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Preface 

 

Writing is liberating. Although finite as living, breathing human beings, we manage to 

contain (and tame) the infinite—the sometimes chaotic, sometimes heavy, sometimes 

unimaginable, and sometimes unimaginably serendipitous stories of our lives. The stories of 

everything that we have lived through, everything that makes us, all that we have been—as 

writers, we set those stories free, word by word. 

Writing is liberation. Giving voice to a story—giving it a shape, a cadence—is standing 

up to the oppressiveness of silence. Each essay in this publication is a confident, captivating, 

and unapologetically resolute step toward lifting the suffocating weight of a paradoxically 

absent conversation and shining a light through the fog of an absent narrative. 

I cannot wait to delve into this year’s collection of essays so generously contributed by 

the incredible writers of ACES and experience the liberating power of their stories. Thank you 

for sharing this opportunity with me! 

 

Angie Sharma ‘19 

St. Joseph’s College, Brooklyn 

April 2017 
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Breaking the Chain by Razia Sultana 
 

 

 

 remember the day when my junior mentoring teacher said all of the junior 

students have to do an oral project and then present that to everyone. Doing 

the project felt okay but walking in front of everyone and standing before 

them to explain my work in a language that I did not grow up with seemed pretty tough 

and scary to me. Finally, the day came where each of the juniors had to present their 

projects. During the ceremony, I was sitting in a chair in the third row from the front and 

watching the presenters coming one by one as their names were called. Some were singing 

or playing a video as part of their projects and then describing how they came up with the 

idea of singing or video making. The students presenting fell into one of two categories: 

confident or very nervous. A student from the first category came up and started saying 

hello with his comfortable voice and then went on with the things he had done for his 

project. His calm face and professionalism and slow movement made it seem very smooth 

and easy. But in contrast, one of the students from the second category started shaking 
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after standing in front everyone and mostly didn’t say any complete sentences. His afraid, 

red face and I-want-to-escape expression made it look very difficult to present.  

After watching both the smooth and nervous presenters, finally, the host teacher 

announced my name and I started walking toward the screen. I made a video about 

teachers because I wanted to show that they have their own personal lives outside the 

school building and their teaching profession. Although everyone in the audience was 

familiar to me (peers and teachers), my body started shaking like the nervous students. I 

began with my name, class and the name of my project. My speaking voice started off 

sounding normal but ending very quiet because of nervousness. My throat dried up like 

wood and my stomach started grumbling although I wasn’t hungry. My memory and vocab 

box turned empty. But since I loved my teachers so much, I got so hyper and emotional that 

I ended up saying things like: “Teachers are the best people in this world! They are the door 

to your future!” Many students were mocking me during and after the presentation because 

of my nervousness and saying things like: “Teachers are the best people in the world!” 

After getting done with the projects and report cards of my junior year, my English 

teacher who used to work with students in an Anti-Bullying Peer Training program, sent 

me a link for a paid internship to apply to. I applied and fortunately I got it. It was from an 

organization named the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) where they taught students to do 

anti-bullying workshops and also about how to become a strong citizen of a community by 

helping others and not judging people based on what they see or think. The first day was 

very smooth, my peers (12 others high schoolers) and I were listening to the information 

the ADL mentor was providing about the internship and the staff members. On the second 

day of my internship, we the interns were practicing how to stand in front of the audience 
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and also how to start talking and then giving eye contact so we could give an intro speech 

about ourselves in front of the supervisors, mentors and staff members of ADL. On the third 

day of my internship, our small intern room was expanded enough so the staff members, 

supervisors and mentors could all fit in and see us (the interns) speaking. The room was 

full with so many unknown faces that their unfamiliarity made me think about how I would 

walk in front of them, then stand and talk about myself!  Most of them were adults and the 

rest were my peer interns. I felt a flow of coldness just passing my back.  

Finally, my turn came and something pulled me up from the chair and started 

pushing me toward the microphone. I was feeling my heartbeats quicken but didn’t know 

how to calm them down. Then I reached the microphone and looked at the crowd. A room 

full of eyes were staring at me. It made me feel like I wanted to escape. But then I was 

reminded of my promise to myself. While I was sitting on the chair, I was asking 

myself:  Should I be confident or nervous? Should I show them I can be more than they can 

see, or be destroyed by my nervousness? I promised myself that this time no messing up, no 

nervousness. Even if I mess up or get nervous, I’ll calm myself down and keep going. 

Thinking about the promise made me shake more as I wondered if I would be able to fulfill 

it or if it would end up being the same as before. But for the first time I pushed away all fear 

and said:  No, I can’t show nervousness. I might shake, but this is the time to become the 

person I want to be for the rest of my life.  

Remembering my promise gave me a strange feeling inside. I started saying my 

name and school, but it seemed to me as though a big pebble was stuck in my throat. 

Suddenly, I saw people laugh aloud, and attentive eyes looking at me because I told them: 

“You know, I got the perfect attendance award for the last two academic years and that 
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means you’ll see me walking around here every day.” I didn’t even realize I finished my 

speech and now had to go back to my seat. I felt I messed up and didn’t say what I was 

supposed to say. But later, when everyone was gone, my mentor came to me and said, 

“Your speech was so good that everyone was so focused on you. You better do TED talks 

because your words really draw people’s attention.” I didn’t know what to say in response, 

so I just smiled at him.  

As my life was moving forward with the salvation from my nervousness, I became 

much more confident and strong, even if I felt nervous inside. I realized it for the second 

time when I was giving a speech at the Model UN Opening Ceremony in front of about three 

thousand people. I was nervous and shaking a little while walking to and then standing in 

front of the podium. But at the same time, I was confident enough to remind myself:  I can 

do it.  Nobody noticed my nervousness, rather some of the people from the audience came 

to me after the ceremony and told me I did a great job and the speech was very inspiring to 

them. Their compliments made me feel more encouraged and ambitious about my future to 

do something new. Now every time I do something, whether that is an interview or 

speaking, I become nervous, but the light of confidence glows within me and breaks the 

chain holding me back.  
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Reminder to Self and Notice to the World  

by Lilette Win 

 

 

t was a typical morning, until I woke up with extreme fuzziness in my head. I 

left my bed and headed to the bathroom to wash away the sleepiness left in 

my brain. I turned the faucet and let the water keep flowing as I brushed my 

teeth slowly. I spit out the minty bitter flavor of toothpaste in disgust and examined my 

own spit. There was blood. I thought to myself:  What did I do wrong to bleed so early in the 

morning? Where did it go wrong? I slapped cold water across my cheeks.  I looked at myself 

in the mirror, to remind myself of my privileged life before.  

Taking a walk back down memory lane, I remembered how I grew up in a Karen 

refugee camp that was situated in Eastern Thailand. I was only eleven years old when my 

father and I left Burma because of the Saffron Revolution. During the revolution, all the 

monks in Burma came together to protest the large hikes in fuel prices. I remember the 

revolution like a painting in my mind. There is a golden pagoda in the background and at 
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the bottom of the frame the dead bodies of the monks lie in a pool of crimson blood. My 

father was chased after by the government because they saw him along with the protesters 

in the photos taken by the media even though he did not take part in the protest. As soon as 

we fled, my mother, who was already in the United States for her job, got her asylum status, 

which automatically made my father and I asylees. This is the start of a story set in a 

refugee camp with my father, even though I was not a refugee.  

Mae La Refugee Camp was a place where people from Burma take refuge to escape 

from persecution and for other reasons such as war or natural disasters. The camp could fit 

thousands of refugees, non-refugees and other people who are going in and out of the camp 

for business purposes. The camp was heavily enforced with fence wires and guarded by 

Thai police. It almost seemed like a prison because none of the refugees could leave the 

place. The camp was surrounded by mountains. Inside the fence, you could see all of the 

tiny houses built out of natural materials: walls thick with hollowed out bamboo and roofs 

assembled with crunchy, thatched forest leaves. There were some houses built on top of 

the mountain and some were right by the highway parallel to the fence. Looking from afar, 

it had a very quiet and humble atmosphere to it. The camp had no means of public 

transportation; you only saw people walking from place to place on foot. Sometimes, the 

sound of laughter from half-naked children with soiled clothes playing around with bare 

feet filled the air. These images are forged into my memory and yet, I still hold a secret 

about something that nobody will find out unless I let this out of my chest.  

