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Welcome from Dean Susanne Wofford
As the new dean of The Gallatin School, I welcome you to Volume 6 of this annual 

compilation of some of the best writing by adults in Basic Education, G.E.D. and ESOL classes 
throughout New York City.

This year, the five undergraduate editors—Abbey Fenbert, Carol Gottshall, Allyson Paty, 
Peter Torre and Samantha Wolf—read 325 essays, stories and poems by writers from 50 
countries, which were submitted by 50 teachers, tutors and site advisors from the adult 
literacy centers of institutions including New York City public libraries, City University of New 
York community colleges and the New York City Department of Education.

This year, for the first time, the five editors were aided in their selection by an editorial board 
of 17 more Gallatin undergraduates. Together, the 23 students chose the 63 superlative pieces 
you’ll read in this book, from Bienvenido M. Richiez’s “The Cólon Theater Sunday Matinees” to 
Irene Laos’s “I Am the Hero.” The five main editors went on to edit, copy edit and proofread the 
writing, and maintain contact with the sites.

The undergraduate photographers—Dave Aakhus and Laura Senteno—photographed 50 
writers at three photo shoots and dozens more when they visited adult literacy sites.

Brian Wang—another undergraduate—designed and laid out the book, placing those 50 
writers’ wonderful faces not only with their writing but greeting us on the glorious cover. 

Allyson Paty, an editor of Volume 5 and 6, who also tutored at the International Rescue 
Committee and studied in Peru, has written an introduction that expresses The Literacy 
Review’s meaning to her.

I am a strong advocate of community service, and of The Literacy Review’s bringing together 
the students of Gallatin with their New York City neighbors. I am as eager as you are to read 
Volume 6!

Introduction
Allyson Paty 
The Literacy Review Editor, Volumes 5 and 6; B.A., Gallatin, 2009

The best evenings when I was a child were those when my father told me stories from his 
boyhood. Through his stories, I could understand part of what it was to be a boy in the 1960s, 
running wild in a tangelo grove.

As I’ve grown, storytelling has only become more important. In my last three years as a 
student at Gallatin, my studies have increasingly focused on the relationship between art and 
empowerment. While I am interested in intentionally activist art, I have become more invested 
in the idea that the process of making creative decisions (i.e., making art) is inherently political. 
I understood The Literacy Review as an immensely important project from the moment I heard 
about it. What could be more beautiful than a space that gives a public voice to those whose 
experiences might otherwise be unknown? 



 In every issue of The Literacy Review, one encounters stories from people living through 
diverse realities. Whether a story of hardship or joy, each piece offers readers a chance to 
observe the world through the writer’s eyes. In Volume 6, Elvira Luy’s “Milk Baby” transports 
us to a food line in the U.S.S.R. and makes us aware of the rare abundance we encounter daily 
in a New York City grocery store. Tony Robbins’s “The Word That Changed Me” offers a spare 
and poignant reminder of the power of hope. 

To work as an editor of The Literacy Review, Gallatin students must first take the course 
“Literacy in Action.” In addition to acquainting students with the philosophies and methods 
of adult education, it requires students to volunteer at adult education centers in New York 
City. In the fall of 2005, I had the great fortune of taking this course and becoming a tutor at 
the International Rescue Committee. At IRC, I worked with refugees from all over the world, 
to further their grasp of English and literacy. As they gained proficiency, everyone expressed 
themselves more freely in class. From observations of a story we’d read together to bits of 
information about life in their home countries, their contributions helped me to look at life 
from new and different perspectives. In that classroom, I learned that education is not a 
process in which one person acquires knowledge and then neatly passes it along to someone 
else. I came to see knowledge as a human activity, and learning as the practice of familiarizing 
oneself with various ways to understand the world around us. The Literacy Review is a prime 
example of education as a mutual exchange. The adult students use the tools they develop in 
the classroom to translate their experience into written language. They become teachers for 
all who read their work.     

My experience editing Volume 5 of The Literacy Review inspired me to study in Peru, a 
country with a rich oral history and storytelling tradition. For the last month of my semester, 
I investigated a project of Ana and Debora Correra, original members of the political theater 
group Yuyachkani. Hampiq Warmi, Quechua for “Healer Woman,” is an effort to revive a positive 
female identity for the victims of sexual violence during the armed conflict from 1980 to 2000. 
In this project, Ana and Debora travel to rural communities throughout Peru to perform a 
piece called “Kay Punku,” Quechua for “This Door.” The script is created from the testimonies 
of real women, for whom the government has taken no legal action to find justice. In telling 
these brutal stories, “Kay Punko” gives legitimacy to the experience of victims. It shows that 
what happened is inexcusable, that the victims are not alone and that they are not at fault. In 
this work, storytelling becomes the means through which a marginalized population can find 
power. Returning from Peru, I became an editor of Volume 6 of The Literacy Review. 

As my experience as an undergraduate draws to a close, I hope to continue to learn about 
the world through other people’s stories. In an age when much of the information we receive 
is mass-produced and impersonal, the practice of sharing stories connects us with a more 
intimate way to share knowledge about our world. 

Thank you to all the contributors for your stories and your courage to share them. Thank 
you, as well, to the teachers, tutors and site advisors whose dedication makes this education 
possible. From these efforts, we can all learn.      
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 “Life is a dream.” Calderón de la Barca

In my childhood I lived in the lovely town of La Romana, a province of the Dominican 

Republic. I most remember being in the company of my friends when we would go 

to the Sunday movie matinees at the Colón Theater. When I turned nine I was given 

permission to go as far as the Colón Theater, located on Trinity Street in front of Central 

Park. The theater was owned by two Italian brothers named Lázaro and Antonio; both 

men were short and fat. A ticket for their matinee cost 20 cents. Every Sunday morning 

my first waking thought was, How will I get the money for the matinee today?

I awoke at six to the wail of the siren from the firehouse and the chime of bells from 

City Hall, thinking how I’d ask Mamá for the money. If she said no, I’d go to my father’s 

barbershop and ask him. In addition to the cost of admission, we had to have five or 10 

cents extra for some little packs of peanuts, candy or ice cream; besides, often I needed 

twice the price to take my little brother Rafa along. If I couldn’t get the money from my 

parents, I would pester my older brothers. I’d do some errands, recycle some bottles or 

shine shoes—a centavo here, a centavo there.

On those Sundays when I got enough money, I would take a bath and finish lunch 

by 12:20 to join my friends who were heading for the Colón. Our group of movie fans 

grew larger as we moved toward the theater, about a 15-minute walk. Along the way I 

could hear beautiful songs echoing through the neighborhood. The music came from 

belloneras, the jukeboxes that were playing in every bar and restaurant. I never can forget 

those popular tunes by singers like Fausto Rey, Joan Manuel Serrat, Charles Aznavour, 

Luisto Rey, Javier Solís, Piero, and Camboy Estévez. 

As we walked, we chattered about the matinee, imagining the next episode of the 

weekly serial that began the show. Our favorite serial superhero was named El Fantasma. 

He was very powerful, carried two pistols, and wore a mask over his eyes to disguise his 

true identity. When we arrived at the ticket booth, there was chaos. All the moviegoers 

were unruly children who wanted to be first in line to find the best seats with a good 

view of the screen. I cannot ever remember a time when the 1:30 show was not at least 

90 percent sold out. Every boy in town wanted to be in this audience if he possibly 

could. 

The facade of the Colón was built of stone in an imposing medieval style. Inside, 

the theater had one large, high-ceilinged space with a 500-seat capacity and a second-

level mezzanine with 160 seats more. Big circulating fans, mounted on both sides of the 

The Colón Theater Sunday Matinees
Bienvenido M. Richiez
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screen, provided some ventilation; however, they allowed daylight to filter in, slightly 

diminishing the images on the screen. The audience grew impatient, waiting for the 

lights to go off and the projector to start our highly anticipated adventure.

The movies I loved best were the American-style cowboy and Indian Westerns, 

World War I and II battles, police versus gangster action pictures, gladiator spectacles, 

and detective murder mysteries. I was also thrilled to see science fiction, fantasy and 

monster movies. The Spanish-language productions came from Mexico, Argentina or 

Spain; however, most of our movies had been produced in the United States, England 

or Italy. 

The foreign-language films had Spanish subtitles that flashed by so quickly that the 

audience sometimes had trouble keeping up with the dialogue, but no matter. The 

noisy euphoria of the boys, los tigres, was so intense. For example, every time there was 

a jump cut of a scene or the film broke down and stopped the show, everybody began 

yelling at the projectionist. But for those two and a half hours the Colón Theater was 

filled with a high energy and gran emoción.

Today, remembering the years of my childhood and adolescence, the most important 

moments are the Sunday matinees that have sparked my creative life. That is to say, 

thanks to the Colón for those afternoons when I had the money for the movie in my 

pocket, and my friends and I skipped and danced our way downtown to the theater, 

accompanied by the melodies of the belloneras.  

Bienvenido M. Richiez writes: “Four years ago, I came to 

the United States as an immigrant from the Dominican 

Republic. I immediately enrolled in school to continue my 

study of English.” Bienvenido Richiez thanks Terry Sheehan, 

the site advisor at the New York Public Library’s Tompkins 

Square Center for Reading and Writing, and the teachers 

Rodger Larson and Shawn McCarthy. “I have gained better 

comprehension, writing and pronunciation skills. I feel more 

confident. I’m on the way to mastering English.”  
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It was summer in Ecuador a long time ago, when I was a teenager with plenty of 

dreams, energy and excitement about my life. I lived with strong character and 

persistence.  Tenacity was my way when I wanted to reach something that I wished for.  

It was my second year in high school and I started to play basketball on my high school 

team.  It was amazing.  Even though I was not tall enough, playing basketball was my 

passion.

My mother advised me to practice every day.   She said, “If you want to grow up faster 

you have to jump,” and I did it.   To tell the truth, I never grew up like I hoped, but I really 

enjoyed playing my favorite sport.

As part of our training we had to play with another high school team.  Sometimes 

they used our court or vice versa. I met a lot of good sportsmen and my trainer had two 

nephews, very good players.  One of them was chosen to go to the best basketball team 

in my city. His name was Julio Cesar.  He was tall, handsome, with shiny, wavy brown 

hair, honey-colored eyes, a nice smile—so attractive and very charming.  Ever since I first 

saw him, I felt something was going on between us.  What a surprise!

We started to get to know each other.  Although he was tall and I was short, our 

friendship grew because we shared something—playing basketball. One day, he invited 

me to walk through the park close to my house, so I went there, no ball, no court, no 

sport shoes; instead, I wore high heels.  I was nervous because I’d never had a real date 

before, so we talked about different topics. 

And then he asked me if he could kiss me.  At that moment, he gave me the most 

sweet and warm kiss that I ever imagined.  It was like a dream, the purest experience 

of healthy feelings between two teenagers.   Afterwards he held my hand and walked 

with me. 

 I still feel butterflies.

My First Kiss
Tatiana Sanchez

Tatiana Sanchez was born in Quito, Ecuador. She has lived in 

New York City for three years and studies at Hunter College’s 

SPELL Program. Her teacher is Ruby Taylor MacBride, and 

the director is Lauretta Goforth. She writes: “The biggest 

experience of my life is to feel and discover the power of 

love. The most challenging experience of my life is living 

in this beautiful country and learning about its language, 

customs, history and culture.”  



16 Remembering

When I came of age 12, for my confirmation my mother sent away to Galway City for 

my shoes and my dress.  We lived on the “big” island Inishmore—nine by four miles—

30 miles from Galway City on the mainland of Ireland.  There were two other islands, 

Inisheer and Inishmaan, but they were smaller.  At that time you couldn’t get any shoes 

or clothes on Inishmore.  My mother had to mail-order them.  

I love the color blue.  I saw the catalogue and I chose some nice, dark blue-gray 

shoes.  They were leather and had a little wedge heel. They were lace-up blue shoes and 

I imagined them very comfortable.  The laces were light blue.  The company sent them 

by boat.  

The weather was very rough, gale force eight, and the boat capsized halfway to the 

island.  The cargo was all lost at sea.  Nobody lost their lives, thank God.  They were 

rescued by the lifeboat, but the shoes and clothes went to rock bottom.  It happened 

around 1950 or thereabout.  The merchants replaced all the lost goods, but I did not 

have them for my confirmation.  I had to use my worn pair of shoes, but they were 

presentable.  Nobody noticed, yet I was very upset.  Still, all went well.  That is the main 

thing, that I was confirmed into the church as God’s child.  I chose a middle name, a 

confirmation  name, and became Agnes Jayne Dirrane.  

There were 15 children making their confirmation—boys and girls confirmed 

together in the parish church.  We had just a few people over to our house afterward to 

celebrate.  We had orange juice and crackers and gingerbread my mother made for the 

occasion, and fresh cow’s milk.  I used to love the milk.  The cows were milked morning 

and evening by hand.  On my confirmation day, we also ate homemade pancakes with 

raisins and eggs.  They were very tasty with homemade butter.  When I had my fill, I went 

out to play.  That was a beautiful day.  All my neighbors came to congratulate me and 

gave me little gifts—maybe a pound or rosary beads.  But that’s many moons ago.  I am 

still here, with the grace of God.  

I was very delighted when all our shoes and clothing were given back by the 

merchants.  How very kind and generous.  I am very thankful to them.  When I got 

my new blue shoes, I was thrilled to bits.  I only wore them to church and on special 

occasions, like when the Archbishop was coming to the island for a special mass to save 

our souls.  

In about six months, I wore them out.  My sister helped me—she used to wear them, 

too.  There was a hole coming up in the bottom.  I had to destroy them.  We piled shoes—

my sister’s shoes, my brother’s shoes, and whatever came into view—in the back of the 

My Lost Shoes
Agnes Hernon
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house.  My father used to put paraffin oil and put a match to the waste and later spread 

it out over the fields.  It was a great manure.  The shoes went to a good use.  

Agnes Hernon writes: “I was born on a small island, part of 

the Aran Islands in the West of Ireland. My first language 

was Gaelic. I attended school for seven years, in a two-

room schoolhouse where classes were in Gaelic.” Today she 

studies at the New York Public Library’s Tompkins Square 

Center for Reading and Writing. “Now I am learning how 

to use the Internet and speak and write more English.” Her 

tutor is Jacqueline Helpern, Hilary Schenker is the literacy 

assistant, and Terry Sheehan is the site advisor.
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It was a bright Monday morning; I ate my breakfast, took up my book bag and left 
for school. At a distance, I heard someone calling out to me, “Mike, Mike,” so I waited 
to see who it was.  When the person got closer, I realized it was a good friend of mine 
named Ice.

I asked him, “What’s your problem?” He then told me, “Forget about school today, 
let’s go fishing.”  I knew it was a bad idea, but somehow it sounded adventurous to me. 
Before I made up my mind, I asked him, “How many of us are going on this trip?” He 
smiled and said, “Eight.” 

I hid my book bag in the bushes, and started walking towards the beach.  On our 
arrival, I met the other six guys, and when I looked at the fishing boat I said to myself, 
This boat seems a bit too small to carry eight of us. But without further hesitation, we all 
jumped in and set sail to the small village of Tivoli, in the northeastern part of Grenada.  
When we left, the water was calm and still, but I sensed something was not right.

I was still saying to myself, This boat is too small.  We anchored about three miles 
off shore, and started fishing.  Immediately Ice caught one; it was about 10 pounds in 
weight. Then Terry said, “Wait.” He caught another one, and it was about 25 pounds. 
At that moment, everything seemed to be fine. Suddenly I saw a bolt of lightning flash 
through the clouds, and the pealing of thunder was so loud it scared me to the bone.

I started shouting, “I should be at school today, I should be at school today.”  The sky 
became dark, the sea water became rough, and from that moment I knew we would be 
in a fight for our lives. I saw 20-foot waves splashing on our small boat; suddenly our 
boat was swallowed up by one of those huge waves.

I began struggling to reach the shore, I knew three of my friends were in front of me, 
but I was too scared to look behind me to see how the others were doing.  After nearly 
four hours of pure struggle, with a stroke of luck and the mercy of the good Lord, I made 
it to shore alive. Six of my friends were not as fortunate as I was: They had perished.  

When my mother heard about our ordeal, she looked 
at me with no remorse and said, “Bad company.”

Bad Company
Michael Charles

Nineteen years ago, Michael Charles came to New York from 

Grenada. Last year, the loss of a job and the encouragement 

of his two sons prompted him to seek an adult literacy 

program. He now studies at the Bedford Learning Center 

of the Brooklyn Public Library, with the goal of mastering 

reading and writing. Eleanor Hill is his tutor, and Haniff 

Toussaint is the literacy advisor. 
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Struggling to Make Ends Meet
Lalawatie Dupa

These are some memories of growing up in Guyana.
Once my sister and I ran away from our mother because we used to work so hard, 

and we were just children.   When we planted crops we had to carry the load to the road 
to sell it with my two younger brothers. A man used to buy our load of vegetables and 
greens. The man had a truck. He passed at eight o’clock in the morning, two times a 
week.  We had to wake up at two o’clock in the morning, and carry the load to the road 
by eight o’clock. We carried it on our heads, eight or 10 bags.  They were very big bags.    
We had to walk about three miles to the road.  We had to go back and forth until we 
finished the load.  When we finished, we didn’t feel our heads.  They were so numb.

At times, when everybody else was sleeping in the night, we had to work. Other 
times, we started to pick the vegetables and greens in the afternoon before the sun 
went down, then we had to start to fetch the load in the night.   Often, we finished 
about midnight or one o’clock in the morning. Sometimes, we might leave home at four 
o’clock or five o’clock in the morning, to work on our farming land.  We left home before 
daybreak—my mother, me and my two younger brothers. Sometimes we did not see 
daybreak at home for one or two months.  We left early in the morning, when it was still 
dark, and came back very late in the night. Why did we leave so early?  It was because 
the sun got so hot that we had to do a lot of work early in the morning.

There were days my mother left my older sister home to cook food for all of us. 
My two younger brothers had to walk back home to get the food.  On their way 

coming back to the farm with the food, some cowboys stopped my two brothers 
and ate our food.   My brothers came back to the farm crying and told my mom what 
happened to them. So the next day, they went back home to get the food. Then my 
mother and I went and hid in the bushes, where the cowboys were waiting to beat up 
my two brothers and take away the food. They said, “Ha, ha, you two little boys.  Hope 
you got good food today to eat, or we will beat you two up very bad! Okay!”  Then my 
mother and I came out from the bush. When they saw us they got a shock.  Then they 
got angry.  My mother said to them, “Yes, good food, you all come and get it!”  They ran 
away and never took the food again.

But from that day, whenever we planted crops, we never reaped a good crop. We 
always planted the best crops. People were jealous of us because we had the best crops. 
But we were victimized by some cowboys for many years. They never let us reap our 
crops again. They started to graze down our crops.  Some days, the cowboys broke the 
fences and chased their cows and horses into our farm. Their animals would eat up 
everything that we worked so hard to grow, for so many months.

      But after that, we planted crops again and planted a lot of rice, too. Everybody 
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finished cutting their rice with combine machines, but we had to cut our rice by hand, 
with a grass knife.  We were the last ones left in the field cutting our rice. I remember 
one year when our rice crop was the best of all the years. When we finished cutting our 
rice, we carried all the rice and put it all in one place. My mother hired a tractor to mash 
the rice. The day before the tractor was to mash the rice, we left the field very late that 
night. We thought our rice crop was safe—but it was not. The next day, when we went 
back, we only saw black and white ashes in the field.  Someone had set a fire during the 
night. When we saw that, we felt like dying. We started to hug each other, and started 
to cry and cry. We lost the promise my mom made to us. She had told us that we had 
a good rice crop that year and that we would build a house to live in, and then people 
would respect us again, they would treat us like humans again. We were so happy when 
my mom told us that, but everything turned out to be our worst nightmare. With the 
kind of hard work we did, we should have been very rich by then, but we got hurt by 
some people.  

