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“Getting a Job” 
by Maya Angelou
- page 3
In an excerpt from her autobiography, I Know Why the

Caged Bird Sings, Maya Angelou describes how she got her

first job. Because many men were overseas fighting during

World War II, new jobs opened to women. African-

American women, however, faced racial prejudice that

limited their opportunities. As you will see, the 15-year-old

Marguerite refuses to back down from her dream of

becoming a streetcar conductor.

In this essay, Rama Rau writes about when she and her

sister, Premila, attended an Anglo-Indian school in

India where the English headmistress changed their

names to Pamela and Cynthia because it was easier for

her. Young Santha felt like someone with a dual-

personality – she had a detached concern for the actions

of “Cynthia” but no responsibility.

“By Any other name”
by Santha Rama Rau
- page 6

Required Short works - Please Read both Works

Selection of Short Works  - Please select FOUR works from the list below

“The ‘F’ Word” – Firoozeh Dumas
(page 20)

From her hilarious memoir, Funny in Farsi, author 

Firoozeh Dumas explores what it means to grow up 

Iranian-American in the chapter “The ‘F’ Word.” Dumas 

details her journey through others' mispronunciation of her 

name, as well as her own journey of rejecting and 

eventually embracing her identity. In the story, Dumas 

sheds important light on the power of a name.

“Thank You M’am” – Langston Hughes
(page 10)

In this short story, Hughes writes about a young boy

named Roger who tries to steal the purse of a woman

named Luella, an older woman who lives in his

neighborhood. After she grabs him by the collar and drags

him back to her home, he’s sure that he is in deep trouble.

Instead, Roger is soon left speechless by her kindness and

generosity.

“My English” – Julia Alvarez
(page 12)

When her family fled the Dominican Republic and 

returned to New York, Julia Alvarez was ten years old, 

and Spanish was her primary language. Painfully aware of 

not fitting in, Julia took refuge in reading and making up 

stories. She says, “I landed not in the United States, but in 

the English language. That became my new home.”

“Running” – Ellen Howard
(page 15)

This short story is included in the Am I Blue? Coming out 

of the Silence anthology – the first anthology devoted to 

lesbian and gay themes. Ellen Howard wrote the short 

story as a tribute to her daughter who struggled to find her 

lesbian identity. It is a coming of age story about the 

courage it takes to come out of the silence and accept who 

we are. 

“Just Walk On By” – Brent Staples
(page 24)

In this essay, Brent Staples describes the issues, 

stereotypes, and criticisms he faces being a black man in 

public surroundings. He challenges his readers to examine 

their fears, which often lead to prejudice and 

misunderstanding.

“The Jacket” – Gary Soto
(page 22)

Gary Soto writes about how having only an ugly jacket 

influenced his sense of self and his experiences in middle 

school. Soto uses the jacket to talk about the effects that 

poverty can have on how we view ourselves and others.
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CCHS || CP ENGLISH 9

Summer reading program
The Assignment & Annotation Directions

1. You will read the following required short stories: “Getting a Job” by Maya Angelou and “By 

Any Other Name” by Santha Rama Rau.

2. Next, you will select four other short stories/nonfiction essays to read in addition to the required 

works. Before making your decision, read the introductions to the short stories and nonfiction 

essays in this handout. 

3. You will need to print and then annotate all of your stories/essays as you read. Annotation 

encourages close reading and keeps you engaged in a text by having you record your thoughts 

during the reading process. To annotate a text, write meaningful questions, comments, and 

observations within the margins of the story. These annotations will be submitted to your 

English teacher for a grade on the second day of school.

4. As you read your text, consider all of the ways that you can connect with what you are reading. 

Don’t overuse the same type of annotation. Instead, use a variety of approaches to record your 

reactions to your book. Here are some suggestions that will help you with your annotations: 

• Record a REACTION

• Ask a QUESTION

• Give an OPINION

• Make a CONNECTION

• Argue an IDEA

• Examine the AUTHOR’S INTENTION

• Respond to how you would RELATE if you were in that situation

ANNOTATION rubric
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“My room had all the cheeriness of a dungeon and 
the appeal of a tomb. It was going to be impossible 
to stay there, but leaving held no attraction for me, 
either… The answer came to me with the suddenness 
of a collision. I would go to work. Mother wouldn’t 
be difficult to convince; after all, in school I was a 
year ahead of my grade and Mother was a firm 
believer in self-sufficiency. In fact, she’d be pleased 
to think that I had that much gumption, that much of 
her in my character. “She liked to speak of herself as 
the original “do-it-yourself girl.”)
Once I had settled on getting a job, all that remained 
was to decide which kind of job I most fitted for. My 
intellectual pride had kept me from selecting typing, 
shorthand or filing as subjects in school, so office 
work was ruled out. War plants and shipyards 
demanded birth certificates, and mine would reveal 
me to be fifteen, and ineligible for work. So the well-
paying defense jobs were also out. Women had 
replaced men on the streetcars as conductors and 
motormen, and the thought of sailing up and down 
the hills of San Francisco in a dark-blue uniform, with 
a money changer at my belt, caught my fancy.
Mother was as easy as I had anticipated. The world 
was moving so fast, so much money was being made, 
so many people were dying in Guam, and Germany, 
that hordes of strangers became good friends 
overnight. Life was cheap and death entirely free. 
How could she have the time to think about my 
academic career?
To her question of what I planned to do I replied that 
I would get a job on the streetcars. She rejected the 
proposal with: “They don’t accept colored people on 
the streetcars.”
I would like to claim an immediate fury which was 
followed by the noble determination to break the 
restricting tradition. But the truth is, my first reaction 
was one of disappointment. I’d pictured myself, 
dressed in a neat blue serge suit, my money changer 
swinging jauntily at my waist, and a cheery smile for 
the passengers which would make their own work 
day brighter.
From disappointment, I gradually ascended the 
emotional ladder to haughty indignation, and finally 
to that state of stubbornness where the mind is 
locked like the jaws of an enraged bulldog.
I would go to work on the streetcars and wear a blue 
serge suit. Mother gave me her support with one of 

her usual terse asides, “That’s what you want to do? 
Then nothing beats a trial but a failure. Give it 
everything you’ve got. I’ve told you many times, 
‘Can’t do is like Don’t Care.’ Neither of them have a 
home.
Translated, that meant there was nothing a person 
can’t do, and there should be nothing a human being 
didn’t care about. It was the most positive 
encouragement I could have hoped for.
In the offices of the Market Street Railway Company, 
the receptionist seemed as surprised to see me there 
as I was surprised to find the interior dingy and the 
décor drab. Somehow I had expected waxed surfaces 
and carpeted floors. If I had met no resistance, I 
might have decided against working for such a poor-
mouth-looking concern.. As it was, I explained that I 
had come to see about a job. She asked, was I sent 
by an agency, and when I replied that I was not, she 
told me they were only accepting applicants from 
agencies.
The classified pages of the morning papers had listed 
advertisements for motorettes and conductorettes
and I reminded her of that. She gave me a face full of 
astonishment that my suspicious nature would not 
accept.
“I am applying for the job listed in this morning’s 
Chronicle and I’d like to be presented to your 
personnel manager.” While I spoke in supercilious 
accents, and looked at the room as if I had an oil well 
in my own backyard, my armpits were being pricked 
by millions of hot pointed needles. She saw her 
escape and dived into it.
“He’s out. He’s out for the day. You might call 
tomorrow and if he’s in, I’m sure you can see him.” 
Then she swiveled her chair around on its rusty 
screws and with that I was supposed to be dismissed. 
“May I ask his name?”
She half turned, acting surprise to find me still there.
“His name? Whose name?”
“Your personnel manager.”
We were firmly joined in the hypocrisy to play out 
the scene.
“The personnel manager? Oh, he’s Mr. Cooper, but 
I’m not sure you’ll find him here tomorrow. He’s … 
Oh, but you can try.”
“Thank you.”

Required - “Getting A Job” – Maya Angelou
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“You’re welcome.”
And I was out of the musty room and into the even 
mustier lobby. In the street I saw the receptionist 
and myself going faithfully through paces that were 
stale with familiarity, although, I had never 
encountered that kind of situation before and, 
probably, neither had she. We were like actors who, 
knowing the paly by heart, were still able to cry 
afresh over the old tragedies and laugh 
spontaneously at the comic situations.
The miserable little encounter had nothing to do with 
me, the me of me, any more than it had to do with 
that silly clerk. The incident was a recurring dream, 
concocted years before by stupid whites and it 
eternally came back to haunt us all. The secretary 
and I were like Hamlet and Laertes in the final scene, 
where, because of harm done by one ancestor to 
another, we were bound to duel to the death. Also 
because the play must end somewhere.
I went further than forgiving the clerk, I accepted her 
as a fellow victim of the same puppeteer. 
On the streetcar, I put my fare into the box and the 
conductorette looked at me with the usual hard eyes 
of white contempt. “Move into the car, please move 
on in the car.” She patter her money changer.
Her Southern nasal accent sliced my meditation and I 
looked deep into my thoughts. All lies, all 
comfortable lies. The receptionist was not innocent 
and neither was I. The whole charade we had played 
out in that crummy waiting room had directly to do 
with me, Black, and her, white.
I wouldn’t move into the streetcar but stood on the 
ledge over the conductor, glaring. My mind shouted 
so energetically that the announcement made my 
veins stand out, and my mouth tighten into a prune.
I WOULD HAVE THE JOB. I WOULD BE A 
CONDUCTORETTE AND SLING A FULL MONEY 
CHANGER FROM MY BELT. I WOULD.
The next three weeks were a honeycomb of 
determination with apertures for the days to go in 
and out. The Negro organizations to whom I 
appealed for support bounced me back and forth like 
a shuttlecock on a badminton court. Why did I insist 
on that particular job? Openings were going begging 
that paid nearly twice the money. The minor officials 
with whom I was able to win an audience thought me 
mad. Possibly I was.
Downtown San Francisco became alien and cold, and 
the streets I had loved in a personal familiarity were 
unknown lanes that twisted with malicious intent. 
Old buildings, whose gray rococo facades housed my 
memories of the Forty-Niners, and Diamond Lil, 