Essentially, water is a resource given from our mother nature as a gift. No one 

should need to buy water to drink and to survive. However, in the refugee camp water was 

and is not free. Ironically, in a place that is supposed to provide shelter, safety and 
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protection, water is not available for the refugees free of charge. Water was not accessible 

because some money thirsty business executives from Thailand had control over the water 

even though the existence of natural resources, like brooks and streams from the 

aforementioned geographical location, seemed advantageous for the refugees. Instead, 

those companies built a dam and they made refugees pay for the water, which seemed 

ridiculous because refugees typically do not have a stable form of income. Moreover, there 

were a lot of educated people that fled from Burma who were engineers or doctors, men 

and women who had worked their whole lives to be able to serve others and support 

themselves. Those things did not matter in the camp because there were no job 

opportunities for the refugees and even if it there were, the pay was not enough to sustain 

the entire family. It was difficult to buy water and it was impractical.    

The problem with water did not end there. There were many wells in the camp that 

allowed people to take care of personal hygiene and to drink. Although this was an 

alternate option, it was very limited during the summer because all the wells dried up in 

the heat. People could only pump water twice a day, which did not amount to much supply. 

I remember when I had to pump water from the well and bring it up to the hill where my 

house was located. My father had to pay someone to deliver the water up the hill. He 

dragged his voice in a tired manner and complained, “I am already old enough. Why should 

I be lifting heavy things at this age?” Adding fuel to the fire, one day I went down the hill to 

do laundry and as I pumped the water I saw a pungent and undrinkable murky green 

substance where the water should have been. Puzzled, I turned to my neighbor to figure 

out what had happened to the well. My neighbor told me that Burmese military spies had 

come in the morning and they contaminated the water source. The reason for that was 
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because Burmese and Karen people had a long history of civil war and non-negotiable 

political differences. It took a few months to get the well water safe enough to consume 

again. During those months, we could only shower twice a week. Other families that had 

fields could not water their crops, some of which died from the heat and lack of water. Not 

having enough water to use or to drink was very tiresome, but it was also maddening and 

infuriating. Consequently, people were exhausted, fatigued and some old people became 

sick from dehydration and the heat. I also became extremely irritated by everything 

because I did not have enough water to shower with and I disliked saving water for the 

next day. Every drop of water I drank was not refreshing. Instead, I was insatiable because 

the water was noxious and metallic tasting. Also, my father was stressed because he had to 

budget the money so that water expenses did not overwhelm the family. I blamed the 

Burmese military government for everything and the resentment has stuck with me till this 

day.  

That was my first time witnessing injustice and the unequal treatment of vulnerable 

people. Once, I tried googling Mae La Camp refugees and there was no information about 

what was happening inside the camp. These experiences that I have seen and lived through 

were never talked about in the United States. One, the water was supposed to be free and 

they made money off of it. Second, the water was more expensive there than the price for 

other cities in Thailand. Do people outside the refugee camp know about this? Not at all 

because the place was isolated from nearby cities or villages. In addition to that, there were 

no rules enforced in the refugee camp. Little me, powerless, uneducated and one of many 

victims in a refugee camp did not have a voice to make any complaints. Little me did not 

understand how I, my family or the refugee community should be treated.  
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These experiences ignited my passion to stand up for the weak. In addition, I started 

joining after-school programs in high school that empower youth and tackle corruption in 

society. Still, I get very emotional and feel helplessly unsettled whenever I learn about one 

group oppressing another group in government or history classes. I thought I forgot all 

about this, but maybe it was a good thing that I bled with water in my mouth the other 

morning. 

After I came to the United States and lived in a city like New York that has one of the 

cleanest water supplies, I think I may have come to take things for granted. Water is no 

longer an issue. I will even pay a dollar for water like it is nothing now that I have the 

privilege of easy access to water. Perhaps as a reminder, I should turn off the faucet, at least 

when I am brushing my teeth because I am forgetting how difficult my life was before. Also, 

in a way I have been disrespecting the refugees living in a place where water is scarce. 

Another important point is I should not forget what I saw. I should let more people know 

about this. Many people in the world still do not have a clue about how many rights are 

taken away in places like refugee camps. It is hard to fathom unless you experience it 

yourself. I think the whole point of this story is just a reminder to myself and an open letter 

to the world about a little secret spilling for the first time. 
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Coming of Age by Kadijatu Jalloh 
 
 

 

 am from a family where the first child is responsible for everything. I am 

the oldest of four children in my family, which means I am the chief of the 

house, the homework helper, the mail reader, and the “housemaid.” Thus, 

I have learned a powerful skill at an early age—the ability to multi-task for the benefit of 

others while achieving my own goals. When I turned thirteen that’s when everything 

changed. When I was twelve, eleven, ten, and from the first day I came to this world, my 

mom was the one who fed me, dressed me, helped me do my homework, and took me to 

school. But at thirteen I was being told I was an “adult.” My mom had always told me when 

I reached my age of menstruation I would be an adult. This is what we believe in our 

culture. I was now responsible for myself and responsible for a lot of other things like 

cooking, and helping her take care of my siblings. I knew this was coming because when I 

was in Africa I used to see my oldest cousins go to fetch water and cook at the same time 

when they were only twelve and thirteen. This is part of our culture; to be mature at a 

 I 
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younger age. We believe that if you respect your parents and never disobey them, then you 

are in a good place in God's eyes. So, by respecting our parents we do the chores they ask us 

to do without hesitation.  

As these new responsibilities fell on me, at first I was overwhelmed, but at the same 

time excited to be like my mother. My mother is a very outgoing person, always there for 

people, and others think of her as friendly and caring because she always calls her friends 

and asks them what’s going on, and if they have worries or events coming up like baby 

showers. She helps them cook the food for these events and gives them advice. I love when 

she smiles at me with her beautiful gap teeth and tells me I’m on the right track, putting her 

hands on her waist while she watches me stir the soup. I look at her back and forth, making 

sure that I’m doing the right thing, while she’s looking at her scarf on her head and always 

fixing it to make sure it doesn’t fall off. When I’m done stirring the soup, she tests the soup 

to see if there’s enough salt. I do exactly what she tells me to do. Then she says in Fulani 

with an exciting voice ko noh tigiri meaning: “That’s how you do it” and “I’m proud of you.” 

She showed me every step before leaving me on my own. She showed me how to cut onions 

without hurting myself and how to clean fish by pressing the knife right in the middle of the 

fish’s stomach and pulling out its organs, then brushing the knife up and down to take off 

the fish scales.  

Outside the kitchen, I work with each of my siblings on their homework while 

keeping up with my own work. We sit on the living room carpet. Papers, color books, 

pencils and crayons are all over the floor. Sitting next to them and pulling out their folders, 

I tell them how to do the work and sit there and watch them do it. When I finish helping my 

siblings with their homework, I rush quickly to the kitchen and get our dinner ready while 
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my mom takes care of my baby brother. Once I step into the kitchen, my ten, nine, and 

seven-year-old brothers follow me and start shouting about what they would like for 

dinner. They know I cannot make everything at once, so I compromise and make us the 

best dinner that will please everyone, which is rice and a special spinach that is unique to 

our culture. After dinner, I ask my brothers to help me clean the table. While my brothers 

bring the dishes slowly into the kitchen, being careful not to drop the plates, I take the 

broom and start from the hallway and sweep the dirt from the floor and into the kitchen. In 

the morning, I wake up and read the mail to determine whether it is important or not. If it 

is important, then I have another job to do, which is to either reply or explain the contents 

of the mail to my parents. If the mail requires action to be taken, then I have to fill the 

papers out by the due date. Otherwise, I just summarize the contents to my parents. Being 

the eldest, reading the mail and other communications written in English falls on my 

shoulders, as my parents do not read the language with the same fluency as I do. 

 Overall, reaching the age of menstruation was a transformative moment in my life, 

because I was once a person who was not responsible for anything and now I am the guide 

and motivator for my younger brothers. And this is what I have adjusted to as I am growing 

up. Furthermore, I have accepted the new me, because it makes me realize what I’m doing 

is something that can help me in my future life as a parent to my own kids. This means it 

won't be difficult for me to take care of my children when I become a mother. I dream not 

only of being a good mother like my mom but also of being a person who can help 

humanity to be in a very safe and caring world. Knowing how to cook and take care of 

children, I can use these techniques to help take care of orphan children and feed the 

hungry.  
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Inevitable Dreams in a Backpack by Lubna Batool 
 

 

 am trying to fall asleep on the living room floor with my two brothers and my 

mom. Our house has so many cracks that the bedroom is flooded with 

rainwater. My mom borrowed cement from the neighbor’s house in an 

attempt to fix the walls, but there is still water dripping. I am five years old. I fight the 

hunger pangs in my stomach, as I do most nights because we rarely have enough to eat. I 

close my eyes and try to block everything out. I focus on returning my thoughts to the 

future, to a time and place where our poverty is no longer a reality. I will be a doctor and 

cure my mom’s Hepatitis C. I will create a better future for my family. I will get us out of 

poverty.  