But there were other people, such as some neighbors, who were very nice to us.     
Some days, my mother would tell us that we had to stay home for a few hours.  Maybe 
she needed to buy medicine to spray to prevent bugs from destroying our farm.  Our 
neighbors used to call us to give us food when our mom left us to go somewhere.  
We used to look to see which neighbor would call us.  We had to hurry up before our 
mom came back, as we couldn’t let her know we were taking food from anyone.  She 
was so poor but very proud and powerful.  She was a hero to us.  She wanted us to be 
independent. 

     Here I am now in America.  I know God is watching my life.  Thank God for my three 
sons.  They are living in America with me.  I hope one day I will be able to get my G.E.D. 
and get a better job.  I am hoping for a bright future.  

 
   

Originally from Guyana, Lalawatie Dupa moved to New York 

City nine years ago. She takes English classes at LaGuardia 

Community College’s Adult Learning Center. Her teacher is 

Miriam Fisher. “I am grateful and happy that I live in New 

York,” Lalawatie Dupa writes. “I have the opportunity to 

attend school once more. My teacher pushes me and I have 

made changes and progress in my skills.”
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One evening, I looked through the pictures in my album. I paid attention to the one 

picture that took me back to my youth. In this picture I am 14 years old, I’m wearing a 

white dress with flowers on it, and my right leg is swathed in a bandage. 

I remember that in elementary school I took a dance class: tango, waltz, folk-dance. 

I loved to dance; I was a good dancer. During the dance class after school, we learned, 

practiced and memorized steps, and we prepared for a competition. To learn new dances 

was very exciting. The instructor told us that while we were dancing we had to look at 

the boys. I didn’t want to. I was too shy. I looked at the tops of the boys’ heads. The boys, 

however, looked at their shoes. Still, step by step, we felt more comfortable. Soon we 

became good friends; we became like family. I guess we students discovered talents 

we didn’t even know we had. The instructor reminded us that during the competition 

we had to smile, listen to the music, look up and focus on our partners. She told us, 

“Don’t be afraid; he is not going to bite you. Have fun; don’t worry that you are in a 

competition.”

On the day of competition, we were very excited and nervous. In the morning, I went 

to my neighbor Barbara. She was not a ladies’ hairdresser, but she knew how to style my 

hair. She had a small dog. I didn’t know that he was in the hall; she didn’t know the dog 

was sleeping under the bookshelf. Suddenly, the dog bit my leg. Instead of going to 

the competition, I had to go to the doctor. I was very upset, I cried that I couldn’t show 

people how well I danced and I couldn’t represent the school. I got angry and wondered 

why it had happened to me.

Since that time, I have never danced with a team again.

The Dance Class
Maria Bucior

Born in Rzeszow, Poland, Maria Bucior came to New York 

City 15 years ago. She studies at the College of Mount 

Saint Vincent’s Institute for Immigrant Concerns. Diana 

Schoolman is her teacher, Mark Brik is the education 

director and Donna Kelsh is the director. Some of her other 

interests include singing, dancing, and taking care of her 

two granddaughters. 
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It was a hot summer day, the 4th of August.  A day I  will never forget. The day when I 

gave birth to my first child, when I was experiencing the miraculous events of labor and 

birth after nine months of pregnancy.  Those were months of curiosity and amazement 

at having a baby growing inside of me.

 The pregnancy period was long and full of stress. I suffered from nausea and vomited 

everything I ate or drank, even water.  The third trimester was the most painful; I couldn’t 

even sleep on my side.  But one of the things that was really amazing took place during 

the night before giving birth. I was in a profound sleep until I woke up in  severe pain. I 

felt something hard, very hard, in my back. It was as if I were suddenly being whipped 

in the middle of a sweet sleep.  I sat up quickly on my bed, frightened and agitated, and 

looked up at the clock. It was 2 a.m.  I couldn’t wake up my husband because I wasn’t 

sure if it was the right day or not. But the contractions didn’t give me a chance or time to 

recover between them.  They were intense, too intense, and I was powerless to confront 

them.  At that time, I knew it was my day.  

I still remember every detail with deep emotions.  When my husband woke up at 5 

a.m. for his dawn prayer, he noticed my situation and took me to the clinic that I had 

chosen carefully.  As soon as we arrived there, I was encircled by nurses and a midwife 

whose names and faces are still engraved in my memory till today.  They took care of me  

kindly and said, “Your doctor will be here soon, but the delivery will be in the afternoon.”  

At that time, I felt nonstop tears coming from my eyes, and asked myself, How can I 

suffer like this for so many hours? They took good care of me and surrounded me with 

great attention and respect, but they couldn’t relieve my pain.  As hours passed by, 

the contractions were more acute. Breathing or any kind of exercise I prepared myself 

with before could not distract me from this pain. I was experiencing the most intense 

pain I ever felt.  There is no other suffering to be compared to that of giving birth.  At 

those critical moments, one thought flashed in my mind. I remembered my mother and 

imagined what she went through giving birth to her children. I valued her more and I 

respected her more, as well as every other mother on earth.  

The labor lasted 14 hours. Then came the awaited moment of delivery.  It was 4 p.m. In 

the midst of those severe contractions, I heard my baby’s first cries, successive and loud, 

mixed with my mom’s and aunt’s thrilling cries of joy. They were waiting impatiently 

behind the doors of the delivery room. Those were indescribable moments. I became a 

mother; my husband, a father; and my parents, grandparents.

My doctor carefully caught my baby and said, “Congratulations. You gave birth to 

My First Experience Giving Birth
Saida Nasr
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a beautiful little girl.” It was amazing how that sharp pain stopped immediately after I 

gave birth. Since then my life has changed, my daughter has become my first priority, 

and everything else had to wait. My daughter is not a baby anymore; she is now in 

college. I feel a sweet sense of accomplishment. That whole labor was worth it.

Saida Nasr, originally from Morocco, emigrated to the 

United States in 2002. In her spare time, she likes to read 

and write. She gives a special thanks to her ESOL teachers. 

“Teachers in the United States are the secret of why America 

is great,” she writes. She studies at Hunter College in the 

SPELL Program. The director of the program is Lauretta 

Goforth, and Ruby Taylor MacBride is Saida Nasr’s teacher.  
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A Deep Memory
Suki Wong

Time flies from year to year.  Very clear pictures and activities stick in my heart, and 
they will never be wiped away in my lifetime.

It was 1973, and I was about 10 years old.  I followed my uncle to Fuzhou City, China, 
which was about four hours by bus from my hometown.  It was my first time leaving 
my home to see my maternal grandma; she had lived with my uncle since five years 
earlier.  Also, I hadn’t seen my cousin, who was the same age as I, for five years.  I was very 
excited to see them and their city that I had never been to before.

The city is much smaller than New York City; it only has three boroughs.  It is a very 
clean, quiet, green city.  I saw many tall and big pine trees, different colors of bicycles, 
and department stores, here and there.

An interesting thing was a river called Mingjian.  It was very long and clean.  The 
upper coast of the river was covered with tiny grains of sand that made it look like a 
beach.  This place has been deep in my heart since my first sight.

I remember my cousin and I got up early in the morning, around 5:30.  It only took 
10 minutes for us to get to the beach, which was our paradise.  We were running and 
chasing each other in fresh water that reached up to our calves.  We tried to run as fast 
as we could, but it was very difficult in the sand and water.  My cousin was a little better 
than I; I was always behind her, and I only caught her braided hair.

One time, when two boats came across from a far distance, the waves coming from 
them rolled very high, even up to our chests.  Our clothing was totally wet.  I looked at 
her, she looked at me, and both of us burst out laughing.  Then we used an extra big 
towel to cover our soaked clothes and bodies and went home humming a song.

Later, around 6 p.m., we went to the beach again.  This time, we carried two plastic 
containers full of dirty clothing and one bench made by a long piece of thin wood with 
two simple legs. We put the bench into the water and washed the clothing on top of 
it.  Once we finished, we started washing everything over again because we enjoyed 
spending time there and watching the sea spray.

The time passed so quickly; the whole summer 
ended, and I returned to my home.  I still miss those 
days in my uncle’s home, but I never have been there 
again.  Although so many years have gone, to me 
these things seem just like yesterday.

Suki Wong grew up in China and Hong Kong, and now lives 

near Yankee Stadium with her husband, San. Now that 

their son, Johnny, is away at college, she is considering 

studying for a G.E.D.  She studies English at University 

Settlement Society’s Family Literacy Program, directed by 

Michael Hunter.    
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Accident
Rose Jiang

A long time ago when I was in China, when I was seven years old, I was riding on our 

boat with my family.  We were going fishing on our boat.  My mom was cooking rice in a 

pot.  She was putting wood in the fire under the pot where she cooked rice.  The aroma 

coming out from the pot smelled good. 

Just then, my mom called me and said, “Can you please get the knife for me?  It’s at 

the front of the boat.  And be careful, don’t slip, okay?” 

“Okay, Mom.”  I hurried down the narrow path along the side of the boat.  I saw the 

knife in front of me.  I picked up the knife and hurried back.  I was walking on the narrow 

path when a big splash of water came, and I slipped and fell down into the ocean.  I sank 

down and down.  I closed my eyes.  I let the water swallow me. 

Meanwhile, my four brothers realized I was in the water.  All of my four brothers 

jumped into the water to rescue me.  When I woke up, I found myself lying in bed.  All of 

my brothers were surrounding me.  They told me that I had to practice swimming so I 

wouldn’t risk drowning again.  So from that day on, I practiced swimming every day. 

Rose Jiang writes: “I have a daughter, Anran, who is 12 years old, and a son, Danny, who is 

five years old. I want my children to do well in school, so every day I make time for homework. 

I am studying English and hope to get a job in the future.” Neela Vaswani is Rose Jiang’s tutor 

at the New York Public Library’s Seward Park Center for Reading and Writing. Hilary Schenker is 

the literacy assistant, and Terry Sheehan is the site advisor. 
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Going to the River to Wash Clothes
Velma Noel

When I was a little girl back in Grenada, I used to go the river and wash my clothes 

with my sister Cecilia.  I used to wash all my family’s clothes with my hard soap and my 

scrubbing brush.  I used to scrub, scrub, scrub hard on the clothes until the dirt got out.  

I did enjoy going to the river and washing with my sister.  When we got to the river, my 

sister and I would talk about what we wanted to be when we grew up.  We used to talk 

and laugh and tell each other stories.  There was a mango tree by the riverside.  I used to 

climb on it when it had ripe mangoes.  My sister would say, “Tomboy, come down from 

the mango tree,” and we would laugh because in my country only boys climb trees.  We 

used to have lots and lots of fun together, my sister and I, going to the river to wash 

clothes.

Originally from Grenada, Velma Noel emigrated to New York 14 years ago. She has 
four children. She studies at the Central Learning Center of the Brooklyn Public Library, 
where her tutor is Rochelle McNeeley, the literacy advisor is Susan Knott, and the site 
supervisor is Winsome Pryce-Cortes. She writes, “I feel very happy about myself and all 
the improvements I am making in reading and writing.” 
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Day of  the Dead
Ana Griselda Sandoval

It is dark already.  It’s not late, I wouldn’t call this night yet, but it is definitely dark. 

I can spot some shy stars timidly blinking in the sky. My sister is driving us, my nieces 

and me, to visit our mom. The three children are excited to come. This is the first time 

for Camila, the youngest.  I smile while I listen to them sing in the back seat: “Open 

the doors to the cemetery/Tombs over here/Tombs over there/Tombs, tombs/Tombs 

everywhere/Ha, Ha, Ha.”

When we arrive at our destination we find the place packed, so we are forced to drive 

around looking for a suitable place to park. Thank God the mass is just over, so we inherit 

a well-lit parking spot from a more faithful visitor. We normally wouldn’t be in this part 

of town at this hour, but this evening it feels perfectly safe.

If you are familiar with Mexican traditions, you may have found the clues and guessed 

that my mom is dead and that we are at the cemetery.  Please, don’t think of us as the 

Addams family; I am not Morticia. Actually, this is a very important holiday in Mexico. 

“Day of the Dead” is celebrated in multiple ways, like printing calaveras, short, comical 

poems about personalities in the newspapers, or giving sugar skulls as gifts, with the 

name of the recipient inscribed in the sweet forehead.  However, the most popular and 

simple practice is visiting the departed. In some towns it is customary to spend the 

whole night at the graveyard in vigil.

Don’t think this is a sad occasion, either, though I am sure it must be for those who 

have lost a loved one recently. Our loss is not recent. None of the granddaughters had 

the chance to meet Grandma, and they are full of questions about her, about heaven.

We get out of the car, and the air feels chilly; it isn’t bad, just brisk. 

“Has everyone got their jacket?” 

“Yes, Aunt Gris.”

The girls are delighted to see the shiny red candy apples, the steaming corn on the 

cob tin pails, the churros with sugar and cinnamon carts, and the cotton-candy sellers 

that line the street leading to the cemetery entrance.  From this distance, it looks like the 

carnival it is. As we walk closer, we hear a mariachi band playing that only adds to the 

noise a crowd can make.

 The cemetery street is closed to the traffic, but its doors are wide open. The flowers’ 

scents mingle with the aromas from the street food. We buy some roses and carnations, 

choosing from several stalls the one with the most vocal vendor. A few steps inside the 

holy ground, there is a big altar, another “Day of the Dead” custom, which is sadly losing 

a battle against Halloween. Tonight, there are some Girl Scouts defending it, explaining 
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to anyone who asks the meaning of each displayed item, while earning a badge for 

“cultural dissemination.”

The altar is much bigger than the ones that can be found at a traditional home. They 

are intended to be an invitation as well as a welcome to the spirits that come to visit 

every November 2nd. On the altar you can see pictures of the deceased.  Most of them 

are smiling, so you don’t feel sad. On the contrary, you feel happy for them; they have so 

many things to eat and drink. There are molé, tamales, tequila, hot chocolate, candy skulls 

in several sizes for children and adults, decorated in intricate patterns and, of course, the 

one thing that cannot be missed, bread of the dead. I know, it sounds horrible, but it’s 

actually soft and sweet. It is a round bread that has little pieces of dough in the form of 

thighbones on top, crossing each other like a pirate flag, but without the skull. 

After the dead have their fill, the living have theirs with the festive banquet leftovers. 

After joking a little about who came up with the idea of serving food to ghosts, we go 

in search of my mom’s tomb. It is a simple one, with a cross cut through a square of 

marble stone. Her name, “Ana,” and ours are at the bottom, “Gris, Gaby y Bere.” I think it 

is elegant in its simplicity. I hope she likes it.

Some graves had been cleaned, while others, the older ones, those who don’t have a 

caring hand to tidy them, are dirty. The plain wood crosses fall to one side, or the name 

is illegible. We walk through the “Little Angels” area of the cemetery, where children are 

buried. I feel a heavy oppression in my heart when I see the toys, balloons, cards and the 

tombstone that reads “My Sweet Little Baby.”  It is easy to tell that in this small space 

there is much love and grief, like nowhere else. 

Mom is a couple of rows behind the kids, which is a very fortunate location, since she 

was an elementary school teacher. Had she been able to choose her permanent address 

by herself, it would be here. We find Mom.  Somebody else has found her earlier. She 

has fresh flowers and her stone has been cleaned.  I’m thankful to the person who either 

loves her or her daughters, which is the same thing.

The girls are curious about other tombstones.  “What does it say there?”

“Why is there a picture in this one, but not in that one?”

I am sure they don’t understand what death means, but I hope that being here 

tonight will help them not to fear. And who is to say? It may be fun after all.

It is getting colder; we meander through the lines of graves on our way out, stopping 

to say hi to friends and acquaintances who now reside here. The girls can hardly contain 

their impatience and walk ahead of us, eager to get to the cotton-candy man.  Then we 



29Remembering

are walking along the street again. Next to Mom’s graveyard, there is an older cemetery, 

which is very dark and quiet. No celebration for those souls. This one is scary.  I wouldn’t 

go in there, not even on the “Day of the Dead,” probably not even in daylight.

The music is dying, it’s time to go. 

We leave the cemetery behind.  The flowers will wither in a few days; it will take 

longer for the bones. Tomorrow morning the peace of “rest in peace” will return, until 

next year. I wish from the bottom of my heart that Mom were really here to see us, her 

little daughters. As in a soundless prayer I say to her: We are fine, Mom, and I know that 

you know that at the end, we will be better.

When I die, I promise, I will come back to this side of life every November 2nd. I may 

not have a big party, but I will be a ghost looking for fun anyway, so be good to me.

Ana Griselda Sandoval-Cubillas, who is 36 years old, was 

born in Mexico, has lived in the United States for 12 years 

and in New York City for two years. She studies at the New 

York Public Library’s Tompkins Square Center for Reading 

and Writing. Jacqueline Helpern is her tutor, Hilary Schenker 

the literacy assistant and Terry Sheehan the site advisor.  

“Gris” Sandoval writes, “I enjoy reading historical mysteries, 

solving jigsaw puzzles and walking around the city.”
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One day after eating an apple, I asked my husband, “Honey, do you think roots can 

sprout from these apple seeds?’’ My husband, who likes to experiment, answered, “I 

cannot be sure.  Let’s try it.”

We put some soft toilet paper in a bowl, put the seeds on the paper and made the 

paper wet.  And we waited.  The first day passed.  There was nothing happening.  The 

second day passed.  There was nothing happening, either. And then, the morning of the 

third day, I could see tiny, white roots. Finally, they had sprouted!

At first, I couldn’t believe the fact, because the apple had been refrigerated.  And 

next, I worried whether I could raise the plants if they grew up more and more and 

became big trees.

Nature is wonderful.

Nowadays, my husband and I are caring for the small apple trees like they are our 

children. We look at them and talk to them every day. And last weekend, we moved 

them from the bowl with toilet paper to a new flower pot. 

I really hope that our lovely apple trees grow up fast.  Then we will probably have 

fresh apples a few years later.

About Something I Love
Sunyoung Ha

Sunyoung Ha was born in Jin Ju, Korea, and came to New 

York City about a year ago. At the College of Mount Saint 

Vincent’s Institute for Immigrant Concerns, her teacher 

is Bill Zimmerman. Mark Brik is the education director, 

and Donna Kelsh is the director. Sunyoung Ha and her 

husband have recently had a baby girl, whose American 

name is Erin and Korean name is Naye.  
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My Favorite Tree
Marie Lavelle

Each morning I wake up

I stand at my window

Looking at my favorite tree

All green and mature

Just the way 

I like it 

In the afternoon I return to look again

Wow, I think to myself 

I can stand here looking at 

This tree forever 

One word to describe it

PHENOMENAL

When it turns green, yellow, lavender

Mmm!

The fragrance makes my mind float

Giving me a natural high

Can I close my eyes and 

Still picture it?

Yes! 

Born in Haiti, Marie Lavelle has been living in New York City for 27 years. She studies at the 

Flatbush Learning Center of the Brooklyn Public Library. Her tutor is Sheira Gentle, and the site 

supervisor is Gladys Ortiz. She writes, “I love writing and reading poetry. Being in the literacy 

program gives me the opportunity to do the things that I love.” 
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Thank You for Being My Grandmother
Ollie Floyd

When I was a child I lived with my brother and sisters. My mother was a party person; 

she did not care about her children. She did not feed us, and if someone gave us food 

she would beat us. I was sick with worms, and if I didn’t eat, the worms would come 

out. They were hungry, too. I thought I would die. I would cry myself to sleep at night. 

Think about it: How could a mother do this to her children? That’s why people on the 

plantation started talking, and one day my mother took all of us and gave us away. My 

sisters and brother were all together, but she gave me to someone else. Thank God my 

grandmother came and took us all home with her. I was four years old. She cooked 

collard greens, cornbread and potatoes that night. We had enough to eat; we were full. 

From that day until now, I was never hungry again. My grandmother would sit in her 

rocking chair with me in her arms. She would tell me she loved me. I would cry myself to 

sleep because I could hear my grandmother praying to God to help her. 

My grandmother, who had lost her husband some years before, now had her 

daughter’s children and no money. Grandmother worked all the time—cleaning 

people’s houses, taking care of children and cooking—to make sure we had food. I told 

her that I would never forget what she had done for me and that when she got old, I 

would take care of her.