Robert Service, Sutter and Jack London, were then 
imposing structures viciously joined to keep me out. 
My trips to the streetcar officer were of the 
frequency of a person on salary. The struggle 
expanded. I was no longer in a conflict only with the 
Market Street Railway but with the marble lobby of 
the building which housed its offices, and elevator 
and their operators. 
During this periods of strain Mother and I began our 
first steps on the long path toward mutual adult 
admiration. She never asked for reports and I didn’t 
offer any details. But every morning she made 
breakfast, gave me carfare and lunch money, as if I 
were going to work. She comprehended the 
perversity of life, that in the struggle lies the joy. That 
I was no glory seeker was obvious to her, and that I 
had to exhaust every possibility before giving in was 
also clear.
On my way out of the house one morning she said, 
“Life is going to give you just what you put in it. Put 
your whole heart in everything you do, and pray, 
then you can wait.” Another time she reminded me 
that “God helps those who help themselves.” She 
had a store of aphorisms which she dished out as the 
occasion demanded. Strangely, as bored as I was 
with clichés, her inflection gave them something 
new, and set me thinking for a little while at least. 
Later when asked how I got my job, I was never able 
to say exactly. I only knew that one day, which was 
tiresomely like all the others before it, I say in the 
Railway office, ostensibly waiting to be interviewed. 
The receptionist called me to her desk and shuffled a 
bundle of papers to me. They were job application 
forms. She said they had to filled in triplicate. I had 
little time to wonder if I had won or not, for the 
standard questions reminded me of the necessity for 
dexterous lying. How old was I? List my previous 
jobs, starting from the last help and go backward to 
the first. How much money did I earn, and why did I 
leave the position? Give two references (not 
relatives).
Sitting at a side table my mind and I wove a cat’s 
ladder of near truths and total lies. I kept my face 
blank (an old art) and wrote quickly the fable of 
Marguerite Johnson, aged nineteen, former 
companion and driver for Mrs. Annie Henderson (a 
White Lady) in Stamps, Arkansas.
I was given blood tests, aptitude tests, physical 
coordination tests, and Rorschachs, then on a blissful 
day I was hired as the first Negro on the San 
Francisco streetcars.
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Mother gave me the money to have my blue serge 
suit tailored, and I learned to fill out work cards, 
operate the money changer and punch transfers. The 
time crowded together and at an End of Days I was 
swinging on the back of the rackety trolley, smiling 
sweetly and persuading my charges to “step forward 
in the car, please.”
For one whole semester the street cars and I 
shimmied up and scooted down the sheer hills of San 
Francisco. I lost some of my need for the Black 
ghetto’s shielding-sponge quality, as I clanged and 
cleared my way down Market Street, with its honky-
tonk homes for homeless sailors, past the quiet 
retreat of Golden Gate Park and along closed 
undwelled-in-looking dwellings of the Sunset District.
My work shifts were split so haphazardly that it was 
easy to believe that my superiors had chosen them 
maliciously. Upon mentioning my suspicions to 
Mother, she said, “Don’t worry about it. You ask for 
what you want, and you pay for what you get. And 
I’m going to show you that it ain’t no trouble when 
you pack double.”
She stayed awake to drive me out to the car barn at 
four thirty in the mornings, or to pick me up when I 

was relieved just before dawn. Her awareness of 
life’s perils convinced her that while I would be safe 
on the public conveyances, she “wasn’t about to 
trust a taxi driver with her baby.”
When the spring classes began, I resumed my 
commitment with formal education. I was so much 
wiser and older, so much more independent, with a 
bank account and clothes that I had bought for 
myself, that I was sure that I had learned and earned 
the magic formula which would make me a part of 
the gay life my contemporaries led.
Not a bit of it. Within weeks, I realized that my 
schoolmates and I were on paths moving 
diametrically away from each other. They were 
concerned and excited over the approaching football 
games, abut I had in my immediate past raced a car 
down a dark and foreign Mexican mountain. They 
concentrated great interest on who was worthy of 
being student body president, and when the metal 
bands would be removed from their teeth, while I 
remembered sleeping for a month in a wrecked 
automobile and conducting a streetcar in the uneven 
hours of the morning.



Cherry Creek High School - Summer Reading 2019-2020 6

Required - “By Any Other Name” – santha Rama Rau
The title of this essay comes from Shakespeare’s 

Romeo and Juliet: 

What’s in a name? That which we call a rose

By any other name would smell as sweet.

At the Anglo-Indian day school in Zorinabad1 to 

which my sister and I were sent when she was eight 

and I was five and a half, they changed our names. On 

the first day of school, a hot, windless morning of a 

north Indian September, we stood in the 

headmistress’s study and she said, “Now you’re the 

new girls. What are your names?”

My sister answered for us. “I am Premila, and she” 

— nodding in my direction — “is Santha.”

The headmistress had been in India, I suppose, 

fifteen years or so, but she still smiled her helpless 

inability to cope with Indian names. Her rimless half-

glasses glittered, and the precarious bun on the top of 

her head trembled as she shook her head. “Oh, my 

dears, those are much too hard for me. Suppose we 

give you pretty English names. Wouldn’t that be 

jolly? Let’s see, now—Pamela for you, I think.” She 

shrugged in a baffled way at my sister. “That’s as 

close as I can get. And for you” she said to me, “how 

about Cynthia? Isn’t that nice?”

My sister was always less easily intimidated than I 

was, and while she kept a stubborn silence, I said,     

“Thank you,” in a very tiny voice.

We had been sent to that school because my father, 

among his responsibilities as an officer of the civil 

service, had a tour of duty to perform in the villages 

around that steamy little provincial town, where he 

had his headquarters at that time. He used to make his 

shorter inspection tours on horseback, and a week 

before, in the stale heat of a typically post-monsoon2

day, we had waved goodbye to him and a little 

procession — an assistant, a secretary, two bearers, 

and the man to look after the bedding rolls and 

luggage. They rode away through our large garden, 

still bright green from the rains, and we turned back 

into the twilight of the house and the sound of fans 

whispering in every room.

Up to then, my mother had refused to send Premila

to school in the British-run establishments of that 

time, because, she used to say, “you can bury a dog’s 

tail for seven years and it still comes out curly, and 

you can take a Britisher away from his home for a 

lifetime and he still remains insular.” The 

examinations and degrees from entirely Indian 

schools were not, in those days, considered valid. In 

my case, the question had never come up, and 

probably never would have come up if Mother’s 

extraordinary good health had not broken down. For 

the first time in my life, she was not able to continue 

the lessons she had been giving us every morning. So 

our Hindi3 books were put away, the stories of the 

Lord Krishna4 as a little boy were left in midair, and 

we were sent to the Anglo-Indian school.

That first day at school is still, when I think of it, a 

remarkable one. At that age, if one’s name is changed, 

one develops a curious form of dual personality. I 

remember having a certain detached and disbelieving 

concern in the actions of “Cynthia,” but certainly no 

responsibility. Accordingly, I followed the thin, erect 

back of the headmistress down the veranda to my 

classroom feeling, at most, a passing interest in what 

was going to happen to me in this strange, new 

atmosphere of School.

The building was Indian in design, with wide 

verandas opening onto a central courtyard, but Indian 

verandas are usually white-washed, with stone floors. 

These, in the tradition of British schools, were painted 

dark brown and had matting on the floors. It gave a 

feeling of extra intensity to the heat.

I suppose there were about a dozen Indian children 

in the school — which contained perhaps forty 

children in all — and four of them were in my class. 

They were all sitting at the back of the room, and I 

went to join them. I sat next to a small, solemn girl 

who didn’t smile at me. She had long, glossy black 

braids and wore a cotton dress, but she still kept on 

her Indian jewelry — a gold chain around her neck, 

thin gold bracelets, and tiny ruby studs in her ears. 

Like most Indian children, she had a rim of black 

kohl5 around her eyes. The cotton dress should have 

looked strange, but all I could think of was that I 

1. Zorinabad: town in northern India

2. post-monsoon: referring to the dry spell that generally follows the rainy season, when ocean winds called monsoons bring rain to 

India.

3. Hindi: an Indo-European language that is now considered the official language of India.

4. Lord Krishna: in the Hindu religion, human form taken by the god Vishnu; many Hindu stories recount episodes in the life of Lord 

Krishna.

5. kohl: dark powder used as eye makeup.
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should ask my mother if I couldn’t wear a dress to 

school, too, instead of my Indian clothes.

I can’t remember too much about the proceedings 

in class that day, except for the beginning. The 

teacher pointed to me and asked me to stand up.      

“Now, dear, tell the class your name.”

I said nothing.

“Come along,” she said, frowning slightly. 

“What’s your name, dear?”

“I don’t know,” I said, finally.

The English children in front of the class — there 

were about eight or ten of them — giggled and 

twisted around in their chairs to look at me. I sat 

down quickly and opened my eyes very wide, hoping

in that way to dry them off. The little girl with the 

braids put out her hand and very lightly touched my 

arm. She still didn’t smile.

Most of that morning I was rather bored. I looked 

briefly at the children’s drawings pinned to the wall, 

and then concentrated on a lizard clinging to the ledge 

of the high, barred window behind the teacher’s head.  

Occasionally it would shoot out its long yellow 

tongue for a fly, and then it would rest, with its eyes 

closed and its belly palpitating, as though it were 

swallowing several times quickly. The lessons were 

mostly concerned with reading and writing and 

simple numbers — things that my mother had already 

taught me — and I paid very little attention. The 

teacher wrote on the easel blackboard words like 

“bat” and “cat,” which seemed babyish to me: only 

“apple” was new and incomprehensible.

When it was time for the lunch recess, I followed 

the girl with braids out onto the veranda. There the 

children from the other classes were assembled. I saw 

Premila at once and ran over to her, as she had charge 

of our lunchbox. The children were all opening 

packages and sitting down to eat sandwiches. Premila

and I were the only ones who had Indian food — thin 

wheat chapatties6, some vegetable curry, and a bottle 

of buttermilk. Premila thrust half of it into my hand 

and whispered fiercely that I should go and sit with 

my class, because that was what the others seemed to 

be doing.

The enormous black eyes of the little Indian girl 

from my class looked at my food longingly, so I 

offered her some. But she only shook her head and 

plowed her way solemnly through her sandwiches.

I was very sleepy after lunch, because at home we 

always took a siesta. It was usually a pleasant time of 

day, with the bedroom darkened against the harsh 

afternoon sun, the drifting off into sleep with the 

sound of Mother’s voice reading a story in one’s 

mind, and, finally, the shrill, fussy voice of the ayah7

waking one for tea.

At school, we rested for a short time on low, 

folding cots on the veranda, and then we were 

expected to play games. During the hot part of the 

afternoon we played indoors, and after the shadows 

had begun to lengthen and the slight breeze of the 

evening had come up we moved outside to the wide 

courtyard.

I had never really grasped the system of 

competitive games. At home, whenever we played tag 

or guessing games, I was always allowed to “win” —

“because,” Mother used to tell Premila, “she is the 

youngest, and we have to allow for that.” I had often 

heard her say it, and it seemed quite reasonable to me, 

but the result was that I had no clear idea of what 

“winning” meant.

When we played twos-and-threes8 that afternoon at 

school, in accordance with my training, I let one of 

the small English boys catch me, but was naturally 

rather puzzled when the other children did not return 

the courtesy. I ran about for what seemed like hours 

without ever catching anyone, until it was time for 

school to close. Much later I learned that my attitude 

was called “not being a good sport,” and I stopped 

allowing myself to be caught, but it was not for years 

that I really learned the spirit of the thing.

When I saw our car come up to the school gate, I 

broke away from my classmates and rushed toward it 

yelling, “Ayah! Ayah!” It seemed like an eternity 

since I had seen her that morning — a wizened, 

affectionate figure in her white cotton sari9, giving me 

dozens of urgent and useless instructions on how to 

be a good girl at school. Premila followed more 

sedately, and she told me on the way home never to 

do that again in front of the other children.

