

Bitter Coffee
Jennifer Alonzo

Last Friday, I went to Union Square to buy some things with my father
and my brother-in-law. While we were out, I remembered that I had to buy
a crochet magazine for my mom. She loves to crochet. We went to Barnes &
Noble, and there I found the magazine that my mom wanted. While shopping,
we found a Starbucks on the third floor, so we decided to buy coffee and talk
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for a while.
When we were ready to go, a big, well-dressed, old white man with a
mustache approached our table. We didn’t understand much of what he was
saying, but we did hear him say, “These Spanish-speaking people think they
are as good as anybody,” and other silly things. At first, we were in shock. We
couldn’t believe he was saying this. We stood up and left the café. We told a
manager about this bad moment with this crazy and ignorant man. He was
still talking loudly as we were leaving the store.
It is sad to see how racism grows every day. There are ignorant people
who think that they have the world in their hands and can walk in the street
humiliating other people. But this is real life. I just say: God bless this man. I
hope that in some moment of his life, he understands that in this world, we
are all the same. Race, religion, and culture don’t matter; we are all equal. We
should never forget where we came from and never lose sight of where we are
going. We shouldn’t allow people like him make us feel inferior. We all came to
this country for the American Dream−we are immigrants, we are dreamers,
we are all a family, we are equal.

Paper Cranes
Yuliia Semenova

He didn’t remember getting into the hospital. Only in the eyes of his mother
did he see a deep sadness.
It was a late autumn. Heavy gray clouds hugged the city. The wind broke
away and took the wandering leaves of the trees far away. Nature and the noisy
hospital bed sang in unison. The doctor came in to review the patient and kept
silent for a long time. Then, as if choosing the notes for the melody, he began
to speak:
“Now, autumn has come, and the cranes have flown away. But you have to
keep them here, as a reminder of the summer, of childhood, of the affection of
your mother’s hands. Start making origami cranes. When you finish making a
thousand cranes, your health will return to you.”
After that moment, it took a little time before the hospital room became a
poultry house, where the white origami figures of the cranes shimmered.
He didn’t feel fatigue and pain in his body. His thoughts were busy with
work, because it gave him hope. From his hands, every day, flew small origami
cranes–a symbol of faith and resilience of the spirit. But it kept getting harder
for him to keep folding paper.
Winter waited, but autumn didn’t want to surrender. A single sheet of
paper rustled in the wind. The last crane couldn’t fly out of the hospital.
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Tak(c)

Fernanda Sequeira
I never thought two minutes was such a long time. And there I was, standing
inside a museum’s bathroom in Warsaw, Poland, waiting for the pregnancy
test result to come in. We had been trying for a year, and the moment we
decided to forget about it, I found myself late.
It never happened before; my body always worked like a clock. That was
what I told my husband that morning, while we were getting ready to spend
a lovely day in that utterly strange city. Our one-month trip through Eastern
Europe had just begun, and I had to know if I could drink; that was my excuse to
drag him to look for a pharmacy with me. We tried asking around but couldn’t
find anyone who spoke English. We looked everywhere. I was about to give up,
when we saw a green cross outside a store.
At the counter, I asked the lady for a pregnancy test. She looked at me as if
I was asking for the oddest thing in the world. Maybe pregnancy tests are not
sold at pharmacies there? She stared at me and frowned. So I tried mimicking
a big belly while repeating very slowly “pregnant,” as if the slow speed would
suddenly allow her to understand me. The lady, at last, said something—in
Polish—and showed us a few different boxes. None of them seemed to be
what we wanted. Then she got one box from the counter with a picture of a
pregnancy test on it. I was so happy that I almost kissed her. We took it. As we
were leaving, I realized the instructions were in Polish. I came back, opened
the box, pointed to the illustrations in the instructions, and desperately asked
her to show me which was the positive result. After some jumps and hands
in the air, she eventually understood me, pointed out some images, and did a
thumbs-up. She circled two of the images and wrote down: “Tac.”
Happy that we had done it, we went back to our original schedule. The
moment we arrived at the Palace, I went straight to the bathroom and opened
the box again. The funny thing is that this was the first time I was doing this
kind of test, but I knew the drill.
The result came in. I compared it with the images, and it looked like
a circled one, but suddenly I realized that “tac” could mean yes or no. I
remembered the thumbs-up, but I couldn’t tell if the pharmacy lady would
think that being pregnant was a good or bad result. I put the lid back on the
test, tucked everything in my pocket, and exited the bathroom.
My husband was visibly trying to read my face. I got closer and told
him I didn’t know. I gave him the instructions. He asked for the test. I was
embarrassed to take the thing out of my pocket, but I did it. He pointed at the
“tac” word. “I think it’s positive,” he said. “But I’m not sure, either.”
We spent the whole day walking around the city, not talking about it, while
that thing was “burning” in my pocket. I was very aware of its meaning and
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also that I was carrying some of my pee with me. Finally, we got back to the
apartment and opened Google Translate on our laptop. First, we tried “tac,”
but nothing came out of it. I proceeded to read the instructions, letter by
letter, while he typed them in that small box. It took us about an hour.
After that, I found out that the word is actually spelled with a “k.” I’ll never
forget what the word “tak” means. I almost named my son after it.

