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A senior:
I cheated.  I didn’t spend enough time writing my narrative.  I just felt like I didn’t have much to say.  I look at my life and I feel like I haven’t had any huge challenges or bad experiences that I could grow from.  My parents are as perfect as they get.  My sisters are wonderful.  My extended family, even the republicans living in Ohio and Kentucky, make it clear that they love me and like being around me.  The group of families that I grew up with in California are as supportive as you can get.  Everyone in my life told me how great I was and I believed them.  I excelled. How can you not excel when everyone around you tells you that you will achieve greatness and if you fail or fall short they are there to pick you up dust you off and help you succeed?
I did have a few barriers in my life.  I have a learning disability that stunted my reading ability.  I would try and try but I just couldn’t learn how to read.  It wasn’t until fifth grade that I really learned to read. Standardized tests?  I would guess. I loved Math because the numbers made sense to me. I hated words.  That experience has made me a hard worker because learning didn’t come easy to me at first.  It made me humble. 

I also was a complete social outcast from kindergarten to about fifth grade, I wonder if this had to do with my lack of reading ability.  When I lived in Australia in third grade I met The Mean Girls.  No joke.  I met those girls from that movie in Australia.  They scared me.  They were mean.  

But whatever – I still had my family. 
So what happens to a girl who is told the world is hers and is taught she can do anything?  One of my family friend’s dad always tells me when I leave him, “Do great things.”  I hope I do great things. 

A senior:
Before my grandmother got placed in a lifeless, dreary nursing home, and before she passed away, my family would go to Flushing, Queens every Saturday to visit her.  The apartment she lived in was well-maintained, albeit outdated— you learned quickly to check the expiration date of any edible good before popping it into your mouth. 

No matter the month, my grandmother would send me off with stale candy in my hand from last year’s Chinese New Year party.  So in December, I would walk away with a stack of 11-month ripened, chocolate, gold coins.  “Take this home with you,” my grandmother said in a language I didn’t understand—she spoke Cantonese, I spoke Mandarin—presenting the moldy candy like treasured jewels.  In the background, my mother would make a coerced, polite face. 

We would all breathe a collective sigh of release after leaving my grandmother’s in the early afternoon. Then, we—my mother, father, and I and sometimes my brother–would cram into the car to make the half hour or so drive from Flushing to Manhattan’s Chinatown.  
Once there, I would delicately squish my nose in disapproval.  A pre-teen, I disassociated myself from the sights and sounds I now love and have grown to appreciate: A gray fish, fighting for its last breath, wiggling helplessly on the floor; hordes of amused and entitled tourists bargaining for “cashmere” scarves on the congested street –“How about five dollars for two?” bargains the visiting European in decadent clothes; dark, windy alleyways leading to fake Prada bags; street vendors dolling out generous portions of noodles and boiled soy eggs at a killer bargain; ripe and delicious fruits, a third of the price of those being sold in fancy, air conditioned supermarkets a train stop away, a world away. 

There was a delicate science involved in our Chinatown excursion. We usually went dim summing first, if our timing was right.  Dim summing for us was a straight-up, no frills, authentic, Hong Kong dining experience.  Anthony Bourdain would be jealous.  Shouting was involved, a necessity.  The fight for the freshest, tastiest, morsels of food was not for the weak. The tea (always Chrysanthemum) whetted our appetites for the soon-to-come battle of ordering. From the moment the cart wheeled close enough to my dad’s discerning eye line, everything became a blur: Fish balls, beef balls, congee with salted egg, pork spareribs (always with too much fat on them), stuffed crab claws, oily spring rolls, sticky rice with mushrooms, steamed buns, deep fried taro dumpling, mango pudding with decorative umbrellas attached, almond cookies, egg custard—not a surface of the table remains in sight.  We always ordered the same food.  The first time in a long day, we stopped bickering; our mouths were too full to talk. 

After we were completely perfumed by the smell of fried dumplings and filled beyond comfort, we would stop by the grocery store. While my mom carefully picked from the selection of pickled cabbage and pig’s feet, her favorite​​—curious visitors would sometimes ask her what it was—she would let me select something from the grocery store.  