When we got home we went straight to Mother’s 

high, white room to have tea with her, and I 

immediately climbed onto the bed and bounced gently 

up and down on the springs. Mother asked how we 

6. chapatties: thin unleavened fried bread.

7. ayah: nanny in India

8. twos-and-threes: a game similar to tag

9. sari: a long piece of cloth wrapped around the body to form a skirt and mantle; it is the main form of dress worn by Hindu women.
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had liked our first day of school. I was so pleased to 

be home and to have left that peculiar Cynthia behind 

that I had nothing whatever to say about school, 

except to ask what “apple” meant. But Premila told 

Mother about the classes, and added that in her class 

they had weekly tests to see if they had learned their 

lessons well.

I asked, “What’s a test?”

Premila said, “You’re too small to have them. You 

won’t have them in your class for donkey’s years10.” 

She had learned the expression that day and was using 

it for the first time. We all laughed enormously at her 

wit. She also told Mother, in an aside, that we should 

take sandwiches to school the next day. Not, she said, 

that she minded. But they would be simpler for me to 

handle.

That whole lovely evening I didn’t think about 

school at all. I sprinted barefoot across the lawns with 

my favorite playmate, the cook’s son, to the stream at 

the end of the garden. We quarreled in our usual way,

waded in the tepid water under the lime trees, and 

waited for the night to bring out the smell of the 

jasmine11. I listened with fascination to his stories of 

ghosts and demons, until I was too frightened to cross 

the garden alone in the semidarkness. The ayah found 

me, shouted at the cook’s son, scolded me, hurried me 

in to supper—it was an entirely usual, wonderful 

evening.

It was a week later, the day of Premila’s first test, 

that our lives changed rather abruptly. I was sitting at 

the back of my class, in my usual inattentive way, 

only half listening to the teacher. I had started a rather 

guarded friendship with the girl with the braids, 

whose name turned out to be Nalini (Nancy in 

school). The three other Indian children were already 

fast friends. Even at that age it was apparent to all of 

us that friendship with the English or Anglo-Indian 

children was out of the question. Occasionally, during 

the class, my new friend and I would draw pictures 

and show them to each other secretly.

The door opened sharply and Premila marched in. 

At first, the teacher smiled at her in a kindly and 

encouraging way and said, “Now, you’re little 

Cynthia’s sister?”

Premila didn’t even look at her. She stood with her 

feet planted firmly apart and her shoulders rigid, and 

addressed herself directly to me. “Get up,” she said. 

“We’re going home.”

I didn’t know what had happened, but I was aware 

that it was a crisis of some sort. I rose obediently and 

started to walk toward my sister.

“Bring your pencils and your notebook,” she said.

I went back to them, and together we left the room. 

The teacher started to say something just as Premila

closed the door, but we didn’t wait to hear what is 

was.

In complete silence we left the school grounds and 

started to walk home. Then I asked Premila what the 

matter was. All she would say was “We’re going 

home for good.”

It was a very tiring walk for a child of five and a 

half, and I dragged along behind Premila with my 

pencils growing sticky in my hand. I can still 

remember looking at the dusty hedges, and the tangles 

of thorns in the ditches by the side of the road, 

smelling the faint fragrance from the eucalyptus trees 

and wondering whether we would ever reach home. 

Occasionally a horse-drawn tonga12 passed us, and 

the women, in their pink or green silks, stared at 

Premila and me trudging along on the side of the 

road. A few coolies13 and a line of women carrying 

baskets of vegetables on their heads smiled at us. But 

it was nearing the hottest time of day, and the road 

was almost deserted.

I walked more and more slowly, and shouted to 

Premila, from time to time, “Wait for me!” with 

increasing peevishness. She spoke to me only once 

and that was to tell me to carry my notebook on my 

head, because of the sun.

When we got to our house the ayah was just taking 

a tray of lunch into Mother’s room. She immediately 

started a long, worried questioning about what are 

your children doing back here at this hour of the day.

Mother looked very startled and very concerned, and 

asked Premila what had happened.

Premila said, “We had our test today, and she 

made me and the other Indians sit at the back of the 

room, with a desk between each one.”

Mother said, “Why was that, darling?”

“She said it was because Indians cheat.” Premila

10. donkey’s years: English expression meaning “a long time.”

11. jasmine: tropical shrub with fragrant flowers.

12. tonga: two-wheeled carriage.

13. coolies: manual laborers
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added. “So I don’t think we should go back to that 

school.”

Mother looked very distant, and was silent a long 

time. At last she said, “Of course not, darling.”

She sounded displeased.

We all shared the curry she was having for lunch, 

and afterward I was sent off to the beautifully familiar 

bedroom for my siesta. I could hear Mother and 

Premila talking through the open door.

Mother said, “Do you suppose she understood all 

that?”

Premila said, “I shouldn’t think so. She’s a baby.”

Mother said, “Well, I hope it won’t bother her.”

Of course, they were both wrong. I understood it 

perfectly, and I remember it all very clearly. But I put 

it happily away, because it had all happened to a girl 

called Cynthia, and I never was really particularly 

interested in her.



Choice - “Thank You, M’am” – Langston Hughes
She was a large woman with a large purse that had 

everything in it but hammer and nails. It had a long 

strap, and she carried it slung across her shoulder. It 

was about eleven o’clock at night, and she was walking 

alone, when a boy ran up behind her and tried to snatch 

her purse. The strap broke with the single tug the boy 

gave it from behind. But the boy’s weight and the 

weight of the purse combined caused him to lose his 

balance so, instead of taking off full blast s he had 

hoped, the boy fell on his back on the sidewalk, and his 

legs flew up. The large woman simply turned around 

and kicked him right square in his blue-jeaned sitter. 

Then she reached down, picked the boy up by his shirt 

front, and shook him until his teeth rattled.

After that the woman said, “Pick up my pocketbook, 

boy, and give it here.” She still held him. But she bent 

down enough to permit him to stoop and pick up her 

purse. Then she said, “Now ain’t you ashamed of 

yourself?” 

Firmly gripped by his shirt front, the boy said,     

“Yes’m.” 

The woman said, “What did you want to do it for?” 

The boy said, “I didn’t aim to.” 

She said, “You a lie!” 

By that time two or three people passed, stopped, 

turned to look, and some stood watching. 

“If I turn you loose, will you run?” asked the 

woman. 

“Yes’m,” said the boy. 

“Then I won’t turn you loose,” said the woman. She 

did not release him. 

“I’m very sorry, lady, I’m sorry,” whispered the boy. 

“Um-hum! And your face is dirty. I got a great mind 

to wash your face for you. Ain’t you got nobody home 

to tell you to wash your face?” 

“No’m,” said the boy. 

“Then it will get washed this evening,” said the large 

woman starting up the street, dragging the frightened 

boy behind her. 

He looked as if he were fourteen or fifteen, frail and 

willow-wild, in tennis shoes and blue jeans. 

The woman said, “You ought to be my son. I would 

teach you right from wrong. Least I can do right now is 

to wash your face. Are you hungry?” 

“No’m,” said the being dragged boy. “I just want 

you to turn me loose.” 

“Was I bothering you when I turned that corner?” 

asked the woman. 

“No’m.” 

“But you put yourself in contact with me,” said the 

woman. “If you think that that contact is not going to 

last awhile, you got another thought coming. When I 

get through with you, sir, you are going to remember 

Mrs. Luella Bates Washington Jones.” 

Sweat popped out on the boy’s face and he began to 

struggle. Mrs. Jones stopped, jerked him around in front 

of her, put a half-nelson about his neck, and continued 

to drag him up the street. When she got to her door, she 

dragged the boy inside, down a hall, and into a large 

kitchenette furnished room at the rear of the house. She 

switched on the light and left the door open. The boy 

could hear other roomers laughing and talking in the 

large house. Some of their doors were open, too, so he 

knew he and the woman were not alone. The woman 

still had him by the neck in the middle of her room. 

She said, “What is your name?” 

“Roger,” answered the boy. 

“Then, Roger, you go to that sink and wash your 

face,” said the woman, whereupon she turned him 

loose—at last. Roger looked at the door—looked at the 

woman—looked at the door—and went to the sink. 

“Let the water run until it gets warm,” she said. 

“Here’s a clean towel.” 

“You gonna take me to jail?” asked the boy, bending 

over the sink. 

“Not with that face, I would not take you nowhere,” 

said the woman. “Here I am trying to get home to cook 

me a bite to eat and you snatch my pocketbook! Maybe, 

you ain’t been to your supper either, late as it be. Have 

you?” 

“There’s nobody home at my house,” said the boy. 

“Then we’ll eat,” said the woman, “I believe you’re 

hungry—or been hungry—to try to snatch my 

pocketbook.” 

“I wanted a pair of blue suede shoes,” said the boy. 

“Well, you didn’t have to snatch my pocketbook to get 

some suede shoes,” said Mrs. Luella Bates Washington 

Jones. “You could of asked me.” 

“M’am?” The water dripping from his face, the boy 

looked at her. There was a long pause. A very long 

pause. After he had dried his face and not knowing 

what else to do dried it again, the boy turned around, 

wondering what next. The door was open. He could 

make a dash for it down the hall. He could run, run, 

run, run, run! 

The woman was sitting on the day-bed. After a while 

she said, “I were young once and I wanted things I 

could not get.” 
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There was another long pause. The boy’s mouth 

opened. Then he frowned, but not knowing he 

frowned. 

The woman said, “Um-hum! You thought I was 

going to say but, didn’t you? You thought I was going 

to say, but I didn’t snatch people’s pocketbooks.   

Well, I wasn’t going to say that.” Pause. Silence. “I 

have done things, too, which I would not tell you, 

son—neither tell God, if he didn’t already know. So 

you set down while I fix us something to eat. You 

might run that comb through your hair so you will 

look presentable.” 

In another corner of the room behind a screen was 

a gas plate and an icebox. Mrs. Jones got up and went 

behind the screen. The woman did not watch the boy 

to see if he was going to run now, nor did she watch 

her purse which she left behind her on the day-bed. 

But the boy took care to sit on the far side of the room 

where he thought she could easily see him out of the 

corner of her eye, if she wanted to. He did not trust 

the woman not to trust him. And he did not want to be 

mistrusted now. 

“Do you need somebody to go to the store,” asked 

the boy, “maybe to get some milk or something?” 

“Don’t believe I do,” said the woman, “unless you 

just want sweet milk yourself. I was going to make 

cocoa out of this canned milk I got here.” 

“That will be fine,” said the boy. 

She heated some lima beans and ham she had in 

the icebox, made the cocoa, and set the table. The 

woman did not ask the boy anything about where he 

lived, or his folks, or anything else that would 

embarrass him. Instead, as they ate, she told him 

about her job in a hotel beauty-shop that stayed open 

late, what the work was like, and how all kinds of 

women came in and out, blondes, red-heads, and 

Spanish. Then she cut him a half of her ten-cent cake. 