A jolting quiver strikes, and a deep rumbling shakes Khairpur. The ceiling of our 

living room zigzags slowly into pieces. My father is away for a business meeting, which only 

worries me about his well-being. One of my brothers tries to stand on his one foot after 

fracturing the other leg in a motorcycle accident; and the other brother hurries to find the 

lantern to clear the way. My mother quickly gets up and she tells me what we already 
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know: it’s an earthquake. We heard on the news earlier that day that one had struck 

Northern Pakistan. She grabs me and my brothers and says, “Let’s go.” I tell her that I need 

to go get my school bag. “This is not the time,” she says, grabbing my hand, but I refuse to 

go. As my hand slips away from hers, my mother keeps screaming my name, “Lubna! 

Lubna! Lubna!” I tell her, “I’ll meet you outside.” My mother breaks into tears as she runs 

out of the house with my two brothers, trying to save them. I know she will come back to 

get me. 

I can’t think. My hands are shaking. Where is my bag? This school bag holds the 

dreams of an impoverished girl to get the education she needs to become the doctor she 

wants to become, and provide her community with things she didn’t have. The society she 

lives in underestimates the power of a girl. The idea of freedom is restricted to boys, and 

the only job that girls are born for is to provide children for their families. The mentality 

was the girl’s desperate goal to prove them all wrong. The restless nights she studied, and 

the voices telling her school isn’t the place for girls gave her ample reasons to go to school 

the next day. I am determined now even during this quake. I go to the storage room and 

pick up my bag, running out the door with it on top of my head. There is cement falling 

everywhere. A chunk of ceiling falls on me, and I crumple to the ground.  

Everything becomes still and silent all of a sudden. I can’t pick myself up with all the 

debris surrounding me and I am crunched up with the school bag over my head. I am caked 

in dust, and I can feel the blood dripping from my ears. Then it all stops. I hear my mother 

calling my name and searching for me. As her voice comes closer, I call out to her. Chunks of 

the ceiling fall on her as she finally sees me lying under the rubble and runs to get me. She 

takes me out of the pieces of cement and she carries me in her arms out of the house. Oddly, 
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I still remember to this day that we were both crying and I kept telling my mother that it 

would be okay.  

After the earthquake ends, we start battling against the heavy rain and wind. As my 

mother carries me in her arms, I clasp the backpack close to my heart and refuse to let go. 

We have nowhere to go except the neighbor’s house. We start banging on their door as 

hard as we can but the trees whooshing back and forth make it impossible for them to hear 

us. The tears disappear in the rain drops on my mother’s cheeks and we almost give up 

hope, until an uncle opens the door hastily. His intention was to come to our house to help, 

since my father was not home, and he feels a sense of relief at seeing us all safe. We sleep at 

the neighbor’s house until my father comes back safely to the house.  

On the morning after, my father takes a glimpse of the chaos we went through last 

night and I can see from the look on his face that he is distressed and did not get enough 

sleep. I immediately run towards him breaking into tears. He holds me tight and gives me a 

kiss on the forehead. When he assures us that everything will come back to normal again, 

my sanity returns and we all start heading inside our house.  

It has been less than ten hours and the trees, bricks and ceiling of our house have all 

collapsed and we carefully enter the house to avoid any other destruction. In only a matter 

of minutes, my dad and the neighbors start putting the bricks together with cement. In the 

mean time, as the house is repaired, my family and I sleep in the storage room because it is 

the safest place to be in the house. With my family’s diligence and the neighbors’ 

generosity, we clean up the rubble and rebuild the broken ceiling within two weeks.  

Somehow after the earthquake I did not attend school for two weeks and I only 

feared the extra amount of time I would have to wait to go back to school. I felt anxious 
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sitting at home everyday, I missed my friends and teachers, everyone who cared about my 

education and most of all reading books in the classrooms. I tried my best to get my mind 

off of the shambled house surrounding me by reading books at home. The doctors said I 

had suffered from great trauma and needed bed rest as much as possible. However, I cried 

days and nights to sit in the classrooms again with all my friends whenever I saw the school 

bag lying in the corner of the storage room. Three weeks passed by and my mother 

informed me that all the schools had reopened and I could finally start my school the next 

day. I instantly filled my backpack with books and a pencil; my heart started to beat faster 

with excitement and satisfaction. My goal to get the best education had never ended and 

even though reality seemed so harsh to be dealing with, I embraced every moment of it. 

I often think back to that moment when my mother struggled to find me inside the 

rubble, questioning why my mother and I risked my life that day to get my school bag. 

Coming to America made me realize it is not about the times you risk your life, it is about 

the motives for risking your life, and the ability to never give up. This turning point in my 

life has only encouraged me to go back to Pakistan to help the poor and create clinics that 

can help the underprivileged. In the future, when my mom is sick, I will be able to help her. 

I will have accomplished something in my life. I can keep my promise I made to her: It will 

be okay.  
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The Ocean is a Scary Place by Dara Desrosiers 
 

 

I was always afraid of the ocean. The ocean makes my stomach growl and makes my 

head spin. It looks isolated from reality and makes me feel alone. The ocean and I never got 

along. Besides its many beautiful features and its metaphorical attributes, on the surface, 

the ocean seems to be very scary. I often allow my fears to take over my ability to trust the 

world. At the age of seven, I had my first encounter with the ocean. The experience was 

rather frightening as opposed to being joyful. It was a family trip, planned for a month, 

composed of my mother, my cousins, my uncles, my aunts and myself. The trip lasted two 

hours from Port-Au-Prince to Saint-Marc, Haiti. The sun was brighter than ever and the sky 

was crystal blue. The sounds of the ocean’s waves were very relaxing. The heat of the sun 

burned my back. My family’s laughter was loud as a lion’s roar. It was an unforgettable 

memory for my family but a dreadful experience for me. It was the first time I had ever 

entered such a large body of water. I was afraid, was constantly crying and was thinking of 

the negative outcomes that could happen such as death. 
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When I was young, I would hear dreadful stories relating to the ocean. These stories 

included people dying and strange creatures like mermaids who would feed on the flesh of 

humans. They worsened my fear of the ocean over time. My mom’s cousin, known as 

Tonton Nene, would tell my cousin, Sara, and I stories about the time he came face to face 

with a mermaid. He would squat down and with a soft-scary voice he described her as a 

beautiful creature with extremely long red hair and green eyes. He also added, “She was 

very scary and mean.” My cousin, Sara, never believed any of his stories. She whispered in 

my ear, “se pa vre” (which translates to “that’s not true”). I knew the stories were not true 

and that mermaids are myths but I was so naive that I believed him. I always thought, one 

day, if I ever enter the ocean, a mermaid would grab me from the top and take me down. 

Disney movies like Ariel never helped my fear. 

Haiti is an island surrounded by water. Pretty much everyone in Haiti, of course, 

excluding myself, knows how to swim, which made this fear of the ocean extremely 

awkward. Houses in Saint-Marc, Haiti are built by the ocean, which give the inhabitants 

easy access to the water. My cousins and my mother were not afraid to dive into the water. 

I remember thinking, “Are they not afraid to die!?” They swam further away from me while 

I remained sitting on a blanket crying with my aunt watching me. I sat on the blanket, 

terrified watching the ocean in front of me. My arms were folded tightly across my green 

one-piece bathing suit, my chubby legs laying flat on the sand. I was terrified and I was 

annoyed. I begged my mom to go back home. Of course, she followed with the word: 

“Stop!!” with her eyes bulging out, wearing her favorite two-piece bathing suit. I knew she 

was mad. I was a burden for my family. After a whole full hour crying, my aunt decided that 

it was time for me to enter the water. “No,” I thought as I looked at the ocean and felt my 
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stomach lurch. It was very unusual for me to cry; from that moment my aunt and my mom 

started to worry. My aunt was very empathetic and realized that it was very unusual for me 

to display such behavior. Aside from my mom, my aunt is the second person that can truly 

notice or understand my emotions. She held my hands and step-by-step I went into the 

water. When entering the water, the smell of fish was so strong that I felt as if I was 

suffocating. I first tested the water with my toes, then came my legs, my arms and my entire 

body. I took the risk and with my eyes closed I went underwater. It was pitch black and I 

panicked. I could not breathe, so I decided to open my mouth. I tasted the salty water and 

went right back up to the surface. I was coughing up salt water. It was a near drowning 

experience. 

The water was cold and the entire time it was frightening. I remember standing with 

my toes touching the sand and looking around to see nothing but emptiness and water. I 

was afraid and felt alone. I screamed from the top of my lungs. I honestly thought that I was 

going to die. Yes, I was pretty much the center of attention that day. Everyone turned and 

looked, I felt even more afraid. My aunt tried her best to console me but it never worked. I 

wanted nothing but to go home. 