This was the highlight of the trip. I would cruise up and down the aisles, accidentally knocking down old Asian ladies.  Should I get something sweet?  Or something salty?  The jarred prunes sang to me, the salty shrimp chips cajoled me.  I usually ended up getting Lychee candy.

On the ride back (to the unfortunate suburbs of New Jersey), I looked forward to falling asleep before crossing the Holland tunnel.  Before the invention of the i-pod, there was the strip of never-ending, black highway to soothe my thoughts. Eventually I would unwrap, out of unchecked temptation, a stale candy—quickly followed by the more pleasant Lychee candy.  And I would always fall asleep, before finishing it completely. 

A senior:

While I’ve only participated in homeless ministry twice, it has already changed my life.  I had originally heard about City Reaching, a faith-based homeless outreach group, for weeks from my peers at Christian Fellowship.  However, I have always put my schoolwork first, not allowing much flexibility or opportunity to give to others, even though that was the thing I so much desired.  But somehow, one of my friends needed an additional certified driver, and so while I initially hesitated, I decided to go out to West Springfield that Monday night in November.  I had no idea what I was getting into or what to expect, figuring everything would work itself okay.

During that crisp Monday night, about 50 or 60 volunteers huddled in a circle in the parking lot of the Basketball Hall of Fame.  Most of these volunteers were college students, while others were just community members.  I also noticed the majority of the volunteers were men, and it was refreshing to see caring, loving men who wanted to change the world, just like myself.

Pastor Greg epitomized the meaning of a leader.  He was a black man with a short stature, donned the same long wool coat, and wore a knitcap to keep his bald head warm.  From hearing him speak and seeing him interact with the volunteers and homeless, I could see he was a man convicted of God’s truth and lived a purposeful life of love and care.  I remember my first night when we were all huddled in a circle and Pastor Greg began recounting the previous week’s stories and updates of the various homeless people each team had met on the street.  PG (our nickname for Pastor Greg) remembered each and every homeless person’s name and expressed love, care, and concern for each homeless person as if each of them were his best friend.  He told us about the previous week, when he was out on the street until 3 AM because he was insistent on getting a homeless man off the cold, wet streets and into some place warm like a shelter, but the homeless man refused.  PG decided to call the police on the homeless man so he would have no choice but to seek a warm shelter.  PG didn’t even know this homeless man and this man was yelling all sorts of obscenities to PG, but PG still loved him and was determined to get this man to someplace warm, even if it meant he would be staying out all night in the cold and put himself in a potentially dangerous/violent situation.

PG also told us about his trip to Cambridge where he collaborated with a faith based homeless ministry group.  That past weekend, he had traveled to Cambridge with some other people in our Springfield group to join the Cambridge group in cooking and baking food all day to feed the homeless, all the while fasting.  It was amazing to hear the stories of love and human connection experienced while toasting a sliver of bread with a homeless person and the lessons learned about building relationships of trust and respect.  

I’ve been very privileged and protected for all my life.  My parents grew up in an environment where they didn’t have the opportunity to go to school or have enough to eat.  When my dad immigrated to America in his early twenties, he went to school during the day and worked at night in a restaurant run by a distant relative who was especially mean spirited.  I actually know very little about my parent’s past because they’ve told me so little.  It was only when I traveled half-way across the world to visit my great grandfather in China that I began to see pieces of my dad’s life and what his life was like before I was born.  Their life was filled with political instability and poverty.  During the Cultural Revolution, children were taken away from schools and had to work in the rural countryside for years.  My mother was only able to finish high school.  When she immigrated to the United States, she had to work to support her family, so pursuing higher education was not an option.  As a result, she worked as a housekeeper in a hotel and has had the same job ever since, more than twenty years later.  

