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YOU KNOW THESE photographs. !ey are the ones in albums no one has 
looked at in forever. !ey are in a shoebox, always left unsorted. !ey are on a 
phone, buried among so many other images that no one ever bothered to delete. 
!ey are of people we never met, or vaguely remember. !ey are from events long 
forgotten and events barely recalled. 
!ey capture frozen moments and those moments pose questions that are at 

once obvious and vexing: Who are they? When were we there? Who is standing 
in the corner?
!is anthology begins with sixteen such photographs. Among them: a couple 

standing in a kitchen; a wedding; army buddies; a young man sitting in a metal 
bed; a young woman posing in front of the Golden Gate Bridge; two women 
standing close to one another.

But why aren’t the women touching? What is that young woman doing in San 
Francisco? What is behind the young man’s smile? Are these buddies heading o" 
to war or coming back? Who are the bride and groom? Where is that kitchen and 
why does it matter?

Every spring at the Columbia Journalism School, a new group of students 
embarks on the journey known as !e Memory Project. Each student chooses a 
photograph that speaks to them – any photo so long as it is not one of themselves. 
!en they go in search of the story of that moment.
!ey discover many things, in particular that the mystery that sets you on your 

way is not always the one you end up solving. 
Memories are faulty. People are gone. Anecdotes seem plausible until new ones 

suggest they are not.
But always, in the end, a story emerges, and the journey in #nding it is often as 

exciting as having the chance to tell it.
Two friends posing next to a photograph of a third friend. An older woman in 

a saree on a Dumbo ride in Disneyland. A reunion. A banquet. Steam rising from 
a city street.
!ese images have nothing in common but this: all trigger memories. And as 

William Faulkner wrote: Memory believes before knowing remembers
What do you remember when you look at a photograph? 
And what do you really know?
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WHEN I WAS eight years old, my family spent two weeks in Bayside, Maine 
with a family we barely knew. My mom worked with a woman, Leslie, whose 
family owned a house in the tiny town right on the Penobscot Bay. For years, 
Leslie had begged my mom to come spend the summer in Maine. In 2008, she 
did not take no for an answer. 

Cottages, each with distinct colors and shapes like large dollhouses, dotted the 
coastline. Leslie’s cottage was an o"-white house with green trim and a wrap-
around porch laden with painted rocks and sea glass. It was hilariously named 
Breaking Wind. But Jeanne endearingly called it “camp.”

It was Jeanne’s place. I would soon begin to learn how she still lived in the 
bones of the cottage years after she died in 2000. In her family’s eyes, Jeanne 
still sits at the kitchen table, solving !e New York Times crossword puzzle. She 
is sleeping on the couch in the living room, where she always slept when guests 
were in town. She is still in her pajamas until noon, shu$ing toward the kitchen 
to #ll her co"ee cup. She is still smoking Marlboros on the back porch, over-
looking the bobbing sailboats with her nose in a book. 

Leslie was Jeanne’s niece. Her mother, Nancy, was Jeanne’s sister and it was 
through her that we #rst began to learn Jeanne’s story. Nancy had been telling 
my mom the story of the house which inevitably meant telling her about Jeanne, 
and Jeanne’s good friend from childhood, Liz, with whom she bought the cot-
tage in the late 1970s. 

In the summers to follow, my family and I would return to Bayside. It was 

Chloe Appleby
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during those summers that my curiosity about Jeanne grew, especially since 
there was never any mention of Aunt Jeanne without mention of Aunt Liz. But 
it wasn’t until last summer that my desire to learn more about them became 
unquenchable. On our last day in Maine, I went over to Breaking Wind to say 
goodbye to everyone and found Leslie and her sister Ann knee deep in brown 
boxes #lled with newspaper clippings, photographs, and old letters. !ey had all 
belonged to Jeanne.

Jeanne, like me, was a journalist. Black and white photos captured her attend-
ing an event for women in journalism at Columbia University. For the next four 
hours—#rst over lobster rolls outside of an antique store and then in the front 
seat of my boyfriend’s car on our drive back to Boston—I scoured through the 
folder Leslie let me keep. When I moved into my tiny apartment in the Upper 
West Side of Manhattan, I tacked up one of the photos to the empty, unpleasant 
wall above my bed. 

I was not alone in my fascination with Jeanne. Dozens of letters written in 
Jeanne’s nearly indecipherable scrawl lived among boxes in Ann’s basement in 
Chicago. !e letters have grown nearly illegible through decades-worth of rips 
and water stains. I called Ann to talk about Jeanne. She started digging through 
the boxes. Every few minutes, she started reading letters out loud, only to pause 
and start digging again. 

“I feel like they allude to things all the time in these letters, but they never 
come out and say it,” Ann said. 
!e letters were mostly to Liz. Reading through them, I could see through the 

eyes of a woman who had lived in the crevices of my mind since I #rst heard her 
name 14 years earlier. Jeanne—reader of John Grisham novels, maker of fa-
mous spaghetti dinners, lover of clam chowder, watcher of the Red Sox and the 
Brooklyn Dodgers, and wearer of men’s clothing—was a woman who, despite 
her dry wit, keen intelligence, and dogged stubbornness, struggled deeply with 
the person she was. 

IT WAS A Sunday morning in Schenectady. Jeanne stood on her parent’s front 
porch, watching the car slowly disappear down Van Antwerp Road. Behind the 
wheel, Liz prepared for a long drive home. It would take her six hours to make 
it all the way back to Bangor. Maybe Liz took a left to pass by her family’s old 
house just a quarter mile down the road from Jeanne’s childhood home. Or 
maybe instead she took a right. It was October of 1956, 13 years since Jeanne 
#rst met Liz. 
!e only place Jeanne wanted to be was next to Liz in the passenger seat. 

Instead, she stood and watched the car disappear from sight. When it was #nally 
gone, Jeanne walked back inside and drank a cup of black co"ee. She went 
into town to run errands with Uncle Rolland. Anything to distract herself from 
thinking would do. 
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Still, she thought about their visit. She thought about driving up to Dekalb, 
Michigan to visit Jeanne’s sister, Nancy and her newborn, Leslie. !ere, Jeanne 
and Liz posed for a photograph about six inches apart. She thought about how 
they talked about idealism, and how they both laughed hysterically when they 
realized neither of them knew what it meant. She thought about eating dinner 
together at Martin’s, despite having to overthink everything they said to each 
other. Even still, she wished the owner hadn’t tossed them out at closing time. 
!e night had not been nearly long enough.

Jeanne’s father left the house. For the #rst time in two weeks since Liz arrived, 
it was entirely silent in the house. Jeanne smoked too many cigarettes and then 
she thought too much. About Liz, alone in that car, especially on the turnpike 
she never felt quite comfortable driving on, about the awful silence, and mostly 
about herself. In Jeanne’s eyes, Liz getting in that car was a triumph. !ere was 
an entire life awaiting her back in Bangor. Jeanne saw herself, stuck in Sche-
nectady, stuck living 400 miles from the person she loved most and, she wrote to 
Liz, imagined crawling into a hole, just to stay in there for a good long time. 

It was Monday. Jeanne’s alarm clock sounded at #ve in the morning, but she 
was already awake. It was the #rst night she had slept in her own bed since be-
fore Liz arrived two weeks earlier. !e sound of the ticking clock made her rest-
less. Jeanne picked up a blue pen and started to write a letter on lined notebook 
paper. Dear Liz, she addressed it, this won’t be long, and it won’t be good. 

Why couldn’t I stand up and "ght for what I wanted and do it instead of let-
ting someone else tell me the best thing to do and trying to rationalize my mind into 
believing it? !ey were not immune to a feeling of longing for the other from a 
distance. !ey both understand what it is like to really want someone close to you 
when it is impossible.

Jeanne was now 29 and had a choice to make: stay in Schenectady or move to 
Liz in Bangor. 

I really don’t know what is wrong with me—maybe you can "gure it out because 
I can’t, Jeanne wrote in March of that year. I ask you for your help—and you try 
to help me and encourage me and I get stubborn as all hell. And I don’t want to be 
stubborn or hard to get along with or anything like that—even though I seem to be. I 
guess I can honestly say that there is nothing I would rather do than come to Ban-
gor—be with you—walk Spooky—help you babysit—and anything else.

I only wish… I could go to bed and wake up and have the move accomplished—
the coward’s way of doing things—and I guess that’s what I am—a coward. But 
believe me, I want to come to Bangor—I only hope you can understand all my 
fears—petty and big—and if you do understand them—and I’m sure you do—write 
and tell me what they are.

No one knows how Jeanne and Liz crossed paths for the #rst time around 
1940. !ey both attended Mount Pleasant High School for their freshmen and 
sophomore years. !ey lived in the same town 19 houses apart. But by 1945, 

F e a r s  P e t t y  a n d  B i g
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they were already separated by state lines. !e Lewis’, Liz’s family, moved back 
to Bangor, where they had lived for the #rst 14 years of Liz’s life. 
!ey never stopped talking or writing. You’re alright, Liz, Jeanne wrote in a 

letter around 1945. Please just put up with me for about 20 more years and you 
might get some justi"cation for all your answers, if I last that long, okay?

According to their yearbooks from 1945, even at 18 years old, Liz and 
Jeanne already had a lot of interests and aspirations of their own. Liz, known to 
classmates as “Rusty” or “Lizzy,” was taking college prep classes and wanted to 
become a poet. Jeanne took part in the Girls Athletic Club, played softball and 
hockey, and was a part of the French and ski clubs. In the fall of 1945, Jeanne 
started at Syracuse University, pledging into the Alpha Chi Omega sorority. Liz 
took part-time classes at the University of Maine while working at Merrill Trust, 
the bank she would work for until she retired in 1988. 

By 1946, Liz was already coming back to Schenectady to visit Jeanne. One 
series of photos from a scrapbook captures Liz in Jeanne’s yard, wearing a shin-
length skirt and penny loafers, swinging a baseball bat after missing the early 
morning train back to Bangor. !at same day, Liz and Jeanne posed together for 
a series of photos. Jeanne was dressed in baggy jeans and a white button-down 
shirt, her hands buried deep in her pockets. !e back of the photographs reveal 
a conversation between Liz and Jeanne. 

You’re so beautiful, one says. 
So, coax me a little bit, reads another.
On summer breaks, the two worked for Liz’s father, Frederick, at Nicatous 

Lodge, a campsite in Burlington he owned between 1945 and 1953. A black and 
white photograph captures their time spent at the camp in the summer of 1948. 
Liz leaned up against Jeanne’s legs in a rowboat, a cigarette dangling between her 
#ngers, Jeanne’s elbows resting on her shoulders. 

When they were apart, they wrote to each other almost daily. In a letter from 
1955, Jeanne told Liz that she always waits to write Liz’s letters in the evening, 
after all her other letters are complete, just so she has plenty of time to spend 
with Liz. 

In their letters, they told each other about even the most mundane parts of 
their lives: about burning a hand in the bacon grease, the new Parker 51 pen, 
the bitter cold of January in Schenectady, and the subsequently tired muscles 
from shoveling the snow, or the kids roller skating or %ying kites in the park. 
Jeanne says that even the smallest things remind her of Liz, like watching pro 
football games, pouring lima beans into the pot for dinner, and eating oyster 
stew on Friday nights. 
!ey accepted each other’s %aws. 
You should not reject any part of yourself and you should have a good healthy 

respect for yourself, Liz wrote Jeanne in 1953, and Jeanne, I can’t for the life of me 
see why you shouldn’t think you are pretty swell…
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In 1955, before sharing a big chicken dinner with her parents, Jeanne wrote, 
Take it easy, Liz. I wish you would stop your running around on nervous energy and 
try to get some sleep at night and get rid of those lousy circles. You looked good when 
you left here. Maybe the vacation wasn’t really good, but the circles were lessened. I 
love ya kiddo. 

Leslie remembers asking her mother Nancy why Jeanne never got married. 
Nancy always said that Jeanne and Liz were best friends who never found the 
right people to marry. Leslie accepted that until she was old enough to under-
stand that this was a half-truth – born not out of malice but convenience. Better 
to just leave it at that. !ey were best friends. 

Meanwhile, Leslie would recall that Liz and Jeanne were such a good pair. 
Although they were never overtly a"ectionate with each other in public, Leslie 
remembers how they laughed with each other.

Still and all, I wouldn’t give you up for anything in the world –you know that, 
Jeanne wrote, and you also know you are the only one I want as a friend. Feelings go 
so damn deep and mere words seem terribly inexpressive – so I hope you know what I 
mean.

JEANNE’S STRUGGLES BEGAN in college. Ann and Leslie speculate that 
Jeanne had depression throughout her life, but back then, few understood the 
illness. Even fewer cared. Jeanne left school after su"ering a breakdown. It is 
unclear whether she ever graduated from Syracuse after. Jeanne was able to #nd 
work at !e Schenectady Star, her hometown newspaper, but she never men-
tioned the job in her letters. 

Like many unmarried women at the time, Jeanne lived with her parents. Still, 
she seemed lonely. She joked with Liz about starting a bird-watching club where 
she was unanimously elected president, vice president, treasurer, and secretary. 
Writing, it seems, was how she #lled her time in solitude. In 1954, she started to 
write a novel, but she stopped the same day.