In 2004, my grandmother was put in a nursing home by my uncle’s wife, who took 

all her money. However, God is good. My brother held a meeting and decided to go to 

Chicago and get her. She had two to three months to live. Then a change came; she 

started walking again. She was her old self again. I said thank you to her for being my 

grandmother. Now, in 2008, she is 102 years old.

Ollie Floyd studies at the New York Department of Educa-

tion’s Mid-Manhattan Adult Learning Center. Her teachers 

are Maria Guzman and Ann Goodwin, and Diana Raissis is 

the instructional facilitator. A certified nurse’s assistant, Ol-

lie Floyd provides hospice care with Partners in Care and 

also works for the Visiting Nurse Service of New York. She 

cares for critically ill, chronically ill and terminally ill pa-

tients. 
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John Cheng

Meeting a Beautiful Girl

My wife and I were going to meet a girl. I had last seen her about six years earlier. At 

that time, she was a teenager, just graduated from high school. Since that time she went 

to Melbourne, Australia to continue her education. And I missed her, until now.

From Cairns to Melbourne, it was only a two-hour flight. During this time my wife 

was a little bit impatient and nervous. I know she was worried about her sweetheart, to 

tell you the truth. I also wanted to see her! But I am a man of fortitude and can’t easily 

display my affection.

Finally, the plane arrived at the Melbourne airport; people finished their baggage 

claims and went out. From far away, I saw a Chinese girl wearing a red dress. She raised 

her hands and called out in a high tone, “Grandma, Grandpa, I am here.”  Immediately, 

my wife dropped the luggage and ran toward the voice. Then one old lady and one 

young lady hugged and began to whisper together, too.

I was suffering and coldly stood on the side. In a flash, I felt lonely, so I leaned on 

the luggage cart to see the grandma and granddaughter reunion. I was wondering 

why people cry when they are sad and also cry when they are happy. Soon the girl 

remembered I existed; she was embarrassed. She came over and gave me a warm hug 

and a peck on the cheek. She said, “Sorry, Grandpa, that I disregarded you. I love you too, 

as much as Grandma.” I said, “I am okay, Grandpa’s okay!” 

I am glad to see the once fledgling girl become a phoenix. You are always the apple 

of your grandpa’s eye. I love you so much. 

Born in China, John Cheng began to travel the world as a 

seaman at the age of 15. For his writing class at University 

Settlement Society’s Family Literacy Program, he has 

written a series of stories about his adventures on the seas 

and in the capitals of the world. He is now writing “coffee 

house stories” about the lives of his neighbors and friends 

in Chinatown. 
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Buckey and the Chocolate Cake:
A Story about a Teenager with Down Syndrome

Veronica Pinder

This story is about my son Rodict, who is called by his nickname, Buckey, most of the 

time because people cannot pronounce his name. I also call him Buckey. This spring 

morning, April 15th, a Sunday morning, is a day that I will never forget. This was the 

morning that Buckey’s baseball team was going to attend the baseball parade that they 

ususally have in Brooklyn every year.

Buckey plays with The Challenges. Everyone who plays baseball, even the teenagers 

who are not mentally challenged, attend this parade. Due to the rainy day, the parade 

had to be cancelled. Since the parade was cancelled, I told Buckey I was going to make 

a cake. Buckey likes to help me in the kitchen, especially when I am going to make a 

chocolate cake. But this morning, he did not want to help me make the cake. 

He made all kinds of excuses. Some of the excuses were that he did not want any 

cake today, or that it was too early to make cake. Then, when I said to him that I would 

make the cake later on that evening, he gave me another excuse that it would be too 

late in the evening. He suggested to me to wait until the next week when I went to 

get groceries, and then I could get everything to make the cake. I said to him I had 

everything to make the cake already.

I had to go to the supermarket, and that morning it was raining very hard. When I got 

home from the supermarket with the food to cook, it was around 12:30. By 4:30, I had  

finished cooking dinner. I decided I would start making the cake. I turned on the oven 

to heat it up. I then called my son to come and help me make the cake. He refused and 

reminded me again that he did not want to help me make any chocolate cake. At this 

time, I did not understand why he did not want me to make the cake or help me. This 

was very strange to me. 

I proceeded to get the things together to make the cake. I called my son again, not 

knowing that he was standing at the kitchen door looking at me. Something in my mind 

said, Do not mix the cake now—turn off the oven. He said to me, “You are not going to 

make the cake anymore.” I said, “Yes, I am going to make it in a few minutes.” Then I 

remembered that about two months earlier, I had made a cake and left half a can of 

frosting in the refrigerator. Now, since he was standing near to the refrigerator, I told 

him, “Take the frosting out, please.”

He began to run out of the kitchen. I told him to get back into the kitchen and do as 

I asked him to do. He said to me, with an attitude, “Do what?” I looked at him very hard. 

Then he said, “Oh, the frosting,” and he got the frosting. He then turned the frosting can 
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upside down. I said, “What are you doing?” He said the can was empty. I did not believe 

him. I took the can away from him and sure enough, it was empty.

     I asked him what happened to the frosting. He said that he ate it all. I told him he 

could not have eaten all that frosting at one time. He said, “I waited until you fell asleep 

real hard, and every night I would put some on a plate and eat it, then wash the plate 

and put it away.”

     This is my son who the doctors said would never walk, talk or do anything at all. 

God always has the last word. Thank God. I also have to give thanks for this program, 

which has helped me learn a lot and given me a chance to write stories about myself 

and my son.

Veronica Pinder, originally from Trinidad, moved to New York City 31 years ago. She writes: “I 

am a single parent with a child who is mentally challenged. A parent who never thought that, 

at this age, I would be studying for the G.E.D.” Veronica Pinder studies at the Brooklyn Public 

Library’s Flatbush Learning Center. She would like to thank her first tutor, the site supervisor 

Gladys Ortiz, who “let me know from the beginning that I was here to learn, and that I could do 

anything, as long as I put my mind to it.” 
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A Glimpse of  New York Life
Maria Cristina Palma

I like to sit on the subway. I take it to get to my part-time job. I read my English book. 

When I get on the subway, it is usually empty. Then more and more it becomes crowded.  

The people look tired because it is three in the afternoon.

I like to hear the people in the subway when they speak English. I stop reading and 

try to hear what they say. This is my practice. I see many people who take a short nap 

because the temperature inside is warm. 

There are many young couples who are standing very close and laughing. They hold 

hands in expression of love. Every time the train stops, I hear the voice announce what 

the next stop is.  It is clear and nice.  One stop it is a man’s voice; the next, a lady’s. There 

is a sweet smell from many perfumes.

When I was in my country, the men used to give their seats to ladies. They were very 

polite, but here I do not see this. Everyone in the subway is tired or busy. The people are 

thinking about what will happen half an hour from now. They are checking their day 

books or working on their laptops or making calculations.

This is my station, where I have to get off the train and go to work. There are many 

passengers who want to exit at my stop, and all of them want to leave first. When the 

train stops, everyone is running. Someone has to catch a bus. Others have to start to 

work.  Others put a cigarette in their hand even before they leave the station.

To get back home, I have to take the same line at night. I usually see the same people 

waiting for the train, and we say hello. Sometimes, I bring my music. I feel better when 

I do, and I read my English book again because when I concentrate on my book, the 

time flies. Sometimes, I see a very old white woman who sits in the middle of the car. 

She has beautiful blue eyes.  She carries a lot of stuff. She is very clean. Sometimes she 

is sleeping, sometimes reading. I feel sorry for her because maybe she does not have a 

house or family. 

Many people use this time differently. I hear and see a young man who is playing 

guitar and singing. He passes his hat for money. Some people listen to their own music, 

and sometimes they sing out loud or dance. It is very funny because we cannot hear the 

music. Some young women put on their makeup. Last time, I saw one art student who 

drew a picture of a girl who was sitting in front of him. He drew her perfectly.

When the train is running at night, there is a little time when I can see the beautiful 

skyline of Manhattan.  Day or night, all passengers have big and heavy bags. I don’t 

know what is in them, but maybe they don’t need it. New York is a place where we can 

see a lot of people with suitcases—on the train or on the street, maybe for business, 
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vacations or visiting families. Some people bring their cat or dog in a bag. 

This is my usual trip on the subways of New York, where you can find a lot of people 

from different countries, and hear different languages and see people wearing clothes 

from many different countries. And sometimes we can make friends.

Born in Bogota, Colombia, Maria Cristina Palma has 

lived in New York City for eight years. “My mother is my 

hero because she always cared for us and gave love to all 

the family,” she writes. “I have had many interesting life 

experiences, both positive and negative. . . . Now I live in 

New York, where I have learned a completely new way of 

life.” She gives special thanks to Jessica Loor, the literacy 

assistant at the Steinway Adult Learning Center of the 

Queens Library. Tsansiu Chow is the site advisor.
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Going on a Safari
Rene Bertin

It would be spectacular to go on a safari adventure and enjoy every moment as if 

it were the last one. I have always happened to be interested in wild life—in animals, 

plants and landscapes of nature. Watching all of this without interference sounds 

exciting to me.

When I close my eyes, I can imagine myself in that paradise, breathing the pure 

air from the savanna and coexisting with plants, trees and animals. It feels like total 

freedom! Right now, from the top of a hill, below a giant tree and close to a graceful 

and musical waterfall, I can see some buffalos, zebras and giraffes eating the brown, dry 

grass in the field. On a treetop, a leopard is resting and waiting to feed itself again on 

herbivorous animals—which I do not think very fair, but that is how it works in nature. 

Close to these creatures, there is a lake, where I find lots of big, grey elephants with 

their newborn babies. Wow, so cute! They are drinking and playing in the bright and 

clean blue water. As I was appreciating the view, a group of pink-faced monkeys stole 

the bananas that were my lunch. Now I know I’m part of this wild world, because I have 

to run after them to get my food back!  Half an hour after the run, when I’m sweaty and 

smelly, I decide that it is time to go back to the hotel and take a wonderful long shower. 

On the way back, sitting in the front seat of the jeep, I enjoy the red-orange sunset and 

the boisterous savanna, a perfect setting for a promising Broadway show. 

For now, these are just thoughts about my safari travels. One day, I will make all these 

expectations happen for real, just like a wild human being living in earlier times.

Rene Bertin is originally from Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. He moved to New York City three years 

ago and now studies in the adult literacy program at CUNY’s City College. Tamara Kirson is his 

teacher. He says, “I enjoy writing—about dreams, emotions and places—and making people feel 

exactly what I write.”
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My Magical Grandmother
Bella Garcia

I’m proud to talk about my grandmother because she was the most amazing 

person in the world. She was born on July 3, 1903 in Inber Puerto Plata, Dominican 

Republic, and she was named Andrea Cespedes. She had beautiful grey eyes and I 

remember her hair as silver. She always lived with us and she helped my mother to 

raise us.

My grandmother was very special because even though she never went to school, 

she knew how to read and write. She could also predict the future, especially the 

weather. In the morning when she saw the sky, she knew if there would be a storm 

or hurricane coming that day; she didn’t use a watch, but she knew the exact time 

when she saw the shadow of the sun reflected on the land. At night before I went 

to bed, I said, “Mama, wake me up at 5 a.m.,” and early in the morning, she came 

to my bed at exactly that time. She said, “Bella, wake up. It is five,” without using 

an alarm clock. She had an elephant’s memory. She never forgot anything, and she 

knew where everything was in the house.

My grandmother always said that you have to give to the ones who don’t have 

anything. She always hid things, such as clothes or shoes, to give to poor people, and 

when I asked her, “Mama, where did you put my clothes?” she said, “I don’t know. I 

don’t use your clothes.”

My grandmother had a stepdaughter named Baba. She sent Baba to the movies, 

and when Baba came back she explained the whole movie to my grandmother—

the songs, the actors’ names and everything. Baba also read different books to my 

grandmother. That is the reason my grandmother learned to write and read even 

though she never went to school.

When I was eight years old in 1975, the president was Joaquin Balaguer. He was 

a dictator. If you didn’t support his government, he killed you. I don’t remember the 

day, but in the same year, 1975, everybody in my town went on strike against the 

government, and my grandmother took me and my brothers to church to hide with 

her. At that time, my father was a refugee in the mountains with some friends, fleeing 

the government. My mother was in her friend’s house, cooking something for us. The 

police didn’t respect the church, and they entered by force to mistreat the priest. The 

police moved us outside, leaving only the children and older people in the church. I 

remember when an officer hit my grandmother with his stick, and he said, “Walk, old 

devil woman.” She tried to protect us, and she said, “Be patient. Don’t you see I’m 68 
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years old and I have three kids? If you want, kill me, but I need to protect my family.” 

A few years ago, my grandmother’s health weakened after she took a big fall and 

broke her leg. She died in 2003, leaving us the greatest memories of our lives.

Bella Garcia was born in the Dominican Republic, where she studied hotel administration. She 

came to New York City 16 years ago and is now a financial analyst. She writes, “I would like 

to thank my grandmother for everything she taught me.” Bella Garcia is a student at Northern 

Manhattan Improvement Corporation (NMIC), where her teacher is Fran Schnall.
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My Favorite Pharmacy
Bi Ming Long

There are quite a few pharmacies around my home. Some of them are really large 

and grand. It is very convenient for me to get any medicine. I, however, walk four blocks 

to the Health City Pharmacy Corporation to get the medicine. The pharmacy’s Chinese 

name is Ren Xing Dayaofang, and it is located at 137 Mott Street.

As a matter of fact, the Health City Pharmacy Corporation isn’t so big or stately as the 

others. It’s located on a fairly narrow, noisy and congested street, surrounded by plenty 

of vegetable stores, fish stores and groceries.

Why do I seek from afar what lies close at hand? What has caught my eye in the small 

pharmacy? Their good service.

Every time I enter the pharmacy, I feel as if I were at home. Besides the warm greeting, 

the staff will talk to the customers. Listen: “Uncle/Auntie, can I help you?” A kind voice 

and a smiling face.

After their receiving a prescription: “Uncle/Auntie, sit down, please. You’ll get the 

medicine very soon. Would you like to read the newspaper? Which one, Xing Dao Daily 

or World Journal?” They hand the newspaper to the customer.

After the prescription is made up: “Uncle/Auntie, your medication is ready. There are 

five kinds. This is. . . ”

They always give directions and explain the information about the medicine in every 

detail, despite the information’s being written clearly on the bottles or boxes. They never 

forget to tell customers whether they have to refill their medicine.

Then they carefully put all the medicine and the newspaper into a big bag and pass 

it to the customer. “Uncle/Auntie, take all your stuff with you. Take care. Goodbye.” Still 

a kind voice and a smiling face.

Here and now, the feeling of being at home wells up in every customer’s heart. 

Afterward, when they need medicine, they are sure to come again.

The employees’ sincere manners express great respect, care and grand  

kindheartedness to the customers.  As a result, they have won people’s trust.

One more thing has touched me greatly. On Mothers’ Day, I passed by the pharmacy 

and caught sight of a chair beside the door. In front of the chair was a foot-massage 

machine, by which were the words: “Dear Mother, you have been working hard. Please 

sit down and have a rest. Massage your feet, please.”

 Immediately, my eyes were wet and I felt calmed down for a long while.

And in normal times, there are the words: “Are you tired? Have a rest and massage 

your feet free.”
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There is a saying, “A customer is God,” among businessmen. But it’s easier said than 

done. It’s well known that those engaging in business must make money; otherwise 

the companies would be closed and the owners would go broke. Only those who love, 

respect and treat their “God” with heart and soul forever and never put profit-making 

first can acquire the return: more and more regular patronage.

That’s why I set my attention upon the Health City Pharmacy Corporation, and now I 

am one of their regular customers.

Bi Ming Long studies at University Settlement Society’s 

Family Literacy Program, whose director is Michael Hunter.

Born in Szechuan Province, China, she recently wrote a 

series of stories from the viewpoint of her five-year-old 

granddaughter, “Xian Xian,” who lives in China. In one 

story, using the term of respect Chinese children use for a 

head of state, Xian Xian writes to “Grandpa Bush,” asking 

him to hurry up and approve her visa, so she can join her 

father in the United States. 
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Superman, Batman, Flash and Spiderman were heroes I looked up to when I was a 

kid. Now that I am grown, I look to my father as a hero and mentor. 

He is my hero because he is always there for my brothers, my sisters and me. Whenever 

we are in trouble, my father is there to bail us out. For example, when I was in high 

school I got into a fight in Cropsey Park because the kids there wanted my jacket. I told 

them no, and I ended up in a fight. A policeman stopped the fight, took us down to the 

station and called my father. That night he didn’t say anything. He was still mad and felt 

disappointed. That night I made a decision that I was not going to fight anymore. 

He is not just my hero. He is also my mentor. When I dropped out of school to play and 

have fun, the school called my parents. They were mad as hell. After a long yelling and 

thorough beating, my father forgave me. To keep me busy and out of trouble, he took 

me to his real estate job. At the job, he taught me how to write a convincing proposal 

and how to talk to the customers. He taught me the importance of education and that 

I don’t have to stay in school to finish it. I can get my G.E.D. I listened to him. After I pass 

my G.E.D., I know he will be proud of me for achieving it. 

In the end, Superman, Batman, Flash and Spiderman may be heroes to children 

everywhere. My hero and mentor is my father. Now and forever—he will always be. If it 

were not for him, I would still be fighting and doing stupid things right now. 

Father Knows Best
Leon Chan

Born in China, Leon Chan has lived in New York City since he was 12 years old. Now 25, he 

loves sports, cars and computers. Lavinia Acosta, ESOL coordinator at the Downtown Learning 

Center, tells us that Leon Chan “has come a long way in participating and community-building 

in the classroom, as well as in his reading and writing practices.” The director of the Downtown 

Learning Center is Joni Schwartz.  
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My Mother, My Hero
Aissatou Diallo

In my country, particularly in my tradition, a girl does not have a chance to go to 

school. She has to help her mother do the housework, such as cooking, cleaning and 

doing the laundry.

When I was two years old, my dad died. My mom had to take care of the family—

my two sisters, my brother and me. Four years later, my mom decided to register me 

in school. It was not easy for her because my uncles and aunts did not agree with her. 

There was a big argument.

My uncles and my aunts talked to my mom: “Don’t send her to school. She is a girl. 

You need her to help you.” 

Mom said: “Not now. She is young. She needs to learn from school.”

My aunts became a little bit angry, saying,“Now you want to show us that 

you control your family.”

Mom begged, “No, aunts!  Aissatou needs to learn something for her future.” 

My mom talked to all the family members nicely. My uncles accepted eventually, 

but my Mom had to promise that if somebody wanted to marry me, I had to quit 

school. 

When I was 14, my uncle came home to see my mom. He told her that I had grown 

up enough to get a husband. At that time I was in eighth grade, and I was doing very 

well in school. When I heard this, I started crying.

My mom answered, “Oh, brother, she is a young girl now, and she is doing well in 

school. We should give her the chance to pursue her education.”

My uncle was very unhappy. He went to see my aunts and complained to them. 

He organized a whole family meeting about the case, and they decided to isolate my 

mother and her children. 

From that day, my mom decided that I would finish school and get a certificate. 

She worked hard and provided me with everything I needed to focus on school. My 

only duty was school, nothing else. She sold cakes and some farm products to make 

money. She gave me money for my transportation to school, and she used it to buy 

clothes for me and other things I needed to go to school. 

When I was in twelfth grade, I realized that my mom couldn’t afford the cost of 
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school for me to go to college. I decided instead to do a three-year training program 

in accounting and get my certificate to help her.

My mother worked hard for me to be an educated person. She always gave me 

advice on how to behave to become a successful person. She is a nice mother. I love 

her. She gives me love, she gives me all I want. I will love my mom all my life. She is a 

hero to me.

 

Born in Guinea, West Africa, Aissatou Diallo had lived in 

New York City for 16 months when she wrote, “My Mother, 

My Hero.” She studies reading and writing at United Bronx 

Parents of School 2, where her teacher is Wendy Wen. 

“Something important for me,” she writes, “is to learn to 

speak English and have a chance to go back to my country 

and work there in accounting.” Aissatou Diallo is married 

and has three children, including a new baby boy. 
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The first time I saw what a gun could do firsthand, my best friend and I were on our 

way home from school. He was from my neighborhood, and I knew him all my life. We 

used to play in the park in our hood when we were five. His mother and my mother did 

the same, so he was like a family friend. His mother came over every day after work to 

talk to my mom.