“Eat some more, son,” she said. When they were 

finished eating she got up and said, “Now, here, take 

this ten dollars and buy yourself some blue suede 

shoes. And next time, do not make the mistake of 

latching onto my pocketbook nor nobody else’s—

because shoes come by devilish like that will burn 

your feet. I got to get my rest now. But I wish you 

would behave yourself, son, from here on in.” 

She led him down the hall to the front door and 

opened it. “Good-night! Behave yourself, boy!” she 

said, looking out into the street. 

The boy wanted to say something else other than    

“Thank you, m’am” to Mrs. Luella Bates Washington 

Jones, but he couldn’t do so as he turned at the barren 

stoop and looked back at the large woman in the door.   

He barely managed to say “Thank you” before she 

shut the door. And he never saw her again.
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Choice - “My English” – Julia Alvarez
Mami and Papi used to speak it when they 

had a secret they wanted to keep from us children. We 

lived then in the Dominican Republic, and the 

family as a whole spoke only Spanish at home, until 

my sisters and I started attending the Carol Morgan 

School, and we became a bilingual family. Spanish 

had its many tongues as well. There was the 

castellano1 of Padre Joaquín from Spain2, whose lisp 

we all loved to imitate. Then the educated español

my parents’ families spoke, aunts and uncles who 

were always correcting us children, for we spent most 

of the day with the maids and so had picked up their 

“bad Spanish.” Campesinas3, they spoke a lilting, 

animated campuno4, ss swallowed, endings chopped 

off, funny turns of phrases. This campuno was my 

true mother tongue, not the Spanish of Calderón de la 

Barca or Cervantes or even Neruda5, but of Chucha

and Iluminada and Gladys and Ursulina from 

Juncalito and Licey and Boca de Yuma and San Juan 

de la Maguana6. Those women yakked as they 

cooked, they storytold, they gossiped, they sang—

boleros, merengues, canciones, salves7. Theirs 

were the voices that belonged to the rain and the wind 

and the teeny, teeny stars even a small child could blot 

out with her thumb.

Besides all these versions of Spanish, every 

once in a while another strange tongue emerged from 

my papi’s mouth or my mami’s lips. What I 

first recognized was not a language, but a tone of 

voice, serious, urgent, something important and top 

secret being said, some uncle in trouble, someone 

divorcing, someone dead. Say it in English so the 

children won’t understand. I would listen, straining to 

understand, thinking that this was not a different 

language but just another and harder version of 

Spanish. Say it in English so the children won’t 

understand. From the beginning, English was the 

sound of worry and secrets, the sound of being left 

out.

I could make no sense of this “harder 

Spanish,” and so I tried by other means to find out 

what was going on. I knew my mother’s face by 

heart. When the little lines on the corners of her eyes 

crinkled, she was amused. When her nostrils flared 

and she bit her lips, she was trying hard not to 

laugh. She held her head down, eyes glancing up, 

when she thought I was lying. Whenever she spoke 

that gibberish English, I translated the general content 

by watching the Spanish expressions on her face.

Soon, I began to learn more English, at the 

Carol Morgan School. That is, when I had stopped 

gawking. The teacher and some of the American 

children had the strangest coloration: light hair, light 

eyes, light skin, as if Ursulina had soaked them in 

bleach too long, to’ deteñío8. I did have some blond 

cousins, but they had deeply tanned skin, and as they 

grew older, their hair darkened, so their earlier 

paleness seemed a phase of their acquiring normal 

color. Just as strange was the little girl in my reader 

who had a cat and a dog, that looked just like un 

gatito y un perrito9. Her mami was Mother and her 

papi Father. Why have a whole new language for 

school and for books with a teacher who could speak 

it teaching you double the amount of words you really 

needed?

Butter, butter, butter, butter. All day, one 

English word that had particularly struck me would go 

round and round in my mouth and weave through all 

the Spanish in my head until by the end of the day, the 

word did sound like just another Spanish word. And 

so I would say, “Mami, please pass la mantequilla.” 

She would scowl and say in English, “I’m sorry, I 

don’t understand. But would you be needing some 

butter on your bread?”

Why my parents didn’t first educate us in our 

native language by enrolling us in a Dominican 

school, I don’t know. Part of it was that 

Mami’s family had a tradition of sending the boys to 

the States to boarding school and college, and she had 

been one of the first girls to be allowed to join

1. castellano: Spanish for “Castilian,” the most widely spoken dialect of the Spanish language

2. Padre Joaquín from Spain: “Father” in Spanish, a form of address for a Roman Catholic priest.

3. campesinas: simple rural women; peasant women (Spanish)

4. campuno: Spanish dialect spoken in rural areas of the Dominican Republic

5. Calderón de la Barca… Cervantes… Neruda: literary figures

6. Juncalito… Licey.. Boca de Yuma…San Juan de la Maguana: small rural villages in the Dominican Republic

7. boleros…merengues… canciones.... salves: Spanish and Latin American songs and dances

8. to’ deteñío: all washed out; completely colorless (Spanish)

9. gatito y un perrito: little cat and little dog (Spanish)
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her brothers. At Abbot Academy10, whose school 

song was our lullaby as babies (“Although Columbus 

and Cabot11 never heard of Abbot, it’s quite the 

place for you and me”), she had become quite 

Americanized. It was very important, she kept saying, 

that we learn our English. She always used the 

possessive pronoun: your English, an inheritance we 

had come into and must wisely use. Unfortunately, my 

English became all mixed up with our Spanish.

Mix-up, or what’s now called Spanglish, was 

the language we spoke for several years. There wasn’t 

a sentence that wasn’t colonized by an English word. 

At school, a Spanish word would suddenly slide into 

my English like someone butting into line. Teacher, 

whose face I was learning to read as minutely as my 

mother’s, would scowl but no smile played on her 

lips. Her pale skin made her strange countenance hard 

to read, so that I often misjudged how much I could

get away with. Whenever I made a mistake, Teacher 

would shake her head slowly, “In English, YU-LEE-

AH, there’s no such word as columpio. Do you mean 

a swing?”

I would bow my head, humiliated by the 

smiles and snickers of the American children around 

me. I grew insecure about Spanish. My native tongue 

was not quite as good as English, as if words like 

columpio were illegal immigrants trying to cross a 

border into another language. But Teacher’s 

discerning grammar-and-vocabulary-patrol ears could 

tell and send them back.

Soon, I was talking up an English storm. “Did 

you eat English parrot?” my grandfather asked one 

Sunday. I had just enlisted yet one more patient 

servant to listen to my rendition of “Peter Piper picked 

a peck of pickled peppers” at breakneck pace. “Huh?” 

I asked impolitely in English, putting him in his place. 

Cat got your tongue? No big deal! So there! Take 

that! Holy Toledo! (Our teacher’s favorite “curse 

word.”) Go jump in the lake! Really dumb. Golly. 

Gosh. Slang, clichés, sayings, hotshot language that 

our teacher called, ponderously, 

idiomatic expressions. Riddles, jokes, puns, 

conundrums. What is yellow and goes click-click? 

Why did the chicken cross the road? See you later, 

alligator. How wonderful to call someone an alligator 

and not be scolded for being disrespectful. In fact, 

they were supposed to say back, In a while, crocodile.

There was also a neat little trick I wanted to 

try on an English-speaking adult at home. I had 

learned it from Elizabeth, my smart-alecky friend in 

fourth grade, whom I alternately worshiped and 

resented. I’d ask her a question that required an 

explanation, and she’d answer, “Because . . .” 

“Elizabeth, how come you didn’t go to Isabel’s 

birthday party?” “Because . . .” “Why didn’t you put 

your name in your reader?” “Because . . .” I thought 

that such a cool way to get around having to come up 

with answers. So, I practiced saying it under my 

breath, planning for the day I could use it on an 

unsuspecting English-speaking adult.

One Sunday at our extended family dinner, 

my grandfather sat down at the children’s table to chat 

with us. He was famous, in fact, for the way he could 

carry on adult conversations with his grandchildren. 

He often spoke to us in English so that we could 

practice speaking outside the classroom. He was a 

Cornell12 man, a United Nations representative from 

our country. He gave speeches in English. 

Perfect English, my mother’s phrase. That Sunday, he 

asked me a question. I can’t even remember what it 

was because I wasn’t really listening but lying in wait 

for my chance. “Because . . .,” I answered him. 

Papito waited a second for the rest of my sentence and 

then gave me a thumbnail grammar lesson, “Because 

has to be followed by a clause.”

“Why’s that?” I asked, nonplussed13.

“Because,” he winked. “Just because.”

A beginning wordsmith, I had so much left to 

learn; sometimes it was disheartening. Once Tío14

Gus, the family intellectual, put a speck of salt on my 

grandparents’ big dining table during Sunday 

dinner. He said, “Imagine this whole table is the 

human brain. Then this teensy grain is all we ever use 

of our intelligence!” He enumerated geniuses who had 

perhaps used two grains, maybe three: Einstein, 

Michelangelo, da Vinci, Beethoven. We children 

believed him. It was the kind of impossible fact we 

thrived on, proving as it did that the world out 

there was not drastically different from the one we 

were making up in our heads.

10. Abbot Academy: a boarding school for girls in Andover, Massachusetts; merged in 1973 with the neighboring boys’ school, 

Phillips Academy

11. Cabot: John Cabot (1450-1499), Italian explorer who sailed in the service of England and was the first European to discover the 

coast of North America in 1497.

12. Cornell: Cornell University in Ithaca, New York.

13. nonplussed: confused; baffled

14. Tio: Uncle (Spanish)
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Later, at home, Mami said that you had to 

take what her younger brother said “with a grain of 

salt.” I thought she was still referring to Tío Gus’s 

demonstration, and I tried to puzzle out what she was 

saying. Finally, I asked what she meant. “Taking what 

someone says with a grain of salt is an idiomatic 

expression in English,” she explained. It was pure 

voodoo is what it was—what later I learned poetry 

could also do: a grain of salt could symbolize both the 

human brain and a condiment for human nonsense. 

And it could be itself, too: a grain of salt to flavor a 

bland plate of American food.

When we arrived in New York, I was 

shocked. A country where everyone spoke English! 

These people must be smarter, I thought. Maids, 

waiters, taxi drivers, doormen, bums on the street, all 

spoke this difficult language. It took some time before 

I understood that Americans were not necessarily a 

smarter, superior race. It was as natural for them to 

learn their mother tongue as it was for a little 

Dominican baby to learn Spanish. It came with 

“mother’s milk,” my mother explained, and for 

a while I thought a mother tongue was a mother 

tongue because you got it from your mother’s milk 

along with proteins and vitamins.

Soon it wasn’t so strange that everyone was 

speaking in English instead of Spanish. I learned not 

to hear it as English, but as sense. I no longer strained 

to understand, I understood. I relaxed in this second 

language. Only when someone with a heavy southern 

or British accent spoke in a movie, or at church when 

the priest droned his sermon —only then did I 

experience that little catch of anxiety. I worried that 

I would not be able to understand, that I wouldn’t be 

able to “keep up” with the voice speaking in this 

acquired language. I would be like those people from 

the Bible we had studied in religion class, whom I 

imagined standing at the foot of an enormous tower15

that looked just like the skyscrapers around me. They 

had been punished for their pride by being made to 

speak different languages so that they didn’t 

understand what anyone was saying.