Love Conquers All
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their true self to obey this god’s rules. But a life without a belief system is hard.
Sometimes, I need to hold onto something, and this, for me, has been love.
So, the next time when someone asks me why I am here, I will answer the
same—now, with a hint of pride. After all, nothing is more powerful than love.
That is my religion. That is my art and my real hometown. It has been my life.
It is what has me in another country and city. A city that I dreamed of living in
since I was a little girl.

Marília Valengo

Father in My Heart

The other day, I read something about love and art, and how these two are,
in a way, connected. One, like the other, will catch your breath the moment
you experience it. This grabbed me so fiercely that it has stayed for days in
my mind. Every place, every conversation, and every act over my last week
has been influenced by this concept. It reaffirmed to me that art can’t stand
alone without love. And that love could be a piece of art. Sometimes, I think
it is.
I know a young woman who laughed at me when I told her the reason I
moved to New York, leaving my job, country, family, and language. This made
me feel bad about myself and my decision. Have I become a woman who just
follows her man? I questioned. She wasn’t laughing; it was more like she pitied
me. Then one day, I was reading about the Morse Code, and I discovered that
if Samuel Morse had not been widowed and endured the loss of his wife, then
he would never have invented the code. Love made a man change history.
That made me think about my situation, and helped me make peace with my
decision. I want a lot of things from my life; I want to be an artist, to write, to
see the world, and most of all, I want to follow my heart. It knows best.
I never thought about having a family as my main goal in life. But it
happens that for the last 14 years, everything seems to keep me on track for
that. A lot of things have happened and we learned how to keep improving
together–from money to feminism, and some noise here and there, but a
lot of effort, too. Sometimes, I think of my marriage as an artist’s portfolio,
and I can see from the beginning how our “pieces” improved. How can I be
ashamed of that? I’ve been many things in the past, but being someone in a
relationship is the one aspect of myself that has never changed, although I
have grown and am not the same as I used to be.
I don’t know if I believe in God. Or, at least not the God I was told to believe
in: the man, the old guy who judges us, and who will decide where we will
spend “eternity.” I don’t believe in eternity. I also don’t like how people hide