As we got older, we did different things. I joined a gang. He joined a different gang, 

but we were still cool because we were like family. I remember stopping people in my 

gang from fucking him up a lot of times.

One time, we saw each other downtown with both our gangs. We acted like we were 

fighting, but we were just play-fighting. We would run down one block so we could 

meet to laugh about what we did. 

He was a good kid, the life of the party. He never had a gun and never liked to fight or 

start trouble. He just lived in a place where you had to be in a gang, just so you could go 

to the store and come back with your money, so you could come outside at night and 

live to see the next day. That’s why he chose to be in a gang, but in my neighborhood 

that does not save you for long.

On that Friday, we were coming home from school on the train, talking and laughing 

about what girls were coming to our houses that weekend. That’s one thing he loved to 

talk about because he always got all the girls. He was a light-skinned boy with long hair. 

He always had new clothes, so all the girls loved him and he knew it. 

We got off the 5 train at West Farms. Like always, we ran down the stairs so that we 

could see all the girls coming off the train and try to talk to them. That day, we both had 

our gang colors on. People always looked at us like we were crazy or something because 

we were in different gangs that didn’t like each other. 

That day when we were walking, we heard some kids saying, “You fucking Crip-lover,” 

but that was normal so we didn’t think about it. We started to hear gun shots but didn’t 

run because that was normal, too; it happened all the time. I was thinking, Somebody 

is just shooting at somebody, but then we heard air whistling like ploom and someone 

saying, “Shoot him! He’s Crip!” 

I was like, Are they talking about my friend? So we started running, and I fell. When I 

got back up, I saw my friend running and the bullets hitting him in his book bag. It tore 

his book bag apart. All his books and pencils came out. Blood and tissue came out of 

his chest. The bullets went straight through him. I ran to him as fast as I could. I was not 

thinking about the bullets flying in the air. All I was thinking about is this person that I 

Best Friends
Derek Scott
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loved so much like a brother was being shot. But I didn’t know what to do. I never saw 

someone get shot before. I remember holding him in my arms, and he was screaming in 

pain. He said, “I don’t want to die.”

I said, “You’re not going to die. You’re just shot. You’ll be okay.” 

Why do people lie when something bad is going to happen? I didn’t even mean to lie; 

the words just came out of my mouth.

I remember looking in his eyes, his big brown eyes, and seeing them turn black. I 

screamed inside and cried, but no tears came out, and then people came and pushed 

me off him. I asked the paramedics if I could go with them, but they said no. 

So I went home and listened for his call. I watched TV with the sound down low so I 

could hear his call, but he never called to tell me he was okay. His mother called, crying, 

asking me why did I kill her son, why did I let him die? 

For weeks, on the way to school, I would get on the train and hold the door, waiting 

for him to come, since he was always late. Then I would step off the train, embarrassed, 

and let the train pass. After I got on the next train, I would look out the window to see if 

he was running to catch the train. I remember I used to give him the middle finger every 

time he didn’t catch the train.

But he never came, because he was dead.

Derek Scott is an 18-year-old New Yorker. He lives in the Bronx and attends classes at the 

Fortune Society. Derek participated in an Oral History project at Fortune and is also working on 

an autobiography. His teachers are Eric Appleton and John Kefalas.
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My secret skill is that I know how to ride a motorcycle. I have trained myself and 

mastered the art of doing stunts. I was once in a video to help train three amateur riders 

and a few of my friends. I took classes a while back to receive my license to train others 

in how to ride a motorcycle. The need for speed gave my friends and me an adrenaline 

rush that was unexplainable. It was fun while it lasted, till one of us had an accident.

I remember that day as if it were yesterday. The birds were chirping, it was sunny 

with clear skies, a moderate breeze, and it was my best friend’s birthday. My friends 

and I could not have asked for a better day for riding and a birthday celebration. After a 

night out at the club, we decided to go back to my best friend’s house to continue the 

celebration. Suddenly, this bright white light came out of nowhere, as if the heavens 

opened their gates. 

Since that day, we don’t ride too often, nor do we like to talk about exactly what 

happened that night. People often ask me if I ever wanted to learn how to ride a 

motorcycle. My response is no, and I tend to walk away or change the subject abruptly. 

The emotions from that day are still there. It makes me feel miserable inside just to think 

about how much fun we had and the things we had planned for the future, all brought 

to a sudden end.

 Today my skill is a secret, only a memory. I do not tell people about it, and I will not 

accept job offers for it. It is tough to make that transition from what happened to just 

going back to riding again. The feeling will not be the same without that fourth bike. It 

was that bond we had that made riding fun. That is why I chose to leave that part of my 

life behind me. The thrill of riding with those guys made us like family, brothers. Now it’s 

time to move on with my life. Therefore, that skill I have will never be known to anyone 

unless you were one of the people who rode with me and my friends. 

My Secret Skill
Hoyt Alston

Born in South Carolina, Hoyt Alston moved to Florida at 

the age of 13. He has lived in New York City for the past 

19 years. He studies at Brooklyn College’s Adult Learning 

Center, where his teacher is Moya McLellan.  
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Remembering Roberto
Maria Flanagan

If I could, I would change many things in my life, but I understand that it is 

impossible.  

When the holidays come around, I remember my relatives who left this life on earth. 

They will always live in my heart and memory.

I remember my son, Roberto, when he was six years old.  Santa brought him a new 

bicycle.  He was very happy because of that bicycle.  It was bigger than his previous 

one.  He was a big boy and he needed a new bicycle.  Santa didn’t forget to bring him 

that gift.  After Roberto got his bicycle, he told his father, “Papa, I would like you to help 

me because I don’t like my bicycle to be alone in the garage.  I would like my bicycle to 

be in my bedroom with me.”  My husband, Bob, picked up the bicycle and put it in my 

son’s bedroom.  The next day, I went to my son’s bedroom, and he was sleeping with the 

bicycle in the bed.  I remember his face looked very happy.

I remember another occasion when he was seven years old.  At the start of summer 

vacation, Vicky and Roberto went camping for the first time.  They had to pitch a tent.  

They were very happy we had brought it for those special days.  When I went to wake 

my son, he was seated on his bed all dressed up with his backpack and his fishing pole, 

ready to go out.

These are very precious memories.  We lost him five years ago, and we miss him a lot. 

When I speak or write about my son, it is very good therapy for me.

Maria Flanagan lives with her husband, Bob, who was born 

in the United States and worked as a merchant marine 

engineer, and their youngest daughter, Cynthia. They raised 

their four children in Spain, and seven years ago when 

Bob retired, the family moved to the United States. Maria 

Flanagan studies at the College of Staten Island’s Adult 

Learning Center. Leslie Berkheimer is her teacher, and Mary 

Mastrogiovanni is the ESOL coordinator. 
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My grandmother told me that my father was a happy boy. He liked to play games 

with his sister when he was a child, and he liked to laugh. But one day, it changed. The 

war began, so everybody left the hometown to look for a safe place. They walked and 

walked, day and night. They were too tired and too hungry; they only had limited food 

for the whole family. My grandfather wanted to keep the one boy in the family alive. In 

only two months, three of his sisters died from hunger. They died so quietly, appearing 

to be asleep. My father was so scared and sad that he was afraid of sleeping. He worried 

that when he woke up, the other sister would be dead.

 After that, they seldom heard his laugh. He went to school, looking more mature 

than his age. He was smart and studied hard, he skipped grades and later he was the 

first one go to university. The whole town was shocked. How glad the family was! My 

grandparents all laughed, but he didn’t. He went out to look for the place where his 

sisters were buried.

Five years later, he became an engineer with a good job and good salary. He wanted 

to offer his parents a good life. He bought all kinds of food for his parents—things they 

never had tasted—but soon, his father suffered from cancer. My father  used all his 

money and borrowed a lot to treat his father. He went to visit every famous doctor he 

heard of, he tried his best, and even though he used his mouth to help suck his father’s 

sputum, his father still died. 

From then on, he changed, becoming silent. He turned to studying Chinese medicine 

and used health as a way to take care of his mother. He always said: “Everybody must be 

dutiful to your grandmother, the same as me. Take care of her first, respect her first!” My 

grandmother had a good time with us; she felt so safe with us. 

Then, in 1992, during a cold winter, my father was sent to Japan to work for two 

months. After he left, my grandmother became sick and changed very fast. Even though 

my mom tried very expensive medicine on her, it still couldn’t keep her alive. Before she 

died, she called my father’s name until she couldn’t speak. 

My father was so sad when he came back; he felt he couldn’t be pardoned. He hadn’t 

done anything or said any words when his mother needed him. He would never have 

the opportunity to do it again. He felt he made his mother so restless when she was on 

her way to heaven. So he cried loudly, his tears like flooding water running down from 

a broken bank.

Many years later, even now that he has become a grandfather, he still doesn’t feel 

relief. He still likes to tell us the story about his sisters, his father and his mother. He 

My Father’s Sorrow
Xao Ling Shang
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always says if he had sensed it earlier, his sisters wouldn’t have died of hunger. If he 

had found the cancer earlier, his father could have been treated successfully. If he had 

not gone to Japan, his mother would have had a longer life (though when she died she 

was nearly 90 years old). When he talks, you still can see the tears in his eyes, too much 

regret still hangs on his face and stays in his heart. You can easily feel his sorrow and 

sadness. Nobody can make made him happy. I wish he could laugh freely; it would be 

my happiest time. I love him, my poor dad!

Xao Ling Shang was born in China and moved to New York 

City three years ago. She is married and has two children. 

She writes, “My father gives me a lot of support. I love 

my parents and my sister. They are all important people in 

my life.” Xao Ling Shang is a student at the New York City 

Department of Education’s Mid-Manhattan Adult Learning 

Center. Her teacher is Tilla Alexander, and the instructional 

facilitator is Diana Raissis. 
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Today again, like the past 10 years, you have come into my mind and I’ve been 

thinking about you.  Where are you? How are you doing there? 

 My daughter—your niece—and my son—your nephew—say, “Hi.”  You don’t know 

them, but they know about you. 

I left Africa four years ago. I live in America now, and I have made a family.  Here, 

people are rushing every day.  They walk fast, they work fast and they eat their lunch 

too fast.  They’re always talking and thinking about money.  I struggle every day to learn 

their language, named English.  Sometimes I feel funny, speaking this language I did 

not expect to speak.  But I like it because it helps me to understand their perception of 

life, different from our perception, and to make a better life here. Your nephew was born 

here and is half white and half our color.  His skin looks like coffee with milk.  My friends 

call him “café au lait.”

Four months ago, I went to visit the family in Africa and took time to get myself 

together.  Everybody is doing better now. They miss you a lot.  Mom showed me your 

picture again and talked about the big belly you had. That was funny.  Do you laugh up 

there sometimes? I hope so, because down here you were very serious, too serious. You 

only opened your mind with me.

I remember the day I was getting ready to go to Europe for my artistic tour.  You told 

me, “Salfo, bring me some chocolate when you come back.”  You never had any before, 

right? You only heard the word chocolate from the mouths of wealthy people’s kids, and 

you wanted to have a piece.  Two months later, I brought you the chocolate—only for 

you, sister.  You ate it and said, “Mamee yaa nassara”—“Me too, I am white now.”  The 

other brothers and sisters were laughing at you.  That was really hilarious.  Do you have 

chocolate up there?  Your nephew cannot have it now, though your niece can.  He has 

to be at least two years old. 

You would be 16 years old next year and I miss you more than ever.  I miss the millet 

juice that you used to give me when I got home.   I miss the way you used to call me 

“Salfo.”  I simply miss you, sister.  I see you, walking in the family yard with the big belly 

of a poor family that doesn’t have enough food to feed the kids. And I regret…I regret 

being late.  For being absent when you needed me.

Why didn’t they tell me earlier that you were sick? Why didn’t Dad call me?

Do you remember when I brought you to the hospital and bought all the medicine 

the doctor prescribed?  And when the next day’s sunrise was starting, your eyes chose 

the sunset.  You decided not to see this day; it was too much for you.

A Letter to Heaven
Salif Kabore
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Here in America, I have a chance to work and make enough money to help our family.  

I don’t want what happened to you, to happen again.  You taught me what love means 

and the sacrifice it deserves. Please forgive me.

To you, Heaven, please keep my sister in a safe place. I will meet her someday in your 

arms and we will share lot of games together.  Mahamata, I’ll love you forever.

Salif Kabore was born in 1973 in Ivory Coast, West Africa. 

In 1994, he left school to pursue a career in the performing 

arts, attending acting schools in West Africa and Paris. He 

has performed and conducted workshops in more than 17 

countries throughout Africa and Europe. In 2004, he moved 

to New York City to further pursue his artistic practice. Salif 

Kabore studies at the Mid-Manhattan Adult Learning Center, 

where the instructional facilitator is Diana Raissis and his 

teacher is Tilla Alexander.
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Language and Me
Magdalena Leiva

I have always been in love with language. Or should I say words? After all, I began 

with words, like most of us did. At first, I was obsessed with signs and names of streets. 

I remember being in my father’s car and reading every little thing that crossed our way. 

Even if I was his little girl he was a little exasperated. He told me so many years later, and 

he added he couldn’t pay much attention to me because I was always reading something 

on the way. “Talking, talking and talking all the time,” he used to say to me, laughing.

A few years later, I got interested in comics and books. Asterix and Mafalda were 

my favorites when I was younger, and after that I was completely seduced by French 

authors and poets.

I understood then that my passion worked both ways: I loved to read somebody else’s 

stories but I wanted to tell my own, as well. I had so many ideas to tell so many stories. 

Some were real, others were imaginary.

For me, it was clearly easier to write than to draw—like they do in comics—or even 

to speak. Even though my mother is a talented artist—I am her daughter, I know, so 

maybe I am not very objective on that point—I didn’t get her gift, so I was not able to 

draw anything at all. That is why I decided to concentrate on books and try to learn to 

tell stories like others authors did.

For years, I wrote and wrote. Short stories, poems and many times I thought about 

writing a novel. I remember getting all red when I wanted to speak in front of my class. So 

for all those years I wrote a lot. Every Christmas I asked Santa for a typewriter. I couldn’t 

imagine a writer without one.

Finally, I decided to study journalism to learn how to write real stories. I was very 

surprised when I discovered the real challenge for me about this career wasn’t to tell 

stories, but to overcome my shyness. After all, I grew up reading, writing and watching 

TV, so I wasn’t very good with people.

But after a while, and many bad grades later, I changed. I was not supposed to be 

afraid to talk to anybody or ask questions to anyone. It was my job, right? After a while, 

nobody could make me keep my mouth shut. For a few years, I was talking to everyone. 

No matter if it was an interview or just someone on the subway, I had always something 

to say. And sometimes I made people laugh.

Maybe that is why it has been so difficult for me to live in New York. It is like returning 

to my childhood, when talking to anybody was so scary. Even if New Yorkers are much 

nicer than everybody says, and most of the time they are very patient, I know I am not 

as charming or funny as I could be in my mother tongue. It is still impossible for me to 
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really express myself. So forget about making friends with New Yorkers.

In a way, I feel like I have been forced to come back to writing, like I am doing right 

now. Maybe this way I will fall in love with language again, but this time with another 

one, namely English.

I think maybe this is the way life tells us to be humble and accept that we always have 

to learn new things.

Thirty-year-old Magdalena Leiva writes: “I’m a journalist 

from Chile and I have been living in New York City since 

July 2007. I’m very glad to be part of The Literacy Review 

and to have the opportunity to share my story, or part of 

it.” Magdalena Leiva studies at the Steinway Adult Learning 

Center of the Queens Library. Her teacher is Tsansiu Chow, 

the site advisor.  



62 Adapting

Ramadan in New York
Alioune Cisse

Last week and last month, I was fasting.  I was fasting during the daytime.  I start at 

6:30 in the morning till 7 p.m.  Last week was the end of Ramadan.  It is a good month for 

us but difficult for some people.  I was working all day—with fasting, it is not easy, but I 

was doing it.  But my first time in America, it was hard for me to do Ramadan.  

In my country during Ramadan, everybody does it together.  You know people are 

fasting without asking them.  You are not going to smell any food.  Everybody looks 

different.  People think only about God.  Women cover their bodies.  They don’t look 

sexy for all of Ramadan.  And the women, you see, think about what their husbands 

want to eat to break their fast, and they try to impress them.  Everybody in the family is 

together and happy.

When I came to America during Ramadan, I felt it was a big difference.  I was working 

in a restaurant and I was cooking, too.  I finished work and I went outside in the street 

and saw lots of sexy girls, and sometimes I looked at them.  I felt like I was doing 

something wrong because during Ramadan everything in your body must be fasting.  

If your eyes look at something they are not supposed to look at, all your body is feeling 

something.  And if you’re Muslim, you have to do it the way God wants you to do it.  Any 

bad things you do before Ramadan, God gives you a chance to gain forgiveness for 

during Ramadan.  All God asks of you is only one month of living the right way. You must 

follow it, then God will bless everybody who does this. 

The beginning was hot, my first Ramadan in New York.  I was fasting all day, and by 

the time it came to break the fast, I was at the restaurant where I worked.  At that time, I 

didn’t speak English, so when the meal for the staff was ready and they just put it on the 

table and called everybody to come get the food, I came.  I saw three different meats on 

the table, and I got a plate and ate.  Before I finished eating, one guy saw me.  He said, 

“Check?” (That’s my nickname.)

I said, “Yes?”

“Are you fasting?”

I said, “Yes.”

“You’re Muslim?”

“Yes.”

“Well, the meat you just ate was pork!”

That was the first time I ate pork in my life.  And all this time, in every past situation, I 

was trying to help myself to do the right thing.  No matter how busy I was, I was fasting, 

and praying five times a day. Sometimes when I fasted all day, I didn’t have time to eat 
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or drink when it was time to break my fast. 

And then one day, I got my Coca Cola, and I put it in my glass, and somebody near 

to me had beer in his glass.  We worked together in the busy time.  It was hot and I 

was sweating.  I felt like drinking something, and I turned and got his glass and drank 

everything in it. Afterward, I saw my Coke and I knew I drank beer.

After that, I started to look at everything I wanted to eat and everything I wanted to 

drink. I hope God will forgive me for everything. 

Born in the West African nation of Senegal, Alioune Cisse has 

lived in New York City for nine years. At the New York Public 

Library’s Harlem Center for Reading and Writing, his tutors 

are Judith Aisen and Katherine Frank, and the site advisor is 

Steven Mahoney. “I like to work to help my family as much 

as I can,” Alioune Cisse writes. “I want knowledge.” 



64 Adapting

 My name is Sahanaz Ahmed. I am from Bangladesh. 

My childhood was so joyful! My parents loved me very much—I was the first child. My 

grandmother loved me a lot. She always gave me anything I wanted. I have two sisters 

and five brothers, and I am so happy for that. I played with my cousins, I went to school 

and sometimes we had picnics. I loved holidays: so  many gifts! 

I got married. I became a housewife and was bringing up four children. I was taking 

care of my husband and children, cooking for them, cleaning my house. I was so happy. 

My house was full of love and happiness. I was surrounded with a wonderful life. My 

every dream was becoming a reality. My family looked like a beautiful garden: it looked 

nice and beautiful everywhere.

And then…I don’t know why that big storm came and destroyed everything: my 

family, my dreams, and my life. My husband met another woman and left my children 

and me. It was five years ago.

Now, I am heartbroken. Wherever I look I see a black color–no light for me. I am asking 

God to help me and give me some light that can warm my heart.

I believe in a miracle. God will give me happiness and I will be the same happy mother 

and wife; my previous life will come back to me. I want my old days back.

 

My Small World
Sahanaz Ahmed

Sahanaz Ahmed was born in Bangladesh. She moved to 

the United States three years ago. She studies at Brooklyn 

BEGIN, where her teacher is Alvard Berberyan.
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Seeds

The first time I went out of my house, I panted and turned back fast.

The first time I heard someone call my name, I was puzzled about how to respond.  