I was an active and enthusiastic kid. I tried pretty much everything. I even taught 

myself how to ride a bicycle. But learning how to swim never crossed my mind. I lived in 

the industrial part of Haiti, with buildings and houses. I did not have much access to the 

ocean, nor the beach. I never knew how to swim because I would always hear stories about 

devastations done by water, like tsunamis killing hundreds and hundreds of people. And of 

course, stories about mysterious creatures below the water. It was a mental block. 

Listening to these stories made my fear even worse. 
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When my aunt forced me to enter the water, it took me 30 minutes to stop crying. I 

only stopped because of the stares from everyone. They were probably thinking: “OMG, 

what is wrong with this kid?” I hate when people stare at me. I became used to the water 

bit by bit. The entire time, I remember standing in the middle of the water holding tightly 

on my aunt’s arms. My heart was beating more than 100 beats per minute, my head was 

pounding and my legs were shaking. The ocean was very scary.  

People often say, “Face your fears.” Despite the cliché phrases of overcoming fears, I 

can assure you that my fear of the ocean remains deep within. I know you might wonder: 

“Did she overcome her fear and does she now know how to swim?” The answer to that is 

NO!!! Now that I’m 17, to this day, I’m still afraid. I recently went to Coney Island with my 

friends and I could not go into the water. My friends were going into the ocean while I 

remained behind. I couldn’t do it, I couldn’t go into the water. I’m not only afraid of the 

ocean but I’m also afraid of going into a pool. I know everyone loves going into the water 

but getting used to the ocean is a fear that I do not care much to overcome. The ocean 

scares me to this day. 
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My Past Makes My Now Existence  

by Khine Phyu 
 

 

ack in 2008, a surreal moment occurred in my life. My older sister, Zar 

and I were ordered to move to Malaysia by my parents who were there. 

At that time, Zar and I had been staying at a student hostel in Myanmar 

to continue with our education and life without our parents’ direct everyday support. My 

parents had called us on a sunny Sunday morning to talk to us about living in Malaysia as a 

whole reunited family. I knew in my head that I was not ready to leave my motherland but I 

did not have right to go against my parents’ wishes as I was just a ten-year-old kid. 

Eventually, my older sister and I started our journey to Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. It 

was illegal to leave Myanmar, but we had to leave to escape political persecution. So of 

course, my sister and I were only able to cross in stages, Burmese and Thai borders with 

the support of underground agencies to which my parents paid money for transportation 

and protection along the way. The entire journey took three to four days. There were about 
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twenty people in our group who all marched as one, even though we all were skins of 

different colors, backgrounds, and or hailed from different tribes and spoke different 

languages. On the first day of the trip, we went to Kawthaung, a town located in Southeast 

area of Burma, closest to the Thai border. At Kawthaung, we received token numbers, 

which an agency used to call us out in specific transitions from vehicle to vehicle. My sister 

and I received a number and we were told to keep these token numbers of ours and to 

remember the number the whole time. About two to three hours after receiving these, our 

group was divided in half and directed to board on different motorboats. It took us about 

30 minutes to reach a small island off the coast, near Thai borders. Even though Zar was 

just a child as much as I was at that time, she still cared to act as an adult to protect me. 

That afternoon, after we arrived on the island, Zar started to introduce herself to the others 

as many of us had never spoken to each other. It was strained to talk to these strangers at 

first. After a few minutes of tension, ultimately, we began sharing information such as how 

we packed our bags, and what kinds of food we had brought. Zar and I were soon 

considered the youngest members of this newly formed crew; therefore, everyone took 

good care of us. That evening, we all went to sleep hiding under a huge mat from the rain. 

Thanks to the chilly weather and the island’s quiet environment, we were able to sleep for a 

few hours before morning. 

The next morning, we woke and packed up everything super quickly, leaving as 

soon as the sun rose. When we started to board on boats, the agency members handed the 

cleaning cooking pots and utensils to us to cook the brunch later. We carried them in our 

backpacks and on our hands as we sat on the boat for about an hour; we got off at the 

bottom of a hill. Next, we walked for a couple of miles on this land but I no longer 
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remember this very vividly. It was soon time for lunch as the sun was high over our heads 

and everyone in the group stopped, along with our instructors. Many of us brought out 

ramen noodle packets, opened them up and cooked all of them in a huge pot. Then the 

second pot was used for rice. We ate like we had not eaten for days. The trip itself stripped 

half of our energy from our bodies. After our meal and our forty-minute break time was 

over, we began to walk again until we saw some magnificent waterfalls, and took another 

break. We kept moving along the way, by walking, and by boats, in fact, we got into 

Thailand’s territory as we were informed by the agency workers. By the evening, two to 

three flapped-back trucks arrived, each one of them was able to hold about nine of us. 

Unfairly, they put two ladies in the front seats, while others, including my sister and I, were 

in the back: flat back area. I had to lay there in the farthest corner of the part of the truck, 

then there came another body, and another and another like meat pieces on a barbeque 

stick. I felt uncomfortable lying there for the whole evening and through the night, all of us 

in the back seat covered with heavy carpet-like blankets on top of us. There were only 

about three holes in the whole blanket for respiration. Everything felt unreal and at that 

moment. I was disappointed with my parents, thinking inside my head: how they could have 

sent us on this journey, such a dangerous one indeed? 

However, as the journey came down to the last day, miracles happened, such as 

being able to see more of the breathtaking waterfalls and giant bamboo trees growing out 

of the ground. They were about twelve times a five-foot-tall person. I was astonished by 

them as they seemed so beautiful and powerful, standing tall towards the sun and the sky. 

Even though all I did was pray to Buddha to save me from some critical moments 

throughout the journey, either while getting off the boat in the dark or sleeping in the truck, 
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I did not cry a bit so as not to let my sister down. As a result, I did not speak much during 

the second half of the trip as I tried to hold the tiredness and sad emotions in. Some other 

giant trees were bent over, which I believed were hundreds of years old and we had to 

climb over the ones that blocked our way, delaying our journey. That night, we boarded on 

the last transportation vehicle, motorcycles driven by cool men in black leather suits 

(which I believed were their work uniforms) and two of us sat behind each driver. At that 

moment, instinct told me that I had escaped the dark storms now. All I did was enjoy the 

night breezy air on the back of the motorcycle ride for a half hour. Finally, we arrived at a 

gas station linked with a convenience store where our mom had been waiting for us. We 

saw her then and reached out to her open arms.  

Even though I was upset throughout the journey itself and blamed my parents 

inside my young immature heart during that period, I am alive because of it. After about a 

year of living in Malaysia, I realized that this unforgettable experience I went through was 

my worst yet best adventure and it still reminds me of who I am as a person and where I 

am from. As I grew older, I started to appreciate more and more of my parents’ deep care 

and all the sacrifices they had to make just to bring us here to the United States where I am 

now. I am thankful for my parents for helping to shape me into my better self and making it 

possible for me to go to college where my dreams will come alive.  
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My Journey to the Path of Brightness  

by Aissatou Justine Kouyate 
 

 

iving in Guinea, West Africa near Lake Tombolia with an unemployed 

mother was one of the most difficult times in my life. Guinea is a country 

where poverty is rampant. Impacted families with unemployment status 

cannot afford clean tap water in their districts. There are not a lot of jobs available, nor 

government assistance programs for needy families. Most children spend a tremendous 

amount of hours every day walking down to the lake to collect drinking water for their 

families. This is a fulltime task in place of pursuing their education. As a result of poverty, 

they are faced with inadequate educational opportunities, which set them up for failure.  

For those who attempt to manage time for both collecting water and still attending 

school, they are most of the time excluded from school because they cannot afford to pay. 

Consequently, I had to overcome the obstacle of obtaining an education while balancing the 

commitment of helping my mother collect water every day. Additionally, my 
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responsibilities included filtering the water, using half of the water for our needs and 

selling half to people in our district in order to pay for my school fees. It was an extreme 

honor to have an incredibly courageous mother who tried to balance money for both food 

and school fees. As a mother, providing money for school made her feel like she was 

performing her duty of making my education her priority. While in the district, children 

whose parents could not afford school fees had to drop out of school. As a result, children 

became water collectors as a fulltime job in order to afford food for their families to 

survive. Collecting water did not just help my family survive, but it helped me in making 

decisions, facing obstacles, learning valuable lessons and overcoming barriers. 