Yesterday afternoon I started writing a novel. !e "rst page and a half wrote itself 
– and then it went right up a tree… I’m working like hell trying to do something. 
Trying to pursue that dream that is always a little beyond me. You don’t dislike me 
for that. 

Writing triggered deep-set insecurity. Maybe it just revealed the doubts that 
had always been there. 

I promise Liz, one of these days, I’ll try and write a good letter. God only knows it 
isn’t that I’m not trying—it’s just that I can’t. Just remember—I’ll stick with you for 
a lifetime because I love ya. 

Her self-loathing did not end there. Jeanne disparaged her lousy habits, her 
weight, her tone on the phone during their occasional phone calls. She told Liz 
she could barely look at herself in the mirror. !e unbearable burden of being 
Jeanne – the weight of all of her perceived %aws and inadequacies—traveled in 

F e a r s  P e t t y  a n d  B i g
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six-cent envelopes from New York to Maine. Self-hatred travels fast, easy and 
cheap. 

Liz, I’m "ghting with myself–hope it all ends up as we both would like it.
It’s hard to say when Jeanne started drinking. But in her years spent at home, 

we know that she drank alone—#ngers of Old Crown bourbon or a beer at 
the local bar, amongst people but never with them, penning letters to the only 
person who ever understood her.

Liz faced her own battles, too. She always regretted not receiving a full college 
education. She worried about her younger brother, Gi"ord, dropping out of 
school. She had a fractured relationship with her father, although it is unclear as 
to why.

Liz and Jeanne would see each other from time to time, sometimes in Bangor, 
other times in Schenectady. It was not often enough. Even calls were infrequent. 
!ey often told the other to just save the dough and write instead. Both women, 
living with their parents and facing an uncertain future, would have to take a 
leap to be together. It wouldn’t be until 1957 that they did. 

JEANNE FINALLY MOVED north. She was 32 years old. She and Liz bought 
a little bungalow on Hudson Street, a short #ve-minute drive from where Liz’s 
parents still lived. 

Jeanne was hired at !e Bangor Daily News, #rst as a proofreader on the State 
desk, only for a brief stint, then as a writer, and eventually the editor for the 
Women’s Page. Years later, other employees recalled Jeanne’s time at the paper: 
“Given to wearing casual pants and plaid shirts, Purcell kept her salt and pepper 
hair short and straight… She had a knack for making people feel important.”

Jeanne’s job allowed her to interview authors, famous people, interesting peo-
ple. Leslie said Jeanne would regularly “shoot o" some wise crack” that exposed 
a cheeky truth about the people who made the headlines. One of Leslie’s favorite 
things to do was listen to Jeanne talk. She was sarcastic without a bite.

Liz was deeply involved in the social life in Bangor in the 1950s. She attended 
many weddings, bridal showers, and teas throughout those years that were 
documented in the Bangor Daily News. She was also dedicated to her work. By 
1959, she was an o&cer and vice president of the Bangor chapter of the Ameri-
can Banking Institute, and eventually she became an assistant vice president at 
Merrill Trust. 

In the years to come they bought two more houses in Maine: the cottage in 
Bayside, and a house in a community called Greenlake. By now, in their 50s, 
they were “old souls,” said Jeanne’s nephew George, Jr. !ey spent their free time 
traveling up and down the coast taking photographs, going to tag sales, and at-
tending church suppers together. 

In Bayside, Liz and Jeanne moved in next door to Beanie and Blair, a couple 
that ran the real estate business in town. Beanie and Blair only knew Jeanne 
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and Liz for a short period of time, but they were two of their closest friends in 
Bayside. 

“Quite frankly, they adored each other,” Beanie told me. “When there was Liz 
present, there was Jeanne next to her. When there was Jeanne present, there was 
Liz next to her. !at’s the way it’s always been. Never did you see one without 
the other.”

Jeanne’s struggles did not end when she moved to Maine. Leslie remembered 
stopping by the cottage in Greenlake during a spring break ski trip in the late 
1970s. Only Jeanne was there. Jeanne and Liz had been separated for some time 
by an ultimatum—either Jeanne would go to rehab for her drinking, or she 
would lose Liz. 

Among Jeanne’s things, Ann came across a book. “!e Agony of Alcoholism 
and How I Overcame It.” On the inside cover, her Uncle Rolland wrote “Hope 
that this will give you a little boost–we are all with you and respect and know 
what you have done.”

Jeanne, again, chose Liz.
Liz, meanwhile, struggled with her health in her #nal years. She su"ered from 

rheumatoid arthritis so severe she could barely use her hands. Everyone said she 
never complained about her condition. She always wore her thick glasses and a 
smile, #nding new ways to operate her camera despite deformity in her hands. 
She was 70 when she died in September of 1996. 

A group attended her memorial service at the Brookings Smith Funeral Home 
in Bangor. Beanie remembered how Jeanne eulogized Liz. 

“Jeanne just was Jeanne,” Beanie said. She pulled a folded piece of paper out 
of her pocket and got to reading what she had written about their life together. 
In Liz’s obituary, Jeanne would be listed as Liz’s lifelong friend. After the ser-
vice, they all went out to Millers, an all-you-can-eat bu"et room in Bangor that 
served an endless stream of roast beef and meatballs and six kinds of Jell-O. 
Between bites they shared Liz stories. 

Life after Liz was a life Jeanne had no interest in living. She stayed on in Bay-
side, even late into the fall, fearful of the oppressive void that she knew Liz had 
left in their Bangor home. Unless she really had to, Beanie told me, Jeanne did 
not leave the cottage. She would just sit at the dining room table alone, reading 
the newspapers by the overhead light.
!e following May, Jeanne wrote to her sister Nancy. Came up from camp 

yesterday. Had to pack up #owers for the cemetery. I didn’t want to go out there, but 
I did. I need more time before I’m comfortable out there.

Beanie started spending more time next door with Jeanne. Sundays were 
their big days. On Sunday morning, Blair would get two copies of !e New York 
Times, and together, Jeanne and Beanie would do the crossword and talk. 

Beanie and Blair thought she should get a dog. “I don’t want a dog. Case 
closed,” Jeanne said, adamant. !en, Jeanne got a dog. She named her Tiger 

F e a r s  P e t t y  a n d  B i g
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Lily. !e dog, Beanie told me, gave Jeanne purpose again.
Several years later, Jeanne developed cataracts, and could no longer read or do 

the daily crossword. Beanie still went over and read the clues aloud for Jeanne. 
Before her cataracts surgery in 1999, the doctors took a chest X-ray, only to #nd 
lung cancer. By the spring of 2000, the chemotherapy started to make her very 
sick. 
!roughout the summer of 2000, she got weaker and weaker. Nancy and her 

husband George came and stayed with Jeanne until August, but they ended up 
coming back by November. Jeanne spent her days upstairs in bed. Even at her 
sickest, she desperately wanted to vote in the presidential election, so Beanie 
drove up to Bangor to get an absentee ballot for Jeanne. 

“She knew I was an avid Democrat, and I was voting for Gore, and she was 
an avid Republican voting for Bush,” said Beanie. Beanie remembers handing 
the ballot to Jeanne and telling her she wasn’t going to look. “Beanie, you know 
who I’m voting for,” she said. She died a few weeks later at a hospital in Bangor. 

In 1954, before she moved to Maine, Jeanne wrote to Liz—strange how the 
people in our lives a$ect us—some do greatly, others signi"cantly, some not at all. 
!ey come and go and come and more come and go. Some stay though, for always.
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ON WEDNESDAY NIGHTS my grandfather would roller skate. From 7 to 11 
p.m., he’d be at the Terrace in downtown Toronto, his black leather skates laced 
up. 

Around him were groups of teenagers socializing and grabbing drinks between 
laps. !ere were people performing pirouettes and choreographed movements as 
they circled the rink. But my grandfather’s thing was speed. He liked going fast, 
around, and around, and around. Here and there, he’d take a few minutes to catch 
up with one of his roller skating friends. But for about four hours every week—in 
his 40s, 50s, then 60s, and even into his 70s – he would go full speed. Lap, after 
lap, after lap.

After the Terrace was demolished in 1989, my grandfather began driving an 
hour each way to a rink in Whitby, Ontario. He needed to skate, to keep mov-
ing—he couldn’t bear not to.

He went alone. He sometimes brought his children for a birthday party. My 
grandmother was not interested in joining him. My aunt told me she thought 
her mother did not mind the time apart. My grandfather was a man bound to his 
routines: same chair at the breakfast table; same bus to work; a snack every night 
before bed—maybe toast, maybe cereal. Guests made him antsy because they 
upset his routine. 

I did not know my grandfather. But in the stories I was told as a child, I had no 
reason to think there was anything exceptional about him or his life. Only later 
did I begin to wonder why he brought his skates on family vacations and why 

Joseph Strauss
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he was such a slave to his routines. What had shaped this otherwise quiet, gentle 
man? 

Why did he need to go around and around by himself?

MY GRANDFATHER WAS raised in a house with three ghosts. His parents, 
Sam and Minnie, had their #rst son in 1913 and twins in 1916. By the following 
year, the children had all died. In 1917 they started over. !ey had a daughter, 
Vera, then their son Jake. In 1925, Dave—my grandfather—was born, and they 
were a family of #ve once again. !ey never spoke about the #rst three children. 
Even the twins’ names were a mystery. I suppose there was little to say.

Sam and Minnie were not their given names. !ey were Israel Hussman and 
Manya Minovitz, a pair of Yiddish-speaking Russian Jews who’d %ed rising per-
secution and pogroms. Manya left with her mother, and they lived for a time in 
New York City. Israel arrived in New York but was sent back to Europe, before 
returning through the port of Galveston, Texas. Eventually, in 1912, they crossed 
the Canadian border and arrived at the windswept plains of Saskatchewan. !e 
Canadian government at the time was encouraging settlement of the Prairies, of-
fering homesteads with acres of land to new arrivals. 

But Saskatchewan was a hard place that o"ered little mercy. It was cold, its 
winters long and deadly. !e land was %at, with wheat farms stretching for miles. 
Winter caused a great family catastrophe. Harry, Manya’s brother, had been 
granted a homestead with his wife, Henye. One day Harry left the homestead in 
search of work, leaving Henye—who was pregnant at the time—with his brother. 
It was bitingly cold, and before Harry could make it back he was stopped by a 
heavy snowstorm. Henye and Harry’s brother kept warm by the stove, but when 
he stoked it the house caught #re. !e two of them %ed in search of the neighbor, 
but the snow was so severe that they couldn’t see. !ey followed the fence, but 
Henye said she needed to stop and catch her breath. He continued on, fetching 
the neighbor for help, and by the time he returned Henye had frozen to death.

SAM WAS NOT a farmer by trade. He liked to write Yiddish poetry: Where the 
summer is quite short / Where the winter reigns with mad chills / Comes the Jewish 
farmer / Poor—without a cent of money. On the homestead they had two oxen 
(Ned and Ed) to help plow the #elds. Oxen were slower than horses, but they 
were cheaper. In 1921, Sam sold the farm to a Ukrainian family, and the Huss-
mans moved to Saskatoon, population 25,000.

After my grandfather was born, his mother’s health declined. She often became 
short of breath. Sometimes, if she’d been out for a while, Jake – the middle child – 
would set out by wagon to look for her at the nearby store or Jewish delicatessen. 
In the winter he’d use the sleigh. Once home, Jake would be tasked with helping 
his mother out of her corset so she could breathe.
!e doctor diagnosed her with a leaky heart valve, something that couldn’t 
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be treated in Saskatoon. !ere was some work being done on heart valves in the 
States, but that would be a costly trip. !e doctor told Sam that Manya should 
have been a rich man’s wife.

IN THE FALL of 1932 Manya caught a cold, which turned into pneumonia. 
Lying in her hospital bed, she could sense the end was near. She asked the nurse to 
escort the kids out of the room. Seeing them was too painful. “Orime kinder,” she 
kept saying — ”poor children.” 

She died in late October, three days before Dave’s seventh birthday. His sister 
Vera would recall that Dave did not cry at his mother’s funeral. He was silent. His 
uncle Harry approached Jake and told him that even though their father was still 
alive, Jake would now be responsible for the family. He was 13. 

His father worked with Harry running a general store. Harry, perhaps not 
too keen on Sam’s business sense, made it clear he was the senior partner. Harry 
handled the “inside” business, selling goods and manning the till. Sam, relegated 
to being the “outdoor” partner, was dispatched to local restaurants to sell butter, 
eggs and produce brought by local farmers. 

Sam leaned on his boys’ labor at the store, treating them more like employ-
ees than sons. Jake worked from the end of the school day until midnight, plus 
Saturdays and Sundays. After Manya died, the family moved the store to a new 
location and lived in an unheated room in behind it. Vera slept by the door, and 
the three boys crammed into the bedroom. 

BY NOW THE stock market had crashed and the Great Depression was deepen-
ing. !e grain crops that had once thrived were now being killed by drought and 
the invasions of thistle and grasshoppers. !e fertile soil had been turned into a 
dust bowl. Farmers sent their daughters into town to live with families as their 
maids. One such young woman, named Martha, won Sam over and started living 
with the Hussmans. 