The first time I met my neighbor, I was too shy to say hello to him.

The first time I went to buy coffee, I stood behind my husband and didn’t look straight 
into the stranger’s eyes. 

The first time I took the bus, I was too nervous to say “transfer.”
 
The first time I went to ESOL class, I was speechless with fear.

The first time I spoke English, my tongue wrapped around my teeth.
 
Sprouting

Recently, I stood in front of my house, took a deep breath and walked briskly along.

Always, when I hear someone call my name, I say, “Hey! How are you?” 

Sometimes, I chat with my neighbor Vincent. 

Often, I speak with Louis, who works in the coffee shop. I look directly into his eyes.
 
Every time I get on the bus, I am happy to tell the driver “transfer please” and “thank 
you.”

Every day, I like to talk with my teachers and classmates in my CLIP class.

Now, I am comfortable using English. I stretch out my 
tongue in relaxation.

New Roots on Staten Island
Sin Kwan (Penny) Chan

Sin Kwan (Penny) Chan emigrated from Hong Kong to New 

York City in 2006. She studies at the College of Staten 

Island’s CLIP—CUNY Language Immersion Program. Her 

teacher is Caryn Davis. Penny Chan writes: “I want to write 

something because I want to learn something. Thank you 

to my family for their extensive support. Thank you to 

Caryn Davis for her patient instruction. Thank you to my 

classmates for helping me to learn something.”
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The New Breed
Edward Seabron

I have seen more mosquitoes this year than in previous years.  They are much bigger 

in size, and their color is darker. I can remember years ago their color was light brown, 

but the ones I have seen this year were black.  

I began to notice that some of these were more aggressive in attacking to get a good 

bite from you.  One night back in August, around 2:30 in the morning, I was sleeping 

very soundly, and all of a sudden my wife woke me, saying she had been bitten by a 

mosquito and couldn’t go back to sleep until it was found and killed.  

We turned on all the lights in the bedroom so we could see if it would come out in 

the open.  We searched all over. Behind a standing mirror, I saw its shadow on the wall, 

a plump body with long legs, head stinger and wings.  I pointed to my wife to pass the 

fly swatter, and slowly I landed a good blow.  The size and color of this mosquito made 

me think, Is this a new breed? 

I didn’t know they were so smart.  It hid itself until 4:30 in the morning before I saw 

its shadow on the wall.  I have learned that mosquitoes can live in the cold weather and 

live and breed in trees.  Their life span is 10 to 30 days, and 150 species live in the United 

States.

Born in Halifax, North Carolina, Edward Seabron grew up on 

a farm. He moved to New York City in 1970. Married, with 

two children, he is a skilled cabinetmaker and machinist 

who enjoys traveling, horseback riding, Western movies, 

writing stories and helping others. He studies at the New 

York Public Library’s Bronx Center for Reading and Writing, 

where his tutor is Judith Hellman, and the literacy assistant 

is Shawanda Williams. 
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My Coffee Habit
Pietrina Micciche

When I was a child, I didn’t go to school on Wednesday afternoons. I remember I 

liked to spend much time at my neighbors’ house. Two retired teachers lived there. I 

liked to go there because I could speak about everything with them. I regarded them 

as my grandparents. When the lady went to the market, I joined and helped her with 

the shopping bags.  Before returning home, she used to drink some coffee with pastry. 

According to the season, she would get me cookies, ice cream, hot chocolate, etc. I loved 

that moment and that place. It was an old pastry store. For generations after generations, 

the owners had made pastry, and the atmosphere was very friendly. The owners never 

took vacation, but all the clients sent them a postcard when they travelled. The family 

used to pin the postcards on the wall, and year after year that wall became a world 

map. I was fascinated looking at it, and I often dreamed of traveling, too. In the coffee 

shop, there was another place I loved, too, an old buffet with a collection of cups, small 

and big, round and square, of different colors and designs for coffee and tea.  After my 

neighbor died, I went on getting my coffee there. 

 When I was a student, I liked to go to the city center near the Grand-Place.  

Nowadays, the Grand-Place is the main tourist attraction in the city of Brussels. Among 

the attractions are beautiful buildings and good Belgian beers.  There are lots of stores 

where Belgian chocolate is sold. I used to go and drink hot milk chocolate in a typical 

café called Falstaff, with fine woodwork and ornate stained glass.  It was carved by the 

famous Victor Horta, the carpenter, whose architecture style is called Art Nouveau. 

After I got married, I moved to Luxemburg, where I found a place for my coffee habit. 

It was in the center of the city next to a square called the Platz, with many trees and many 

coffee bars around it.  I found one on the left corner. In that place, I could see the square. 

I sat, drank coffee and read a book, or looked at people around me. The funniest time 

was the last November days when they prepared and opened the Christmas market. 

There were many small wooden shops, where adults and children bought Christmas 

decorations, sweets, hot wine with cinnamon or hot orange juice with cinnamon. It was 

delicious and I appreciated that special atmosphere. Those specific fragrances are still 

in my memory.

A few years later, I moved to the North of Spain. Over there, I tried other coffee varieties: 

solos, cortados, cafe amb lle. People used to go to bars to have coffee. Some of the bars 

had a terrace. In Spain, the weather is great, and it is very common to sit outside to 

drink coffee. I remember one bar located just in front of the sea. Those bars had nothing 

special, but the view was terrific. Everyone looked either at the blue Mediterranean Sea 
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or at the French Pyrenees mountains. In winter, it was even more beautiful because 

snow covered the mountain tops, and when the weather was nice people were able to 

see the French island of Corsica. 

Another place where I liked to go was next to the Dali museum in Figueres. In this 

place, the walls were decorated with posters from all over the world, showing the coffee-

growing and roasting. They sold several coffee brands from different parts of the world 

and made a special hot and solid chocolate. It was very delicious, and Spaniards had fun 

with family and friends in such a place. 

When I got to the United States, I had to find a new place. I enjoy drinking coffee in 

Starbucks. I know that Starbucks is supporting a lot coffee farmers who have supplied 

that company with the finest beans. They also invest in many projects that benefit 

farmers and their communities. They help many organizations, too. Another place I like 

is Martha’s Bakery in Astoria, where the decoration is based on kitchen supplies and the 

friendly atmosphere makes me happy during my coffee time.

Thanks to my coffee habit, I understand better why I like to drink different sorts of 

coffee in a variety of cup shapes. Thanks to that wall full of postcards, I was prepared to 

live in several different countries.

Born in Belgium, Pietrina Micciche has lived in New York 

City for seven years. She studies English at the Steinway 

Adult Learning Center of the Queens Library, where Tsansiu 

Chow, the site advisor, is her teacher. She writes, “I joined 

the reading and writing group only a couple of months ago, 

and this is the first time in my life I have written a story in 

English.”
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I Love This City
Gazment Plaka

I love this city because this place makes me feel so good. Every morning when 

I’m going to work, I hear so much noise. I like the sound from the subway, from 

the cars, from the people and the workers going to work every day—I love these 

things.

Back in my country, it was very quiet. I lived in a small town, and we didn’t have a 

subway or a lot of people. In my town, we didn’t have traffic. A car moved through 

the street maybe once every 10 minutes. Mostly you could hear the wind—and 

that was all.

Gazment “Gazi” Plaka emigrated from Albania and has lived in New York City for two years. He 

studies English at LaGuardia Community College’s Center for Immigrant Education and Training. 

His instructor is Albert Sgambati. Gazi Plaka speaks Albanian, Greek, Italian and English. “I 

would like to become a business manager in the future, and I love New York City.”
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Little Red Riding in the Hood
Linette McIntosh

Once upon a time in the Bronx of New York City, there was this generally respectful 

family who supported one another.  A family of five.  Mom, who worked a lot, had three 

daughters and one son.  The grandmother lived deep in the Mount Vernon section of 

the Bronx.

One day, Grandma called the house, saying she didn’t feel so well. “Can one of you 

come over with some curried goat and rice for me? And don’t forget my gin, my drink to 

boost me up for the day.”

Mother said, “Okay, Mom.  I’ll send one of my daughters over, okay?”

Grandma said, “That’s fine.  Hurry up!”

“Okay!”

Meanwhile, Mom called Red to take Grandma the things she’d been asking for.  The 

little girl liked to wear red every day: this red, that red, real red clothes all the time.  So 

the people on the block started to call her Little Red because every once in a while she 

rode the train and the bus, dressed in red, to go see Grandma.  Living in the hood, you’re 

bound to have a nickname from the people on the block.

As Little Red got on the train, Mom told her once again, like every other day, “Don’t 

stop and talk to anyone.  All people that look like people aren’t people.  Some are 

monsters.  Open your eyes and look from your heart.”

So Little Red went on her journey.  As she came closer to her grandma’s home, she 

forgot the number on the house because two houses looked the same but with different 

numbers.  Little Red entered one of the houses that she thought was her grandma’s 

home.  She said, “Grandma, I’m here.  Grandma, where are you? Answer me, Grandma.”

Someone said, “Grandma is here, dear. Come over in this room on your right.”

Little Red noticed a smell in the house.  The furniture wasn’t the same.  “Something 

is wrong, Grandma,” she said.

 “Girl, bring the damned food over here,” a rude deep voice said.

“Hold up, here,” Red said. “This isn’t my grandma’s house.”

Then the person came out of the room, trying to take the food and gin out of Red’s 

hands.   Red got mad.  She had entered a crack house.  She didn’t know it was one, and 

this woman tried to take her grandma’s things. Red kicked her ass.  This woman was the 

monster her mother told her about.  

Red ran out of the house and went next door.  She told her grandma what happened.  

Grandma said, “Pass my gin first.”  After one shot of gin, Grandma was ready to kick 

some real ass for her curried goat and rice and the rest of her gin.   She went next door 
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and kicked that lady’s ass for messing with her granddaughter.  

No one messes with Grandma’s stuff.  This is New York City.  This is how old age gets 

here.  Whip your ass, talk later.  You hear me? 

Linette McIntosh was born in New York City. She is a student 

at the Fortune Society, where John Kefalas is her teacher. 

She writes, “I want to share my feelings about how I got 

over pain . . . and let other people know that it is possible to 

let go and move on to better things.” 
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Thanksgiving
Jose Chavarry

One day before Thanksgiving, we bought a turkey, all the vegetables that we needed, 

and condiments. We defrosted the turkey in water and salt, and then put it in a great 

bowl. After that, we put it in the refrigerator. The next day, we removed the turkey and 

prepared it for seasoning. We mixed wine, red pepper, black pepper, salt and garlic in 

a bowl. We put everything on the turkey, and we put it in the oven for three hours, 

approximately.

At noon, my family and friends arrived, carrying salads, fruits and cake. The table 

was ready, and the only thing that was missing was the turkey.  When my wife took 

the turkey from the kitchen to the dining room, she slipped and the turkey went flying 

into the air and fell to the floor. At that moment, Boby, my dog, went on the top of the 

turkey, taking hold of it and running around the house. Everyone said “Take hold of 

Boby!” and tried to catch him. When they were chasing Boby, they caused the chairs and 

decorations to fall. 

Finally, my friend Tom caught Boby, but the turkey was destroyed. For one moment, 

everyone was quiet, and then Tom started to laugh and applaud. We remained without 

turkey and ate chicken instead. This is a Thanksgiving to always remember as Boby’s first 

Thanksgiving.

Jose Chavarry was born in Peru and has lived in New York 

City for two years. He studies English and computers at 

LaGuardia College’s Center for Immigrant Education and 

Training. He writes, “I like to read books about computers, 

listen to music, play soccer, fish, and dance to salsa, rock, 

and merengue.” He’d like to thank his teacher, Jo Tyler, for 

helping him to improve his English. 



75Laughing

My Embarrassing Story
Julie Wei

A few years ago, I liked shopping around and bought the same style but different 

colors of shoes. I had a lot of styles of shoes in my shoe closet, and every day I changed 

my shoes.

One morning I woke up late, and I had to be in my office on time because on that day 

I had a very important meeting for the banking product we were working to promote 

to our customers. I hurried to get dressed and to pick up the information that I had 

searched for on the computer the day before. I had to take a bus before 7 a.m., and I 

hurried to put on the shoes that I took from my closet.

I ran to the bus station and took a bus to the office on time. When I was in the bus, 

I saw some people’s faces looking very surprised; they were looking at me and talking 

to each other. Suddenly, an old lady came to my side and told me that I was wearing 

two different-color shoes: one was black, and the other one was white. Oh, my God, at 

that moment, I felt very embarrassed when I saw my shoes. I couldn’t go back home 

and change the shoes because I didn’t have time. I had to wear two different shoes to 

the office. When I was in the office, my co-workers laughed at me and said, “We gave 

you warning before—don’t buy the same style shoes in different colors—but you didn’t 

listen. Right now you made a big mistake.”

I was unhappy that day. Later, when I was at home, I talked to my husband about this 

story, and he laughed at me, too.

At that time, I changed my shopping habits. I don’t buy the same style but different 

colors of shoes anymore. In fact, I stopped spending money to buy more shoes.

Julie Wei was born in Taiwan but has lived in the United 

States for the past 24 years. She attends the Coney 

Island Learning Center of the Brooklyn Public Library. Judy 

Koenigsberg is her tutor, and Michael McDuffie is the site 

supervisor. 



76 Laughing

At a New York City Subway Station
Harry Rodriguez

 I looked at the woman on the subway platform.  She was on her cell phone, gossiping 

to her friend about last night.  She was standing next to the stacked-up garbage bags 

waiting to be picked up.  As I looked at her talking loudly, I looked down next to her feet 

and saw things moving around.  I yelled across to her, “Look down!” and she just looked 

at me with an I’m not paying you no mind attitude.  

Then she must have felt something crawling over her boot.  She looked down, and 

she started screaming.  Nobody even paid attention to her.  They just kept on waiting 

for the train.  She ran to the information booth, but nobody was there. As she turned 

around, the train came in.  She ran to the conductor and told him about the rats.  

He paid her no mind.  “Nothing I can do.  If you’re taking the train, get on.  Stand clear 

of the closing doors.  Next stop is…”

Welcome to the 145th Street stop.

Harry Rodriguez has lived in New York City all his life. He 

has a special interest in holidays. He writes, “I am very 

compassionate about holidays. I notice how people react 

during the holidays, when they don’t get what they need.” 

He studies at the Fortune Society, where his teachers are 

Marti Dressler, Sharon Rush, and John Kefalas.
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If  You Don’t Know, Never Say Yes
Vitalia Hughes

When I was growing up in the Dominican Republic, I would visit the United States 

with my sister or my brother.  When I got married, my husband lived here and I traveled 

to the United States to see him frequently.  We decided to live here and start a family.

After I had lived here only three months, one day the phone rang. I answered it, and 

somebody from AOL was calling.  The representative asked me for my husband.  “He 

don’t here right now,” was my answer, and I also said, “Is her wife.”  The representative 

asked me a few questions, and I always answered, “Yes!” 

After five days, a book arrived in the mail because I said “Yes” all the time to the 

questions, meaning I accepted the book offer.

My husband had to pay 80 dollars, and he told me, “If you don’t know, you never say 

“Yes” because you will have a lot of problems, and now I need to pay for it.”

Vitalia Hughes comes from the Dominican Republic, where 

she studied architecture at the Universidad Central del Este. 

She now attends ESOL classes at the Adult Learning Center 

of CUNY’s Lehman College. “I am sure learning English is 

the way to go for everyone to have a better life and more 

opportunity,” she writes. “I give thanks to my teacher, Sue 

Machlin, for teaching and helping me.”  
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Crazy Things That Happen
B.F. Tatum

One day, I was preparing to iron a pair of pants.  I set up the ironing board, put the 

cord into the outlet, and got out the can of spray starch that I had on the shelf.  After 

turning on the TV, I began spraying the pants from top to bottom, and then I began 

to iron them.  To me, it appeared that the iron glided over the pants with quite a lot of 

ease.  

Afterwards, I stepped back to admire my handiwork, and the pants turned out to be 

much smoother than ever before.  I smiled with pride, then I collapsed the ironing board 

and put it away.  Just as I was about to put the top back on the canister, I noticed the 

words on the can in bright, extra large, yellow letters—“ANT SPRAY.”

B.F. Tatum was born in North Carolina but has been calling 

New York City home since 1961. She writes, “I have 

traveled to more places than I could dream of. Some of my 

favorite destinations are Egypt, Japan, Turkey, Greece and 

Brazil.” She studies at the New York Public Library’s Harlem 

Center for Reading and Writing, where her tutors are Cheryl 

Weisberg and Aliya Kosguk, and the site advisor is Steven 

Mahoney.  
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Island Christmas
Keith Ramjohn

With Santa’s North Pole in a big deep-freeze

We have the ocean breeze, flip-flops and tees

And the shining sun puts all at ease

Because it’s an Island Christmas

The children experiencing joy and dancing

Jumping and playing, joking and prancing

Anticipating the things they have heard

Of the big fat fellow and his long white beard

The home decoration is in full swing

Curtains hanging and mama sewing

Sounds of carols fill the air

Steel drums and parang music everywhere

AAH, AAH, UMM

The black cake is done

I can smell the spices, raisins and rum

Roti and curry done already

When I finish eating, my stomach is heavy

Rum punch and sorrel to wash it all down

The fat fellow will not be out wearing a frown

No way you can miss it

IT’S ISLAND CHRISTMAS

Keith Ramjohn, who is 46 years old, was born in Trinidad 

and has lived in New York City for 11 years. He enjoys 

cooking and hopes to someday become a professional chef. 

He also enjoys writing about his experiences. A student at 

the Downtown Learning Center, where the ESOL coordinator 

is Lavinia Acosta, and the director is Joni Schwartz, he 

appreciates his teacher, Willie White, who “always goes out 

of his way for me.” 
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The Good Samaritan
Claudene Graham

Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained 

angels  unawares... (Hebrews 13:2)

He had a beard and his long, yellow canines were the only teeth remaining. As he 

spoke, his tongue kept going in and out of the empty space, which made him salivate. 

In one minute, he must have blinked a thousand times, which caused black water to run 

down his aged face. I could not bear to look at him any longer, so I peered over my left 

shoulder at the duck and her ducklings swimming gracefully in the lake, oblivious to 

the attention they were commanding. I looked back at the old man and wondered why 

God would allow birds to be in such paradise and a human in such peril. I began to cry, 

and as I walked a little farther away, I could hear the crunchy sound of the crisp autumn 

leaves beneath my feet.

 I felt trapped between my kindness and my pride; my mind was spinning out of 

control as I struggled with my decision to help. There were people going about their 

business in all areas of the park, much too busy for a victim of despair. “Look—another 

one. I tell ya, New York is full of bums,” screamed a short, burly man in a wheelchair. 

There were teenage girls roller-skating, happy children jumping rope and hungry, 

frustrated mothers keeping a watchful eye on their busy toddlers while barbecuing.  An 

African woman, obviously too dressed up for a day in the park, looked at me as if I were 

diseased. She glanced at the old man, held onto her massive blue hat and hurried away. 

Even though I detested her attitude, I gave her credit for maneuvering the pair of ten-

inch Steve Madden sandals so beautifully. 

 I knelt beside the old man. There was no turning back; I could not ignore my inner 

voice any longer. I extended my right arm, and he held it feebly. His body odor was 

making me dizzy, so I turned to spit, and as I did I heard him say almost inaudibly, “God 

bless you.” I looked into his cold, ghoulish eyes and somewhere deep I saw tenderness, 

loneliness and pain. Groaning softly, he kept pointing to his right side. I looked to see 

what was going on and soon realized he was badly wounded. I tried to roll him to the 

left, but lost my balance and fell on top of him. This day is going just perfect, I thought. I 

got up in an instant, when I remembered that everyone in New York possesses a camera 

phone. As I recovered from embarrassment, a couple of squirrels peered at me from 

behind a huge maple tree as if they were thinking, Got you! 

It was a monumental task moving this old man, so I decided the best thing to do was 

to call for help. I tried to dial 911 but soon realized there was no signal on my phone. I 
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was so sympathetic to him that I could not leave him by himself. While contemplating 

what to do, I saw a police officer heading west of the park. I yelled for help, and the officer 

raced to my rescue. Within minutes, the park was buzzing with excitement. Channel 7 

and other major television stations were there.