Every day, by the time I arrived home from school, my mother would be seated in 

the corner of the living room waiting for me to accompany her to the lake to collect water 

before the brightness in the sky disappeared. Next to her would be three large Jerry Cans, 

one for me and two for her to collect water with. Before she noticed my presence, I would 

stand a short distance away from her and observe her tired looking face with her hands 

placed under her mouth in deep thought as usual. Half of her long beautiful dark hair had 

changed color and turned gray. Her appearance seemed much older than her age. 

Nevertheless, she always looked peaceful sitting in her gray chair. But inside her mind, I 

could imagine multiple problems going through her head, which she wished to solve to 

make her children have a better education. As soon as she noticed my presence, her 

colorless face turned into a beautiful bright smile. No matter how restless she felt or how 

hard I tried to convince her to rest at home and allow me to collect water on my own, she 

was concerned about the danger of letting her young daughter travel to the lake alone. 
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“And besides, we need to collect lots of water. Half for our needs and the other half we will 

be filtering to sell it,” Mother said. 

With our Jerry Cans in our hands, my mother and I would head a few miles down to 

Lake Tombolia. It always amazed me how I could not get enough of the beauty of the lake. 

The lush, tall grass field surrounded the surface of the lake. When we reached the lake, we 

would wade through the water while wearing our old thin string sandals. As we dipped our 

large empty yellow Jerry Cans under the water, the beautiful sound of the mockingbird 

surrendered to the calm lake. 

My mother’s Jerry Cans looked bigger than 100 liters, which takes longer to fill while 

mine looked more like half the size. Once the Jerry Cans were full, my mother would fold 

two pieces of fabric, and place them on the middle of both our heads to protect us from 

experiencing too much pain due to the weight of the heavy Jerry Can. I would balance one 

of the heavy Jerry Cans on top of my head while my mother would place a large one on her 

head and hold the other with her right hand. As we made our way home, I could not 

imagine anything more painful than carrying a heavy Jerry Can full of unclean water on top 

of our heads. 

The moment we arrived home, there was no choice but to filter the water and sell 

half of it by midnight. Thus, mother and I would spend two hours in the small hut next to 

our house where we filtered the water. We would gather kindling, place dead dry grasses 

on top, and use matches to start the fire. As the fire started burning, we would put a big 

aluminum pot on top and pour lake water into the pot. There was dirt suspended in the 

water, so we would have to filter it before selling it. 
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We would hang around the fire, as we waited 15 to 20 minutes for the water to boil. 

After the water was boiled, I would lend my small helping hands to my mother by lifting the 

hot pot, and pouring the boiled water into a wide clean bucket. Then we would wait a few 

minutes for the water to cool off. In the meantime, mother would place a rectangular 

section of white fabric on top of the bucket, while I would take a ladle and pour the water 

into the fabric to filter out the dirt and bacteria. Sometimes we remained silent as the water 

poured down slowly, as we focused on the beautiful sound. Then we would pour half of the 

strained water into small plastic bottles. Restlessly, we would sit in front of our big house 

and people in the neighborhood would come to my mother, the water seller, to buy water 

bottles. By the end of the month, mother added the money together and paid my school 

fees. 

The more fatigued I became every day, I realized that I had to overcome obstacles in 

obtaining an education in order to become successful by helping my family find the road 

out of poverty.  

I experienced the effect of my country’s poverty on January 19th, 2011, around 

10:00a.m., when I was taking my physics exam. As I was starting the exam, the principal 

entered the classroom and started to call out students who were unable to pay their school 

fees. He called my name and told me to go home. At that time, I realized if I did not bring 

the money, I would fail my physics class. I ran home desperately to my mother and asked 

her to give me the money. She looked at me with sadness and cried, “The money that I have 

is to buy food with.” However, she went through her old, small, green purse she had had for 

years and looked for every bill and cent and counted it. Then she gave me the money with a 

loving smile plastered on her face, which made me realize that this woman would do 
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everything in her power to advance my education. It was really hard to put my mother in 

that situation. But not moving forward with my education would have hurt her more. 

Therefore, I went back to school, paid my fees and begged the Professor to let me retake 

the exam; I passed it with flying colors. 

A few years later, I entered a new chapter in my life when I moved to New York City. 

As an immigrant in the United States, the challenges in my life changed tremendously 

compared to my motherland. The first day my family moved to our apartment in Staten 

Island, seeing two water taps in both the kitchen and the bathroom felt like being in a 

paradise where there were no more obstacles that needed to be solved. I realized that I 

would no longer face water issues, nor be kicked out of school for missing payments. 

Suddenly, I experienced a painful empathy by realizing that children back home are 

suffering from the same challenges that I did. 

While in the U.S, the only challenge I had was to adapt to American culture and 

educational levels. Not understanding how to express myself well in English and exchange 

ideas with the people around me was very difficult. My first school year, I sat by myself in 

all of my classes and other students ignored me when the teachers assigned group work. I 

felt frustrated and lonely; I was an outcast among my school peers, but I stayed committed 

to my studies. 

Additionally, I focused on my goals of obtaining an education because I knew that 

other children in Guinea would do every possible thing for an educational opportunity in 

the United States no matter what. Therefore, I read children’s books, went online to 

translate words, and used word pronunciation applications, which helped me grasp the 
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English language. This helped me excel both socially and academically, as I was able to 

communicate with others and understand what I was taught. 

As I look back over my life, I realize that the challenges I have faced as a young girl 

gave me the strength to be committed to educational opportunities and overcome 

situations that were not ideal. Being part of the National Honor Society and Peer Training, 

Leadership Programs at Brooklyn International High School along with participating in 

community projects in other fields, gave me the knowledge to make a difference in society. 

As a young leader, I am exposed to a unique environment where I collaborate with other 

adolescent leaders to figure out positive ways of solving world issues related to children: 

lack of education, poverty, hunger, access to clean water, human rights and more. We 

achieve our goals through workshops by teaching different classes about issues, 

persuading other schools to join actions through dancing, singing, drawing, making videos, 

protesting, writing poetry to spread the word and fundraising by sending the money to 

poor countries to help children get access to clean water and education. My hard work to 

improve my educational skills gave me the opportunities to solve difficult issues and make 

changes that I want to see in the world. 

Now that I am in college, I look forward to succeeding. Pursuing this further, I would 

like to be part of an international studies program so that I can help change the conditions 

for children back home who spend much of their time working to collect water rather than 

attending school. All of my childhood I spent helping my mother collect water allowed me 

to feel empathy for her situation. My mother inspired me, and she is the reason why I want 

to make a difference. 
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Her life would have been improved if there were more jobs for citizens of Guinea. A 

more stable form of employment would allow families to pay for school fees so that they do 

not have to struggle like my mother did. By collaborating with strong leaders from different 

communities, I can be the light of those who are in need and suffering from poverty, hunger 

and lack of education. I do not regret or wish to change my past obstacles, because they 

influenced me to model Ghandi’s words, “You must be the change you wish to see in the 

world.” Today, I want to be a changemaker. I will always remember that I started as a 

young girl traveling to Tombolia Lake with a single mother every day to collect water 

before the sun began to sink and darkness made an entrance. 
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Satisfying Curiosity by Isatu Jalloh 
 

 

he phone rang at my uncle’s house in Conakry at 10 pm, giving only one 

small clue: “a baby was born.” The baby was my sister; she was born in 

the United States. This made me realize that there was going to be a trip 

to the village, Pita. Yet, this time, I was part of it. Screaming, jumping on those 12-year-old 

legs and barking in excitement, it felt pretty much like it was the start of the second chapter 

of my life—the furthest I’d ever traveled from home. 

It was around 5pm when we left the city. We drove on hills and along the pavement 

for miles before houses started to come into view. The car rolled its wheels in the old roads 

and dust escaped from the air as the history of these places came alive. Nestled in the car 

seat, my head resting on one of my cousins’ arms, I could see the forest rushing by, as we 

drove on the nameless roads. It was cloudy by the time we entered the town. The fogginess 

of the atmosphere made it almost impossible to see the houses across the road. But for 

some strange reason, they were all clear to me. I wasn’t sure if it was the fact that I was 
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inquisitive about my sister, but the discomfort I felt after being clutched between two 

people started to vanish as I stared. The land was so vast and so free that it seemed to be 

endless. However, I couldn't stop imagining myself living in a place like this very land,  

where freedom and happiness were also endless; a place where I could ride a bicycle with 

my sister, laugh with excitement as she giggled with pride for having a big sister whom she 

could rely on.  

The sun had long disappeared behind the big branches when my uncle said, “We 

have arrived at our destination.” Without saying a word to one another we all exited the car 

and started to gather supplies such as clothing, blankets, cooking pots and flashlights. 