Martha’s bed was placed in the kitchen, but it seemed like she spent time in 
Sam’s bed when the kids weren’t around. One day, Martha arrived wearing a 
familiar fur coat — it had been Manya’s. Sam explained that he’d sold the coat 
to Martha’s mother, and it had simply been passed down. But his children were 
appalled. 

Martha would feed nine-year-old Dave peanut butter sandwiches. But with 
Jake, things were di"erent. One day she accused him of taking money from the 
till. His father confronted him and said he believed Martha. Jake continued work-
ing for his father, but the two no longer spoke.

No one knows exactly when Martha died, or what became of her. But once she 
was out of the picture, Sam was unprepared to #ll the role of two parents, espe-
cially for his youngest child. Dave was a good student, but as he grew older he 
and his friends started “getting lost” on the way to Hebrew school. Religion had 

S t o w e d  A w a y
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mattered to the family when Manya was alive, keeping kosher and having a Bar 
Mitzvah for Jake. But Sam let things drift. Dave did not have a Bar Mitzvah. It 
was becoming clear that Harry had been right: Jake was now responsible for Dave.

THE TWO BROTHERS walked to school together and in blizzards, Jake made 
sure Dave did not get lost in the snow and wind. Jake wore an oversized black 
fur-lined coat. He kept it snug to his body by tying a rope around his waist. Dave 
held onto the rope, following his brother.

Vera got married in 1939 and moved to Semans, Saskatchewan. !e following 
year, Jake enlisted in the Royal Canadian Air Force and was stationed in Toronto. 
He hoped to be stationed in Europe, but fell gravely ill with rheumatic fever. 
When he was well enough, he moved in with a Jewish family in Brandon, Mani-
toba. When he was ready to move out, Jake decided to #nd work in Winnipeg. 

Meanwhile, Dave was still living with his father in Saskatoon. But he was often 
on the move. He’d stay with Vera and her husband for some time, and he’d visit 
Jake in Manitoba. !e Canadian Paci#c and Canadian National Railways both 
ran through Saskatoon, but Dave had no money for a ticket. So he’d sneak onto 
a freight train and ride as a stow-away. He’d stay at boarding houses where he 
learned to use the “boarding house reach” to grab food before it was all gone. He 
was becoming a nomad, a vagabond shuttling between homes.

EARLY IN THE war, Sam su"ered a stroke, and Jake had to come home to 
Saskatoon to check on the store. Dave, who was now 15, had been left in charge. 
Jake returned to #nd the store full of smoke –– Dave had been %ying his gas-
powered model airplane inside. !ere was no stock on the shelves and hardly any 
money in the till. Just a boy %ying a plane.

Sam died in 1942 while visiting Jake in Winnipeg. After the funeral, Jake 
returned to Saskatoon to deal with his inheritance: the store. Jake had paid for a 
year of university with his own money, but left school after Sam called him back 
home. Now, with Dave approaching university age, Jake decided he would save 
money for his younger brother’s tuition. So he rented out the store and, after the 
lease went up –– against the family’s wishes –– he sold it. 

Dave moved in with Jake after graduating from the University of Saskatchewan 
in 1947. He hoped to #nd work in Winnipeg. One day, Jake noticed a letter for 
Dave from the Department of National Defence. Dave had thought about enlist-
ing. But Jake, who had had his own di&cult time in the service, burned the letter 
and suggested that his brother #nd work in Toronto.

Dave followed his advice and interviewed at a few engineering companies. One 
went particularly well. “Hussman, is that a German name?” the employer asked 
afterward. “No, it’s Jewish.” As my grandfather described it, by the end of the 
interview he’d gotten the job. By the time he left the building, he’d lost it. 

He did eventually #nd work, #rst for Ontario Hydro, then as a mining engi-
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neer. His work would begin to consume him. In time, his desk was piled with 
papers. Even as he complained about having too much work to do, when there 
was no work to do, he needed to #nd more. 

HE MET MY grandmother in 1950 on a trip to Israel. !ey could not have been 
more di"erent. While he was quiet, she was boisterous and not afraid to share 
her opinions. She gave him the kind of Jewish home he might have had, had his 
mother not died when he was so young. She taught him Hebrew and eventually 
he learned to say the prayers on Friday nights.
!ey started a family. But Dave’s work dominated their lives. Each of their 

three children was born in a di"erent place, as Dave moved from engineering site 
to site. !ey lived in Toronto, Elliot Lake, Val d’Or — cold places up in northern 
Ontario and Quebec, where my grandmother, who had grown up in Jerusalem, 
had to hibernate from the winter cold. !ey returned to Israel where he helped 
design a copper mine in the Negev Desert. Dave worked in northern Ontario at a 
uranium mine. His work took him to Suriname, South Africa, Finland, Norway, 
Australia. He was always moving, always busy. 

His daughter Edna thinks that work allowed him to avoid feelings he did not 
wish to face. When he spoke with his children about the harshness of his child-
hood—the death of his mother, the indi"erence of his father—he would do so 
indirectly: ”When I was little, I didn’t have a mommy or daddy to tell me what to 
do…”

DAVE DID NOT return to Saskatoon, except once—perhaps for a wedding; no 
one is sure. By then, there wasn’t anyone left to visit. Vera was in Winnipeg and 
Jake was in Toronto. What was left in Saskatoon were memories. Perhaps some 
good ones, but also the coldest and saddest.
!ere were places to visit: his old houses, the stores, the synagogue where he 

never did have a Bar Mitzvah. But his mother’s grave was the site that loomed over 
the rest of the trip. Dave had been stoic all those years about her death. When 
Manya would come up in conversation with him or Jake, there was a sadness 
about them and it was necessary to change the subject.

My grandparents went to the cemetery and approached her grave. On the 
day of her funeral, Vera had taken a peek at the body and screamed hysterically. 
Dave had been stone-faced. But now as they stood at her grave the stone began to 
erode. He let out a cry. A loud, agonizing cry that did not stop. My grandmother 
was afraid, she had never seen him like this. She stood by as he wept. 
!ey left the graveside and the cemetery and returned home to Toronto. !ere 

he threw himself back into work, complaining he had too much to do but always 
looking for more. He fell back into his routines—his chair, his snack and his an-
noyance with overnight guests. And he returned to the Terrace where he laced up 
his skates and stepped onto the oval and began to skate around and around. 

S t o w e d  A w a y
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I WALKED INTO that dimly-lit house to tick o" the 78th name on my list. It 
was a chilly afternoon—Delhi’s November fog had peeped in through the doors, 
and the %oors creaked with every step you took up the stairs. And that’s when I 
saw a thin young boy, just about 15, lying on a black metallic bed in the farthest 
corner of the living room with a thick quilt pulled up to his waist. He was on his 
phone, but looked up as I greeted the rest of his family who were sitting on piles of 
clothes on the %oor. He smiled. !at was the #rst time I met Mohammed Sameer. 

To anyone who couldn’t see under that %oral blanket, it would be nearly impos-
sible to guess his story: He hadn’t walked since he was shot six months earlier in 
the communal riots in his neighborhood. He might never be able to again.

I was 20 when I moved to the Indian capital, New Delhi, began working with 
a non-pro#t, and was assigned my #rst major project: going door-to-door, map-
ping victims of the worst anti-Muslim riots the city had witnessed in over three 
decades. With over 300 names on that list, my partner, Sarmad Aziz, and I began 
maintaining a rather long database. Six months after the violence, we categorized 
details of every survivor we met. Did they need legal advice to #le for #nancial 
compensation with the state, or medical support for those injured by the violence? 
It was exhausting work, in particular the process of hearing, comprehending, and 
writing all their stories down. I wasn’t even halfway through the list when I met 
Sameer. 

His house was dilapidated. !e large machines his parents used to make wom-
en’s purses to sell in the wholesale market had gathered rust, and the kitchen 

Oishika Neogi

An Unfinished Story
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utensils were half broken. !e only furniture in the main room was Sameer’s bed. 
A plastic chair was dragged in next to the bed for me. We started talking. For 

the next two hours, we shared stories about our favorite food, games, and movies. 
Sameer told me about ways in which he skipped school to go to the movies. He 
told me about his friends before the riots, and the ones he has lost since. I asked 
him the one question scribbled on top of my notebook: What happened to him 
on the afternoon of February 24, 2020? 

He told this story: Sameer had just #nished o"ering namaz (prayers) at a 
mosque just over two miles from his home in Northeast Delhi. He didn’t think 
too much of the unusually deserted roads or the abruptly shuttered shops that af-
ternoon. Passing groups of men huddled together and distant chants of “Jai Shree 
Ram (Glory to Lord Rama)”—a phrase that had become synonymous with right-
wing Hindu groups in India—he walked home quietly, avoiding eye contact with 
anyone. Confused but apprehensive, he made it safely to the roundabout across 
his house. It is then that, suddenly, something hit him. 
!e chants turned into echoes of gun #rings, and a bullet hit his back. 
“You know the small window in our kitchen? You can see where I was shot from 

there,” said Sameer, repeating all that he remembered before he fell to the ground. 
“I was almost home.”

He recalled everything before that fall rather clearly—even what he wore: 
a graphic T-shirt, a pair of jeans, and a white skullcap. After all, he had spent 
months repeating it. First to the doctors, then the police, and then to every non-
pro#t volunteer who wanted to help. He smiled every time someone asked him 
how he was doing. Unlike everyone else in his house, Sameer didn’t avoid eye 
contact. He wanted people to know him—beyond the worst thing that had ever 
happened to him. He wanted people to like him. He was good at this. 

In the year-and-a-half since the shooting, Sameer had been referred to three 
di"erent hospitals, four doctors, undergone three spinal surgeries, and was pre-
scribed weekly physiotherapy sessions, along with more medicines than he could 
possibly count. Some medical professionals were concerned he would develop 
bed sores. Given that he couldn’t move his lower body at all, he was completely 
dependent on his mother and elder sister for any kind of movement whatsoever. 

I, LIKE THE two other colleagues who worked closely with Sameer, didn’t see 
his anger. Rather, he didn’t show it to us—as his mother told us when we asked 
her about it. She recalled seeing a change in her son. It wasn’t directly after he was 
shot, but one that crept in more and more with every passing day. He stopped 
talking to his group of boys from school, and often snapped at those around him. 
He asked them if he was a “burden.” And on some days, he wondered if death 
was a better option than what his life had become. “!e only time I see the world 
outside this room is when I have to go to the same hospital,” Sameer said to me 
once in passing. “To hear the same thing. Over and over again.”
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What he was tired of hearing was a fact he refused to accept: !ere were little 
to no chances of Sameer ever walking again. 

Perhaps that is why when I met him, his injury was the last thing we spoke 
about. He had stories to tell—so many of them. From everything he did on Tik-
Tok and Instagram to his favorite of his #ve siblings, Sameer wanted to be more 
than just another victim of the communal violence in Delhi. We spoke for almost 
two hours that day. His story stayed with me in more ways than I could explain. 

Within four months of meeting Sameer, I found seven other young boys like 
him. One of them was Saif, a 16-year-old son of a small mechanic shop owner in 
another part of Northeast Delhi. He was shot in his right thigh. !e other was 
Gufran, 20, shot in his chest on the third day of the riots just about #ve miles 
away from Sameer. 

But being shot by mobs wasn’t the only common thread between all of them. 
Each of the boys also lived with the bullets inside their bodies for a while. For Sa-
meer, it was a month; two months for Saif; and for Gufran, it was over a year. But 
unlike Sameer, the other boys could walk again, as painful and minimal as it was.

Sameer knew these boys. Or at least knew of them. Many of these children 
were being supported by the same NGOs, consulted by the same set of physio-
therapists, and treated by the same doctor. With some changes here and there, 
they had the same stories to tell.

But often, if and when the other boys crossed paths (mostly at the hospital), 
they spoke about Sameer. While all of their lives had changed forever, Sameer’s 
still looked very di"erent from theirs. He, more than anyone else, was still living 
with the riots. 

WHILE I SPOKE to Sameer that afternoon, a young woman sat in a corner 
room, compulsively running a small black sewing machine. She was trying to 
make woolen clothes for her #ve siblings. It was a winter essential the family 
couldn’t a"ord to buy. She was Sameer’s oldest sister, Saba. 

Saba was 20 and perhaps the quietest in that household, calmly sorting through 
heaps of fabric around her. She separated the pieces of cloth based on its colors, 
and the family members who would like them the most. Yellow and pink were 
for her #fth sibling, black for her third, and blue for her #rst—Sameer. But every 
now and then she would stop running her machine to peep towards Sameer’s bed, 
slowly #xing the thick woolen quilt that covered his legs. 

She smiled at me every time our eyes met, only to focus again on her machine. 
After some time, I went and sat next to her. I didn’t know how to operate a sewing 
machine so I asked her about the fabric, colors, clothes, and gradually, her. 

And that is when I realized, Saba was married. Just about a year after the riots, 
she got married to a man her family found for her in the western state of Gujarat. 
She was visiting her family in Delhi for two weeks. But something about this felt 
o". While it wasn’t uncommon for young women to get hitched in many parts 

A n  U n fi n i s h e d  S t o r y



20

N o  O n e  E v e r  A s k e d

of the country, something bothered me. Why would a family decide to get their 
20-year-old married so soon after it had lost all its life’s savings during the riots, 
and were dealing with the medical complications of their oldest son? Why would 
they willingly send their oldest daughter 580 miles away? 