My dad was and is incredibly hardworking and ambitious.  His youth is long gone, with so many unfulfilled dreams, like my mother.  So while I was growing up, they gave me everything that they wanted but never had.  Piano lessons, violin lessons, art lessons, ballet lessons, after-school academic enrichment programs, and Chinese classes.  In the midst of all this privilege, I didn’t realize how lucky I was, but felt all these extra classes were a burden.  I felt like my schedule was always packed, and I never learned to have fun.

During my first year at Smith, I voluntarily signed up to work in the kitchen because I felt I needed a job to earn some extra money and relate to my peers who had no choice but to work.  I remember asking my dad to send some paperwork for payroll information because I told him I was working in the kitchen.   He was so upset and confused to why I would take on such a job, to spend my time earning minimum wage when I could spend that time studying.  He didn’t understand that I was sick and tired of being so pampered and spoon-fed, that I craved financial independence and the pride that comes from making one’s own money.

Being involved in homeless ministry has been so meaningful to me, but something that I didn’t readily share with my parents.  Going out into the streets of West Springfield to talk and feed homeless people, a segment of the population my parents would consider lazy, drug addicts, failures, and dangerous to be around, represented me developing my own beliefs and values rather than just obediently adopting my parent’s view.  Their desire to protect me out of love stunted me from growing into my own entity.

More than anything, homeless ministry replenished my soul and opened my eyes to poverty and the power of compassion to fill empty hearts.  I’ve met Bruce, a man whose cold blank face showed that he had given up all hope in life, that there was no one who could rescue him.  He felt safer to be on the cold streets than in the shelter where his belongings might get stolen.  I met Wayne, a man who had earned an MBA degree and had a successful career earning over $100,000, but he fell into drinking and using cocaine that he lost his job and became homeless.  That first night when I met Bruce and Wayne, our team was able to convince them to check out the church’s shelter and give it a try, even though initially they were both reluctant to enter a shelter due to bad experiences and shame.  The next week when I returned to City Reaching, PG told us that Wayne felt very comfortable at the shelter and consistently returned to the shelter, and in week, the church member helped him find a part time job.  It was truly amazing to see the transformation that happened in a single week.  Wayne had been homeless, living all alone in a cold parking garage, and now with love and support, he was able to make a fresh start.  In just the two times I participated in City Reaching, I felt so renewed and imbued with so much hope and faith that love and compassion can bring about real, long lasting change.  Seeing the leadership and love in PG and his conviction in his mission as a Christian deepened my faith and understanding of who God is and what Christianity stands for. 

A junior:
“England! Ireland! Wales! Inside, outside ON THE ROPES!”  I won!  Those words held the same meaning as goo gaa and poo.  In our eyes they were made up sounds for the purpose of playing a game with a skipping rope.  Peering from the gate of our house stood my watchful national guard, an army of women standing by the door, one hand held a cup of chai while the other lay firmly on the cheek of a misbehaving child.  As the sun came down, there wasn’t an inch of the ground that wasn’t covered with a sleeping body.  I never understood why we didn’t we get to live in the big house next door.  They only had four people in the whole house!  I resented any one with an ounce of comfort.  Life wasn’t fair. 

Time passed, and our fate started to climb uphill.  We moved to a more comfortable living situation.  My new fancy school had taught me the meaning of England, Ireland and Wales, so that game wasn’t fun any more. We were slowly becoming the people in the unnecessarily big house now.  I was confused again.  If like everyone was saying, I was the one with the comfortable life then why did I have to wear the uncomfortable overly starched frock with tight black buckled shoes when the masi’s daughter got to wear my old soft comfy clothes?  Though confused, I felt secure in the level of power that I had in situation.  I felt in control and at level with most people that I met.  
That all changed when I moved to Indonesia. 
My superiority complex was built up just to be shattered by the first day of school.  I looked around and started to cry so hard that I couldn’t breathe!  I just wanted to go to the bathroom! But these ladies were so mean!  I kept asking them where the bathroom was and they kept making sounds at me!  They are so big that I couldn’t see the sky, and they are all dressed like some one had died!   Maybe I had died, they did look like ghosts.  I started to cry louder. 