But at the foot of those towering New York 

skyscrapers, I began to understand more and more—

not less and less—English. In sixth grade, I had one of 

the first in a lucky line of great English teachers 

who began to nurture in me a love of language, a love 

that had been there since my childhood of listening 

closely to words. Sister Maria Generosa did not make 

our class interminably diagram sentences from a 

workbook or learn a catechism16 of grammar rules. 

Instead, she asked us to write little stories imagining 

we were snowflakes, birds, pianos, a stone

in the pavement, a star in the sky. What would it feel 

like to be a flower with roots in the ground? If the 

clouds could talk, what would they say? She had an 

expressive, dreamy look accentuated by the wimple17

that framed her face.

Supposing, just supposing . . . My mind 

would take off, soaring into possibilities, a flower 

with roots, a star in the sky, a cloud full of sad, sad 

tears, a piano crying out each time its back was 

tapped, music only to our ears.

Sister Maria stood at the chalkboard. Her 

chalk was always snapping in two because she wrote 

with such energy, her whole habit18 shaking with the 

swing of her arm, her hand tap-tap-tapping on 

the board. “Here’s a simple sentence: ‘The snow 

fell.’” Sister pointed with her chalk, her eyebrows 

lifted, her wimple poked up. Sometimes I could see 

wisps of gray hair that strayed from under her 

headdress. “But watch what happens if we put an 

adverb at the beginning and a prepositional phrase at 

the end: ‘Gently, the snow fell on the bare hills.’”

I thought about the snow. I saw how it might 

fall on the hills, tapping lightly on the bare branches 

of trees. Softly, it would fall on the cold, bare fields. 

On toys children had left out in the yard, and on 

cars and on little birds and on people out late walking 

on the streets. Sister Marie filled the chalkboard with 

snowy print, on and on, handling and shaping and 

moving the language, scribbling all over the board 

until English, those verbal gadgets, those tricks and 

turns of phrases, those little fixed units and counters, 

became a charged, fluid mass that carried me in its 

great fluent waves, rolling and moving onward, to 

deposit me on the shores of my new homeland. I was 

no longer a foreigner with no ground to stand on. I 

had landed in the English language.

15. enormous tower: a reference to the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11:1-9. According to Genesis, early Babylonians tried to build a 

tower to heaven, but they were thwarted when God caused them to speak many languages rather than one.

16. catechism: a short book written in question-and-answer format

17. wimple: cloth worn around the head, neck, and chin by some nuns.

18. habit: robe or dress worn by some nuns.
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“I’m bringing someone with me, Terry,” my 

stepsister, Heather, was saying through the crackle of 

the long-distance telephone connection. I had to listen 

hard to make sense out of the garbled sound of her 

voice. “A friend,” I think she said, and then 

something like, “Do me a favor, will you, and kind of 

prepare Mama and Art.” Prepare them for what? I 

wondered, and Heather’s next words didn’t make it 

any clearer. “Sheila’s nice, but she’s… well, she’s got 

some problems,” she was saying. “She needs to be 

with a family like ours that’s a little goose.”

“Goose?” I shouted into the receiver. I wished Dad 

or my stepmom, Irene, were home to take this call. 

Somehow, I always seemed to get stuck carrying 

Heather’s crazy messages. “Talk a little slower, 

Heather,” I yelled at her. “I thought you said a little 

goose.”

“Loose!” she shouted back, and kept right on 

talking a mile a minute. “You know, not uptight! 

She’s had some trouble with her folks … I’ll explain 

when we get there. Our plane comes in at O’Hare. 

Write this down, will you, and Terry … get it right!”

So that’s how Sheila came into my life. She was 

supposed to be Heather’s friend. 

Irene was real excited when I gave her the news 

that night at dinner that Heather was on her way home 

from Europe. The trip had been a high school 

graduation gift from Heather’s dad, who’s got the 

bucks to do that sort of showy, spectacular thing. You 

could tell Irene felt all mixed up about it―glad that 

Heather could have the trip, but wishing she and my 

dad could have been the ones to give it, and worried 

to have her only born daughter trotting around foreign 

countries without her. Well, she’d have to get used to 

Heather being gone, I figured. Next Fall it was 

college for Heather, and Irene would have only me 

left at home to fuss over. Neither of us was 

particularly thrilled at that prospect, I imagined. 

“Oh, by the way,” I said when Irene had calmed 

down a little, “Heather said to tell you she’s bringing 

a friend home with her.” 

Irene looked up, startled. I saw her eyes meet 

Dad’s fleetingly over the dinner table and then drill 

into me. 

“A friend?” she said. 

“Yeah. Said she was having some kind of trouble 

with her family, and Heather thought she could stay 

with us for a while.”

“Oh, a girl friend,” Irene said. 

I could see she was relieved. Irene probably wasn’t 

wild about the idea of Heather getting too involved 

with a boy right then. She had a scholarship, and I 

suppose Irene didn’t want her to louse it up. 

Go figure parents! They worried about Heather 

because she might have a boyfriend, and they worried 

about me because I didn’t.

I don’t know how I felt about Heather coming 

home, or bringing a friend. Actually, I don’t think I 

was feeling much of anything just then. Except a 

blank kind of misery. I didn’t know why. And anger. I 

seemed to be mad all the time, but again I couldn’t 

have told you why. I just was … I don’t know … 

lonely, I guess. Dad and Irene had each other. Heather 

always had some sort of boyfriend or other. I looked 

around, and it seemed as though everyone had 

someone. Even Maggie, my very best friend since 

preschool, had gotten a boyfriend just before school 

let out for the summer. I don’t know what it is about 

boys that makes girls act the way they do. Suddenly 

all she could talk about was Kevin. She was as silly 

and disgusting as the girls we used to laugh at 

together. 

“You just wait, Terry, until it happens to you,” she 

had told me. “Then you’ll understand.”

But I knew I wouldn’t. I never would understand 

how a person who had been your best friend 

practically your whole life could just drop you. 

Suddenly, no matter what Maggie and I might have 

planned, if Kevin called, our plans were off. 

“He has to come first with me,” Maggie said. “He 

just has to. I still like you, Terry. I really do. You’re 

still my best friend. But Kevin’s my boyfriend!”

Maybe that’s why I found myself feeling so glad to 

see Heather plodding up the ramp from the airport 

gate. 

She was, after all, my only sister. Ever since Dad 

and Irene got married when we were little kids, 

Heather and I had been together, playing and fighting 

and laughing and crying together. Good old Heather! 

I thought when I caught sight of her.

She looked just the same—long straight hair 

straggling down her back and an outfit that looked 

like it came from Goodwill. Europe hadn’t changed 

her a bit. I craned my neck for her friend. Heather’s 

friends always looked like refugees from the sixties, 

just like she did. But all I saw was a small, pretty girl 

in khaki slacks and shirt, with a short curly haircut. I 

glanced at her and decided she couldn’t be the one. 

She looked like she didn’t have a problem in the 

world. 

Choice - “Running” – Ellen Howard
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Irene and Heather were hugging and laughing, and 

Heather was talking a blue streak, the way Heather 

does. The Dad got a hug, and so do I, and then we 

realized that people were having to elbow their ways 

around us because we were standing in the middle of 

the exit. So Dad shooed us over against a wall. The 

pretty girl came too. 

“Sheila,” Heather was babbling, “this is my 

mother, Irene Jackson, and my stepdad, Art, and my 

stepsister, Terry.”

The girl put out her hand and shook all around. 

“Pleased to meet you,” she said. She had an accent 

I couldn’t place—though it wasn’t European, a 

subject we had speculated on. Her hand was hot and 

dry and strong. Something about the way she looked 

at me made me blush, and I felt my heart lurch. 

“Uh, nice to know you,” I stammered, and then 

turned away, feeling embarrassed and confused for no 

reason I could think of. “Hey, I’m starved,” I 

blustered. “Let’s go home.” 

Sheila O’Flaherty was from the East Coast. 

Heather had met her in the youth hostel where they 

were both staying in London. Sheila was looking for 

some way to avoid going home, since her folks had 

apparently told her “never to darken their doorway 

again,” or something equally dramatic, and Heather 

was, we gathered, nursing a mega case of 

homesickness. 

Heather has never been able to resist a sob story—

“She’s a born social worker,” Dad says. She decided 

that what Sheila needed was a new start in life, with 

us as her sponsors. That’s another thing Heather is 

good at—deciding what other people ought to do. 

Since she was looking for an excuse to come home 

early anyway, she stayed behind when her group 

moved on. Then she and Sheila pooled their resources 

and booked two cut-rate student tickets back to the 

States. 

“Her folks must be really ignorant, turning on her 

like that,” Heather told us a couple of days later ,when 

Sheila was out and we could talk. Heather had conned 

her old boyfriend George into taking Sheila to meet 

his sister, who was looking for a baby-sitter. Like I 

said, Heather’s good at arranging other people’s lives. 

“She isn’t … pregnant, is she?” Irene wanted to 

know. 

“Or some kind of delinquent?” That was Dad. 

“No, no.” Heather laughed. “It’s just that she likes 

women.”

“Likes women?”

“You know. She’s gay. Lesbian. Whatever you 

want to call it. She likes women instead of men, and 

when her folks found out, they had a fit. She feels 

awful about it. She knew they wouldn’t be overjoyed, 

but she never dreamed they’d not even want to see 

her again. What a couple of creeps!”

Irene and Dad were glancing at one another, the 

color drained from their faces. Irene licked her lips. 

“Uh, Heather, honey … you two aren’t … you 

know, you aren’t …”

“Lovers?” Heather let out a hoot and rocked back 

against her chair. “Mama, you’ve got to be kidding. 

Old man-crazy me? I don’t know what she sees in 

women, but hey … She certainly didn’t choose to be 

that way. As she tells it, she couldn’t even admit it to 

herself for the longest time. But she is, and I think it’s 

rotten that her parents are behaving the way they are. 

Her father’s a college professor. You’d think he’d 

know better, but I gather they’re some kind of 

religious nuts. Well, not nuts exactly, but anyway 

really into their religion, which says homosexuality’s 

a sin. That makes Sheila a sinner, I guess.” 

“Poor child,” Irene said, sighing. 

Suddenly she was all sympathy, I noticed, as soon 

as her precious Heather proved to be untainted.

“Hey, you guys don’t mind her staying here for a 

while, do you?” Heather asked, a little belatedly, it 

seemed to me. 

“Of course not,” Dad said, but I could see that he was 

uncomfortable. 

Dad and Irene like to think they’re extremely 

liberal and modern and unprejudiced, but it was pretty 

clear to me that they didn’t always feel the tolerance 

they mouthed. And in this case I couldn’t blame them. 