“I couldn’t even dance at her wedding,” Sameer said, still glued to his phone, as 
he saw me sitting beside his favorite sibling. 

Slowly, and cautiously, I asked Saba: “Do you miss your brother while you are 
away?” She heard me, but didn’t stop working her machine. After a rather long 
silence, she quietly said “we are all just collateral damage.” 

It was much later – after mapping some more families and speaking with my 
boss about this multiple times – that I realized what she meant. Or rather, what 
families with young women feared in that neighborhood, and why in several in-
stances, they were sent far away from their homes. 
!ey anticipated the “next time.” !ey feared another bout of violence after 

February 2020. But this time, they anticipated the armed mobs attacking the 
women in their families. 

I MET SAMEER as often as I could over the next two years. After doing my #rst 
Al Jazeera story on him and Saif on the second-year anniversary of the riots, I kept 
a close tab on his case. Would he ever be able to walk again? 

More than four years after the day he was shot, the answer was still the same. 
“Usko farak nahi padhta ki sab kya bol rahe hai (he doesn’t care what others have 
to say),” said Dilshad Abbasi, a member of the non-pro#t I had worked with in 
Delhi, and one still working closely with the survivors of February 2020. “Sameer 
ko umeed hai (Sameer has hope).” 

His hope, according to most who worked and lived with him, was naive, to say 
the least. But it was all he had to hold on to. 

Sameer is now 19. He’s grown his hair to his shoulders, and is just as enthusi-
astic about “looking cool” as he’d always been. He’s completing high school from 
his bed and dreams of pursuing a career in digital marketing. “Kuch bada banunga 
(I’ll become something big),” he said, on a call with me more than a year since we 
last met. He still remembered everything we’d spoken about, and everyone who’d 
met him right after the riots. We updated each other on where we are now, as 
he spoke about his daily hour-and-a-half exercising at home, and his time at the 
hospital last October learning how to operate his #rst wheelchair. 

“Sab bahut busy hai (Everyone is really busy),” he said, when I asked if he speaks 
to his school friends regularly. But he is excited—this Eid, four of them would be 
visiting him at his house. He giggled at the idea of food, and #nishing up school. 
He asked when I’d be back in Delhi. 

Almost everyone who met him smiles when I mention his name. He possesses 
a gift for drawing people in. People want to be his friend. I know I did. 

But that is not part of my job description as a journalist. We document stories 
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that need to be told and tell them. !at is supposed to be the extent of it. We meet 
a lot of people and often forget them. But some stay with us, long after we meet 
and our work is done. 

I ask myself, why Sameer? Was it his smile, my age, or his engaging way of 
drawing people in despite all he had been through? Or was it the story itself—
because in the case of Sameer, the young man I met as he lay in a metal bed, the 
story is not done. Not as long as he dreams of walking again. Who is to say if he 
will.

A n  U n fi n i s h e d  S t o r y
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AT 26 YEARS old, my dad was going nowhere. He was working a regular 9 to 5 
sales job and was dating a girl he wasn’t serious about. And that alone had taken 
time to achieve. Before that, he failed his college accounting course (twice). Way 
before that, he’d %unked out of the twelfth grade. Given the track record, “going 
nowhere” wasn’t bad, but it sure wasn’t good. !en a phone call came, the one 
that he says “changed my life.” And to hell with anyone that thought otherwise.
!e phone call came out of the blue one day in November 1993.
“Patrick, you’re going to be o"ered a job in Hong Kong,” the caller said. 
!e words didn’t immediately register in my dad’s mind. !en all at once, it 

hit him—so fast in fact, that there was nothing for him to do but breathe out 
one word: “wow.”
!e call would touch more lives than just my father’s. It touched his parents, 

the girl he would marry, his brothers, his colleagues and his friends.
I thought everyone would be happy for him.
I was wrong.
Patrick? 
People like my dad did not get job o"ers in Hong Kong. But that was just 

what was happening.
Hong Kong?
Him?
In the years after high school my dad was drifting. He switched into a busi-

ness management course after accounting hit a dead end. Around two months 

Yasmine Loh
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in, my dad landed his #rst job. He says it was down to luck because he certainly 
didn’t have any quali#cations for the position. But he was good with people. He 
started working those skills more than he ever did before.

It paid o". !at #rst job brought him to another company, specializing in 
healthcare (the industry he’s still in today). He met the big bosses in Kuala 
Lumpur and they took an instant liking to him. Soon, they suggested he get 
transferred to work in their headquarters in Penang. !en, before he knew it, 
they gave him the opportunity to go to Hong Kong. It was then that my dad 
realized he might not be good at academics or details, but he sure knew how to 
work a room. 

My dad’s phone call stirred three main reactions: happiness, heartbreak, and 
envy (with a hint of disbelief ). To Malaysians, Hong Kong was an “honor” that 
was reserved for the most talented people. Instead of getting bogged down by 
what everyone was thinking—including those who had lapped him in school 
and jobs throughout his life—my dad decided to prove them wrong. 

MY MOM LIKES to think of it as a love story which is odd because my parents 
had broken up in 1993, a couple months before my father got the call. When 
he got the news he called her late one night. She was crushed. Not only because 
someone who was once so important to her would be gone from her life forever, 
but because she felt trapped by her life in Malaysia. She felt like she was at a 
dead end, that she was going to spend the rest of her life stuck in Kuala Lumpur 
as a secretary with no prospects.

My dad had told his parents about the call that day, right after work. My 
grandmother said, “Oh really? Did you hear wrongly?” My dad knew that it was 
her way of showing her excitement—she’s too proud of a woman to burst into 
tears or cry out in happiness. Instead, she says things in disbelief, as though she 
can’t imagine the fortune and luck she’s been blessed with. 

But then, quietly, she began making arrangements. She worried that my dad 
wouldn’t be able to handle himself in a foreign country so far away. She decided 
that my dad needed to go with someone.. 

She sent my grandpa to scope out my dad’s new girlfriend, who he’d only 
been seeing for a couple months. He was not pleased. When he returned home 
he pulled my dad aside and told him not to bring her to Hong Kong. In my 
grandpa’s eyes, the new girl wouldn’t be able to support my dad if things got 
rough. But there was someone else. !e girl he had broken up with the year 
before. 

MY MOM’S BEST friend was Angela. !ey met in early 1993 through my 
dad’s friend group, a couple months before my parents split. My mom took 
a liking to Angela instantly, because they had the same sense of humor and 
thought the same way. Angela was also dating one of my dad’s friends, Benji. 
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Together, the four of them would go on double dates. 
When my parents broke up, my mom had no one to turn to but Angela. At 

#rst, she did what all best friends do: tell her that everything would be alright. 
Two months later, my dad got the Hong Kong call, and my mom took it as a 
sign that maybe their breakup was for the best. 

Meanwhile, Angela had met my dad’s new girlfriend, Sandra, and like she did 
with my mom, they clicked immediately. But there was a big di"erence between 
my mom and Sandra. She and Angela both came from wealthy families and 
had both gone to college in Australia. Neither of my parents were able to go to 
college. Actually, they didn’t even make it to the twelfth grade. My mom tells me 
it’s because the system is rigged against minorities in Malaysia—the Chinese and 
Indians. High school students take an entrance exam at the end of the eleventh 
grade to be able to move up a year, and both my parents failed in one subject: 
Malay.

After she met Sandra, Angela and my mom went for a “girl’s lunch.” My 
mom was curious of course, even though she hated that she was (she told herself 
should be moving on, since it seemed my dad had). What Angela said next 
stung: “Actually, she’s a better match for him.” My mom felt betrayed. Still, they 
remained friends. Which made what happened next even more surprising. 

While my grandparents did not approve of Sandra as a partner for my dad, 
they did have another suggestion: take the girl with whom he had broken up. 
My dad, a dutiful son, called her. He asked if she wanted to go to Hong Kong 
with him.

My mom had a choice to make—or maybe postpone. Option 1 was to say 
no and move on with her life. Option 2 was to see whether things with my dad 
were #xable. My mom decided to pursue both options at the same time. She left 
my dad with a tentative “yes.” She would see how things played out. 

She told Angela, who reacted strangely. Angela raised her eyebrows up in sur-
prise and said, “Oh?” and said no more. Over the next few months, as my mom 
delayed a #nal decision on whether to join him, Angela began asking questions. 
Angela would probe about my mom and dad’s relationship but o"ered no reac-
tion. She only asked more questions. 

Soon, Angela also started distancing herself from my mom. She also began 
to feel a chill from Angela’s boyfriend, Benji. !e closer my parents grew as a 
couple, the colder Angela and Benji became. !e rift was becoming obvious. My 
mom and Angela were taking scuba lessons together and one night, when they 
met for dinner after the lesson, Benji got up from the table to sit someplace else. 
!e diving instructor later told Benji o" in front of the dinner table: “You don’t 
treat a woman like that!” 

MEANWHILE, WORD SPREAD about my dad’s news. While my grandma 
is too proud to show emotions with my dad, she likes to gossip, and she quickly 

W h e n  P a t r i c k  G o t  t h e  C a l l
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told everyone about Hong Kong. His large family of aunts, uncles, and cousins, 
were all happy for him. He was the #rst to work abroad, an example of a bright 
future for the “Loh clan.” 

But not everyone was pleased for him. His supervisor in Penang suggested 
he “think through the decision carefully.” !is sounded ludicrous to my dad, 
because you don’t need to think carefully about going to Hong Kong—you just 
go. Whatever Malaysia had to o"er, Hong Kong had more. And they did it ten 
times better. !e rest of his colleagues only raised their eyebrows in surprise and 
said, “Oh, you’re going to Hong Kong? Is that right?” 

He hoped that the reaction would be better in Kuala Lumpur, where his old 
high school friends were working. !eir responses were even more disappoint-
ing, and he felt heavy-hearted when he realized that nobody was really in his 
corner. He remembered one saying, “If you work in Hong Kong and come back, 
you’re never going to get a job in Malaysia. You’ll be out of touch.”

Still, there were a few friends who were truly happy for my dad. Nickson was 
my dad’s oldest, closest friend. He and my dad grew up together as neighbors, 
and played football at the playground behind their houses. !ey were from the 
same part of town, the same ethnicity, and the same working class background. 
Nickson thought that he and my dad would share the same life trajectory. And 
it did seem that way for a while, from elementary school all the way up to the 
eleventh grade. 

When my dad failed to move up to the twelfth grade, so did Nickson. On 
the second try of the exam, Nickson passed, and went onto the twelfth grade. It 
was a great relief because that meant his parents didn’t have to fork out money 
for him to take classes at a private college to earn his degree. !at’s the route my 
dad chose, costing my grandpa a lot of money to get my dad through the last 
few years of school. !ey both knew that they needed to get top grades, or face 
disappointing futures. Nickson took comfort in knowing that he and my dad 
were in this together. !at’s why he was so surprised when he heard about my 
dad’s o"er to go to Hong Kong. 

But others had seen things in my dad, and understood why he had gotten the 
call to come to Hong Kong. 

His friend Eddy had also not been a top student. But he saw in my dad a 
quality that tests could not measure: he was a natural leader. In school, my dad 
always focused on ways to run a business rather than his schoolwork (which in 
hindsight, explains a lot). He always jumped at taking leadership roles: captain 
of the soccer team and president of the Interact Club, which brought together 
other schools in the district. My dad’s public school was #lled with small-time 
gang leaders who made students cower in fear. But my dad befriended a few of 
them, which got them o" my dad’s back and proved useful whenever my dad 
needed a favor. 

If anything, Eddy was surprised by how sudden the o"er to come to Hong 
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Kong seemed to come for my father. He chalks it up to not realizing how much 
progress my dad had made over the years since they’d graduated. 

He also recognized that leaving the familiarity of Malaysia took a certain kind 
of bravery that unlike my dad he was not sure he possessed. 

MY DAD’S LEAVING was going to change people’s lives—beyond just his 
and my mom’s. !ere were his brothers, especially his younger brother, Kenny. 
Kenny was seven years younger than my dad and had always felt sidelined by 
my dad and Eddie, their older brother. !ey always shooed him away when they 
talked about their personal lives because he was the baby of the family. 

But in time Kenny and my dad had grown closer—he was entering univer-
sity when my dad got the call—and had been disappointed when my dad had 
moved from Kuala Lumpur to Penang for work. Still, at least my dad came 
back on the weekends, and at home he’d bunk with Kenny. But there would be 
no weekend visits from Hong Kong, no sharing a room anymore: “I felt like I 
was losing a brother,” Kenny told me. !e house always felt so full. Eddie had 
moved out years earlier and now my dad was leaving the country. Home was 
getting emptier and emptier. 

He felt that their relationship would only grow more distant. He never told 
my dad that. !e responsibility of caring for their parents when they got older 
would fall to Kenny. In time, my dad’s visits would come to feel like “seeing an 
old friend.” 
!eir oldest brother, Eddie, had also seen my dad’s potential. My dad was 

skilled at sales and coming up with new ways to make money for his company. 
Malaysia, Eddie believed, was too small, too sti%ing for my dad. Hong Kong was 
where the big players were at. 