Still sniffling at the end of the day, I saw my Mama.  She looked out of place.  I knew she wasn’t dead because unlike all the other ladies, she wasn’t pale as a ghost and dressed like she was at a funeral.  Her bangles and anklets chimed in unison with the click clack of her heels.  A train of flowing cloth followed her as she walks towards me.  I thought she looked like a movie star!  She was here to save me from this scary place!

“Stop crying all the time!  I like this place!  They’ll take us to back if you keep crying!” my sister yelled after witnessing my parents arguing about my first day at school.  

“But Appa, I had to sit with dead ladies today and they wouldn’t take me to the bathroom.”  Her laughter comforted me just as much as it confused me. 
“Those ladies aren’t dead!  They are born like that!  And they probably told you where the bathroom was in English.  They don’t speak Urdu!”  Confused I asked why on earth someone wouldn’t speak Urdu.  “Don’t you know? The rich and cool people never speak in Urdu, only in English like this!”  She started to teach me phrases she had learnt.  “Fasten your seatbelt please…No smoking allowed…Exit to the right.”  Though neither one of us knew what they meant, we were now rich and cool now that we were prancing around our rooms speaking in English. 

Days went by, and I learnt to speak real English. I became more and more aware of the people who waited on me.  I felt like I was the queen.  I forgot that this was an acquired power; to me it was my birthright.  I lived among only those who were like me, the royalties of the world.  I was special – that’s why I was who I was.  Those who served me were obviously lacking and unworthy. 

Our car windows were tinted, the seats were made of pure leather, the AC was refreshingly cooling while the bulletproof exterior kept out the poverty.  Driving through the riots I saw a child screaming in the middle of chaos of angry people mobbing.  I saw mothers scrambling to get their children to safer areas.  I saw how injustice had forced the humanity out of decent human beings.  

Yet all I felt was anger and annoyance.  Who were these people to disrupt my life?  Illiterate, good for nothing rats being ungrateful and not knowing their place.  That was my last thought as I got onto my private helicopter to fly to wait the rioting out in a five star suite. 

In Turkey, I was the elite of the elite, and I knew it.  But I started to feel the thorns on this rose of wealth.  I was exposed to the world of flashing lights and smoke that masked the smell of underage drinking and drug dealing.  As twelve-year-old children we lived the lives of twenty year olds in every possible way.  Sex was another game.  Drugs were candy.  The world gave us no rules and we didn’t make any for ourselves. 

We didn’t have morals.  All that mattered was maintaining our privileges.  God forbid the day should come when we couldn’t freely do as our heart desired.  Mental games couple with sexual abuse went by silently to this day in order to protect our precious world.  The true cause of the death of a friend was buried by the silence of the five pre teens standing around her grave.  Her eyes that were shut, had been rolling back in a terrifying manner as alcohol poisoning started to become evident.  We had sat and watched, knowing the number to dial for help, but not having the courage to do so.  We found comfort in the only place we knew had unconditional happiness: the shiny world of nightclubs, the same world that had just taken one of us down.  

A junior: 

All my life, I haven’t given myself the opportunity to think of other possible career options besides becoming a practicing medical doctor.  Interestingly, during my childhood I never played doctor although I played cook, caterer, driver, dress maker and business woman.  This is why I believe that in certain ways, my desire to become a medical doctor was shaped by other people –mainly my family – rather than myself. 

I write about my career plans because it’s the most predominant aspect of my life.  The past twenty one years of my life have all been moving towards that one goal, a goal that I have made my own and that has become the center of attention.  

I’m the last in a family of three.  I have two beautiful successful women as my sisters, who have set a very high standard for me.  The shoes that I have to fill are very big and at times, I feel my own steps become lost in them.  I’m quick and eager to report my successes to my family.  I do it because I know my family has invested a lot in me, and I want them to be proud of me.  I’m quick to tell of my successes, but alone I struggle with the failures. 