Walking between houses with only two flashlights, I could only see our footprints as we 

headed into a house made out of traditional thatched roof. The house was large, yet really 

old. As we entered inside, it seemed like no one had been living there for years. All the 

furniture was covered with blankets. I knew it seemed unnecessary but I had to ask: “Why 

are we here?”  

My uncle looked at me and smiled. “We’re here to celebrate the birth of the new 

baby, your sister.”  

“I know, but I mean why here?” I asked again.  

“It’s a traditional celebration. Since your mom lives in the U.S., the ceremony has to 

take place where she was born, in this village.” Leaving me confused, he added, “We should 

sleep. We will be getting up early in the morning to join the rest of the family.”   

With all those questions running through my mind, my only concern was how I 

wanted to find a talent, a skill or maybe something like singing or drawing, that would keep 

me connected to my sister; something that I could share with her once I met her. Even 
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though we were living apart from each other, I felt that my experience could impact her. 

Having to be the only child detached from the family for 10 years, I had sought for 

emotional connection between my mom and me. However, since the day I learned my sister 

was born, I felt somehow connected to her. It was a transformation that brought hope in 

me—hope that one day I would regain connection with my parents. 

My uncle rolled our blankets closer together on the mattress as I nestled next to 

him. I was certain that I would not be able to sleep because of my curiosity about what 

tomorrow would bring. But I dropped off immediately, my breath rising and falling as I 

slept. 

Waking up with the same idea of finding my talent, it was still a little dark and 

breezy. My cousins and uncle all were already ready. “Get ready,” my uncle said. Nodding 

my head, I got dressed. We started moving quicker than I anticipated. When we arrived at 

the second village, I was surprised to see how crowded it was.  

It was called “Dennabo” the celebration of a new birth. Women dressed in matching 

scarfs and men with multiple colored Kente hats, ate traditional food and sang African 

songs. There were so many people, it seemed like the dead bodies had emerged from their 

graves to join the celebration.  

While everyone was happily eating, dancing, and singing among one another, I was 

busy planning my disappearance. At that moment, I didn’t know what I was feeling. The 

pressure and tension of the people were too intense. So I had to disappear—at least to find 

a talent. The second my uncle left me to play with the rest of the kids, I realized it was time 

to make my move. With excitement, I rushed quickly to turn around, but there was a man in 

his mid-thirties standing there, staring at me. He stood still for a second before he 
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approached me and asked, “Where are you going?” Because I was too concerned that he 

would stop me, instead of responding, I walked past him, pretending that I was joining the 

other kids. “If I were you I wouldn't dare try anything out here. The woods are endless. You 

can get lost,” he added. But I didn’t listen. The temptation of exploring was unbeatable. I felt 

like my talent was somehow hidden in this village and I had to find it.  

As I followed the path leading into the woods, all I could hear was pecking chickens 

and voices of people laughing as the music played.  Feeling amazed by the beautiful nature 

of the woods, I heard a strange noise behind me. When I turned around, a dead branch of a 

tree, covered with a swarm of honeybees, had fallen behind me. I wanted to burst into tears 

and scream for help but instead, I took one or two hesitant steps, hoping my movement 

wouldn't distract the bees. However, the bees started buzzing. Feeling my insides sink, my 

stomach growl and my hands tremble with fear, they started to sting me. Then there was 

the same man, running toward me and offering to help. He picked me up as quickly as he 

could, carrying me out of the woods and back to the village.  

Three years later, there I was still seeking a talent, not in the woods of Pita, but in a 

different world, the United States. When I finally met my sister, of course, I had no talent to 

teach her, but what I did teach her was my reaction to her birth and the story behind my 

scar.  
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Why is the Ocean Following Me? 

by Alondra Espinal 
 

 

ave you ever thought of how lonely the ocean looks? Everything you 

see is this giant blue blanket without an end. When I was a little girl, I 

remember we had a family trip to “Buen Hombre” beach and while I 

was looking out the car window, I asked my Mom why the beach was following us. She said 

it wasn’t, but because it was so long most of the road I was going to see the beach, and since 

it all looks the same that was why I thought it was following us. Two years ago, I went to 

Virginia Beach with my family. Most of that road I saw how the giant blue blanket was 

following us and it reminded me of my Mom. My Mom always has been my role model; 

sadly she was in my native country, Dominican Republic. During that particular trip she 

wasn't able to come with us because she needed to stay and take care of business back 

home, but also because she needed to marry my Dad in order to enter the United States. At 

that time it had been five years since I last saw her; and during those five years I lived with 
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my Dad and my two brothers in New York. Our separation was devastating. For our trip to 

Virginia my Dad was absent as well, because he went back home to marry my Mom. 

My Mom is a really tall young woman with the most delicate skin, like the petals of a 

flower; her body looks as tenuous as mine. But don't let her thin body confuse you, she is as 

strong as a horse, she doesn't know what it is to give up. My Dad always said I reminded 

him of her because of the way I express myself when I’m upset, or the funny way I scratch 

my head when I’m lying. My Mom has these qualities too. I wanted to see her so bad. I 

missed seeing her clear brown eyes like the autumn leaves. I missed her fresh smell every 

morning, and her contagious smile. She is a perfect piece of art, just like the sea.   

That day I missed her more than ever, I wanted her to be there with me, but also I 

was upset because I wasn't going to see her walking down the aisle, with her beautiful 

white dress and her eyes full of joy and happiness. I wasn’t jealous of my parents getting 

married, because I knew how much they loved each other, but it wasn’t fair that I didn’t 

have the honor to help my Mom get ready, to tell her that she looked beautiful and kiss her  

tears of happiness. These thoughts were just in my mind, but my body was in a car on our 

way to Virginia. Since I couldn’t talk to my Mom I got caught up watching the waves. I 

wasn't bored of this rhythmical pattern of waves, again, again and again from the car 

window. I actually enjoyed it. It felt like I could see through the water, even though it 

wasn't transparent. I let the breeze play with my hair, while the trees and my fingers were 

dancing with the fresh wind. I saw nature naked at that moment. 

 Everything was so peaceful; it was just nature and I. After one more hour of driving 

we finally got to the hotel, and I couldn't wait to go into the pool. I played the entire day 

with my cousins and brothers. After dinner, I decided to go for a walk around the beach. I 
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wanted to feel closer to my Mom and the ocean was a way to do that. I took my flip-flops off 

and I let my naked feet touch the sand. It was so cold and wet, the intense smell of salt was 

all over, the moon looked younger than ever and the waves were roaring the entire time. 

The wind was abruptly touching my skin and the ocean was just a perfect piece of art.  

The next morning, I went for a run near the ocean. The day was so beautiful. Around 

12.p.m, my brothers and I went to the beach. We played so many different games: shark, 

mermaids, swimming race. It was a great day. After a lot of hours of playing, I noticed how 

cold the water was, also how the waves were stronger. Around 6.p.m, the sun was still 

shining but the waves were so aggressive and high, it was difficult for me to jump in them. I 

still kept playing with my big brother. There was a point where the thought of my Mom 

came into my head, I got a bit sad and I didn't want to play anymore. I turned around to 

walk out of the ocean. After a couple of steps, this giant wave hugged me abruptly and it 

took my tiny body with it as it moved forward. Everything became dark as if I were inside 

of a storm. All I could hear were millions of bubbles in my ear. While the water was 

tumbling me, the pressure of the water was compressing my body, and really far away I 

heard my brother calling me in a calm voice. 

My body went around and around, everything was moving except the thought of my 

Mom inside my head. I wasn’t scared because I didn't think that I was drowning, the wave 

grabbed me from my back and it felt like a really cold hug. When I finally was able to touch 

sand, I wanted to cry. Because life takes us by surprise; I never thought I needed to leave 

my Mom for a better future, just as I never thought that wave was going to hit me. 

I wanted to cry because I missed my Mom, because at that moment I noticed how 

small my body was, in front of this huge blue blanket, because I couldn't understand how 
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something can give you the comfort you need in your bad times, just by l istening to its 

sound and watching it flow. That day the ocean became a friend. 

I’m sure most people will have taken this as a bad experience, but in my case I 

learned something new. I got to see how something that looks so calm in a cup of water, 

turns you into a really small object in just seconds, but it also gives you the peace you need 

when you are going through a hard time. Now, the ocean doesn't follow me, I follow the 

ocean. 
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Unimaginably Real by Duvan Velasco 
 

 

his was one of the most mysterious, but most of all, terrifying nights I ’ve 

ever had. It happened last week on a day like any other. I remember my 

mom’s alarm clock ringing so early in the morning. Whenever she has to 

go to the doctor or sometimes when she shops, which happens very often, she has this 

habit of doing things extremely early so she can do everything before the day ends. On that 

day, my family and I would go biking in Central Park. It was a sunny day however, I did not 

want to go outside. I wanted to keep sleeping, since we were still on summer. There were 

not too many days remaining before school started again. Since sleeping was not an option, 

I got out of bed, walked to the corridor and observed my family getting ready. My mom was 

in charge of preparing breakfast, while my dad and two brothers brought their bikes up 

from the basement, including mine. I simply waited in my room until everyone was ready 

to go. I was the last one to get ready, as always.  