Eddie himself had had the chance to leave Malaysia. He was o"ered a job in 
Melbourne but turned it down. He was afraid of leaving the comfort of Malay-
sia. Eddie saw how my dad handled pressure and how determined he was to suc-
ceed. He couldn’t imagine what it would have been like if that sort of pressure 
was on him. Years later, Eddie’s late wife Jessie asked him, “Are you jealous your 
brother is so successful?” He said he was not. But he admitted that he wasn’t cut 
out for life anywhere else besides Malaysia, and that was enough. 

For Eddie, yes. But not for Patrick. 

W h e n  P a t r i c k  G o t  t h e  C a l l
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ONE DAY, WHEN she was 15 years old, my grandmother, also known as Cricri, 
was at her grandparents’ home for Saturday lunch. !e table was set with a pot of 
Borscht, prepared by her grandmother. 

Her grandfather Octave seldom spoke. But on this day he felt compelled to 
make a rare remark about the food. “!is Borscht doesn’t taste right,” he said. “It 
doesn’t taste like back home.”

Cricri was perplexed. Back home? !ey were home, in Belgium, the place of 
both her grandparents’ birth. !e remark lingered, prompting questions about a 
past that seemed distant yet vividly alive in Octave’s memory. 

SEVENTY YEARS EARLIER, in 1892, when Octave was still an infant, he ar-
rived with his family in the arid steppes of the Donbas Region of what was then 
a remote part of the Russian Empire. His father had secured a job as an industrial 
engineer in Russia’s %ourishing steel industry. !e family was among the #rst of 
a massive wave of Belgian migrants settling in the region, reaching over 20,000 
Belgians by the 1900s. 

At that time, Belgium stood as a prominent global power, fueled by rapid in-
dustrialization and its brutal colonial presence in Congo. But the country was 
su"ering from the 1873 economic depression, and the promise of jobs in rap-
idly evolving Russia attracted many ambitious Belgians looking to make a name 
for themselves. !e region was deserted when Octave’s family arrived. A few vil-
lages dotted the arid landscape and the local farming communities seemed to be 

Mila Tanghe

Far From “Home”
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trapped in time. 
Yet, Octave thrived there. A sense of endless possibilities seemed to hang above 

the family. He spent his formative years in Tsaritsyn – a city later known as Volgo-
grad. He studied through correspondence courses with a French university, even-
tually following in his father’s footsteps and becoming an industrial designer for 
one of the biggest steel companies in the region: the Belgo-Russian Metallurgical 
Society. He witnessed #rsthand the spectacular boom in Russia’s economy, usher-
ing in an era of urban expansion and cultural vibrancy. Tsaritsyn quickly became 
a major industrial center along the Volga, %ourishing as a vital transportation hub. 

Still, the city lacked pavements and lighting; its streets were lined with wooden 
houses and unadorned shops. Untreated sewage polluted the river, and lack of 
medical facilities led to the outbreak of infectious diseases, with Cholera out-
breaks periodically plaguing the city throughout the start of the 20th century. 

But Octave’s family belonged to an elite and was spared from this harsher mi-
lieu. As Western European expatriates, they belonged to a privileged echelon of 
society similar to that of colonialists - a reality underscored by the stark disparities 
in the living conditions between themselves and the native population. 

Within the con#nes of Russian factories, there was deep segregation between 
the Belgians and the local workforce, fueled by language barriers and a sense of 
cultural superiority. !e Belgians, often viewing themselves as leaders or educa-
tors, maintained their distinct identity, clinging to their Catholic faith and es-
chewing assimilation into Russian society. !ey remained insulated within their 
own social enclaves.

For Octave and his compatriots, life in Russia’s industrial heartland o"ered 
a semblance of paradise amidst the steppes, characterized by opulent company 
colonies and lavish amenities. !ese colonies, reserved for Belgian engineers and 
foremen, featured “Belgian-style” houses, gardens, parks, and recreational facili-
ties, such as casinos, billiards, shooting ranges, and tennis courts.
!e Russians, meanwhile, endured harsh living conditions in a district reputed 

to have the worst working-class living standards in the Empire. A governor at 
that time reported on the dehumanizing e"ects of workers’ housing in the region, 
comparing their living conditions to that of animals.

Initially, Belgians were embraced by the local residents, but a reversal of for-
tunes was soon underway. Discontent among workers grew, as did alarms about 
the mistreatment of Russian workers by foreign administrators. !e collapse of 
steel prices and stock market values in the early 20th century precipitated the cri-
sis, shattering the illusion of economic prosperity. As calls for Russian economic 
autonomy grew louder, sentiments of nationalism and anti-foreigner sentiments 
worsened. !e Belgian consulate was vandalized in 1905 in the wake of the failed 
revolution.

Meanwhile, Cricri’s grandmother, Juliette, arrived in Tsaritsyn amidst this tur-
moil. Her family had emigrated to Russia at the start of the 1900s, but unlike 



31

Octave, she had grown up in Belgium, attending a boarding school and reuniting 
with her family during the summer holidays. She returned to Russia for what she 
thought to be a brief visit in the summer of 1914. But the outbreak of World War 
I that July thwarted her plans to return home. 

She met Octave in 1915 at one of the parties still being hosted by the local 
Belgians. As it happened, both were born in the small village of Couillet. But fate 
would have it that they would meet thousands of miles away in Russia. !ey fell 
madly in love. !eir parents were delighted; after all, both families had come to 
Russia seeking their fortune and now their children had met spouses whose fami-
lies shared their dream.

Octave held a prominent position in one of the region’s largest metallurgical 
industries, a"ording them a lavish lifestyle enriched by the privileges of being 
Western European expatriates. !eir time was divided between their residence 
in Tsaritsyn and their countryside dacha, where they spent summers harvesting 
apples, preparing traditional Belgian compotes, and drying fruit slices. In winter, 
they took troika rides and indulged in baniyas, the traditional Russian bathhouses. 
!ey would hike in the forests and pick mushrooms, blueberries, or cranberries. 
In the springtime, they swam in the Volga. !eir beloved housekeeper, Palasha, 
was an integral part of their household, and their prosperity seemed assured—the 
“El Dorado” they had sought in the steppes was within their grasp.

But Tsaritsyn had become a hotbed for revolutionary politics. Attacks on expats 
were becoming more frequent, foreign companies were increasingly being nation-
alized, and Belgians were beginning to %ee. Octave’s colleagues had to leave their 
homes in haste, abandoning furniture, clothes, linens, work notes, and souvenirs. 
In the words of a Belgian worker who wrote to his parents, “!is departure feels 
like the end of an era.” Despite the unsettling times, Octave and Juliette were set 
on staying. Octave particularly, having never known anything else but Russia, 
considered it his homeland. But fate would not have it.
!eir marriage, which had been captured in the photograph on April 29, 1917, 

took place amid the Russian Revolution. Two weeks earlier, V.I. Lenin, leader of 
the Bolshevik Party, had returned after a decade of exile to lead the revolution. 
Tsar Nicholas II had abdicated, and the social-democratic Russian Provisional 
Government was in power. !e country was in upheaval, with demonstrations 
and strikes spreading until the October Revolution of 1917. A bloody civil war 
exploded between two main parties: the Red Army, #ghting for the establishment 
of a Bolshevik-led socialist state, and the loosely allied forces known as the White 
Army, #ghting against communism. Amidst this chaos, Octave and Juliette were 
awaiting the birth of their #rst child. 

On March 3rd, 1918, the new Bolshevik government of Soviet Russia and the 
Central Powers signed a peace treaty, ending the country’s participation in World 
War I. But Octave was Belgian, and Belgium was still at war. All the Belgian male 
expats in Russia were forced to go back to join their regiments under penalty of 

F a r  F r o m  “ H o m e ”
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being considered deserters. He left Juliette to join the army in Belgium at the end 
of March. But Juliette could not go with him; she was bound to Russia until their 
child was born. 

She was #nally able to leave, just ten days after giving birth, boarding one of 
the last trains exiting the country together with her father, brother, and infant 
daughter. Leaving in haste, they took with them only sheets, a few pictures, a lot 
of %our, and a Samovar. Juliette buried her silverware in her garden in Tsaritsyn, 
instructing her housekeeper Palasha to take them for herself in case she could not 
come back. It took them four months to make it back. !ey traveled by train and 
boat, from Russia to England and #nally to Belgium. !ey endured German U-
boat attacks and a cholera outbreak. 

Octave was in the army, battling German troops in Belgium. He would have 
to wait until the end of the war on November 11th, 1918, before he could #nally 
be reunited with his wife and meet his daughter. He had lost everything. All that 
he had built and earned in 27 years in Russia was gone. Despite e"orts by Belgian 
organizations to seek compensation from the Soviet government, Octave received 
nothing. 

Forced to abandon the only world he had ever known, he retreated into him-
self. He found work doing odd jobs but never worked again as an industrial de-
signer. He was never able to retrieve the social ascent he had known in Tsaritsyn. 
He became ever more remote at home, even as Juliette ran the grocery store they 
had bought. Cricri would remember her grandfather as a gentle man with a pal-
pable sadness. 

UP UNTIL HER mid-teens, Cricri had never dared to ask about her grandpar-
ents’ past, which was shrouded in mystery. One day, while inquiring about Ju-
liette’s teenage years, Cricri #nally heard her grandmother open up about their life 
in Russia. Juliette reminisced about their wedding day with particular nostalgia 
despite the political turmoil they faced. 

But with her grandfather, Cricri understood not to ask about the past. It was 
as if in his silence was a longing for a past he never spoke of. Still, she would see 
bits and pieces of that life – the Borscht not tasting like “home,” his dancing 
a Prisiadki dance at her cousin’s wedding. !ere was also the Samovar that her 
grandmother had carried from Russia. 

It was a large silver container used to boil water for tea. For the remainder of 
their lives, it stood as the centerpiece of their living room, always spotless and 
never to be used. 
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ONE DAY SHE will want to be called “Big.” But that will not come for many 
years, long after this picture is taken. Right now, she is still Sheryll. She is 23, 
married for a year to her high school boyfriend. !ey have traveled across the 
country from rural Georgia to San Francisco, where she poses in front of the 
Golden Gate Bridge. But the California she discovered and liked well enough in 
1966 will not transform her into “Big.” She is going to have to earn it.

MY GRANDMOTHER, SHERYLL Strang, grew up in Douglas, a town in 
South Georgia. She remembers her childhood fondly. She lived with her mother, 
father and older brother whom she loved but sometimes found irritating. Her 
father owned a produce company which kept him busy and often away from 
home. Her parents were not talkative, especially when her mother was diagnosed 
with leukemia and died four years later. She regretted not being closer with her 
mother. “!e sad thing is I was 16,” she later said, “and so my world was of 
course the most important thing.”

My grandmother attended the county high school, where she met Phill Tan-
ner. She doesn’t recall being aware of him until her sophomore year, when he 
was dating her best friend. While she initially wasn’t crazy about him for break-
ing up with her friend, the two later began a relationship of their own.

He was a year ahead of her in school, and after he graduated, he left Douglas 
for the University of Georgia. My grandmother also wanted to attend UGA but, 
to her dismay, her father insisted that she attend an all-girls school. She under-

Jolie Tanner

Before Big
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stands now that this was an attempt to protect her.
She chose the closest all-girls school to UGA—Brenau University in Gaines-

ville, Ga. !e distance from Phill was manageable—only about an hour by car. 
!ey remained together, even as she later put it “things waxed and waned.” !ey 
were married in 1965, the year she graduated. !e wedding took place on a 
warm summer’s day in Douglas with six bridesmaids and six groomsmen at the 
First Methodist Church, followed by a reception at the local Elks Lodge.

MY GRANDMOTHER FOUND herself worrying about what to do after col-
lege. She knew she would have to return to Douglas following graduation and 
thought the best option was to become a teacher. She thought she would enjoy 
that. But Phill, who was in o&cer training to be a navigator for the Air National 
Guard, had to report to Sacramento. And she was three months pregnant.

To maintain some control, my grandfather had voluntarily joined the mili-
tary, instead of waiting to be drafted, in the midst of the Vietnam War. My 
grandmother was relieved and excited about the move; it was a chance to get 
out of Douglas, even if it was only for 10 months. She never intended to live 
there forever. My grandparents lived in an o"-base, two-story apartment com-
plex. !ey had a furnished unit on the ground %oor. “As you can imagine, it was 
brown,” she recalled. “For 10 months, you can tolerate a lot.”

My grandmother spent a lot of her time reading and knitting. She knitted a 
blanket and sweater for the baby. She didn’t know the gender, so she settled on 
a white eyelet skirt for the bassinet and a white fabric with little yellow roses for 
the inside cover. She felt good. She had no morning sickness and was excited 
about becoming a mother. She also made several discoveries, one of which was 
polyester which she had never seen or worn before. Shortly after she gave birth 
in a military hospital for $6.85, she bought a pair of white polyester pants. “I 
thought they were the coolest thing,” she said, “but it was like being wrapped in 
plastic.”
!ey made the occasional trip to San Francisco. But, being from Douglas and 

having attended a traditional girls school, my grandmother felt like she was “sort 
of stuck in between the 1950s and the 60s. You didn’t have girls that were going 
to leave home and take their guitar with them and join a commune,” she said. 
“So that was never part of the scenario.”