One of the toughest times in my life was the beginning of college.  I reached my worst in terms of insecurity and identity.  I was conscious of my speech, my color, my looks, my clothing, my walk, my voice.  I was timid, the little confidence that I had disappeared, and I felt awkward in a gathering because I said little to nothing.  Gradually, I stopped hanging out with people altogether.  I went from my room, to my library.  
I missed home and family.  This was all me, for the first time in my life.  Each time I spoke to my family, I assured them I was fine with a bold confidence, the confidence missing when I was with my peers.  I returned to a bare room – literally empty, with little decor.  I was miserable and unhappy.  I survived the semester painfully.  

I joined a few student organizations and made a few friends but I still felt different; I imagined people talked about my awkwardness when I walked by.  My insecurities worsened.  It went from the emotional to physical.  My weight became an issue.  My eating habits were a mess during this period.  I consciously lost a significant amount of weight but it didn’t make me happy, and I gained it right back.  I was changing, I was struggling, I was going through one of the toughest times in my life, and I was alone.  I realized that the family that I had always reveled in impressing was not close by and I had to look within me to find motivation to push myself. The person I had become was not who I really was.  I was unhappy, dissatisfied and lonely. 

I started spending more time in the library rather than my room.  I never fully grew out of this phase.  I made friends through classes that I took.  But my self-consciousness never left me.  Self doubt was with me constantly.  I thought-through my comments in class so much that by the time I decided to contribute, the class had moved on.  My sentences began with apologies for my ignorance, or incompetence, or incapability.  While it could be interpreted as modesty, I knew it was lack of confidence.  It was my form or protection.  I wasn’t ambitious; I settled for less when I knew I could achieve better.  I was so afraid of facing others and speaking. I felt I wasn’t taking an advantage of the Smith education like I should. 

The turnabout came when I encountered one of the Smith women who helped me both academically and socially.  My academic performance improved drastically, and I developed more confidence.  I didn’t make a hundred friends overnight, and I still didn’t talk unless it was necessary, but it was a big improvement.  I challenged myself to do things I never would have dreamed.  The importance of peers became clearer to me than ever before.  Someone who was so similar to me motivated me.  I believed it was possible.  I developed a new form of excellence and importance.  I feel the relationship with my family even became stronger because there was a genuine excitement as I described the past week.  I still kept the tough moments to myself.  I began to grow and find things out for myself.  It was a turnabout in my life.  I relaxed, and became myself. I still had my reservations but I was overcoming it gradually. 

In retrospect, I don’t think I was at any given time a failure.  The fact that I was in a new environment and chose to stay within my comfort zone didn’t make me a failure.  What I went through was a phase. I wish I could have been able to tell my family more.  But I didn’t want to be a source of worry.  I’m very content with the outcome.  I currently occupy leadership positions at Smith and work with several departments at Smith as teaching assistants.  For me, that’s a big leap.  This experience has made me realize that my family may well be the most important element in my life; however, I should not have allowed that to get in the way of my own personal growth.  I feel I would have dealt with the transition better if I had communicated with them.  But I battled with myself.  Thinking I was too much of a failure to share that kind of news with them.  I still do not communicate my challenges too well with my family. I still enjoy telling more of my successes than my failures. 
A senior:

I guess I strive for A’s so that I know that I have mastered this new place.  I have conformed and assimilated into the society.  Perhaps this way, I can get acceptance and my difference will not be the first thing that is pointed out. 
There is a technique to getting an A:  Answer the question and present it in a well organized and predetermined structure.  Sometimes expand from the prompt, and take it to that next level. Figuring out this technique proves that I am worthy of gaining the recognition I seek, in the manner that I intend.  This recognition of course is to be based on my own understanding of the world, one that has not been forced down my throat by the million dollar advertisements and propaganda. 

Once the A has given me my opening I will no longer feel the need to have to fake it anymore.  I will no longer have to present my answers with the intention of pleasing my professors expressed biases.  I can adjust the status quo to fit MY disposition—bend the universe to my will. 
I strive for A’s because I recognize that the only way to override the system is by working within it, until I no longer have to as much.  I cannot transcend society any other way or at all for that matter. 