T 
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Each one of us had his or her bike except for my little brother Christian. He does not 

know how to ride one. He is only 6 years old, so my father carried him on his bike.  I don’t 

personally enjoy riding bikes or motorcycles in the middle of the road. I decided to walk 

mine for the most part, to Central Park, which is not that far away from our apartment. I 

always have this fear of crashing into something whenever I ride or operate a vehicle. 

When I arrived, I had to call my mom, so she could to tell me where they were, since they 

were not going to wait for me. I was soon fascinated by the large number of people in the 

park playing Pokémon GO. I had heard of the game, but I was not a fan of it, until I 

downloaded it on my phone. While my family was busy going around the park on their 

bikes, I was busy finding Charmanders, which are rare Pokémon. I was able to cover more 

terrain, using my bike. As I was on the hunt for Pokémon, I ran into a couple of my friends 

from High School. They were in the park playing Pokémon GO, as well. They asked me if I 

wanted to join them as they were walking, capturing any type of Pokémon that appeared. It 

was difficult to keep up with them because they did not have any bikes. As a result, I ended 

up giving my bike to my mother, so she could carry it home. I wanted to act like I was at a 

higher level at this game, but in reality, I was not. We were walking for almost three hours 

straight, capturing Pokémon. The hours passed extremely fast, and I had forgot about my 

family outing. I doubted that they were even in the park still. It was 4:00 o'clock in the 

afternoon and I was getting tired of walking. I was lucky to find my family. They were 

resting on a bench near the exit of the park.    

After that adventure, I was so tired that I took a bath and went straight to my room 

to take a nap. I was planning to take a quick nap to recover and then go to the kitchen to 

help my mom prepare lasagna for us. However, I ended up sleeping through the entire 
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night. This is when this dream, or at least this is what I think it was, started happening. I 

was awake, able to walk around my house. Everything was extremely dark. Barely visible. I 

say it was my house because it really looked like it. The most that I can remember were the 

family photos hanging on the walls. Then everything started to become obscure. Everything 

was getting darker and darker. I got so scared and started running around the place 

uncontrollably. Then, I woke up instantly in the middle of the night. This time I was on my 

bed, unable to move. Not only that, but there was something on top of me. I  looked, but 

nothing was there. Yet, I felt this heavy weight pressing on my chest. I tried to force my 

body to move, but it was useless. Suddenly, this strange entity was biting the right side of 

my neck. I was not able to recognize anything. The pain that I felt was indescribable. I was 

then able to move, so I grabbed the creature’s mouth and laid it off my neck.  

I immediately woke up with a similar pain on the same side of my neck. I rapidly 

checked it out on the mirror but could not see anything. Not a single scratch or any bruises. 

At first I did not want to say anything to my mom or dad about what had happened, 

because I knew they were not going to believe me. None of them believe in the 

supernatural. I could not stop thinking about it that entire night. It made me remember 

when I was a child and used to have consistent nightmares at night. It was so traumatic that 

I can still remember the kind of dream I always used to have: hands tickling my armpits 

without stopping, and the only way of snapping out of the nightmare was by forcing myself 

to wake up. As the next night approached I was forced to tell my mom what had happened 

to me the previous night. Yet, as expected, she did not believe me, blaming horror movies 

for my unusual nightmare. Then, I reminded her about my uncle’s mysterious death. She 

told me that before he had died, he would sometimes not eat almost for the entire day, 
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because he practiced spiritual rituals in his room. This consisted of going out of your 

physical body, an “out of body experience.” My mom also told me that nobody knew how 

my uncle died. My uncle’s father, who was my grandfather, even ordered an autopsy, but 

nothing was found. The doctors told my grandfather that his son’s heart had stopped 

beating mysteriously. After my mom explained that, I was not only afraid, but more 

confused. I made my mom promise not to tell anyone else. I did not want my father or 

brothers to know.  

Now that I think about it, it was a silly dream. Maybe my mother was right. It 

could've just been my imagination. Besides, I love horror movies and everything that 

involves the supernatural. It might not have scared me, but the images prevail in my head, 

creating these horrible nightmares. To this day, I have not experienced anything like it.  
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Two Sides of the Cube by Amarfi Collado 
 

 

 woke up in my queen size bed in my enormous room, stretched my arms and 

smiled as I saw the bright light coming through the window, along with the 

yellow healthy flowers that I could see in the garden through the windows. 

The cupboards at the kitchen were always full of food, but even with the abundance of food, 

I did not want anything to eat for breakfast. I pushed down the button next to the telephone 

that my dad had designed to contact the secretary who would bring us anything we needed.  

All of these privileges existed before the Rubik’s Cube of my life was scrambled.  

 One day I woke up into the new reality of my life, my new “home.” The colored sides 

of the Rubik’s Cube were all over the place, all of them separated. When I opened my eyes 

to look down to my feet, I realized that I was sleeping now in a twin size bed. To my right, 

both of my parents slept so close to me, I could feel their heartbeat. A few minutes later, I 

was still in shock. I closed my eyes again, flying back to the day before I woke up in that 

small bed. At 7 AM, with one bag for each of us, my uncle dropped us off for the interview in 

 I 
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the Bronx, and based on the interview they would decide, but we did not even know where 

they were going to send us. First, we had to pass through a full body scanner; our bags went 

through another scanner. Security told us to take a seat and wait, since we were the first 

ones there. The room was empty and even if there was light, it was dark.  The security 

guards were laughing about their conversation. There were the windows with nobody 

behind them. Hours later, the building was not empty anymore; it was time to make the 

waiting line. We received a ticket number from the woman behind the window, and waited 

again in the same chairs in which we were since 7 AM. Next, they sent us to different floors 

in the building to talk to different people. By the time that the afternoon arrived, the 

building was full of all kinds of people: women with there children crying for food, 

husbands fighting with their wives, wives telling husbands that it was their fault that they 

had settled into that situation. However, I also saw white women without husbands. They 

were dressed nicely and had iPhones. 6 PM arrived and it was time for our last interview. A 

lady with a perfect gray bun was sitting in a high, gray chair. My parents and I needed to 

look up in order to talk to her. We were responding while looking up to her, because she 

had to decide whether or not we needed to live in a shelter. Most of the time I needed to 

translate what my dad wanted to say to the woman: his reasons why we had become 

homeless and the reasons why my mom could not work.   

The Lady with the Perfect Bun:  Ramon, tell me the reasons why you 

became homeless. 

Dad:  We lived for 2 years in my sister’s house. We could not pay 

rent and her daughter needed the space for the twins she was 

having. 
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Lady:  But if you lived with your sister, why couldn't she help you? 

Dad:  She tried to help me until the end. Her daughter really needed 

the space. She was living in the basement of the house with 

little space, and there were two new babies coming.  

Lady:  You receive money from your retirement, and your daughter 

also receives. I don’t understand why this money is not 

enough. 

Dad: Amarfi needs to buy things for herself. Things that are 

necessary. We need to buy food for her to take to school. Plus, 

we have a daughter who is back in our native country, and I 

am still in a lot of debt in my country. 

Lady:  Material things are not important. Amarfi does not need to 

buy clothes or other things. She only needs to eat.  

The conversation continued like this, a back and forth.  

After spending the whole day in that building with a lot of windows, chairs, and staff 

who were rude, they finally gave us the address of our new “home.” It was already night. 

We were thirsty, hungry, devastated. Dad wanted me to carry the bags on the train. I cried 

and said I did not want to, it was humiliating for me. So he had to pay for a taxi that cost 

almost $100. We arrived to our new and small home around 8 PM. Our new home was now 

in Jamaica, Queens. The security at the front desk asked us to sign some papers before we 

went upstairs. We opened the door and the three of us stood there next to the door, just 

looking around. There was one bedroom, one bathroom, a little kitchen and two windows. 

But let me not forget, we had company. There were groups of cockroaches whispering 
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about the new visitors and making plans about how they were going to protect themselves 

from being killed. We also had a few rats for company. I still had my eyes closed, I could 

soon feel my body laying down. I got tired of being in bed, so I decided to stand up, and 

there were my parents sleeping. It was so silent that I could hear the cockroaches running 

through the hallway. I had nothing to do, so I opened the door of the house and stepped out 

into the hallway. Outside the floor started to shake and everything next to me was melting, 

like it was a house made of wax. My pulse began to rise. My hands were sweating. I put my 

hands to my face and put pressure against my eyes trying to close them, to see if I could 

calm down a little. After this, everything was silent again. The floor started to shake and my 

hands fell away from my eyes.  