I tried to get away from the excitement, but people were closing in on me, which 

made it very difficult to escape. While still fighting my way out, I realized the atmosphere 

was pregnant with silence. I spun around and to my amazement, the old man jumped 

from the stretcher. People screamed and tried to get away. I stood frozen in awe, trying 

to unravel the crazy puzzle. I was flabbergasted when the old man took a mask from his 

face and stripped the filthy clothes he was wearing. The man was Denzel Washington. 

“OH MY GOD, DEN- Z-EL WA-WA–SHING…” I stuttered, and without warning my legs 

buckled beneath me. Denzel walked over, lifted me and planted kisses on my cheeks. 

For a moment, I thought I had died and gone to heaven. He took the microphone from 

one of the reporters and said to me, “You have just gained five million dollars and a spot 

in my upcoming movie The Good Samaritan.”    

Znznznnnnnnnnnnnn went my alarm. I opened my eyes and jumped out of bed.

 

Claudene Graham has been writing from the age of 12. 

She writes, “At the age of 15 I would compose songs and 

poems and write plays that were performed by children at 

my church.” Born in Jamaica, she has lived in New York City 

for six years. Claudene Graham studies at the New York 

Department of Education’s Bronx Adult Learning Center, 

where Andrea Jones is her teacher. 
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The Word That Changed Me
Tony Robbins

My word is “hope.” That word makes me feel that I have a chance to reach my goal 

in reading and sounding out words. I have tried so many times in different schools and 

given up, but that word, “hope,” is something to hold onto.

Tony Robbins was born in Brooklyn and has lived in New 

York City his entire life. He writes, “The only way I could get 

a better position is learning how to read and write. That’s 

why I decided to come to Eastern Parkway Learning Center. 

I have bigger goals in life, and in order to get ahead I need 

to learn more.” At the Brooklyn Public Library’s Eastern 

Parkway Learning Center, Benita Primus is Tony Robbins’s 

main tutor, and Gladys Scott is the literacy advisor. 
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Encore!
Marissa Garay

When my ESOL classes started, I never thought they would include some outside 

classroom activities as part of the curriculum. On one of the first days, our professor 

told us, “We are going to the theater on Thursday,” but during the first weeks I could 

not understand clearly most of her directions; I had to ask about details in order to be 

properly notified.  Some questions were hovering in my mind: A theater designed for 

English learners? How might it be acted? Will the actors speak in a slow flow? Am I going to 

be able to understand it? After the play would be a discussion. The audience would ask 

questions, and the performers would answer as if they were still the characters they had 

portrayed.  I was extremely excited, thinking and waiting for the play.

The days passed and I just wanted to tell my sister—whom I lived with until I came 

here—that after all these years living here it was my first time going to the theater. We 

used to go to the theater in Lima, Peru—sometimes with our mom and sometimes as a 

part of our sister sharing time. Those moments were special because our work schedules 

were totally opposed.  We had to find one specific day to go, and we also had to find 

ways to save some money when we bought the tickets.  Theaters in Peru are mostly 

directed at wealthy people. Right now, I am remembering our first play, El Quijote de 

la Mancha, and the beautiful display of costumes, multicolor lights, changing scenery 

and polite speeches, all perfectly harmonized for our hypnotized eyes. We learned how 

to behave in places like that, and also how to dress stylishly, because the first time was 

quite awkward when we were waiting to enter and some people turned around to see 

us.  We had been wearing casual clothes, and most of them were elegantly dressed. But 

when I came here, suddenly the experience of going to the theater stopped.  There were 

many reasons: little time, my newborn son, not enough money and especially because I 

did not feel able to understand an English-speaking play.

After my classmates and I went to the theater to see “The Safari,” I wrote to my 

sister: “I could UNDERSTAND the play!” I felt a strange sensation writing those words. I 

wanted to write more about it, but it felt difficult trying to explain to her how different 

my experiences were.  In Lima’s theater, I was an inexperienced spectator who was 

trying to capture all the scenes, the characters and the dresses in my retinas, in my 

memory; speeches were important but not as much as the inflections because I could 

follow the complete plot.  But here I was trying to hear accurately, to be conscious of 

any pronunciation, of any voice modulation. The most important element for English 

learners was the interaction between actors and public, when we could request 

repetitions and ask questions of the characters. I overcame my shyness and shame and 
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asked a question that was unintelligible, but fortunately the moderator helped me to 

translate the question for the characters.

My sister was happy for me. I felt really elated not only by understanding the play, but 

also because I recovered one special part of my life. 

I hope we go to the theater again, to have the opportunity to share the pleasure of 

watching how plays carry an audience toward imaginary places and transmit their plots 

in  unique and incomparable ways.

 

Marissa Garay was born in Peru and moved to New York 

City four years ago. She takes ESOL classes at CUNY’s City 

College. Her teacher is Tamara Kirson. “When I came to 

New York City,” Marissa writes, “the key point was that I 

was not ready to speak or understand English, even though 

I had studied it before. Some years later and with a three-

year-old boy, I realized that my time had arrived and I must 

study and reinsert myself into life.” 
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Islam Is My Guide
Serbeina Ndregjoni

     Sometimes the stories of people’s lives begin before they are born. I 

wasn’t born yet when my parents lived under the regime of the Albanian 

dictator Enver Hoxha. From what my parents told me, I learned that a dictator 

can destroy religions. My family believed in the Muslim religion despite the 

fact that we didn’t practice our religion very much.  During my childhood, my 

parents told me everything that happened during the dictatorship—how 

Hoxha executed, tortured or put into prison all the people who dared practice 

their religion. For me, these were just the dark times that my parents lived 

through. The stories that my parents told me remained only in the world of 

stories. Yet the roots of ignorance of religion run very deep in my country.  

     I was 14 years old when the tragedy of the Twin Towers happened. From that 

day on, I believed that all Muslim people were a bad influence, and I should 

be careful of them. After a short time, my family and I migrated to Durres, 

another city in Albania. I was depressed because I had heard that some friends 

of mine from Durres, who had started the public high school before me, had 

experienced discrimination because we had different accents. One day, a 

neighbor who lived close to my house told my parents that she knew about a 

private Muslim high school, and she assured my parents that I would be safe 

there. Although we hesitated, my parents’ only concern was that I should be 

safe. In fact, my mother kept using many traditions from our religion, because 

she knew, deep in herself, that Muslim people aren’t as bad as they seemed.   

     On the first day I walked to school, I felt horrible because I was imagining the 

students laughing at me because of my accent. To my surprise, that didn’t happen. 

I was also surprised that the first idea I learned was that Islam means “peace.” I asked 

myself how Islam could mean peace if the tragedy of the Twin Towers happened. I 

was really interested to learn about the real Islam. Fortunately, I discovered a new 

face for my religion. I was taught in my high school that Islam is against terror and 

murder because the only one who has the right to take someone’s life is God. I was 

taught many virtues, like helping other people, respecting parents and everyone 

else and the most important—to wish for peace and harmony for all people.  
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Serbeina Ndregjoni emigrated from Albania to New York City one year ago. She aspires to go to 

college and study nursing. She writes, “I am working very hard to learn English, and I’m sure 

that sooner or later I will be very fluent.” She studies at the College of Staten Island in the CLIP 

(CUNY Language Immersion) Program. Her teacher is Caryn Davis.

     Today I’m living in New York City, but I don’t forget these virtues. These virtues 

are helping me every day to make my life easy and happy. I was taught the new face 

of Islam and it was different from what people had taught me before.
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A Learning Moment in My Life
Guadalupe Florentino

Born in Mexico in 1982, Guadalupe Florentino has lived in New York City for 10 years. She 

wants to learn more English and get a G.E.D., in hopes of obtaining better employment. She is 

proud to be Mexican and glad “to have an excellent teacher”—Wendy Wen, at the New York City 

Department of Education’s United Bronx Parents of School 2.  

One day when a soldier knocked at the door of our classroom, I was the first one to 

see him. Who came to visit us? A soldier? Later, I knew he was Folly. I heard about him 

from my teacher, Ms. Wen. She talked to us about him several times before.

Folly was a student in an ESOL 4 class two years earlier. He was a wonderful person.  

Everyone knew that he was very smart. He left this ESOL class when he signed his name 

to join the U.S Army.  He signed his name by mistake. He misunderstood what the 

officers talked about. They told Folly, “If you sign your name to go to the army, we will 

help you to go to college and continue your education if you want.”  They also told him 

that he would get good benefits for him and his family. Folly thought if he did all that, 

he would get money and help.  At that time, he had not known enough English.  For this 

reason, they got him. Soon, Folly had to say goodbye to us and leave his class for the 

army training.

The war continued. More American young soldiers died in Iraq.  Ms. Wen had been 

worrying about Folly. Folly wrote four letters to our class while he was in the training 

place. But later, there was no contact anymore. Ms. Wen did not know where Folly was. 

What could we do? We looked with more and more worries at the photos we took with 

him before he left. When the teacher saw him, she was so happy that she cried in front 

of the class. It was a great time for our teacher and us.

Folly was sent to Iraq, indeed. He couldn’t remember how many times he saw people 

die in front of him, but he had never forgotten he made a big mistake. Folly told us 

his experiences in the war. We could see that he was controlling his emotions when 

he spoke. I guess in his heart he did not want to go back to Iraq, where thousands of 

innocent people and young soldiers died.

I learned from Folly that life is very important, and the world would be nice without 

war. We also learned that we have to study English very hard to understand any forms 

before we sign our names. Folly taught us good lessons.



90 Learning

A Folk Treatment
Svetlana Pasman

Born in Moscow, Russia, Svetlana Pasman has lived in the 

United States for 14 years. She has studied at the New York 

Public Library’s Tompkins Square Center for Reading and 

Writing. There, her tutors were Jacqueline Helpern, Hilary 

Schenker and Allison Hughes. The site advisor is Terry 

Sheehan. 

Once in a while we heard about our aunt.  I was seven and my brother was eight 
when she came to us.  My mother was in the hospital.  She was expecting to deliver a 
baby, and the aunt arrived to help our father to take care of us.  

Our aunt was the complete opposite of my mother.  She was big, fat and seemed 
strict.  When we saw her the first time, we were a little afraid.  The next morning after 
her coming, she woke us up very early and told us that we should go to the well to draw 
water and shouldn’t be bums.  It was the beginning of January and all schoolchildren 
had two weeks of rest from school.  My brother and I hoped to sleep much longer than 
usual, but the tone of our aunt forced us to leave bed.  

We each took two buckets and went for water.  We obeyed our aunt.  January in 
Moscow usually is cold, snowy and frosty.  The temperature outside was about negative 
two degrees Fahrenheit.  The well was three avenues away.  When we came to the well, 
we saw a huge deep, puddle near it.  Thin ice covered the puddle.  While my brother took 
water, I went around the puddle and touched the ice with my feet: one, two, three…and 
I fell down suddenly, slithering into the puddle.  My coat became wet and my boots 
were full of water.  We ran home in a hurry, carrying only one bucket of water. 

I was completely frozen when we reached home. 
When our aunt saw me, she threw up her hands and shouted ferociously that I would 

be unavoidably sick.  She took off all my clothes, pushed me into bed and began to cure 
me.  She chafed me with turpentine.  Then she went to the kitchen, washed potatoes and 
boiled them.  She brought a huge pot of potatoes to my bed.  In spite of my protestation, 
she covered me with two warm blankets and told me I should breathe in hot steam.  She 
kept the blankets so tight that I couldn’t open a small hole. 

I inhaled the hot steam and wept because it was as hot as hell.  My strict aunt told 
me: “The more you shout, the better for you.  You will not be sick.  Be patient!”  It seemed 

cruel.  When she opened the blankets, I looked like a 
boiled lobster and was wet from head to toe.  She was 
right.  The next day I was healthy.  Later, I understood 
that our aunt was a very kind woman.  She passed away 
long ago, but her great treatment has really stuck in my 
head. 
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My Second Day in New York
Julio Benites

Julio Benites is 28 years old and was born in Peru. He writes, 

“I came to the United States, like many other immigrants, 

looking for something better in life.” He is a student at the 

New York City Department of Education’s Mid-Manhattan 

Adult Learning Center. The instructional facilitator is Diana 

Raissis, and his teacher is Jung Sin Lee. 

At 9:30 a.m. in August 2000, I finally arrived in New York after a long and exhausting 

trip of 10 hours from Trujillo, Peru.  I was happy to be with my family again.

On my second day in the city, my mother, before leaving for her job, asked if I wanted 

to go around the city alone.  Emphatically, I replied, “Yes!”  She gave me three tokens, a 

subway map, a 20-dollar bill and her phone number.  “Be sure to call me if you are lost.”  

With that, she sent me off on a day trip I would never forget.

I took the 1 train to the World Trade Center.  I had always wanted to see the Twin 

Towers. I had seen pictures of them in newspapers and magazines and also on the 

Internet.  I felt I finally got the opportunity I wanted.  I walked six hours from morning 

to afternoon, West Side and East Side.  After the first three hours, I felt thirsty and had to 

eat something.  I looked for a store that carried some cookies and drinks.  K-Mart, there 

it was. I bought two small packages of cookies and one small bottle of orange juice.  

I chose the cookies in the blue package.  They were light brown, slightly deformed; I 

devoured several of them even before paying. At the checkout counter, the clerk helped 

me with a perplexed look on her face, but I didn’t know why.  When I threw the empty 

package into the garbage can, I noticed a small black terrier on the package looking at 

me.  That moment I understood why the cookies had a slight meat flavor.

Now my life has changed.  I know the city.  I don’t need a subway map.  The Twin Towers 

are gone, and I am learning English.  I can read every word on cookie packages.  I don’t 

need the help of pictures to tell which cookies are for animal or human consumption.  
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Teaching a Song in English
Aracely Sanchez

In my life I have had the fortune to teach music to a lot of people, from children to 

adults, but in my own language, Spanish. I remember that spring morning in 2007 when 

my teacher, Tamara Kirson, asked me if I would like to teach my classmates “Over the 

Rainbow,” one of the most beautiful and famous songs in American culture. Of course I 

said, “Yes!” immediately. Why? Well, one of my dreams is to apply my knowledge of the 

English language to my vocation as a musician. I was very happy that she was going to 

give me the opportunity to share that song with my classmates. 

I did not worry about the music because it is part of my profession. The problem for 

me was that I had to teach the song “Over the Rainbow” to my classmates in English. 

In the process, I had to face the limits of my pronunciation and vocabulary. However, 

despite those limits, I summoned my enthusiasm when I witnessed the majority of 

my classmates’ lack of interest in learning something new. Maybe they thought that 

they were going to waste their time learning a song with me. I had to apply the holistic 

method, using different kinds of activities, like searching for the meaning of “Over the 

Rainbow”; looking for vocabulary, main idea and key words; and analyzing the tone of 

the lyrics and the pictures through the words. 

I saw the movie The Wizard of Oz, and I reflected on the speech “There is no place 

like home,” in preparation for teaching the song. My classmates and I discussed the 

significance of the Scarecrow (the brain), the Tin Woodsman (the heart) and the Cowardly 

Lion (the courage). Next, we listened to, wrote and sang the song. I told my classmates 

one of the adaptations of Confucius’ proverb: “If you listen, you might forget it. If you 

write it, you might remember it. If you do it, you will never forget it.” Finally, I recounted 

the Ann Beattie quote, “People forget years and remember moments,” taken from 

the short story “Snow,”  hoping someday my classmates would relive that wonderful 

experience. I was patient and persistent because I wanted to convince my classmates 

that life always can offer the opportunity to learn something new. Step by step, my 

classmates relaxed and I accomplished everything with responsibility and joy.                     

Finally, our teacher, Tamara, had the chance to listen to the result of only two hours 

and 11 minutes of rehearsal! My classmates sang the melodious song, “Over the 

Rainbow.”  The song was a symbol of their welcome-back to her, and they sang with 

a lot of eagerness and tenderness. We had really missed our teacher. The presentation 

was at the end of the class. She looked moved by happiness.             

In spite of the fact that the English language wasn’t easy for me, I am highly pleased 

because my ESOL level 5/6 classmates sang with a lot of fervor that unforgettable 
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day. After our premiere, we continued to rehearse, and the last day of class in the 

spring semester we performed “Over the Rainbow” to students of other levels and to 

administrative personnel. My classmates and I sang with enthusiasm, excitement and 

joy. We are still proud of what all of us could achieve! 

  

Aracely Sanchez is a native of El Salvador and has been 

living in New York City for six years. She studies English in 

the adult literacy program of CUNY’s City College. “I would 

like to express my gratitude to my teacher, Tamara Kirson, 

because she trusted me as a music teacher,” Aracely Sanchez 

writes. “She also supported me to achieve the beginning of 

my dream to apply my knowledge of the English language 

to music.” 
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Police Harassment
Glenmore Miller

I was coming from work when I decided to visit my friends, Jeremy and Dwayne. We 

left to go to the music store that was a few blocks away. When we almost got there, a 

police car drove up. There were two cops in the car.  They came out and stopped us.

One of the policemen asked Jeremy what he had in his pocket because it looked very 

fat. He told them it was his wallet. They looked at each other and went up to him. I was 

afraid. They asked him for his I.D. and his address, and he gave it to them. They pushed 

him on the car bonnet, spread his legs and arms and searched his pockets. They patted 

him down. They searched every pocket in his wallet. They searched everything he had. 

They found nothing illegal, so they gave him back his stuff.

Then they started looking at Dwayne and me. I was nervous. I had some money in 

my pocket, and I didn’t know if they would take it. I was also afraid that I might be 

accidentally shot, so I stood very still, barely breathing. They got into the police car 

and burst out laughing because I looked so scared that I was shaking. Then they drove 

away.

I think that was police harassment because there was no reason for them to stop and 

search us. We were not acting up or doing anything illegal. I think the police should go 

and look for real criminals and stop harassing decent citizens. 

Born in Jamaica, 23-year-old Glenmore Miller studies at the New York Public Library’s Wakefield 

Center for Reading and Writing. Charmain Haynes is the literacy assistant, and the site advisor 

is Sherlette Lee. 
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If  I Were...
Cristina Moran

If I were a famous person, I would like to be Mother Teresa,

 a woman who was dedicated to give help, hope, and love,

 a person who never waited to receive something back, 

a person who will never be forgotten.

If I were a tree, I would like to be a pine tree

 to grow beautiful and luxuriant 

to challenge the height, the weather and the seasons,

to be the winner against the adversity of time.

If I were a lake, I wouldn’t dry,

I would struggle to be wide and deep,

to become an ocean 

and someday embrace wonderful species.

If I were an instrument, I would like to be a flute,

sounding soft, fine and delicate,

 a small instrument 

with big value.

If I were a color, I would like to be pink, 

a light innocent color,

a color recognized by love, 

a color of happy women.

If I were a flower, I would like to be a rose 

to diversify colors for a delicious smell,

 a fountain of love, generation after generation

 from a son to a mother and from a husband  to a wife.

If I were an insect, I would like to be a bee,

a wonder of God that nobody could imagine 

would provide humanity with its delights.
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If I were a season, I would like to be spring,

 to see the first flowers blossom, 

the first season, the beginning of the best, 

 to make nature flourish, coming up.

If I were part of the house, I would like to be a kitchen, 

the best place to come for everybody,

the family discussion about a good dish,

witness to flavors and smells.

If I were a letter, I would like to be letter D,

 because I can say I am Distinct from others,

express Deep love in my language

 and the Destiny I don’t know.

 

Cristina Moran was born in Mexico. She is a single mother, 

positive and happy. Her goal is to continue to study and 

improve her knowledge of English, in order to help her 

children. She is grateful to this country because she has 

found an opportunity to learn a second language. Cristina 

Moran is a student at the Adult Education Program of the 

Lutheran Family Health Centers, and Lydia Zaneghina is her 

teacher.
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I Am a Shining Stone
Lifang Zhang

Lifang Zhang studies at the College of Staten Island’s CLIP— 

CUNY Language Immersion Program. Born in China, she 

moved to New York City just four months ago. She writes: 

“I was eager to go to college when I was 17, but my father 

died. I had to raise my family. . . . Now I might get a chance 

to go to college. I can achieve my wish.” Her teacher is 

Caryn Davis.  