After all, if what Heather said was true, Sheila was a 

queer. It made me feel funny too, thinking about one 

of them in my very own house.

Still, no one was asking me what I thought. They 

never did. In these kinds of conversations, no one 

ever turned to ask, “Terry, what do you think?” They 

seemed to assume that because I was there, listening, 

I was somehow involved.

The thing was, now that I knew about Sheila, I 

found myself thinking about her all the time, and 

feeling … well, confused. For one thing, I always 

thought that lesbians looked like dykes. You know, 

rough-talking and crude-looking, with butch haircuts 

and leather jackets and real hard faces. But Sheila …
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Sheila wasn’t like that at all. She didn’t seem any 

different from anyone else, except for being an 

Easterner, of course, and that was sort of interesting—

the clipped rhythm of her voice, her Easterner’s 

expressions. And she was pretty. One of the prettiest 

girls I’d ever seen, with soft-looking skin and 

shadowed eyes and a cloud of short, dark hair. She 

seemed … well, feminine. That was what really got 

me. In many ways, she seemed more feminine than 

me! 

Still, I decided to keep my distance. I didn’t want 

her coming on to me, for heaven's sake! 

Sheila got the babysitting job with George’s 

sister’s kids. Heather was obsessed with sorting her 

stuff and packing up for college and saying endless 

goodbyes to friends who were going to different 

schools. Dad and Irene were away at work all day. 

Maggie was—you guessed it—with Kevin practically 

every waking moment. 

I slept a lot, ran on the high school track every 

morning, practiced layups at the hoop in the park, 

mostly hung out. I was so successful at avoiding 

Sheila that I rarely saw her, even though we were 

living in the same house; and for some reason that

made me sadder and lonelier than before. My trouble 

was I had too much time to think. I even began—

don’t laugh— to wish school would start again, just to 

get my mind off things. 

But first, the end of August, would be basketball 

camp. That, at least, was something to look forward 

to. Maggie and I had been going every summer since 

junior high. We were, after all, the stars of our team. 

No one could dribble and pass the way Maggie could, 

and no one could shoot it into the basket as sweetly as 

me. 

Basketball camp would be long days of showing 

our stuff to other girls who were practically as good 

as we were, and long evenings of talking and joking 

around the way we used to. Maggie had always 

cracked me up! Once, last summer, we got one of the 

older girls to buy us some beer, and Maggie ended up 

astride the cannon in Bronson Park, singing at the top 

of her lungs … until I hauled her off and dunked her 

in the fountain. 

The way the rest of the summer had gone, I 

suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised when Maggie 

called—she didn’t even have the guts to come tell me 

in person. But I was. Surprised and madder than I’d 

ever been. 

“What do you mean you aren’t going?” I yelled. 

“Ter-ry …” Maggie’s voice was cajoling. “You 

know how it is. Kevin—”

“Kevin! What’s he got to do—”

“He’s asked me to his folks’ cabin at the lake. I 

just have to go.”

I tried to keep my voice from shaking. 

“You don’t have to do anything, Mag.”

There was a silence. Then, quietly, came Maggie’s 

voice. 

“No, I don’t have to. I want to, Terry.”

“More than you want to go to camp with me?”

Again a silence.

“Terry, I don’t want to hurt your feelings. You 

know I love you like a sister, but …” 

Even I could hear the bitterness in my voice. 

“But Kevin’s your boyfriend.”

“Yes. Yes, he is. And if you’d grow up and find a 

boyfriend of your own, you’d understand. I mean, 

come on, Terry! Plenty of guys have been interested. 

You know they have. But you never give them the 

time of day. We’re not kids anymore, Terry. We’re 

going to be seniors next year. Almost women. And 

women like men. I like men. Everybody does, 

except—”

I slammed down the receiver. 

I didn’t have to take that. Not even from Maggie. 

And, besides, it wasn’t true. I liked boys. Only I 

didn’t put them ahead of my best friend. I had some 

sense of loyalty, some … 

I punched the wall over the deck, unable to hold 

back any longer, and felt the crashing pain in my 

knuckles that released my tears. 

It was that moment that Sheila chose to come into 

the room.

I could feel her looking at me, feel her grey eyes 

taking it all in, my red face and runny nose and the 

way I was cradling my swelling hand and ugly sobs I 

couldn’t keep back. But I couldn’t look at her. I tried 

to shove past her to run upstairs, but felt her firm 

restraining hand on my shoulder and heard her voice, 

brisk and businesslike.

“What you need, Terry, my girl,” Sheila said, “is a 

nice cup of tea.”

I don’t even like tea, but somehow I found myself 

sitting on a stool at the kitchen counter, watching 

Sheila pour boiling water into a teapot.

She was talking about the kids she baby-sat, I 

realized—the Kemp kids. They were real little
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monsters, she said, but funny and kind of fascinating.

“Trying to figure out what’s going on in their strange 

little brains, that’s the trick,” she was saying. She 

hadn’t asked me what was wrong, had only handed 

me a tissue and steered me to the stool and started 

talking. 

“Actually, that’s what I’ve been doing all my life,” 

she was saying, “trying to figure out what’s going on 

in other people’s heads. It seems to be so different so 

much of the time from what’s going on in mine…”

She let the sentence sort of hang there in the air. So 

different … I’d been wrong, I thought. She was

different from other people. Even if I hadn’t known 

about … about her being … what she was, eventually 

I’d have seen she was different from any girl I’d 

known. And I liked her difference, I found myself 

thinking. I liked it a lot. 

I looked at her for the first time since she’d barged 

in on me. She was gazing intently at her watch, really 

serious about the way she made tea, timing it to the 

second. Not like me, I thought, who never timed 

anything, not even a three-minute egg. So why did I 

feel … I don’t know … that we were alike somehow? 

That she knew what I was feeling, even though I 

hadn’t told her, even though I was all sweaty and 

bleary and really steamed at Maggie, and she seemed 

so cool, so tranquil, pouring out two cups of tea. 

“I don’t care what other people are thinking,” I said, 

taking the cup from her and feeling again the strong, 

dry heat of her hand against mine. 

She picked up her own cup and sipped tentatively.

“Careful,” she said. “Don’t burn yourself.”

And for some silly reason I felt the tears start 

behind my eyes again. I ducked my head over my 

cup, wishing she’d put her arm around me again the 

way she had when she steered me into the kitchen. 

I don’t know what people who don’t exercise do

about their feelings. How else can you keep from 

exploding, except to run until you feel empty or pump 

iron until you’ve sweated out the pain inside and 

exchanged it for aching muscles?

That was what I was doing early the next morning 

after an almost sleepless night—pounding out my 

feelings on the smooth, black high school track. I had 

finally hit my stride, my breathing smoothed, my pace 

easy, and my mind emptied of the turmoil of the 

night, when I realized that the runner ahead of me—

the one whose loose, long-legged stride I was 

admiring—was Sheila. She had the hood of her 

sweatshirt up—mornings were cool this early—so 

maybe that’s why I hadn’t recognized her at first, but 

suddenly I was faltering, gulping for air. For a 

moment I was tempted to sprint away, and then I took 

a steadying breath, shook my hair back, and put on a 

spurt of speed forward. By the time I came up even 

with her, the heat in my face was fading. My voice 

sounded cool enough when I said, “Hi.”

Sheila looked over, and I noticed she missed a 

step.

“Hi,” she said, recovering her stride.

We ran like that, side by side, for several minutes 

without talking. I remember thinking it was strange 

that our strides matched so perfectly. Sheila was a 

head shorter than me and slim where I’m stocky. It 

must have been those long legs of hers. She matched 

me step for step. 

“I didn’t know you were into running,” I said, 

trying to keep the breathlessness out of my voice. 

“Sometimes.”

“I come here every morning,” I said. “I’ve never 

seen you before.”

She didn’t answer, and we ran, perfectly in pace. 

“Hey, Sheila,” I said. “Thanks for … for 

yesterday.”

She shrugged and slowed to a walk, swinging her 

arms and still lifting her legs. I slowed too. 

“My friend,” I said, wanting to explain, wanting 

her to know, “my friend had just called to say she 

wasn’t going to basketball camp with me. Her 

boyfriend invited her to his lake cabin.”

“Ah,” said Sheila.

“It made me mad,” I said. 

“And sad?”

I started to say no, and then I stopped. 

She nodded, catching my eye and holding it. 

“I know,” she said softly. Suddenly, I knew that 

she did.

We had stopped running. Two racewalkers 

shouldered past us on the track. 

Sheila stepped off into the grass, and I followed 

her. 

“Time to be getting back,” she said. “The Kemp 

kids awaiteth.”

I fell into step beside her. 

“What sports do you play?” I asked, for something 

to break the silence.

“Me? None. I’ve got the grace and coordination of 

a tree sloth.”
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“You’re a good runner,” I said. 

“Well that’s not sports, is it? You don’t have to 

compete against anyone, except yourself. I can keep 

up with me.”

“No, really,” I said, suddenly intense. “I was 

watching you. I bet you could go out for track easy.”

Sheila flashed me her wonderful smile. 

“Thanks. There aren’t too many track teams in 

secretarial school.”

“Secretarial school?”

“If I can manage it,” she said. “I’ve got to learn 

fast how to do something to earn a living. I’ve used 

up my travel money, and I can’t live off the 

generosity of your parents forever, now can I?”

I shook my head. I had hardly noticed where we 

were going, but there, up ahead, was our house.

“You’re babysitting,” I said, stupidly.

Sheila laughed, but the laugh had a bitter edge to 

it. 

“You can’t live on what I earn, Terry. Not that I’m 

not grateful to Heather and her friend for finding me 

the job.”

“Well but can’t you fo—” I broke off, 

remembering what Heather had said about Sheila’s 

folks. No, I guess they wouldn’t send her money for 

college. I’d just assumed she was going. The thing 

was, I suddenly realized, I’d been so wrapped up in 

my own misery, I hadn’t given a thought to what 

Sheila must be feeling so far away from home—about 

her folks, about what was going to happen to her now 

that she’d “come out,” as Heather called it. 

“So, in the Fall, you’re going to secretarial 

school?” I said. 

We were walking up our driveway, toward the 

front door. She nodded.

“Well, I’m sure that’s interesting work.” It was a 

dumb remark, but all I could think of to say. 

“I’m not sure,” she said, “but it seems to be my 

only option …” Her voice trembled and faded away. 

She had reached for the door handle. 

“Sheila,” I said, “I didn’t realize. I … I’m sorry.”

She stood for a moment, her head bowed over the 

door handle. Then she put back her shoulders, lifted 

her head, and turned to face me. 

“Don’t be, Terry,” she said. “Secretarial school is 

nothing—just something I have to do for a while. 

Even my folks … It’s shitty of them to throw me out 

on my ear just because, for the first time in my life, 

I’ve been honest with them. But the important thing is 

I have been honest—with them, and most of all with 

myself. I’m who I am, and I like who I am.…”

I just stood there, looking at her. I could see that it 

was true. She wasn’t ashamed. The things that made 

her unhappy were all outside of herself, nothing to do 

with who she was inside. 