THEY RETURNED TO Georgia after 10 months. She had liked California 
and was not excited about returning to Douglas. In time, my grandfather, who 
had completed his military service, got a job in the mobile home industry. !is 
meant moving again, this time to Central Florida in 1970. Meanwhile, she was 
now the mother of two boys. And while Florida seemed exciting compared to 
Douglas, my grandmother felt as if they were starting over without any family 
around to help with the children.
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She joined a women’s club, started going to church, helped with a political 
campaign and volunteered as her children’s homeroom mom. She also joined the 
Friendly Players, a group of women who put on children’s plays; she had ma-
jored in drama so this was right up her alley. Often her days were spent driving 
the boys and exploring. Home, meanwhile, was becoming ever less happy. 

MY GRANDFATHER WAS often traveling for work. He and my grandmother 
did not talk much when he was home. She had come to see how di"erent they 
were. Years later, when she talked about that time, she did not speak about 
particular sources of friction or about #ghts. Instead, she spoke of a vague but 
palpable sense of seeing how far apart they had grown. She wanted more and he 
seemed unable to provide.

It was my grandmother who initiated the talk about their separation. My 
grandfather did not want to split up. He o"ered to seek help. But by that point, 
her mind was made up. She understood that in her world—in Georgia and in 
the Central Florida of 1979—women did not typically leave their husbands, 
especially husbands who had not done anything egregiously wrong. Her father 
was not happy. “His response was sort of like, ‘Well he wasn’t abusive, was he?’” 
He seemed to think that as long as my grandfather did not hit her, she should 
just stay.

Her decision, in fact, had not been hasty. My grandmother had begun to 
think nearly #ve years earlier about what she would do if she left him. She 
wondered how she would support herself and the kids. She had tried catering 
but the hours were tough on her boys. She worked as a sales rep for a friend’s 
T-shirt company but didn’t enjoy it. Teaching, the career she had had to leave 
when they moved to California, was the best option; she would be on the same 
schedule as her kids even if it didn’t pay well.

She knew leaving wouldn’t make things easier. In fact, her life got harder. 
Transportation became a struggle when it came to getting her two children 
where they needed to go. Not only did she have to balance her new job as a 
teacher but she also had to take courses for a master’s degree. She wondered 
whether she would have made the same decision 10 years earlier. She knew di-
vorce would take a toll on her children—at the time, my father said, it did even 
as he came to accept and later appreciate it—but felt she didn’t have a choice; 
she had to leave. “Your heart bleeds for them,” she said of her sons. “But you 
can’t really make it any di"erent.”

MY GRANDMOTHER REMAINED single for two years after her divorce 
before marrying a man she met after leaving my grandfather. She continued 
teaching and remained an active member of her community, supporting the 
arts and standing up for reproductive rights. Her sons grew up—my dad and 
his younger brother, Brett, who died of cancer when he was 42. In time, she 

B e f o r e  B i g
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became a grandmother. She did not want to be called the traditional names like 
grandma or granny. Instead, she chose “Big,” an unusual choice given that she is 
5’3”. She is now 80 and still lives in Florida. Her second husband, Carl Strang, 
died two years after Brett. She has traveled extensively, including trips to Egypt, 
China, South Africa and beyond. She has also returned to San Francisco.

I once asked Big what she would tell the girl in the photo, the one with the 
teased French twist hairstyle and the barely noticeable baby bump. 

She would tell her to stick up for herself, to be more sure of herself. 
“I knew that there had to be something better for me,” she said. “Maybe not 

#nancially or logistically, but I knew that I couldn’t stay in the state I was in. So, 
yes, I guess I don’t necessarily look at myself as that self-con#dent. But I guess I 
was to make that decision.”
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MY GRANDMOTHER, WHOM I call Sito, asks her daughters every day when 
she can go back home. 

She puts up a #ght, screaming at my Khalto (aunt) Fida’a that she wants to be 
back in her real house. She wants to cook in her kitchen and water her garden.

When Khalto Fida’a tells her that they are home, in Irbid, Jordan, Sito insists 
that she’s not. !at she’s going to call a taxi to take her and my grandfather, Sido, 
to their village.

“You can’t deceive me,” she says, shaking her wobbling #nger from her Parkin-
sons. “My home is in Palestine. !at is where I am supposed to be.”

A FEW YEARS ago, it became clear that I had a limited amount of lucid mo-
ments left with my grandparents. Sito has Alzheimers, and Sido has dementia. 
But by the time I realized their memories were fading away, my Sito was no 
longer making me homemade bread dipped in olive oil, and my Sido was unable 
to stand and say goodbye at the door as we were leaving.

In my childhood, our conversations never crossed the boundary of talking 
about their past. Deir al-Ghusun, their village in Palestine, was nothing but a 
rehearsed answer they would give when asked “where are you from?” But, as I 
entered my twenties, and their cognitive decline got more noticeable, the details 
of their Palestinian village became a loop of conversation. “Samaa, the house on 
the corner belonged to the man who owned the market,” Sito would tell me, 
and then she would tell me again and again a few moments later, and again a bit 

Samaa Khullar

Home, If Only for a Moment
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after. I would sometimes cry watching their confusion. What truly broke me, 
however, was realizing that I didn’t even know what their home looked like. I 
didn’t know what they ate, where they shopped, what their garden smelled like. 

I spent 22 years with them and didn’t know the #rst thing about what their 
life was like before exile. I never wanted to ask because it seemed too painful for 
anyone in the family to talk about. 
!at was until October 7, 2023. 
When Hamas #ghters launched an o"ensive on that Saturday morning, kill-

ing 1,200 Israelis, I knew we were going to witness another bloodbath. If the 
history I knew was any indicator, I could already predict that Israel’s “response” 
was going to be a complete and total bombardment of the Gaza Strip, with little 
regard for civilian life, and that the violent reality of apartheid, persecution, and 
ethnic cleansing that Palestinians had been testifying to for more than seven 
decades was going to be ignored.
!e next time I visited my grandparents in Jordan in December, we had of-

#cially witnessed the deadliest assault on Gaza in history, and most media outlets 
failed to explain the complete asymmetry of power. Nearly 20,000 Palestinians 
had been killed by that point, almost half of them children, and their homes had 
been reduced to rubble. Mosques, churches, universities, hospitals, libraries—all 
of it was destroyed.
!en I learned about the killing of professor and poet Refaat Alareer, and it 

struck something in me.

Alareer wrote in a poem shortly before his death.

Much like the personal histories in Gaza were being erased, with my grand-
parents’ decline, I feared our family history would die with them. !at is why I 
asked my mother and her sisters to tell me a story, and the one I wanted to hear 
the most was about the last time they ever saw their homeland.

IT WAS THE summer of 1985. My mother, Hakima, was 19 years old, a few 
years younger than I am now. As the eldest daughters, she and my Khalto Samira 
were responsible for wrangling their younger sisters, Salma, Butheina, Maria, 
Fida’a, and Ala’a and forcing them to pack. !e trip they were about to embark 

 إذا كان لا بد أن أموت
 فال بد أن تعيش أنت

لتروي حكايتي

 إذا كان لا بد أن أموت
 فليأ ِتِ موتي باألمل

فليصبح حكاية

If I must die,
you must live 
to tell my story

If I must die,
let it bring hope, 
let it be a tale.
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on was going to be a long one: a two-day drive, in oppressive heat, from Kuwait 
to Jordan to the West Bank. 

Before the trip, Khalto Samira recalled how she and Sito went to the market 
to buy new dresses in anticipation of seeing their relatives. !ey counted how 
many children were in the village, and how old they had gotten, and made a 
point to buy gifts for everyone. Khalto Maria recalled looking through the new 
clothes while packing. She was giddy, and couldn’t wait to put faces to all these 
names. 

But Khalto Fida’a was quieter. She remembers keeping her fears to herself as 
they stu"ed suitcases into the car. All she knew about Palestine was that it was 
under occupation, and the only scenes she had ever witnessed were from news 
reports of massacres. Her aunt who lived in Nablus would often talk about how 
humiliating and frightening checkpoint searches were. She was worried, and 
couldn’t understand why they would willingly travel to a place with this many 
security risks. But Sido and Sito were overjoyed. She remembers them telling her 
that they were about to go home.

On the 10th of July, they started the drive to the King Hussein Bridge into 
the West Bank. !is was the moment all my aunts had been waiting for: home-
coming. 
!ey all remembered looking at the long-winding roads and valleys. It was 

idyllic, until Sito turned around and reminded all the girls to keep their heads 
down, stay by her side, and not say a word—they were about to go through their 
#rst search.

My mother vividly remembers the temperature and the sweat. She remembers 
the way Israeli soldiers paced up and down, with guns slung around their shoul-
ders. !e way they talked, my mother said, was in a tone di"erent than any she 
has encountered. “We were herded around like sheep,” she said, “spoken to with 
stern words that we barely understood.”

Sido was sent to one room and all the women were left in another. Maria was 
terri#ed that she might have accidentally packed something in her bag that they 
saw as threatening. “Please,” she remembers thinking, “don’t let me cause any 
trouble, don’t let me say anything that they think is disobeying.”
!e search was terrifying, and no one has been able to forget it. !e female 

soldiers stripped every girl down to their underwear, and the older girls, my 
mom included, were searched further by hand. “It was very physical for a teen-
ager to witness,” my mother recalled. “I didn’t mind the search for myself, but 
seeing my mother go through that in front of everyone was humiliating.”
!ey recalled their bags being %ung wide open, soldiers pulling out items, 

glancing at them and then throwing them around, leaving Sito to pick them 
up and put them back. “I remember the woman who searched our bags found 
my mother’s cherished perfume. She opened it to smell it, clearly liked it, then 
sprayed it all over herself,” my mother said. “It was as if anything she liked, she 

H o m e ,  I f  O n l y  f o r  a  M o m e n t
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had the right to take.”
!ey didn’t have the time to process anything that they had been subjected to; 

all they wanted was to get out of the crossing without incident. !ey counted 
themselves lucky for being able to get back in a taxi and start driving to Tulka-
rem. 

Even the mundane seemed extraordinary: trees were never that lush in 
Kuwait, the air was never as crisp. Plants sprouted out everywhere, even in the 
cracks on the road. None of them had ever seen a land so beautiful, so full of life 
amid all the desolation. As Khalto Maria said, “we left the world as we knew it 
and went to heaven.”

AS THEY ENTERED Deir al-Ghusun, neighbors and cousins ran to greet 
them. !e car came to a stop and they realized the massive plot of land in front 
of them, with its house, barn, and well, was theirs. My mother compared it to 
moments just after childbirth: the exciting but strange feeling of #nally seeing 
something you’ve been waiting so long for, and slowly understanding that it’s 
yours. 

Food was already being prepared while they unpacked the taxi, and a %ock 
of cousins came out to greet them. !ere were too many faces and names to re-
member, and no time to do it, because they were being dragged inside to a home 
they owned but had never seen. !e cousins pulled them from room to room, 
smiling and jumping around, pointing to the beds and closets, and already plan-
ning out what they were going to do together for the next month.

While everyone was laughing and running down the halls, my mother took 
a moment to step onto the balcony that overlooked the mountaintop. She was 
fascinated. A #g tree stood so tall that she could pluck its fruit from two stories 
high. !e only times she had ever seen these fruits was in a box at the supermar-
ket; to actually see it growing on a tree was an entirely new experience. 

My mother had grown up in a small apartment in Kuwait, where no room 
was big enough to contain all of her siblings. But in Tulkarem, she remembers 
feeling like the entire world was at arm’s length. 

THE FIRST THING Sito did when she got home was open her wardrobe to 
get the items she hadn’t been able to see for almost 20 years. She opened the 
drawers, and rummaged through them until she found what she was looking for: 
a tea tray, co"ee cups, pillow cases, a straw fan, a green silk shawl with beaded 
edges, and Sido’s cross-stitched handkerchief that he wore on their wedding day. 

Amid all her rummaging, my mother recalled a di"erent joy that Sito exuded 
when she saw her wedding jewelry again. Sido had no money when they got 
married so he was unable to give her gold, but she held the silver necklace he 
gave her close to her heart. She immediately stu"ed the items into a bag—she 
knew better than to leave them behind with the naive belief that she might see 
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them again. 
My family’s story of expulsion is partly coincidental. Sido had tried getting 

a better job outside the country in the mid 1960s, and Sito would often travel 
back and forth to see him in Kuwait. !at’s where she gave birth to my mother 
in 1966, and that’s where they got stuck during the war the following year. 

After the Naksa or “setback” of 1967, Israeli occupation forces ensured that 
my grandparents and their children lost all right to return. !ey were banned, 
and if they attempted to enter their land, they would be detained, or worse. 
!e only reason Sido and Sito were able to see their home again was because his 
father #led paperwork with the Israeli government that took months to come 
through, allowing them to enter their homeland as “visitors” with the under-
standing that they must leave. It was unlikely that the government would ever 
give them this sort of approval again.