 “It is real gold wherever it will shine!” This is a Chinese proverb. Although I want to 
be gold, I don’t think I have the radiance of gold. I can’t be gold, but I’m willing to be a 
piece of shining stone.

Over the last eight years, I worked in Hangzhou City in China. I was an international 
cosmetics company manager. I enjoyed my work. I brought beautiful self-confidence to 
all of our customers. Every time I saw them smiling, I was glad that the radiance I brought 
them made them happy. Sometimes I even changed their lives. I recall that once I met 
a girl in front of my counter in the shopping mall. She was young, and she was very 
timid. She softly asked me what things could make her beautiful. I told her, “You are so 
beautiful. If you usually wear makeup, you will be even better!” She looked at me with a 
puzzled face. I carefully made her up, taught her how to use makeup herself for ordinary 
times and for important times. She was surprised to see herself in the mirror, a more 
beautiful face. She was moved to tears. After a few days, she came back to thank me. I 
found that she was different that day. She was so confident and pretty. She told me that 
before she met me she didn’t have self-confidence, and she had lost her job. But now 
she had found a better job. She felt that she never had so much happiness.

When I recall these things, I remember I was a shining stone in China. But four months 
ago when I came to the United States, I had lost my stone’s light. I left my country, my 
job and my friends. Here, I couldn’t speak the language. Here, I didn’t have friends. How  
could I find my light again? Fortunately, I’m studying in the CLIP program at the College 
of Staten Island. My English is getting better. I can have a simple conversation. I have 
friends and classmates in the college. A little light is appearing inside my stone again.

One day I was at the bus stop on Richmond Avenue. An elderly man with an anxious 
face came to ask me, “What time is it now? I have to pick up my granddaughter.” I told 
him, “Don’t hurry! It’s two o’clock. You have time to get her at school.”  I saw his reassured 
smile. I felt that my stone is shining again.

In the future, I want to find more chances to help 
others. The stone wants to shine again and again. I am 
looking forward to my stone shining forever in my new 
country.
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President of  the PTA
Martha Gary

80-year-old Martha Gary, born in Virginia, has lived in 

New York City for “50+” years. A widow after 51 years of 

marriage, she writes, “My husband and I raised two lovely 

children and I have two grandsons. I enjoy being president 

and a senior choir member of my church.”  Martha Gary 

studies at the Queens Library’s Rochdale Adult Learning 

Center, where the site advisor is Michael Semple and her 

“great” tutors are Sarah Payne and Vivian Roberts.

Motherhood has always been a challenge for me because we are always faced with 
many choices to make. Sometimes the choices are right yet very difficult to do but must 
be done. 

When my child started elementary school, I took her to school the first day. She was 
excited seeing a new place and so many people.

After a few days, I decided to volunteer to help her classroom teacher. I got to know 
her teacher and some of the parents, as well as the principal. It was easy for me to 
volunteer my services helping and supporting the PTA, whether it was by fundraising, 
photocopying the monthly meeting agenda or just setting up refreshments for the 
planned meeting. After a time, I was asked to become a member of the executive board. 
This was the time when so many changes in policies were happening. 

I thought I would just be a member, but later was informed the executive board had 
nominated me to become president. I declined because I didn’t have the confidence, 
but the board recommended me strongly.

When I raced home—excited and overjoyed because I was asked to be president—
my husband burst my bubble. He laughed and said, “You? Oh, not you. You are too 
quiet.” I went back to school, broken-hearted and discouraged, those words repeating 
over and over in my mind. 

The board members said, “Martha, we are going to help you.” And with their promise 
of help, I was determined to prove to my husband that maybe I was quiet but I was also 
capable. I was faced with challenges, but we worked as a team and guided our school 
through the many changes.

Some of our children transferred out because that’s what their parents wanted. But 
we worked together for all of our children. Busing was one of our major problems. I 
believed that our school was good or could be better than where our neighborhood 
children would be going, and we did it: we brought up standards, got better teachers 
and more educational programs.

This was one exciting part of my life, and I’m glad 
that I did accept the position as president of the PTA.
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The Most Important Thing in Life
Mariame Traore

Mariame Traore, who is 36 years old and the mother of four, 

was born in the Ivory Coast in West Africa and has lived in 

New York City for nine years. At the New York Public Library’s  

Aguilar Language Learning Center, she writes stories and 

other works with the help of her tutor, Betty Gerstein. “I 

thank my literacy provider,” she writes, “for making writing 

and reading possible and for believing in me.” Elaine Sohn 

is the site advisor. 

The most important thing in life is to learn how to give love. As soon as you come into 

this world, you feel love around you.  Love is a very important thing in life and so special.  

Without love, there wouldn’t be any new lives at all.  People would be killing their babies 

and animals would be killing each other. 

Some senior citizens who live alone for so long get so lonely that they don’t know 

how to give love.  They have nasty tempers because they think no one cares for them.  

They are nasty to others because they can get people to pay attention to them that 

way.

I’m teaching the old man I work for, Mr. R., about loving someone.  When I started 

working for Mr. R., he was a very nasty old man because he had lived alone for over 40 

years.  He lost interest in love, and it got worse when he lost his two daughters in the 

same year.  From then on, Mr. R. didn’t think he could receive love from anyone else or 

give love at all.  

He always said he was afraid to love people because they always left him without 

even saying goodbye.  I said, “You are not a bad person.  If you let me in, we can work 

together.”  Each day, I asked him another question.  I had to find a way to show him that 

I care and that I can help him.

This Thanksgiving, I organized a little something with Mrs. Thompson and Ms. Joseph, 

the upstairs neighbors.  They cooked some Caribbean food that Mr. R. liked.  They came 

over to surprise him with dishes from his country.

He was so happy and joyful.  This was the first time I saw him laughing with tears in 

his eyes.  He told me that this was the most wonderful Thanksgiving in 40 years. 

He hoped he and I could be friends for a long time.
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I Want to Become a Literate Person
Ming Xian (Cindy) Lin

I have been studying English for several years.  I still have only a patchy 

knowledge of it, and I don’t quite understand it.

When I came to the U.S.A., I didn’t know any words in English.  I used to sign my 

Chinese name on the payrolls when I worked in garment factories.  I signed my 

Chinese name on checks all the time, even now.  I told the bank clerks two years 

ago, “I want to change my signature from Chinese to English.”  They told me, “You 

don’t have to do that.  We think your Chinese signature is safer than English.”

I also remember the first time I went for an English lesson.  Our teacher asked 

a question in Mandarin.   All my classmates answered the question except for me.  

The teacher repeated the question and pointed his pointer in my direction.  “What 

book do you like?”  “A, B, C, D—alphabet book.”  I answered it also in Mandarin.  

All my classmates in the room laughed heartily at me.  I felt a rush of blood to 

my cheeks.  But I was neither afraid nor laughing.  I stood up and said boldly and 

assuredly, “What are you laughing at?  I have not studied English.  I do not know 

the alphabet.  It is normal.  There is no reason to make a fuss.”  I said this in Chinese.  

They stopped laughing.  The teacher began to teach us A, B, C, D.  I said to myself, 

You must get a good grasp of English.  Catch up with them and exceed them.  As soon 

as possible, become a literate person.

I encountered a number of difficulties in my first school years.  The teacher 

paced his teaching to his/her students’ abilities.  I was on the lowest level.  In the 

summertime, I studied, improving by learning English at my leisure.  In the courses 

of study I often have a lot of difficulties.  My dictionary is always my teacher when 

I study English grammar.  Still, I’m often all adrift (too distressed and confused).  

Some English words have no Chinese equivalents, and sometimes I do not even 

know the Chinese word it translates to, either.  Most of the time I tell myself, I think 

I can.  I will become a literate person in both Chinese and English.  Keep at it.  Do not 

give up.

In a few more years, I’ll listen to the radio in English.  I won’t be deaf anymore.  I’ll 

speak with my teachers, friends, classmates in English.  I won’t be dumb anymore.  

I’ll read English books, letters and newspapers.  I’ll watch TV in English.  I won’t be 

blind anymore.  I’ll write letters in English, and I’ll write compositions in English.  I’ll 

send my e-mails to my friends in English.  I won’t be an illiterate person anymore!  

I’ll find a good government job.  I’ll be very happy!
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I hope that I become a literate person as soon as possible.  It sounds crazy.  But you 

should believe me, anyhow!  I am determined.

Ming Xian (Cindy) Lin was born in Pudong, Shanghai. As a 

child, she endured the famine of 1960 to 1963, and as an 

adolescent, the Cultural Revolution of 1966 to 1976. “At 

only 14 years old, I was forced to become a child farmer 

in a rural area with no electricity, gas, not enough food or 

water. But I never backed away from difficulties. It made 

me more daring and strong.” Today, Cindy Lin studies at 

University Settlement Society’s Family Literacy Program. 

Michael Hunter is the director. 
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I’m Going Home
Caretha Brown

I’m going home. This is some of what I go through daily on my way home. There is 

much more than what you are about to read. The rest of what I see could be more than 

a long chapter in a novel. I kid you not.

I step off the 6 train at Grand Central, where I transfer to the uptown 4 train. I can hear 

a train pulling into the station. The crowd moves closer to the edge of the platform, and 

the train hasn’t come to a stop yet. I can see now that it’s the 4 train. 

Everyone is on their toes, like it’s a race, in position for when the door opens. You 

know how it looks at a race when everyone positions themselves? When the referee 

says: “Get on your mark. Get set. Go!” That’s the way the crowd is looking right now.

The doors to the train open, and people push their way on, without any concern for 

the other passengers who are getting off. I’m tired, and I want to get home, so I join the 

madness.

I make my way to the middle of the car. As the train pulls out of the station, there’s not 

much being said between any of the passengers. I guess they’re just as tired as I am.

I see the other passengers looking toward the other end of the train. Then we hear a 

woman as she makes her way through the car, pleading for food or money. She says she 

is homeless. The closer she gets to where I am standing, the more I hear the clanking 

of metal. It is her walker. I look at her, and she looks back at me. I saw her earlier this 

morning on the downtown 6 train on my way to the Fortune Society. What can you 

expect? It’s the holidays. Every pickpocket, con artist and panhandler is running a game 

right now. Some people give her money, and the others just ignore her. Then she makes 

her way into the next car with the same story.

I’m holding onto the pole because the train is speeding like an out-of-control roller 

coaster from 86th Street to 125th Street. I’m trying to manage my bulky backpack. People 

are so uptight these days. Who knows what little thing could possibly set someone off? 

I’m too tired to fight or argue, and my feet are killing me. As the train pulls into 125th 

Street, for a brief minute I think about getting off to stop by Mom’s house. But I decide 

to just go on home. I’m really exhausted.

The woman sitting in front of me realizes that this is her stop and that the doors 

are about to close. She jumps up, grabbing her things, yelling, “Hold that door for me, 

please!” The minute her butt leaves the seat, I immediately sit down. Thank you, God, I 

say to myself. I relax, wiggling my toes in my sneakers. That feels good. It will feel even 

better once I get home, take a shower and climb into heaven—my bed.

I lean back on the seat, wrapping my arms around my backpack. I close my eyes 
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to ease the tension that’s surging through my body. My thoughts are racing from one 

thing to the other—the kids, my mother, John and his craziness. I hope that Dad’s cancer 

stays in remission. Then I imagine myself at one of my many book signings. I smile and 

think, It’s going to happen, it’s my time. Then, out of the blue, thoughts of my good friend 

Brian M. flood my mind. Nope. You won’t be reading any of my thoughts about Mr. M. 

Those are private. Now let me continue with my ride home.

My thoughts are interrupted when I hear over the intercom, “Next stop, Mount Eden 

Avenue.” Damn, I say to myself. It seems like I just sat down. The next stop is mine; I get 

up and put on my backpack, waiting for the door to open. The minute I step off the train, 

I can hear Spanish music blasting. I don’t know what the lyrics are saying, but it really 

sounds upbeat.

I get down the stairs and put on my gloves. Somehow it seems colder in the Bronx 

than it did in Manhattan. I dread going up that long flight of marble stairs that leads to 

Davidson Avenue. There’s always some kind of drama going on at the top of the stairs, 

but I’m too tired to go the long way around tonight.

I look around, checking my surroundings. I can see that the hookers are already out 

on Jerome Avenue under the L, looking for customers. I look at the corner bodega and 

think about going inside to buy two bananas, but I don’t want to be left out of the group 

that is heading up the stairs.

I look to my right and my left at the garbage. There are broken Corona beer bottles, 

empty cigarette boxes, dog shit, a used Pamper, and a few scattered used condoms on 

the ground. I’m doing my best to avoid stepping in any of the mess. I look back briefly at 

those nasty-looking hookers out there, selling their ass. Anyone who has sex with them 

has got to be desperate. Those are some busted-looking hoochies.

So I hurry along with the group. My legs feel like they can’t go any farther. I’m short 

of breath. I have to stop smoking those damn cigarettes, I think. There’s supposed to be a 

light at the top of the stairs, but the neighborhood kids and the drug dealers are always 

busting out the bulbs.

At the top of the stairs, I try to catch my breath and keep moving along. Who knows 

when the police are going to drive up? They’ll move the neighborhood drug dealers, 

who sit on the railing at the top of the stairs, face-down on the ground, searching them.  

And if you’re caught up in the mix, you’ll be face-down with them.

I head for my building, where I see a group of four guys standing under the tree in the 

shadows, blowing it back. The super puts out the garbage, for Sanitation to pick up in 
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the morning. The smell from the blunt and the garbage makes me sick to my stomach.

I’m glad to see there’s light in the small courtyard. I take out my keys as I enter the 

lobby to check my mailbox. Inside the lobby, there’s a boy who looks to be no more than 

13 or 15 years old. He asks me, “Yo, do you need anything?” Meaning drugs. I just ignore 

him and lock my mailbox. I go over to the elevator and press the button. I feel the kid’s 

eyes on my back. I turn, looking him straight in the face, and shake my head, thinking, 

It’s a damn shame. His little ass should be home getting sleep for school tomorrow, but 

instead he’s out here selling drugs. Where the hell is his momma?

The elevator is taking too long. I press the button again, praying that it’s working. In 

my building, one minute the elevators work, and the next minute they don’t. I’m tired, 

and I don’t feel like walking up any more stairs. I watch the kid, while he watches me and 

glances back and forth, looking through the glass hallway doors for the police. Oh good, 

it’s working. I can hear the other tenants talking as it reaches the lobby. They get off, and 

I get on. I can hear the young kid yelling obscenities at me after the elevator door closes. 

When I get inside my apartment, I drop my backpack by the door, take off my sneakers 

and jacket, throw my keys on the dresser and climb into heaven—my bed. I live alone. 

I’ll get up and shower later. I’m too damn tired.

Born in South Carolina, Caretha Brown has lived in New 

York City her entire life. She is the oldest of six children 

and is also the mother of six children. Caretha studies at 

the Fortune Society. Her passion is writing, which she says 

relieves a lot of stress and allows her to express herself. 

Her dream is to become a well-known author. She writes, 

“Dreams do come true.”
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Cooking with Experts
Fernando Trujillo

I still have the marks of this experience on my hand.  

This story took place in one of the nicest restaurants in Times Square.  I was very 

excited about the interview right in the heart of Manhattan.  There was an idea in my 

head about cooking, but it was certainly wrong.  My self-esteem was higher than ever, 

and I was elated about the interview in this well-known restaurant.  Everything looked 

easy to me at that time.  I could “eat the world” was my favorite phrase.  Until I met Erick.  

He was the second chef in the seafood restaurant and the person who interviewed all 

the new cooks.  Erick looked friendly and calm at first glance, but once I was back in the 

cooking line he became the devil, asking for the most perfect dishes in the world, such 

as foie gras and scallops.  He scolded me for every single mistake and looked at me with 

evil, trying to scare me.  I was completely lost.  I did not know what he was talking about.  

In my mind were just disappointment and fear.  That was an awkward situation.  The boy 

who was going to eat the world was being eaten!  

Finally, Erick got what he wanted.  The objective was reached.  He knew this was going 

to happen, I thought. I cut my finger.  Then everything changed.  He reacted kindly and 

gently to me, but in my head were embarrassment and sadness only, telling me I had to 

say goodbye to the 15 dollars an hour that I was going to earn.  

Then, there he came with some papers in his hand, explaining the restaurant policy 

and my starting schedule.  “Wait a minute.  Am I hired?” I questioned.  “Yes, you are!” was 

the answer.  The result was three days of training followed by months of comfort and a 

good salary, plus a beautiful lesson in life.   You have to taste the bitter in order to know 

how sweet the sugar is.

Fernando Trujillo comes from Mexico and has been living 

in New York City for six years. He takes ESOL classes at 

CUNY’s City College with instructor Tamara Kirson. He tells 

us, “When I write about my life, I feel comfortable. This is 

an amazing therapy that makes me release my feelings and 

thoughts on a piece of paper.”
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Milk Baby
Elvira Luy

This is the kind of story that amazes or sometimes shocks people who are not from 
the former U.S.S.R. It’s a story of my childhood memories. The 1980s were a time of food 
deficit in the Soviet Union. Long lines in the stores for milk, bread, meat, fresh vegetables 
and other consumer products were common. My hometown, Jalal-Abad in Central Asia, 
had only one milk and dairy factory. Daily production of milk, sour cream, kefir (drinking 
yogurt), heavy cream and cottage cheese was not enough for a small town like mine. 
You had to stand in line at sunrise to be able to buy dairy for your family. 

I started to buy dairy products when I was a seven-year-old girl in elementary school. 
I did it every other Saturday or Sunday. It was a normal routine for my family and for 
children my age. My parents used to wake me up around 5:30 or 6 a.m. My two bags 
were prepared already. Those bags were full of empty glass bottles for milk, kefir, sour 
cream and heavy milk. I had to bring empty bottles to be able to exchange them for 
other ones filled with dairy products. The store was about two and half miles away from 
place where we lived. There wasn’t any public transportation going to that store from 
our house. I had to walk for about 20 minutes with empty bottles, and it took me twice 
as long to come back home with full bottles. The usual crowd was made up of retired old 
people, mothers and children. Everybody waited patiently for the truck to arrive. During 
the winter, it was very cold, so you had to wear wool socks, a scarf and a hat in order not 
to get sick, standing outside while waiting for the truck.   

I hated to wake up in the early morning, stand in line for two hours and carry heavy 
bags home. Sometimes I couldn’t carry them and had to take a break because my hands 
were burgundy red, tired and numb. But I didn’t have a choice; I was the eldest child in 
the family.   

I’m happy it’s over. I’m glad my siblings didn’t have to experience the same thing. 
Nowadays, I can go to the grocery store any time of the day and night, and I don’t have 

to carry empty bottles. I can choose from the different 
brands of dairy I want and from so many other things. 
Viva Capitalism! Viva! 

Elvira Luy was born in Kyrgyzstan, Central Asia. She came 

to New York City four years ago and has been taking ESOL 

classes at CUNY’s City College since 2007. In Kyrgyzstan, 

she worked as a human rights activist and attorney. “I’m 

very thankful to my dearest husband and family, who are 

giving me so much love, encouragement and support,” Elvira 

writes. She’d also like to thank her “wonderful teacher,” 

Tamara Kirson, for her “professionalism, enthusiasm and 

support.”
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Standing Up to an Abusive Husband
Patricia Baio

It all started in the spring of 1992.  She was just a young girl who had met the man of 

her dreams.  They fell in love at first sight.  They married one year later.  Over the years, 

they had three wonderful children together.

As the years went by, circumstances changed.  That man of her dreams turned into 

her own living nightmare.  One day in 2005, her husband of 13 years started to verbally 

and physically abuse her.  The first time he hit her, she called the police, and he was 

taken into custody.  She later dropped the charges out of fear for her future, as far as 

financial matters were concerned.  Her biggest fear was how she would provide for her 

three children alone.  She would be an under-educated single mom.