She put her hand on my arm, and once again I felt 

her touch at my center. She seemed to be looking 

right into me, and suddenly she wasn’t talking about 

herself.

“You’re going to have to deal with it, Terry,” she 

said. 

I knew she didn’t mean my having to go to camp 

without Maggie.

And then she slipped through the door, leaving me 

outside. But the door was open. If I had the courage, I 

could follow. 
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Choice - “The F Word” – Firoozeh Dumas
My cousin’s name, Farbod, means “Greatness.” 

When he moved to America, all the kids called him 

“Farthead.” My brother Farshid (“He Who 

Enlightens”) became “Fartshit.” The name of my 

friend Neggar means “Beloved,” although it can be 

more accurately translated as “She Whose Name 

Almost Incites Riots.” Her brother Arash (“Giver”) 

initially couldn’t understand why every time he’d say 

his name, people would laugh and ask him if it itched. 

All of us immigrants knew that moving to America 

would be fraught with challenges, but none of us 

thought that our names would be such an obstacle. 

How could our parents have ever imagined that 

someday we would end up in a country where 

monosyllabic names reign supreme, a land where 

“William” is shortened to “Bill,” where “Susan” 

becomes “Sue,” and “Richard” somehow evolves into 

“Dick?” America is a great country, but nobody 

without a mask and a cape has a “z” in his name. And 

have Americans ever realized the great scope of the 

guttural sounds they’re missing? Okay, so it has to do 

with linguistic roots, but I do believe this would be a 

richer country if all Americans could do a little tongue 

aerobics and learn to pronounce “kh,” a sound more 

commonly associated in this culture with phlegm, or 

“gh,” the sound usually made by actors in the final 

moments of a choking scene. It’s like adding a few 

new spices to the kitchen pantry. Move over, 

cinnamon and nutmeg, make way for cardamom and 

sumac. 

Exotic analogies aside, having a foreign name in 

this land of Joes and Marys is a pain in the spice 

cabinet. When I was twelve, I decided to simplify my 

life by adding an American middle name. This 

decision serves as proof that sometimes simplifying 

one’s life in the short run only complicates it in the 

long run. My name, Firoozeh, chosen by my mother, 

means “Turquoise” in Persian. In America, it means 

“Unpronounceable” or “I’m Not Going to Talk to 

You Because I Cannot Possibly Learn Your Name 

and I Just Don’t Want to Have to Ask You Again and 

Again Because You’ll Think I’m Dumb or You Might 

Get Upset or Something.” My father, incidentally, had 

wanted to name me Sara. I do wish he had won that 

argument. 

To strengthen my decision to add an American 

name, I had just finished fifth grade in Whittier, 

where all the kids incessantly called me “Ferocious.” 

That summer, my family moved to Newport Beach, 

where I looked forward to starting a new life. I 

wanted to be a kid with a name that didn’t draw so 

much attention, a name that didn’t come with a built-

in inquisition as to when and why I had moved to 

America and how was it that I spoke English without 

an accent and was I planning on going back and what 

did I think of America? 

My last name didn’t help any. I can’t mention my 

maiden name, because: 

“Dad, I’m writing a memoir.” 

“Great! Just don’t mention our name.” 

Suffice it to say that, with eight letters, including a 

z, and four syllables, my last name is as difficult and 

foreign as my first. My first and last name together 

generally served the same purpose as a high brick 

wall. There was one exception to this rule. In 

Berkeley, and only in Berkeley, my name drew 

people like flies to baklava. These were usually 

people named Amaryllis or Chrysanthemum, types 

who vacationed in Costa Rica and to whom lentils 

described a type of burger. These folks were probably 

not the pride of Poughkeepsie, but they were 

refreshingly nonjudgmental. 

When I announced to my family that I wanted to 

add an American name, they reacted with their usual 

laughter. Never one to let mockery or good judgment 

stand in my way, I proceeded to ask for suggestions. 

My father suggested “Fifi.” Had I had a special 

affinity for French poodles or been considering a 

career in prostitution, I would’ve gone with that one. 

My mom suggested “Farah,” a name easier than 

“Firoozeh” yet still Iranian. Her reasoning made 

sense, except that Farrah Fawcett was at the height of 

her popularity and I didn’t want to be associated with 

somebody whose poster hung in every postpubescent 

boy’s bedroom. We couldn’t think of any American 

names beginning with F, so we moved on to J, the 

first letter of our last name. I don’t know why we 

limited ourselves to names beginning with my initials, 

but it made sense at that moment, perhaps by the logic 

employed moments before bungee jumping. I finally 

chose the name “Julie” mainly for its simplicity. My 

brothers, Farid and Farshid, thought that adding an 

American name was totally stupid. They later became 

Fred and Sean. 

That same afternoon, our doorbell rang. It was our 

new nextdoor neighbor, a friendly girl my age named 

Julie. She asked me my name and after a moment of 

hesitation, I introduced myself as Julie. “What a 
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coincidence!” she said. I didn’t mention that I had 

been Julie for only half an hour. 

Thus I started sixth grade with my new, easy name 

and life became infinitely simpler. People actually 

remembered my name, which was an entirely 

refreshing new sensation. All was well until the 

Iranian Revolution, when I found myself with a new 

set of problems. Because I spoke English without an 

accent and was known as Julie, people assumed I was 

American. This meant that I was often privy to their 

real feelings about those “damn I-ranians.” It was like 

having those X-ray glasses that let you see people 

naked, except that what I was seeing was far uglier 

than people’s underwear. It dawned on me that these 

people would have probably never invited me to their 

house had they known me as Firoozeh. I felt like a 

fake. 

When I went to college, I eventually went back to 

using my real name. All was well until I graduated 

and started looking for a job. Even though I had 

graduated with honors from UC– Berkeley, I couldn’t 

get a single interview. I was guilty of being a 

humanities major, but I began to suspect that there 

was more to my problems. After three months of 

rejections, I added “Julie” to my résumé. Call it 

coincidence, but the job offers started coming in. 

Perhaps it’s the same kind of coincidence that keeps 

African Americans from getting cabs in New York. 

Once I got married, my name became Julie 

Dumas. I went from having an identifiably “ethnic” 

name to having ancestors who wore clogs. My family 

and non-American friends continued calling me 

Firoozeh, while my coworkers and American friends 

called me Julie. My life became one big knot, 

especially when friends who knew me as Julie met 

friends who knew me as Firoozeh. I felt like those 

characters in soap operas who have an evil twin. The 

two, of course, can never be in the same room, since 

they’re played by the same person, a struggling 

actress who wears a wig to play one of the twins and 

dreams of moving on to bigger and better roles. I 

couldn’t blame my mess on a screenwriter; it was my 

own doing. 

I decided to untangle the knot once and for all by 

going back to my real name. By then, I was a stay-at-

home mom, so I really didn’t care whether people 

remembered my name or gave me job interviews. 

Besides, most of the people I dealt with were in 

diapers and were in no position to judge. I was also 

living in Silicon Valley, an area filled with people 

named Rajeev, Avishai, and Insook. 

Every once in a while, though, somebody comes 

up with a new permutation and I am once again 

reminded that I am an immigrant with a foreign name. 

I recently went to have blood drawn for a physical 

exam. The waiting room for blood work at our local 

medical clinic is in the basement of the building, and 

no matter how early one arrives for an appointment, 

forty coughing, wheezing people have gotten there 

first. Apart from reading Golf Digest and Popular 

Mechanics, there isn’t much to do except guess the 

number of contagious diseases represented in the 

windowless room. Every ten minutes, a name is called 

and everyone looks to see which cough matches that 

name. As I waited patiently, the receptionist called 

out, “Fritzy, Fritzy!” Everyone looked around, but no 

one stood up. Usually, if I’m waiting to be called by 

someone who doesn’t know me, I will respond to just 

about any name starting with an F. Having been 

called Froozy, Frizzy, Fiorucci, and Frooz and just 

plain “Uhhhh . . . ,” I am highly accommodating. I did 

not, however, respond to “Fritzy” because there is, as 

far as I know, no “t” in my name. The receptionist 

tried again, “Fritzy, Fritzy DumbAss.” As I stood up 

to this most linguistically original version of my 

name, I could feel all eyes upon me. The room was 

momentarily silent as all of these sick people sat 

united in a moment of gratitude for their own names. 

Despite a few exceptions, I have found that 

Americans are now far more willing to learn new 

names, just as they’re far more willing to try new 

ethnic foods. Of course, some people just don’t like to 

learn. One mom at my children’s school adamantly 

refused to learn my “impossible” name and instead 

settled on calling me “F Word.” She was recently 

transferred to New York where, from what I’ve heard, 

she might meet an immigrant or two and, who knows, 

she just might have to make some room in her spice 

cabinet.
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Choice - “The Jacket” – Gary  Soto
My clothes have failed me. I remember the green 

coat that I wore in fifth and sixth grade when you 

either danced like a champ or pressed yourself against 

a greasy wall, bitter as a penny toward the happy 

couples.

When I needed a new jacket and my mother asked 

what kind I wanted, I described something like bikers 

wear; black leather and silver studs, with enough belts 

to hold down a small town. We were in the kitchen, 

steam on the windows from her cooking. She listened 

so long while stirring dinner that I thought she 

understood for sure the kind I wanted. The next day 

when I got home from school, I discovered draped on 

my bedpost a jacket the color of day-old guacamole. I 

threw my books on the bed and approached the jacket 

slowly, as if it were a stranger whose hand I had to 

shake. I touched the vinyl sleeve, the collar, and 

peeked at the mustard-colored lining.

From the kitchen mother yelled that my jacket was 

in the closet. I closed the door to her voice and pulled 

at the rack of clothes in the closet, hoping the jacket 

on the bedpost wasn't for me but my mean brother. 

No luck. I gave up. From my bed, I stared at the 

jacket. I wanted to cry because it was so ugly and so 

big that I knew I'd have to wear it a long time. I was a 

small kid, thin as a young tree, and it would be years 

before I'd have a new one. I stared at the jacket, like 

an enemy, thinking bad things before I took off my 

old jacket, whose sleeves climbed halfway to my 

elbow.

I put the big jacket on. I zipped it up and down 

several times and rolled the cuffs up so they didn't 

cover my hands. I put my hands in the pockets and 

flapped the jacket like a bird's wings. I stood in front 

of the mirror, full face, then profile, and then looked 

over my shoulder as if someone had called me. I sat 

on the bed, stood against the bed, and combed my 

hair to see what I would look like doing something 

natural. I looked ugly. I threw it on my brother's bed 

and looked at it for a long time before I slipped it on 

and went out to the backyard, smiling a "thank you" 

to my mom as I passed her in the kitchen. With my 

hands in my pockets I kicked a ball against the fence, 

and then climbed it to sit looking into the alley. I 

hurled orange peels at the mouth of an open garbage 

can, and when the peels were gone I watched the 

white puffs of my breath thin to nothing.