THE HOUSE HAD recently been connected to electricity, but not all parts of it 
were working yet. “We didn’t mind,” my mother smiled. “It made it more magi-
cal for us.” !ey would sit on the balcony on late nights as the light from the 
kerosene lamp burned, and shadows danced on the Roman pillars behind them. 

My mother, her sisters, and their cousins barely slept that month. Nights 
were #lled with chatter and laughter: What was their life like in Palestine? What 
about Kuwait? Years of burning questions were #nally being answered. !ey 
would wake up before dusk, excited to catch up on lost time. !eir grandmother 
would have already prepared a massive tray of fried potatoes to be able to feed all 
those hungry mouths. 

My mother’s daily routine consisted of plucking #gs, her newfound love, and 
heading with her cousins to the hills where her grandfather’s almond and pome-
granate trees grew. Sometimes she would pass by the barn to grab fresh eggs for 
breakfast, and she would often meet her cousins at the front porch where wild 
grape vines grew. 

My mother has never liked the attention being on her, so perhaps she was 
behind the camera when a small group of the cousins gathered on that porch to 
take a picture—the one I found in a photo album 40 years later. 

In it, I recognized only three faces: Khalto Butheina with her pigtails, Khalto 
Fida’a at nine years old, the shortest of them all, and Khalto Samira, on the far 
right, corralling all of them together. In the corner on the right is one of their 
cousins, clearly rushing to make it into the picture on time. I can only imagine 
how many dozens more were ready to jump in for the next photo. !e moun-
taintops in the background and grape vines above them o"er just a fraction of 
the nature my mother and aunts describe and dream about to this day.

I don’t recognize anyone else in the picture, but according to my aunts, the 
youngest boy is Ramy. He is still remembered as the sweet, thoughtful child who 
would bring a basket of #gs to Sido every morning. “!ese #gs are for you, my 
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uncle,” he would say. Sido would smile and pull out change for him as a reward, 
and Ramy would run and show the others what he had earned for the day.

Fun then would manifest in strange, innovative ways. Sometimes they would 
make a game out of knocking each other’s elbows while eating from the same 
pan of shakshuka on the %oor. It was a way for them to become family, when 
they had been strangers just weeks before. 

Whenever there was a celebration, my mother would watch as everyone 
danced Dabke, the traditional Levantine folk dance. !e cousins would some-
times participate, but my mother and her sisters could not—all they could do 
was watch and clap, because it was never something they were taught. I was 
never taught either.

IT WAS MOMENTS like those that stung. Quiet realizations that they shared 
the same blood, but had entirely di"erent realities. “It was as if I was an alien 
plant that grew in a deserted far away land,” said Khalto Samira, the only one 
of her sisters that was born in Palestine. In the happiest moments, she felt the 
greatest sense of loss. “How many beautiful times like this did we miss out on 
throughout our lives?” she would ask herself. “How much of their love and wis-
dom were we deprived of?”
!e duality of pride and shame, wonder and fear, excitement and grief, are 

feelings that de#ned their trip. !ey spent a month and a half visiting places 
they’d always dreamt of: the coastline of Akka and Nahariya, the birthplace of 
Jesus in Beit Lehem, the mountaintops of Haifa and Ya"a, the streams of Bani 
Yaas. But with the excitement of every new place, came the heaviness of seeing it 
soured by occupation. 

With every place they visited, extended family would point to more places 
they were not allowed to go, roads they could not enter. Where Arabic letters 
once stood tall on street signs, now Hebrew decorated it, further alienating the 
local population. !ey would show them all the new settlements that were being 
built on the lands taken from their people, and the olive farms that had been 
bulldozed. !e cousins held onto their pride, but couldn’t gloss over how much 
had already changed in the past decade, the occupation in#ltrating every part of 
their lives. For their cousins the lingering feeling was that someone was watching 
their every move, and they were guests in their own land. For my mother and 
her sisters the experience was of seeing so much for the #rst and probably last 
time. 

THERE WAS A fear that my mother could not suppress. She couldn’t sleep 
through the night, thinking every sound outside meant an attack was imminent. 
She grew up hearing about massacres in places like Deir Yassin and Tantoura and 
wondered if Deir al-Ghusun could be next. “I could not sleep at night because 
I wanted to be awake to warn the others if they needed to run or hide,” she 
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recalled. She would ask her cousins if they often saw soldiers approaching their 
town, hoping they would calm her fears and say no, but they couldn’t lie to her. 
!e soldiers had been circling around more frequently. She asked if they were 
scared. “Not anymore,” they told her. “Let them do what they want. !at is not 
going to change how we live our lives.” !eir insistence didn’t calm her panic 
once the sun set. “Perhaps that’s why I still hate nights,” my mother told me.
!eir trip was coming to a close, but there was one city they had yet to see: 

Jerusalem, or Al-Quds. As they approached the Old City in the morning fog, 
they heard the call for prayer coming from a mosque, overlaid with the sounds 
of church bells in the distance. “I stood there and thought, they talk about 
heaven,” my mother said with her eyes closed, “I think this must be a part of 
it.” !e various checkpoints and searches on the way into the Al-Aqsa Mosque 
compound were frightening, but they tried to forget it, because they were #nally 
able to witness the beauty of the Dome of the Rock. Khalto Samira remembers 
a lot from the trip, but her most vivid memory is kneeling her head down on 
the prayer mat in Al-Aqsa. “I prayed there,” she said. “At least once in my life. I 
prayed there.”

When they got home, all of the sisters began taking mental pictures of 
everything they had seen. !e sadness at leaving was building. Khalto Samira 
remembers looking at her grandfather, lying down on his mattress on the porch, 
and feeling a weight on her chest. He would lie there most of the day, only 
getting up to pray or go inside to sleep. People would go out and sit with him, 
neighbors and visitors would chat with a cup of tea, and his wife would bring a 
small gas burner to cook food next to him. Most of the time he would throw his 
weight around the house, but when he was lying down in the sun, his softer side 
came out. 

“If it is ever in my fate that I go there one more time,” Khalto Samira told me, 
“I want to sit on my grandfather’s inner courtyard, enjoying the sun during the 
day and the visits of my relatives and neighbors, exchanging stories and staying 
up late under the light of the kerosene lamp until I fall asleep.”

THE TRIP ENDED too soon. No time could have been enough, unless they 
were guaranteed forever. “We said goodbye to everyone, my grandparents who 
we doubted we would see again in this life, and a home that we loved every 
inch of, old ladies chatting and laughing with missing teeth, my cousins that we 
found then lost again,” my mother recalled. “But I left Palestine with at least a 
handful of its soil that I still have almost 40 years later. I put a small amount in 
several bags so that if it was discovered, not all of it would be taken away from 
me like my land was.”

On the day they left—!ursday, Aug. 29, 1985—they asked the taxi driver to 
take the long way to the crossing, just so they could spend a few extra moments 
looking around. !ey knew they would be punished if they overstayed the limits 
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of their visit permit, but the pain of saying goodbye was pulling them back. 
“We did not comprehend on that day when we got into that taxi that it would 

be our last time for us to see our beloved Palestine, and our grandparents,” 
Khalto Samira told me. But it was. !eir grandparents got older, and sicker, and 
neither of them could make the trip back and forth. “My grandparents passed 
away without us having the ability to be around them in our home as we wished 
to. With their death, and with losing them, a big part of our connection to that 
home was lost forever.”

“WE HAD TO go back to our dull life in Kuwait, where we owned nothing, 
and where we had to live as grateful guests,” Khalto Fida’a said. “We had to leave 
the place where my father has status as the son of an in%uential elder in the vil-
lage of Deir al-Ghusun, where he is valued and revered and belongs, to a place 
where he is known to no one except as ‘the Palestinian driver.’”

When they got back to Kuwait, the look in Sido’s eyes changed. “He’s 95, and 
up until now, I still try to catch that look in his eyes that I saw when we were in 
Palestine, but I can’t #nd it. And he may not have it again before his time on this 
earth ends,” Khalto Fida’a said. 

In the mid 1990s, after the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, Sido and Sito, along 
with their children, were displaced once again to Irbid, Jordan, where they have 
lived ever since. !ey don’t have a lot of money, but they have a house to live in 
and food to eat, which is more than a lot of Palestinian refugees can say today. 

In exile everything feels temporary. !eir roots were from somewhere else, 
and they feared having no right to stay wherever they are. !e trauma of forced 
displacement has haunted them most of their lives. Perhaps that’s why their most 
repeated prayer, according to my aunts, is “May God take us back to our home-
land and bury us under its soil.”

But Sido doesn’t have any living relatives to let him back in. Legally, he can-
not go home. “And even if he could go: for what? For one day? One week?” my 
mother asks. “Why should we have to take permission to enter our own home? 
Why should we be subjected to checkpoints? Why do we need to be openly 
humiliated entering our own land? Why should we contribute #nancially to an 
occupier? Why does every single thing we own have to be turned upside down, 
destroyed, and thrown on the %oor, with the expectation that we will pick it 
up?”

HEARING MY AUNTS and mother tell these stories, ones they had locked 
away for decades, was exciting and heartbreaking in di"erent ways. Every time 
they would talk about their cousins in Tulkarem, they would light up. “I always 
admired my cousins and their ability to endure and do things that we could 
not,” Khalto Samira said. “As if they were heroes just by living there.”

But when I would ask where these cousins are now, half the time, my mother 
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didn’t know. !e years and distance away from each other severed the once 
strong bond they shared. I know that somewhere in Deir al-Ghusun, there’s a 
girl my age who’s also wondering where her cousins are. Maybe she heard stories 
about that one time her Khalto Hakima came to town, and how she had to go 
back to Kuwait. 

“Maybe we did not meet a lot during our life journey, but we still share the 
same wound,” Khalto Samira says of her cousins. “!e wound of sadness and 
loss. Of seeing the occupier desecrate what is sacred to us. Every person and 
relative that we got to know there stays in our memory. !eir faces, voices, and 
laughter still ring in our heads. !e memory of those who are still alive or those 
underground. We did not forget about them. We have strong ties that hold us 
together for life. !e tie to the land we all belong to and the tie to the blood we 
share. And we still hope to meet again under our olive trees.” 

I AM WRITING this story in the midst of horror—death, torture, and forced 
starvation. At the six month mark of this war, more than 32,000 people have 
been killed in Gaza and a million more are displaced. Civilian casualties are also 
severely undercounted, considering people are still missing or trapped under the 
rubble, and the healthcare system has completely collapsed. 

Telling my family’s history feels incomplete without acknowledging the death 
and su"ering of my people: it has become the lens through which I see my life. I 
fall asleep and wake up thinking about Gaza. 

A parent holding his child’s body parts in plastic bags outside a hospital. A 
group of teenagers blown up while walking, like a scene from some perverse 
video game. A man putting socks on his little boy, so that he is not cold when 
he is buried into the earth, alone. A girl’s body, blown half to bits, hanging o" 
the side of a wall. An old man, holding the lifeless corpse of his granddaughter 
to his chest, calling her the soul of his soul. A father #ghting for air under the 
rubble. A girl recognizing her martyred mother only because of the hair peeking 
through her body bag. A young man, completely unidenti#able, crushed by a 
tank. A father burying his son with the biscuits he requested before their house 
was bombed. 

Writing this story will not end the war, but I pray, at the very least, it brings 
hope—the kind Refaat Alareer wrote about. !e hope that one day, when the 
tanks are gone, and the drones stop buzzing; when the raids end, and the gun#re 
stops; when our feet step on our soil and our keys return to their locks, we can 
see Palestine the way my mother’s family did, but this time, know we won’t have 
to leave.

H o m e ,  I f  O n l y  f o r  a  M o m e n t
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THEY SAY YOU go to college to meet your bridesmaids. If you’re lucky, maybe 
you graduate with your MRS too. Some of us just leave with stories to tell. !is 
is one of them.
!ree girls named Leone, Monique, and Rachel grow up in Jamaica, Con-

necticut, and Virginia respectively. God or Cornell admissions brings them 
together one day in a dining hall. I, by virtue of being Black at a PWI, became 
familiar with Leone #rst, and then Monique during our freshman year. By 
sophomore year, I got to know Rachel, when I started dating a mutual friend 
and was married into their friend group. I was a favorite in-law turned good 
friend, but this is their story, not mine. 

In college, they thought they’d be friends for life. Today, one of them changes 
her number frequently, on purpose, to make herself impossible to reach. 
!e reality is that some college friend groups fall apart to no one’s surprise. 

!ere are signs along the way of their inevitable demise. Super#cial bonds built 
on convenience, proximity, and aesthetics were common but Leone, Rachel, and 
Monique’s relationship seemed di"erent. !ey had potential to make it out of 
Cornell. !e love was there despite their issues. I could tell from the four years 
I’d spent in their orbit before we all entered the “real world.” 

I went through my own post-college breakup but theirs still hurts me. Maybe, 
I just need to learn to mind my own business, but you’re still reading, so that 
makes both of us. 

Sometime in the Fall after graduation, Rachel noticed randomly that Le-

Lotoya Francis

We Lost Her
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one had blocked her on everything. She was completely caught o" guard. She 
thought they were still friends. At the time, Rachel was the only one that we 
knew of who had been cut o" by Leone. She took it personally. It was di&cult 
trying to convince her not to. 