A few months passed, and her husband repeated the pattern of verbal and physical 

abuse.  It was at that point she thought, I have to stand up for myself.  She called the 

police once again, and he was taken into custody.  This time she stuck to her decision, 

even though she felt like she had just entered a dark tunnel of fear that at times had no 

light at the end.  This tunnel was filled with overwhelming hurdles. She felt completely 

powerless.  Then, somehow, she slowly started to jump one hurdle at a time.

The first thing she did was go back to school and complete her education.  Then 

she obtained a good job.  She realized that there was a light at the end of the dark 

tunnel.  The tunnel was no longer a tunnel of fear and hopelessness, but a tunnel of 

hope and strength.  As her journey through the tunnel continued, and she jumped 

over one hurdle at a time, she became brave, strong, confident and independent.  She 

learned that whenever fear overcomes her, she need not doubt her own abilities. She 

determined to use the feeling of fear to summon the power to overcome these fears. 

Yes, she does get lonely at times, but the gift of having peace of mind, body and 

soul, knowing she is now safe from her abuser, keeps her 

plenty content.  She has given herself the priceless gift 

of life. 

  

Born in Brooklyn, Patricia Baio has lived in New York City 

all of her life. She studies at the College of Staten Island’s 

Adult Learning Center. Paul Katz is her teacher, and Donna 

Grant is the director of the program. She writes: “I enjoy 

spending quality time with my children. I also like to walk 

on the beach, listen to music, and I love to cook and bake.” 

She believes that “the key to a good life” is “work hard, play 

even harder.” 
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Three Words
Stacy Mantz

Out of all the things that many different people have said to me, “You’re an alcoholic” 

are the three words that changed my life forever.  Those three words forced me to learn 

about my disease, to get the right help and to open my arms to a better life.

Alcoholism is a disease that made my life unmanageable.  I didn’t go to school, I 

worked dead-end jobs, I spent my entire paycheck at the bar and I refused to live 

independently because I never had money for anything other than my addiction.

I realized I put myself in so many dangerous situations, like going to parties with 

people I didn’t know, driving while intoxicated, mixing drinks with drugs, and constantly 

having blackouts and waking up in strange places.  Looking for people who could help 

me fill in the blanks of my mad-lib life was becoming more frequent.  

I had been arrested and was on my way to prison when someone told me I was an 

alcoholic and needed help fast or I was going to die.  I found my way to an Alcoholics 

Anonymous meeting where I heard familiar stories, and I realized I wasn’t alone.  This 

was a turning point in my life.  I changed the people, places and things in my life and 

my thinking became clearer.  I went back to school after I realized that I wanted more 

for myself.

Finally, today I am sober.  I no longer hurt myself or others because of my addiction.  

Today, I have won back my family and loved ones.  Most importantly, I have won back 

the respect and love of myself.

     

Stacy Mantz recently moved to New York City from a small 

town in Pennsylvania. She writes: “Reading, being outside, 

and trips to the city are the things I enjoy. Unwinding with 

my family and card games are fun for me. Curling up with 

my cats and watching movies is my favorite pastime.” She 

studies at the Adult Learning Center of the College of Staten 

Island. Her teacher is Paul Katz, and the director of the 

program is Donna Grant. 
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Taking a Stand
Merrick Roper

Taking a stand was what I finally had to do after a three-year period of my life.  I 

worked in a restaurant in Brooklyn, where business was good.  I was happy to be working 

at Jimmy’s restaurant, and I loved my job, but my boss did not trust me.  I thought he 

did, but I guess he did not think anyone could be so honest because he himself was not 

trustworthy.  This was my second job in New York City.  It caused me to take a stand to 

help myself and my family.

I was a hard worker, and getting the job done was something I loved to do.  I started 

working at Jimmy’s restaurant with 15 co-workers.  After working for a few months, I 

noticed that my co-workers were quitting or getting fired; in fear of losing my job, I 

began to work even harder.  Later, I found out that I was partially the cause of the other 

workers leaving or being fired.  The reason is that I didn’t know how to pace myself.  As 

a result, I was trying to get everything done as fast as possible.  Mike, my boss, loved the 

way I was getting the job done quickly, so he saw that as an easy way to take advantage 

of the situation.  He started firing the other workers because he saw that was a good 

way to keep money in his pocket, since I was doing so much extra work.

 After he was down to 10 workers, I was the dishwasher, the cashier, the stock person, 

the delivery man and the banker.  I even cooked all the food every day.  I practically ran 

the restaurant.  Mike would come in and ask, “Nick, is everything done?”  “Yes, sir,” I 

would reply.  After two and a half years of my working with Mike, there were six workers 

left.  He hired someone to work because I was slowing down.  His name was Peter.  He 

was very lazy and came to work when he felt like it, and he also got paid a lot more 

than me.  Everyone was earning more money than me, even though I was the hardest 

worker.  Peter often took things in the restaurant that did not belong to him.  One day, 

Peter took some phone cards that I was responsible for; I did not see when he took 

them, but I knew it was him since he and I were the only two people in the restaurant 

at the time.  Mike called me to find out what had happened to the five phone cards that 

were missing; he wanted to know where the money was.  I was surprised because I had 

not sold any phone cards.  I felt lost and disappointed.  All the years of working with this 

man, and he didn’t trust me a bit.  I had worked so long with Mike, and I thought he had 

some trust in me because of all the money I brought to the bank every day for the last 

two and a half years.  

I didn’t know what to say.  Mike decided to take the money for the missing cards from 

my pay.  Peter left the following week.  We thought that it was one of his two or three 

days off, something he usually did, but he never came back.  Mike hired someone else, 
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and one and a half weeks later, he sent this man to the bank to deposit some money.  

The man ran away with $3,500 of the breakfast money.  We never saw him again.

After a few months, things became normal again.  I decided to ask for a pay increase.  

Mike’s wife said yes.  She added 20 dollars to my pay, but I was still getting less than 

everyone else. In spite of that, I still felt good about myself.  The next two weeks, he paid 

me, but I was still short by 20 dollars.  I told him that his wife had given me a 20-dollar 

pay raise.  He was very upset when he heard that.  I didn’t go home with my pay increase; 

that is when I started to realize he was just using me because I was a hard worker.

I started to take a stand by refusing to do any extra work, but this made my 

environment very difficult.  I stood firm, and I saw him for what he was.  I started disliking 

him.  I worked for him for seven more months, then I quit.  I was sad to go, but that was 

the best decision for my family and me.  I found out later that many of my co-workers 

were stealing from him.  The restaurant lasted for 18 more months, and then it was 

closed down.  I am glad I took a stand because I am much better off now.  I am currently 

in a job that pays me three times as much as he was paying me.  I now pace myself on 

my job.  Working for Mike was a lesson I will never forget.  It was a hard dose of reality, 

but I used it as a tool to better myself.

Merrick Roper moved from Jamaica to New York City 12 years ago. He studies at the Central 

Learning Center of the Brooklyn Public Library, where Susan Knott is the literacy advisor and 

Winsome Pryce-Cortes is the site supervisor. He writes, “I am working hard to improve my 

writing, and this was a good exercise to get my thoughts down.” 
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This Crazy World
Nohel Marte

I’m just a young man in this crazy world.  I am 21 years old and was born and raised 
in East New York, Brooklyn.  My neighborhood, people say, is tough, but all I see is the 
struggle to survive.  When you look up, you see no stars in the sky in Brooklyn, because 
the stars are the shattered dreams of the people walking the streets.  It’s hard growing 
up in the world and bad enough in Brooklyn.

The world is full of things that many people glorify, like sex, money, drugs, cars, your 
image, guns, violence, greed, power, fame and much more.  That’s the new version of 
the American Dream.  It’s sad, but that’s what the world wants.

Movies and TV shows are entertaining, but they are also brainwashing us, the viewers, 
on how we think and behave.  For example, in the movie Scarface, Tony Montana comes 
to the United States as an immigrant.  He gets a normal job, but the money isn’t good 
enough.  That is when he decides that selling drugs is better than a 9-to-5.  This is a good 
movie, but it sends the wrong message.  It changes the way people think.  The movie 
glorifies drug dealing and makes people with weak minds think that this is the way to 
go.  People look at the character Tony Montana and think, That’s what I want— money, 
power, respect.  They believe that’s the key to life.  Money, power and respect are what 
they are seeking on the streets of Brooklyn.

There’s a junkie on the corner.  If you look at him you would think he had no dreams. 
When he was younger, he had dreams of being a boxer.  I remember when I was younger, 
I would watch him in the parking lot, showing off his skills.  The man had talent!  He even 
knew the heavyweight champion of the world at that time.  Trainers wanted him to fight 
pro. Unfortunately, he took the wrong path.  He wanted it now and fast.  So he started 
dealing.

This is one of the many stories that show how people are influenced by the things they 
see.  This is what I see when I’m walking home, all the stories of missed opportunities.

I almost became a product of this environment.  But I saw an opportunity to do the 
right thing, and I didn’t miss it.  This world isn’t that 
crazy if you don’t follow the crazy guidelines.  I realized 
that going to school, getting an education and learning 
a trade are slow but worth it.  I’m going for my dreams.

Twenty-one-year-old Noel Marte is a native of Brooklyn. He 

studies at the Adult Learning Center of CUNY’s LaGuardia 

Community College, with instructor Miriam Fisher. “I am the 

only boy in my family,” Noel Marte writes. “I am charming. 

I am strong and independent. I am trying to make it in this 

world.” 
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I Am the Hero
Irene Laos

When I look at the people surrounding me, I cannot find an everyday hero better 
than myself.  I came here five years ago with my husband and my children.  Nobody 
knew English.  My children came here when my first child was 15 and the second one 
was nine years old.  

One week after arrival, they began school.  My husband found a job quickly, and we 
lived in a basement.  We didn’t have anything.  One day, we were going to Roosevelt 
Avenue. We were looking for a language institute to study English, but it was too 
expensive.  Then I saw a sign that said “Help Wanted” to pass out flyers, but it was too far 
from my house in Glendale.

A week later, I came back to the job, and I got it.  It was to give flyers to people to 
inform them about English classes.  My job required me to stand up for eight hours in 
the street with a lot of cold or heat, with rain or snow.  When it was too cold, I wore three 
pairs of pants.  I worked there because they gave me a half scholarship to study English.  
To arrive at my job, I had to go to Queens Boulevard by bus and I had to walk 20 blocks, 
then I studied for two hours and then I started work.

After eight hours of standing up, I had to go back home, walking another 20 blocks 
and taking two buses.  When I arrived at my house, it was 8 p.m. and I had to cook. Then 
I helped my children with the little English that I knew.  Since I didn’t have a translator 
machine, I had to look at the old Spanish-English dictionary to translate many words.  I 
tried to help them, so that they wouldn’t stay behind. Then I cleaned the kitchen and 
went to sleep for a little bit.

When I closed my eyes, the alarm clock song rang. I had to get up to begin one 
more day in hell, standing up all day and then learning some English.  My husband 
worked at night in a bar, and I worked in the morning. We didn’t see each other much 
because of our working schedule.  If we did see each other, it was to give each other the 

Metrocard.  
Today my older son is 20 years old and he is in college 

and the younger one is 14 and he is in high school.  Now, 
can you tell me if I am everyday hero or not? 

Irene Laos, originally from Peru, has lived in New York City 

for five years. She writes, “I still study English, and I work in 

a pharmacy very near my house. I can practice my English 

all day because I work with people from India and nobody 

speaks Spanish there.” She studies at Hunter College in 

the SPELL program. Her teacher is Gale Shangold, and the 

director of the program is Lauretta Goforth. 
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Contact Information for Participating Sites

BEGIN Managed Programs, Brooklyn 
248 Duffield Street
Brooklyn, NY 11201
718-222-5540
Alvard Berberyan, Instructor
berberyana@hra.nyc.gov

BROOKLYN PUBLIC LIBRARY

     Bedford Learning Center
     496 Franklin Avenue
     Brooklyn, NY 11238
     718-623-2134
     Haniff Toussaint, Literacy Advisor
     H.Toussaint@brooklynpubliclibrary.org

     Central Learning Center
     Grand Army Plaza
     Brooklyn, NY 11238
     718-230-2191
     Winsome Pryce-Cortes, Site Supervisor
     W.Cortes@brooklynpubliclibrary.org

     Coney Island Learning Center 
     1901 Mermaid Avenue
      Brooklyn, NY 11224
      718-778-9330
      Michael McDuffie, Site Supervisor
      M.Mcduffie@brooklynpubliclibrary.org

     Eastern Parkway Learning Center
     1044 Eastern Parkway, Second Floor
     Brooklyn, NY 11213
     718-778-9330
     Gladys Scott, Instructor
     G.Scott@brooklynpubliclibrary.org

      Flatbush Learning Center
      22 Linden Boulevard
      Brooklyn, NY 11226
      718-856-2631
      Gladys Ortiz, Site Supervisor 
      G.Ortiz@brooklynpubliclibrary.org

College of Mount Saint Vincent
Institute for Immigrant Concerns
1223 Second Avenue
New York, NY 10021
212-421-9538
Mark Brik, Education Director
Donna Kelsh, Director
dkelsh@verizon.net

CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK

      Brooklyn College 
      Adult Learning Center
      900 Bedford Avenue, 0118 Ingersoll Hall
      Brooklyn, NY 11210
      718-951-4177
      Moya McLellan, Instructor
      moya333@earthlink.net

      City College of New York
      Adult Literacy Program
      10 Shepard Hall
      New York, NY 10031
      212-650-7596
      Tamara Kirson, ESOL Coordinator/
             Staff Developer
      tamara.kirson@verizon.net

       College of Staten Island 
       Adult Learning Center
       2800 Victory Boulevard, Building 2A,        
             Room 201
       Staten Island, NY 10314
       Paul Katz, Instructor
       Leslie Berkheimer, Instructor
       Mary Mastrogiovanni, ESOL Coordinator
       Mastrogiovanni@cuny.csi.edu
       Donna Grant, Director, Adult Learning     
            Center
       grant@mail.csi.cuny.edu
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      College of Staten Island
      CLIP (CUNY Language Immersion Program)
      2800 Victory Boulevard, Building 4N, 
            Room 210
      Staten Island, NY 10314
      718-982-2981
      Caryn Davis, Instructor
      
      Hunter College 
      SPELL Program
      695 Park Avenue, Room 1031W
      New York, NY 10021
      212-772-4620
      Ruby Taylor MacBride, Instructor
      RTaylormacbride@worldnet.att.net
      Gale Shangold, Instructor
      GShangold@verizon.net
      Lauretta Goforth, Director

      LaGuardia Community College 
      Adult Learning Center
      31-10 Thomsen Avenue
      Long Island City, NY 11101, Room E249
      Miriam Fisher, Instructor
      fisherfreund@hotmail.com

      LaGuardia Community College
      Center for Immigrant Education and   
           Training
      English and Family Literacy Program
      29-10 Thomsen Avenue, Room C250  
      Long Island City, NY 11102
      718-482-5025
      Seungyeon (Jackie) Lee, ESOL Instructor
      Albert Sgambati, ESOL Instructor
      Hillary Gardner, ESOL/Civics Program
      Coordinator and Instructor
      hgardner@lagcc.cuny.edu

      Lehman College 
      Adult Learning Center
      250 Bedford Park Boulevard West
      Bronx, NY 10468
      718-960-8807
      Sue Machlin, Instructor
      SMachlin123@aol.com

Downtown Learning Center
Adult Education Program
80 Livingston Street
Brooklyn, NY 11201
718-290-2000
Lavinia Acosta, ESOL Coordinator
Joni Schwartz, Director

Fortune Society Education Program
29-76 Northern Boulevard
Long Island City, NY 11101
212-691-7554
Eric Appleton, Teacher
Eappleton@fortunesociety.org
John Kefalas, Teacher
Jkefalas@fortunesociety.org

Lutheran Family Health Center
Adult Education Program
6025 Sixth Avenue
Brooklyn, NY 11220
718-630-7150
Lydia Zaneghina, Teacher
lzaneghina@hotmail.com

NEW YORK CITY DEPARTMENT OF 
EDUCATION

      Bronx Adult Learning Center
      3450 East Tremont Avenue
      Bronx, NY 10465
      718-863-4057
      Andrea Jones, Computer Literacy               
           Teacher
      Ajones162@yahoo.com
      Linda Pelc, Site Supervisor
      Lpelc@schools.nyc.gov
  
      Mid-Manhattan Adult Learning Center
      212 West 120th Street
      New York, NY 10027
      212-666-1920
      Diana Raissis, Instructional Facilitator
      draissi@schools.nyc.gov
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      United Bronx Parents of School 2
      733 Prospect Avenue
      Bronx, NY 10455
      718-991-7100
      Wendy Wen, Teacher
      elearnus@yahoo.com 

Northern Manhattan Improvement 
Corporation
76 Wadsworth Avenue
New York, NY 10033
212-822-8323
Fran Schnall, Teacher
franschnall@yahoo.com

NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY CENTERS FOR 
READING AND WRITING

      Aguilar Branch
      174 E. 110th Street
      New York, NY 10029
      212-534-1613
      Elaine Sohn, Site Supervisor
      Elaine_sohn@nypl.org

      Bronx Branch 
      310 E. Kingsbridge Rd.
      Bronx, NY 10458
      718-579-4226
      Shawanda Williams, Literacy Assistant
      swilliams@nypl.org 

      Harlem Branch 
      9 W. 124th Street
      New York, NY 10027
      212-639-2714
      Steven Mahoney, Site Supervisor
      Steven_Mahoney@nypl.org

      Seward Park Branch 
      192 East Broadway
      New York, NY 10002
      212-529-2909
      Terry Sheehan, Literacy Site Advisor
      tsheehan@nypl.org 

      Tompkins Square Branch
      331 E. 10th Street
      New York, NY 10009
      212-673-4528
      Terry Sheehan, Literacy Site Advisor
      tsheehan@nypl.org

      Wakefield Branch 
      4100 Lowerre Palce
      Bronx, New York 10466
      718-652-4663
      Charmain Haynes, Literacy Assistant
      Sherlette Lee, Literacy Advisor
      slee@nypl.org

QUEENS LIBRARY

      Rochdale Adult Learning Center
      169-09 137th Avenue
       Jamaica, NY 11434
       Michael Semple, Literacy Advisor
       Michael.Semple@queenslibrary.org

       Steinway Adult Learning Center
       21-45 31st Street
       Astoria, NY 11105
       718-932-3239
       Tsansiu Chow, Site Supervisor
       Tchow@queenslibrary.org

University Settlement Society
Family Literacy Program
175 Eldridge Street
New York, NY 10002
212-533-6306
Michael Hunter, Director
corrina@rocketmail.com
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The Gallatin School of Individualized Study, a small, innovative school 

within New York University, 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 

1,200 undergraduates and 200 graduate students. In close consultation with 

faculty academic advisors, students create their own curricula and unique 

plans for learning, combining Gallatin’s own interdisciplinary courses with 

more traditional courses in various schools of NYU; self-directed 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 more than 30 courses each 

semester; a Writing Center staffed by undergraduate Peer Writing Assistants; a 

Guest Lecture Series; Writers in Progress and Gallatin Teachers Reading events, 

at which members of the Gallatin community read their own works; The Gallatin 

Review, an annual student literacy and visual arts magazine; and the Literacy 

Project.

The Literacy Project is comprised of a Literacy in Action course (co-sponsored 

by the Community Learning Initiative) that combines the study of the adult 

literacy/ESOL field with volunteer work at four partner organizations (University 

Settlement Society, Fortune Society, International Rescue Committee and 

Turning Point Educational Center); a weekly writing class at University 

Settlement Society; a writing class begun at International Rescue Committee; 

publications of writing by adults, including The Literacy Review; and the annual, 

free, all-day Literacy Review Workshops in Teaching Writing to Adults in Basic 

Education, G.E.D. and ESOL Programs. 

This summer, look for The Literacy Review, Volume 6 online at the Gallatin 

website  (www.nyu.edu/gallatin).

For further information and/or a free copy of The Literacy Review, e-mail 

the Writing Program Director, June Foley: jaf3@nyu.edu