I was now in the house where I grew up, the house with the garden and tremendous 

territory. As I walked through the house, I was surprised to see that the structure was 

divided into two parts or two houses. One part was the part I was actually in, my big and 

fancy house. The other part, was the shelter and I could see the reflection of my parents 

sleeping. I took, one, two, three, four, five, six steps; one more and I could have crossed to 

the other side where the shelter was. But I did not cross, I did not want to live in that place 

for poor kids. I was not part of them! Then I took six steps back and strolled around my 

beautiful house. There was my dog, the garden, my pink room, and there was my dog again. 

I realized that I did not have anything other than my dog, but that was fine for me. I felt like 

I did not need more than all the material things I had already. When I went to my room and 

jumped on my comfortable bed, I was to the right of a pretty glass table with three tubes. 

These were like scientist’s beakers: one with a yellow liquid, another one with green and 

the last one filled with a red liquid. Each bottle had a paper scrolled under it like the ones 
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used in ancient Egypt. Each had descriptions explaining what they could cause after 

drinking them. I started to unfold the first paper roll for the yellow tube. I found out that if I 

drank I could travel to my past. Oh no! I do not want to travel to the past. I just wanted to 

stay in my fancy house. I continued reading the scrolls. The one for the green liquid said: 

“Drink ONE millimeter and you will stay in your dream house for one night,” but it also 

said: “But your brain will become smaller. ” As soon as I read this phrase, I stopped reading. 

I did not care about the consequences. Seconds after I put the beaker to my mouth: But 

wait! Shouldn’t I first know what the red tube says? I read it: “Drink this and it will take you 

to your sad reality with your parents and your new ugly apartment.” After reading this, it 

was clear that the red liquid was not an option: But wait, there was more. “However it will 

also transform your brain into a normal size or bigger.” Normal size? Does this mean that at 

this moment my brain is smaller? Whatever, no one needs to care about it. I drank the one 

millimeter of the green liquid, and there I was, still where I wanted to be. This was one of 

the best days of all my life. I walked into the garden, which had yellow flowers and red 

roses aligned in rows. They were so perfect, just like my house. Then I sat on the large 

marble sofa and watched shows on my plasma TV. Night arrived. I was tired and it was 

time for bed. I got into my bed and covered myself with white, clean blankets. A few 

minutes later, I could not fall asleep because I was scared. I was alone. In this moment I 

wanted to go back where my parents were. I got up so fast and ran to the pretty glass table, 

but the beakers had disappeared. There was a little note saying: “You drank the green 

liquid. Now wait one more night in order for the tubes to appear again.” After reading  this I 

became even more scared. I needed my parents. After hours of crying, I went back to bed 

and fell asleep, hoping the hours would go by faster.  
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I woke up the next morning, ran to the pretty glass table and there sat the three 

tubes. I quickly guzzled the contents of the red tube, which immediately took me back to 

the shelter with my twin bed, with my parents next to me in another bed. Now I could 

breathe calmly, but I had one doubt in my mind. Why, if I had drunk the green liquid, which 

would have left me in the fancy house, would it have made my brain smaller? And why, 

when I drank the red liquid, did my brain go back to normal size? I realized that I had to 

wait until the next morning in order to ask my mom.  

The next morning, the clickety-clack of the train woke me up. It was extremely 

weird that, for the first time, I was happy about coming back into reality next to my 

parents. I walked into the tiny kitchen and there was my mom, cleaning the dirty kitchen of 

this shelter. I thought it was a good moment to ask her about my doubt. 

“Mom, why do you think that living in a big house, with a lot of money would make 

my brain smaller?”  

“Daughter, it might be because you would not learn about real life. You would get 

stuck in a surreal world, in a bubble where all that mattered to you is money and nothing 

else.” 

“Ok, Mom. But if I live in a shelter, a place for poor kids, why in the world would my 

brain be normal size or bigger?” 

“Ha ha ha, Amarfi. Where did you get these ideas from? But I will answer your 

question. Just because I do not want you to get stuck in that bubble. Your brain would be 

bigger because you would learn about working hard for everything you have. It would 

teach you that having a TV or a big bed has no meaning in life. It would teach you to 

appreciate everything you have, even if it is just a little.” 
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Today, I know that even when the Rubik’s cube of my life was scrambled, I should 

not regret living in the real world, a world in which what really matters are the results from 

my hard work. After experiencing living in a homeless shelter, I would drink the red liquid 

a thousand times without thinking twice.  
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Slaughter by Anjala Tamang 
 

 

 used to live in Kathmandu, the capital city of Nepal. The city is mostly dense 

and always in hustle-bustle but there is this time when it feels like all the 

hustle-bustle is gone. It is safe to cross the road because there are not many 

people and vehicles. The city is quiet and it feels more like a home to me. The weather is 

not scorching neither cold. The crystal blue sky looks even more beautiful with these 

colorful kites flown by the children dancing in the sky. It is the time of the year, when 

everyone gets vacation and a majority of the people leave the city to visit their families in 

their village in order to celebrate the most auspicious festival called “Dashain and Tihar.” 

This festival brings a bundle of joy and happiness to the Hindu families, especially for me, 

since my birthday was around the corner from the festival. I was turning nine. 

  One day, my relative brought a shiny, brown goat to our house. I didn’t realize why 

it was brought to our home and I was thinking that we were going to keep it as a pet. I 

named her “Brownie” because she was a light brownish color. I was really fond of her and I 

liked to treat her as my dog. Everyone took really good care of Brownie and she looked fat 
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and healthy. After a few weeks, we visited this temple called “Dakshinkali.” It was my first 

time visiting outside the city. On that day, everyone woke up early in the morning because 

it takes almost three hours to reach the temple. It was nice to be away from the city and its 

environment. I never imagined the world outside of the city would be so beautiful and 

natural. It was very clean and peaceful. We were halfway through the journey and the ride 

stopped to take a short break for us. My eyes went to some girls who looked younger than 

me and they were playing with stones and sticks. The surprising thing for me was, they 

didn’t have any dolls or clothes, however, they looked so happy. 

 I was excited to see the temple itself because I’d never seen it before. Finally, we 

reached our destination. The temple was situated in a rural area surrounded by hills with a 

small river. There was a never-ending queue to enter the temple. I saw everyone with 

either a chicken or a goat. As soon as we got closer to the temple, I started noticing horrible 

things around me, which were unbelievable. There was a flow of blood everywhere on our 

way and I was terrified to see animals without their body parts. More than that, my heart 

broke to see those animals who were brutally killed in the name of the God and celebration. 

While I was waiting on the queue I started wondering if these animals were aware of what 

would happen to them. Where were their families? How did they feel when they were 

separated from their families by their owners? Were humans exploiting them? I asked my 

grandmother the reason they sacrifice these animals and she replied, “by sacrificing the 

animals, the God will be pleased, look over us and protect us from evil.” She also explained  

it was a part of our tradition and must be followed in the future too. However, I wasn’t 

convinced by what she told me about sacrificing animals in order to satisfy the God.  
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When our conversation was over, I realized Brownie was gone. They took her away 

to be slaughtered and I was really sad because I couldn’t do anything to stop them from 

killing her. On our way to home, I just couldn’t get over the killing of those animals. I was 

thinking about it the whole time. Somewhere I’d already made a decision to  change my way 

even though I couldn’t change the way of others. There was definitely some guilt inside me 

for not stopping our goat from being slaughtered. From that day, human behavior was 

ironic to me because in school, the moral science teaches us that it is a sin to harm animals 

which are believed to be created by the God itself, on the other hand, animals were 

slaughtered by humans in the name of God. Soon I’d decided to become a vegetarian. My 

family members were not satisfied with my transformation. I knew they loved me but 

sometimes they treated me like a burden when there was a celebration just because I didn’t 

eat meat.  

Even though my family and I no longer live in Nepal and see the animals being 

slaughtered for the “Dashain and Tihar” festival, my family still gets together over a big 

meal. They believe without meat the festival is not like a festival and our tradition is 

somewhat incomplete. However, I believe I can still become a part of this celebration even 

without eating meat because for me, the real value of our culture is to take some time for 

each other out of our busy schedule. I don’t want my family to think that I’m abandoning 

my culture, so I make sure I eat food which my mom cooks that are vegan. Someday I wish 

they could acknowledge that I’m trying to sustain my moral ethical beliefs but at the same 

time embracing my tradition. 

  

 