I jumped down, hands in my pockets, and in the 

backyard, on my knees, I teased my dog, Brownie, by 

swooping my arms while making bird calls. He 

jumped at me and missed. He jumped again and 

again, until a tooth sunk deep, ripping an L-shaped 

tear on my left sleeve. I pushed Brownie away to 

study the tear as I would a cut on my arm. There was 

no blood, only a few loose pieces of fuzz. Damn dog, 

I thought, and pushed him away hard when he tried to 

bite again. I got up from my knees and went to my 

bedroom to sit with my jacket on my lap, with the 

lights out.

That was the first afternoon with my new jacket. 

The next day I wore it to sixth grade and got a D on a 

math quiz. During the morning recess Frankie T., the 

playground terrorist, pushed me to the ground and 

told me to stay there until recess was over. My best 

friend, Steve Negrete, ate an apple while looking at 

me, and the girls turned away to whisper on the 

monkey bars. The teachers were no help; they looked 

my way and talked about how foolish I looked in my 

new jacket. I saw their heads bob with laughter, their 

hands half covering their mouths.

Even though it was cold, I took off the jacket 

during lunch and played kickball in a thin shirt, my 

arms feeling like braille from goosebumps. But when 

I returned to class I slipped the jacket on and shivered 

until I was warm. I sat on my hands, heating them up, 

while my teeth chattered like a cup of crooked dice. 

Finally warm, I slid out of the jacket but put it back 

on a few minutes later when the fire bell rang. We 

paraded out into the yard where we, the sixth graders, 

walked past all the other grades to stand against the 

back fence. Everybody saw me. Although they didn't 

say out loud, "Man, that's ugly," I heard the buzz-

buzz of gossip and even laughter that I knew was 

meant for me.

And so I went, in my guacamole-colored jacket. 

So embarrassed, so hurt, I couldn't even do my 

homework. I received C's on quizzes and forgot the 

state capitals and the rivers of South America, our 

friendly neighbor. Even the girls who had been 

friendly blew away like loose flowers to follow the 

boys in neat jackets.

I wore that thing for three years until the sleeves 

grew short and my forearms stuck out like the necks 

of turtles. All during that time no love came to me -

no little dark girl in a Sunday dress she wore on 

Monday. At lunchtime I stayed with the ugly boys 

who leaned against the chain-link fence and looked 

around with propellers of grass spinning in our 
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mouths. We saw girls walk by alone, saw couples, 

hand in hand, their heads like bookends pressing air 

together. We saw them and spun our propellers so fast 

our faces were blurs.

I blame that jacket for those bad years. I blame my 

mother for her bad taste and her cheap ways. It was a 

sad time for the heart. With a friend I spent my sixth-

grade year in a tree in the alley, waiting for something 

good to happen to me in that jacket, which had 

become the ugly brother who tagged along wherever I 

went. And it was about that time that I began to grow. 

My chest puffed up with muscle and, strangely, a few 

more ribs. Even my hands, those fleshy hammers, 

showed bravely through the cuffs, the fingers already 

hardening for the coming fights. But that L-shaped rip 

on the left sleeve got bigger; bits of stuffing coughed 

out from its wound after a hard day of play. I finally 

Scotch-taped it closed, but in rain or cold weather the 

tape peeled off like a scab and more stuffing fell out 

until that sleeve shriveled into a palsied arm. That 

winter the elbows began to crack and whole chunks of 

green began to fall off. I showed the cracks to my 

mother, who always seemed to be at the stove with 

steamed-up glasses, and she said that there were 

children in Mexico who would love that jacket. I told 

her that this was America and yelled that Debbie, my 

sister, didn't have a jacket like mine. I ran outside, 

ready to cry, and climbed the tree by the alley to think 

bad thoughts and watch my breath puff white and 

disappear.

But whole pieces still casually flew off my jacket 

when I played hard, read quietly, or took vicious 

spelling tests at school. When it became so spotted 

that my brother began to call me “camouflage,” I 

flung it over the fence into the alley. Later, however, I 

swiped the jacket off the ground and went inside to 

drape it across my lap and mope.

I was called to dinner: steam silvered my mother's 

glasses as she said grace; my brother and sister with 

their heads bowed made ugly faces at their glasses of 

powdered milk. I gagged too, but eagerly ate big rips 

of buttered tortilla that held scooped-up beans. 

Finished, I went outside with my jacket across my 

arm. It was a cold sky. The faces of clouds were piled 

up, hurting. I climbed the fence, jumping down with a 

grunt. I started up the alley and soon slipped into my 

jacket, that green ugly brother who breathed over my 

shoulder that day and ever since. 
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Choice - “Just Walk On By” – Brent Staples
My first victim was a woman – white, well 

dressed, probably in her early twenties. I came upon 

her late one evening on a deserted street in Hyde 

Park, a relatively affluent neighborhood in an 

otherwise mean, impoverished section of Chicago. As 

I swung onto the avenue behind her, there seemed to 

be a discreet, uninflammatory distance between us. 

Not so. She cast back a worried glance. To her, the 

youngish black man – a broad six feet two inches 

with a beard and billowing hair, both hands shoved 

into the pockets of a bulky military jacket – seemed 

menacingly close. After a few more quick glimpses, 

she picked up her pace and was soon running in 

earnest. Within seconds she disappeared into a cross 

street.

That was more than a decade ago, I was twenty-

two years old, a graduate student newly arrived at the 

University of Chicago. It was in the echo of that 

terrified woman’s footfalls that I first began to know 

the unwieldy inheritance I’d come into – the ability to 

alter public space in ugly ways. It was clear that she 

thought herself the quarry of a mugger, a rapist, or 

worse. Suffering a bout of insomnia, however, I was 

stalking sleep, not defenseless wayfarers. As a softy 

who is scarcely able to take a knife to a raw chicken –

let alone hold one to a person's throat – I was 

surprised, embarrassed, and dismayed all at once. Her 

flight made me feel like an accomplice in tyranny. It 

also made it clear that I was indistinguishable from 

the muggers who occasionally seeped into the area 

from the surrounding ghetto. That first encounter, and 

those that followed, signified that a vast, unnerving 

gulf lay between nighttime pedestrians – particularly 

women – and me. And I soon gathered that being 

perceived as dangerous is a hazard in itself. I only 

needed to turn a corner into a dicey situation, or 

crowd some frightened, armed person in a foyer 

somewhere, or make an errant move after being 

pulled over by a policeman. Where fear and weapons 

meet – and they often do in urban America – there is 

always the possibility of death.

In that first year, my first away from my 

hometown, I was to become thoroughly familiar with 

the language of fear. At dark, shadowy intersections, I 

could cross in front of a car stopped at a traffic light 

and elicit the thunk, thunk, thunk of the driver –

black, white, male, or female – hammering down the 

door locks. On less traveled streets after dark, I grew 

accustomed to but never comfortable with people 

crossing to the other side of the street rather than pass 

me. Then there were the standard unpleasantries with 

policemen, doormen, bouncers, cab drivers, and 

others whose business it is to screen out troublesome 

individuals before there is any nastiness.

I moved to New York nearly two years ago and I 

have remained an avid night walker. In central 

Manhattan, the near-constant crowd cover minimizes 

tense one-on-one street encounters. Elsewhere – in 

SoHo, for example, where sidewalks are narrow and 

tightly spaced buildings shut out the sky – things can 

get very taut indeed.

After dark, on the warrenlike streets of Brooklyn 

where I live, I often see women who fear the worst 

from me. They seem to have set their faces on neutral, 

and with their purse straps strung across their chests 

bandolier-style, they forge ahead as though bracing 

themselves against being tackled. I understand, of 

course, that the danger they perceive is not a 

hallucination. Women are particularly vulnerable to 

street violence, and young black males are drastically 

overrepresented among the perpetrators of that 

violence. Yet these truths are no solace against the 

kind of alienation that comes of being ever the 

suspect, a fearsome entity with whom pedestrians 

avoid making eye contact.

It is not altogether clear to me how I reached the 

ripe old age of twenty-two without being conscious of 

the lethality nighttime pedestrians attributed to me. 

Perhaps it was because in Chester, Pennsylvania, the 

small, angry industrial town where I came of age in 

the 1960s, I was scarcely noticeable against a 

backdrop of gang warfare, street knifings, and 

murders. I grew up one of the good boys, had perhaps 

a half-dozen fistfights. In retrospect, my shyness of 

combat has clear sources.

As a boy, I saw countless tough guys locked away; 

I have since buried several, too. They were babies, 

really – a teenage cousin, a brother of twenty-two, a 

childhood friend in his mid-twenties – all gone down 

in episodes of bravado played out in the streets. I 

came to doubt the virtues of intimidation early on. I 

chose, perhaps unconsciously, to remain shadow-

timid, but a survivor.

The fearsomeness mistakenly attributed to me in 

public places often has a perilous flavor. The most 

frightening of these confusions occurred in the late 

1970s and early 1980s, when I worked as a journalist 

in Chicago. One day, rushing into the office of a 
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magazine I was writing for with a deadline story in 

hand, I was mistaken for a burglar. The office 

manager called security and, with an ad hoc posse, 

pursued me through the labyrinthine halls, nearly to 

my editor’s door. I had no way of proving who I was. 

I could only move briskly toward the company of 

someone who knew me.

Another time I was on assignment for a local paper 

and killing time before an interview. I entered a 

jewelry store on the city’s affluent Near North Side. 

The proprietor excused herself and returned with an 

enormous red Doberman pinscher straining at the end 

of a leash. She stood, the dog extended toward me, 

silent to my questions, her eyes bulging nearly out of 

her head. I took a cursory look around, nodded, and 

bade her good night.

Relatively speaking, however, I never fared as 

badly as another black male journalist. He went to 

nearby Waukegan, Illinois, a couple of summers ago 

to work on a story about a murderer who was born 

there. Mistaking the reporter for the killer, police 

officers hauled him from his car at gunpoint and but 

for his press credentials would probably have tried to 

book him. Such episodes are not uncommon. Black 

men trade tales like this all the time.

Over the years, I learned to smother the rage I felt 

at so often being taken for a criminal. Not to do so 

would surely have led to madness. I now take 

precautions to make myself less threatening. I move 

about with care, particularly late in the evening. I give 

a wide berth to nervous people on subway platforms 

during the wee hours, particularly when I have 

exchanged business clothes for jeans. If I happen to 

be entering a building behind some people who 

appear skittish, I may walk by, letting them clear the 

lobby before I return, so as not to seem to be 

following them. I have been calm and extremely 

congenial on those rare occasions when I've been 

pulled over by the police.

And on late-evening constitutionals I employ what 

has proved to be an excellent tension-reducing 

measure: I whistle melodies from Beethoven and 

Vivaldi and the more popular classical composers. 

Even steely New Yorkers hunching toward nighttime 

destinations seem to relax, and occasionally they even 

join in the tune. Virtually everybody seems to sense 

that a mugger wouldn’t be warbling bright, sunny 

selections from Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. It is my 

equivalent of the cowbell that hikers wear when they 

know they are in bear country.