My father was born in 1932. He has four brothers. He is the second child in
his family. When he was seven years old, his father and his uncle walked out
of their house and were shot by Japanese soldiers. His uncle left two children.
My grandmother had to raise seven boys by herself. Fortunately, she worked
in the local orphanage, but it was still very hard to live.
When my father was 14 years old, he started working in a cotton-thread
factory with his older brother and two cousins. He supported one of his
brothers to go to school until that brother graduated from college.
In 1949, China ended the Civil War. He joined the army for four years.
Then he became a policeman. He worked as a policeman until he retired. He
loved his job very much. In my earliest memory, he is coming back home in
the morning when I am getting ready to go to school.
My father wasn’t talkative, but he was very organized. He always educated
us in a special way. I remember I got a score of just 68 on a math test in middle
school. I didn’t dare tell my mom. I waited for my father to come back home,
and I gave the sheets to him. My father held the sheets upside down so 68
became 89, then said to me, “It’s great!” My face turned red. After that, I
studied harder than before.
My father had special skills. He and his brothers were able to catch fish in
the river by hand. Their family was very poor, so if they wanted to eat fish, they
needed to catch them by themselves. My father liked to practice calligraphy in
his free time. His calligraphy is beautiful.
My father always sees the glass full. His four daughters all graduated from
college. His co-workers and neighbors sometimes said to him, “You are very
great!” He always answered, “Not because of me—it’s because of my wife.”
Now he is 86 years old. When someone asks him, “How do you keep so
healthy?” he always answers, “My wife’s cooking is wonderful.”
My father has a bad habit. He has been smoking for almost 60 years. He

Weiwen Zeng
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quit twice just for a very short time, but then he smoked again. He always
said to my mom and his daughters, “I’m sorry. I can’t leave smoke like a fish
can’t leave water.”
I’m so happy and lucky because I still have parents to call and they are
both healthy. Every Friday at midnight, I talk with my parents for more than
an hour. I hope I can call my parents until I’m 80 years old.
Weiwen Zeng wrote this essay as a student in Jon Eckblad’s class.
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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
133 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, to build skills in listening, reading, writing, speaking, and
grammar for more than 400 beginning, intermediate, and advanced adult students.
For more information: https://www.universitysettlement.org/us/programs/adult_literacy
THE GALLATIN SCHOOL OF INDIVIDUALIZED STUDY is a small innovative school
within New York University that began in 1970 and grew out of the educational reform
movements of the late 1960s. As a small college within a highly regarded research
institution, Gallatin provides the best of both worlds for its 1,500 undergraduates and
200 graduate students. In close consultation with faculty academic advisers, students
create their own curriculum and unique plan for learning, combining Gallatin’s interdisciplinary courses with more traditional courses in various schools of NYU, selfdirected education through independent studies, and experiential learning through
internships at New York City’s numerous institutions, businesses, and arts organizations.
The Writing Program includes a curriculum of about 37 courses each semester; a
Writing Center staffed by undergraduate Peer Writing Assistants, several event-series,
such as Global Writers, Careers in Writing and Publishing, Writers in Progress, and
Gallatin Teachers Reading; Confluence, an online platform for student writing, art, and
research; The Gallatin Review, an annual student literary and visual arts magazine; and
three Civic Engagement Projects: The Literacy Project, Great World Texts, and High
School Writing Mentors.
The Literacy Project dates from 2001 and is comprised of an Adult Literacy for Social
Change course that combines the study of the adult literacy/ESOL field with volunteer
work at several partner organizations; a weekly writing class at University Settlement
Society; publications of writing by adults, including the annual Literacy Review, the
University Settlement bi-annual books, and an annual book of writing created by NYU
students at the Wallkill Correctional Facility; and the annual all-day Literacy Review
Workshops in Teaching Writing to Adults.
Great World Texts, which began in 2008, consists of a collaboration between Gallatin
Writing Program faculty and undergraduate mentors with teachers and students at
several New York City public high schools, most recently Brooklyn Preparatory High
School, Bronx Academy of Letters, and the Facing History School. Together, faculty
and students study a canonical or “contemporary classic” work and create and present
writing projects—including essays, poems, and performances—related to it.
High School Writing Mentors sends two students to two public high schools every
semester, to provide assistance with writing projects, including classroom assignments
and college application or scholarship essays.
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