A senior:
I’ve once heard it said that alcohol is a truth serum; revealing who and what we are when the masks are off.
My mother, a woman who rarely relaxes, will drink at cocktail parties.  Suddenly engaging and flirty, I see the ASB president – the confident and social woman - that she once was and that she once used to be.  In this atmosphere, she thrives.  She’s always quick to tell me that, unlike me, she likes people.  She finds people fascinating.  After all, that’s why she was a sociology major. 

My father is also another person when he drinks.  He drinks more often.  Regularly.  A drink, maybe two, as soon as he walks through the front door.  Drinking, drunk, he laughs.  After a vodka or a scotch on the rocks, he doesn’t care as much about things as I want him to – things like cross country meets or algebra two or me. 
When I was in college, I was given the chance to drink.  I don’t like the smell.  I still don’t like the taste.  But one day, curious, I made the decision to try the truth serum. 

As the room spiraled and things fell in and out of focus, I was scared.  I sat, frozen, and tried to regain control.  I tried again and again to will the room into focus and continued sipping as the gum in my mouth masked the taste of cheap-boxed wine.  I drank until I was finally able to let go. 
I don’t remember much about that night.  Later I learned that I had told my best friend in a voice filled with wonder that everything is double and that it was so cool.  That she had to remind me about it tomorrow. 
A senior:
She just wants to sit and talk, to linger at the table after the coffee’s gone cold and everyone else has graciously gone home—after washing a dish or two, of course. She just wants to sit and run her hands over a warm, smooth tabletop, gentle with the wood, her fingers, your smile. Leaning back in her chair, not looking for a clock.

She wants a full, expectant silence, a silence that’s waiting, but not worried.

She wants it to be the best talk she’s ever had.  She wants it to be engaging, vivacious, terrifying, funny, loving and real.  Then she wants to do it again.

You might not know this, but she is a very skilled hostess.  Once, she made a list of the things she was very best at—smiling, inviting, welcoming, sharing, cooking, tasting, adoring, raving, listening, perceiving, easing, diffusing, defusing.  Too bad, she thought, I haven’t seen any listings online for “Empress”.

But at the end of the night, everyone wrapped in coats and scarves, sent on their way with leftovers and a recommendation for a babysitter or dentist, she just wants to fall into conversation like into an old, sinking couch.  She wants a few quiet hours and a good listener, the chance to be honest and scared and whatever else, and the sense that these hours were well spent.
These poems are based on the poem, “She Just Wants,” by Beverly Rollwagen.

A senior: 
She just wants to forget

She just wants to remember

She just wants to smile

And to laugh

Van Morrison dancing 

Nutcracker jumping

Monopoly Jr. and slippery tights

Thunder and lightning

And willow trees

A senior Ada Comstock Scholar:
She just wants to know why we ask questions
She just wants to know why there are never

Answers

She just needs to fall in love

She just has to 

fall in love

with questions.

A senior:
She wants to not lose herself.

To be confident.

To know where she wants to go.

And to be able to balance her life while not letting anyone down.

She does not want to be a disappointment.

To loose sight of her goals and ambitions.

Or to feel trapped in a life that “just happened”.

She just wants to create a home.

To feel loved.

To love.
And to laugh, to sit, to sleep.

She does not want to be too serious.

To loose her sense of humor.

Or to be overly cynical.

She just wants to make a life she loves.

To work hard, and play harder.

To enjoy the time she has.

And to take advantage of her opportunities.

She does not want to sell out.

To be afraid, anxious or ashamed.

Or to always have to be on time.

She just wants to be dependable.

To grow every day.

To make a difference.

And to be happy.

She does not want to owe her success to anyone else.

To be entirely dependant.

Or to lose herself.

A first-year Ada Comstock Scholar:
She just wants to be left alone sometimes,

Silent, peaceful, wonderful rest from the noise of the world outside.

Time to allow her head to clear and her heart to decompress.

Yet she is aware that most of the time she is alone.

Alone with her thoughts, joys, fears, dreams, worries, aspirations, procrastination and pondering of the past, present and future.