Weeks later, another mutual friend realized she had been blocked as well, and 
Monique decided to check again for herself. Sure enough, her time had come, 
too.

I could still see Leone’s social media accounts. As a more distant friend, I had 
survived the purge, for now.
!en, in December of that year, I posted on Instagram as I do from time to 

time. I shared some thoughts from my notes app about overthinking and a few 
lessons I’d learned in my early post-grad slump. !e expectation was that some 
of my followers would relate to what I shared and #nd it helpful. At the very 
least, I hoped that they’d appreciate their quarterly glimpse into my brain. Leone 
liked the post and commented, “Beautifully said Lotoya, keep speaking up. Your 
voice speaks volumes for those that cannot use their own,” to which I replied 
with a %aming heart emoji.

Two days later, I got a strange text from Leone.
She was angry at me and accused me of throwing subliminal messages at her 

in my Instagram post. !is was the same post she had just liked and commented 
on days before. I found the messages pretty di&cult to understand, jumping 
from one topic to another every few sentences. I was being accused of sham-
ing her for things I didn’t even know about her. !e tone was combative and 
condescending. 

Something wasn’t right. Why was she angry at me? I ignored the insults and 
apologized that she felt attacked but I let her know that I was very confused. I 
assured her that her assumptions were completely false and that she was con-
necting dots that didn’t exist. 

She responded a few hours later, apologizing. She said that she found my 
words super relatable, as she often did, and that she was clearly struggling to 
process reality these days. She said that she was dealing with a lot and feeling 
hypersensitive and that she probably needed a break from the app. She thanked 
me again for sharing my voice and we moved on. I didn’t love her any less. I was 
just concerned.

I was aware that, at some point in college, things started to change for Leone. 
After our brief text exchange that December, I think I got a taste of what life 
had become for the residents of One-Two-!ree towards the end of our four-
year bid at Cornell. 

“I TEXTED YOU a photo,” I said on the phone to Monique.
“Oh wow.” Laughter. Pause. Revelation.
“!is was probably the last time we will ever be in a room together,” says 
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Monique, processing. “At the time, we were saying see you later, but it was really 
the end.”
!e photo was taken on June 8th, 2022 a few weeks after graduation. My 

friend, his #lm camera, and I were visiting 123, or “One-Two-!ree” as its resi-
dents a"ectionately called it. It’s the number on the house, three women lived 
there… you get the picture. 
!is was one of several stops on our post-graduation “goodbye” tour. Mo-

nique was moving out of Ithaca that day and Leone was leaving the next. Here 
was another day that we could look forward to remembering in about a month. 
Once the roll was developed, this moment would come back to us as a perfect, 
grainy rectangle.

In this particular photo, from left to right, is a large print hanging on the 
wall of Rachel on a horse in a Cornell Polo uniform. Next to the print are two 
nails evenly spaced apart where photos of Monique (left) and Leone (right) 
were hanging until just 24 hours before. Monique and Leone pose, mimicking 
the photos now securely packed away for their journeys home. Monique bends 
over backwards, pretending to clear a bar mid-high jump and Leone pretends to 
point to the red ‘C’ on her Cornell track uniform. In the blurry foreground are 
dried up %owers on the dining room table from graduation bouquets.
!e One-Two-!ree gallery wall was iconic. As a generally non-athletic 

woman, I marveled at it every time I visited the house. !ey say the portraits 
were a gift from Rachel’s mother. !eir placement on this particular wall at the 
center of the house was meant to send a message to visitors and, most impor-
tantly, serve as a reminder to the three of them that they were sharing the entire 
house. Rachel occupied the master bedroom, one of three upstairs, and Leone 
and Monique split rent in the basement. 

Entering the house on June 8th to the nearly naked wall, scantily clad with 
Rachel on a horse, felt wrong. I had only ever seen the wall with the three of 
them on there. I encouraged them to recreate the photos one last time. It was 
only right. !e result was the image in mine and Monique’s text thread during 
our phone call two years later.

“It was like Top Model,” Monique remembers joking with Leone as they were 
removing the prints from the wall. !eir photos were vanishing and they were 
being asked by Tyra Banks to leave the house while Rachel’s photo remained, 
still in the running to be America’s Next Top Model. “At the moment, it was 
just a joke. Like, although our pictures were coming down, we were taking them 
with us and this house would always be a part of our journey,” says Monique. “It 
was one of the #rst places I’ve lived outside of my parents’ home. !at won’t ever 
change,” she says matter of factly. “But as for my relationships with the people 
in the house,” Monique continues, “I also thought that that would never change 
and it did.” 

W e  L o s t  H e r
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NOW FEELS LIKE a good time to provide more background about Leone, 
Monique, and Rachel. Leone and Monique’s relationship seemed almost inevi-
table from the start. Monique was raised by two Jamaican parents in Connecti-
cut and Leone came to Cornell as an international student born and raised in 
Jamaica. !ey were two Black, female jumpers on the track and #eld team in the 
same year with the same major, same cultural background, and similar interests 
at a white school. !ey even have the same birthday. !ey had been introduced 
to each other by their track coaches over the summer before they got to campus 
and were assigned to live in the same dorm. 

Rachel was not the obvious pick for a third friend. In fact, she often felt a bit 
like an outsider. As Monique put it, “our lives just weren’t intertwined with hers 
like how it was with me and Leone.” Rachel is a white American woman from 
Virginia. She was quite literally the girl who got ponies for Christmas. She grew 
up riding her family’s horses and playing polo competitively. She was a legacy 
student at Cornell. Her father was a student-athlete there in the late ‘70s and 
early ‘80s. He served on the Board of Trustees for almost a decade before our 
time and had the new baseball #eld named in honor of him just after we gradu-
ated. In a 2022 article for the Cornell Chronicle, he was called “the most philan-
thropic benefactor of Cornell athletics” by a wrestling coach who’s been there 
since the early ‘70’s. 
!e day they all met in the dining hall during freshman orientation week, 

Leone and Monique had already been eating dinner together. Rachel walks in on 
the phone with her then-boyfriend, a Jamaican guy she met through her child-
hood best friend. !e boyfriend is a track athlete and trained a lot with Leone 
growing up. She is like a younger sister to him.

Rachel says to him, “I think I see the girl you were telling me about.” He 
insists that she go talk to her. She hesitates. He threatens to hang up. Dramatic. 
She goes and introduces herself and that is the beginning of their story.

Rachel’s family bought One-Two-!ree when their daughter was admit-
ted to Cornell. She was encouraged to have “a normal college experience” but 
was welcome to live in it. !ey intended to stay in the house when they visited 
Ithaca. One-Two-!ree was undergoing renovations in our #rst year when stu-
dents were expected to live in dorms on North campus anyway. In our second 
year, Leone and Monique shared a double room in a dorm on West campus and 
Rachel moved into a single next door. !e house was complete but she did not 
want to live there alone. !at year, the three of them visited 123 often for din-
ners and movie nights until the University sent us home that March because of 
COVID-19. 

We entered the era of zoom birthday parties and multi-hour FaceTime calls 
as a means of spending quality time with our friends. By our junior fall, Cornell 
welcomed students back to Ithaca to live and access facilities but classes re-
mained online. !is is when One-Two-!ree o&cially became home for Leone, 
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Monique, and Rachel.
Ultimately, Rachel’s family seldom ended up visiting the house before we 

all graduated. So, the two additional bedrooms on the top %oor next to hers 
remained vacant until our senior Spring, when change became king. 

THERE WERE ALWAYS challenges, naturally. Anyone who says they never 
have issues in their close relationships doesn’t have any close relationships. In 
high school, when you got into it with your friend, at the end of the day, you 
went home and they most likely weren’t there. In college, you go home, and 
they’re on your side of the couch. 
!ere was jealousy over new friends, boyfriends the others didn’t approve of, 

tension about going out too much, or not going out enough, clogged toilets, 
and a whole category of issues I’ll call ‘cultural di"erences.’ Cornell was very 
segregated. A close interracial friend group like Leone, Rachel, and Monique’s in 
which each participant was also deeply invested in their own cultural communi-
ties was a true case study. For a white woman on the Polo team with legacy at 
the university and two Black women, one #rst-gen American and the other an 
immigrant, both heavily involved in cultural a&nity groups playing a sport with 
a lot of other Black student-athletes, to share a roof and an intimate relationship 
with each other, let alone a roof owned by the white woman’s family—challeng-
es were inevitable regardless of how much they all loved each other.

As for her and Leone, Monique says, “we were always so in sync. We thought 
very similarly. We had similar interests. I don’t think we ever had a major dis-
agreement leading up to our senior year, but we would just have small points 
of confrontation.” Monique adds, “I don’t know if you can tell this about me, 
but if I really have nothing to say, I’m not going to say it.” She continues, “But 
if I do have something to say, I will say it.” !is is funny to me because I could 
de#nitely tell this about her. It was impossible not to. Monique says that Leone 
would often read very deeply into things that she found no issue in. “She was a 
very expressive person so there would always be a conversation to follow,” says 
Monique. She became used to providing constant reassurance.

Confrontation created knots in Rachel’s stomach and so she tried to avoid 
it as much as possible. She often got very nervous about addressing issues with 
them and would go out of her way sometimes, even when she felt she wasn’t 
wrong, to make amends. She recalled making gift baskets for them before a big 
meet one time to show them how much she loved them in the midst of disagree-
ments they were having. 

“Honestly, I don’t know that we would ever really sit down to hash it out,” 
Rachel says. During our junior year, “the pandemic year”, Rachel, Monique, and 
Leone would sit together at the dining room table sometimes and play games 
like We’re Not Really Strangers. “We had a couple of questions that would bring 
up things like trust or friendship or whatever it was, and we would sort of talk 

W e  L o s t  H e r
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around it in a way that I think was still healing for everyone involved,” she says.
!ere was nothing accidental about this dynamic. Besides the conversation 

when an entire Jamaican escovitch #sh with the head on was prepared for dinner 
instead of a standard American #let, fundamental di"erences in upbringing de-
#ned the relationship dynamics in One-Two-!ree. “We were raised di"erently 
and we have di"erent communication styles and di"erent ways that we would 
like to receive things like criticism or love and a"ection,” Monique says. “I think 
it’s important to meet a person where they are so I think I kind of unintention-
ally ‘code switch’ and I maybe will talk to Kellie a bit more gently than I do my 
other friends,” she says. People closest to Rachel call her by her middle name 
Kellie.

Leone says communicating with Rachel sometimes felt like she was a “spokes-
person with a seat at the United Nations,” relaying information to her on behalf 
of the Black community on campus. Monique says that Rachel “was always very 
conscious that she is white and we are Black.” It wouldn’t be fair to call Rachel a 
Karen. She tries her best and we love her. !at being said, being a part of their 
friend group often meant that she frequented all-Black spaces like Black frater-
nity parties and track team gatherings because her friends would bring her along 
and Leone says that was sometimes uncomfortable for people. It wasn’t personal. 
“!e communities we built just had nothing to do with her,” says Leone. Rachel 
was like family to her but it was a real job having to be the one to communicate 
why she’d be left out of certain places and activities from time to time. “Like I 
can give her a sociological answer but I cannot tell her out of my own head why 
someone else is uncomfortable with her,” says Leone. 

“Although she does appreciate the culture, is around the culture quite a bit 
and grew up with a close friend that is Caribbean and therefore experiences 
America as a Black woman, you still can’t change the way that she looks from 
the outside and the way that she’s treated and experiences –we don’t even have 
to talk about the world, just the way she experiences Cornell, would be very 
di"erent than what we experienced,” says Monique. She later adds that Rachel 
was her #rst real white friend since Isabel in elementary school before she moved 
away. 

Rachel says that even the longest periods of tension amongst the three of 
them could be dismissed when birthdays came around, big competitions were 
around the corner, or men created drama to heal from or unpack. !is is the 
way they learned to love each other.

I was always struck by how non-confrontational their friend group was com-
pared to my friends and I, who argued for fun. My friend group was one heavily 
in%uenced by New York culture, with a blend of Black American, African, and 
Caribbean backgrounds.

Bullying was and still is a love language of ours. Monique, Rachel, and Le-
one’s friend group had a sense of calm that our big personalities rarely managed 



57

to achieve and I appreciated it when I was in their company. 
Every family loves di"erently. !e unfortunate reality is, though, that no 

amount of love absolves any of us from the brutal inevitability of change. Some-
times, pain comes knocking at the door and no one is prepared to handle it.

THE START OF senior year was the last of One-Two-!ree as they knew it. 
About halfway through the fall semester is when Rachel says changes in Leone’s 
behavior started to become evident. By winter break, Leone got them all on the 
phone to share that her issues with her mental health had become very serious. 

In the sort of dark humor that makes hard times bearable, Rachel remembers 
being slightly amused when Leone said something to the e"ect of “you probably 
don’t know how bad it is.” By this point in the school year, Rachel says her and 
Monique were well-aware. Rachel remembers thinking to herself, “No… We 
know. You’re an unrecognizable person actually. We noticed that for sure.” !ey 
had already begun to miss her by this point.

By senior Spring, things got considerably worse. Rachel says that Leone’s 
su"ering became a bigger and bigger presence in the house. About halfway 
through, Monique started to gradually move upstairs into the bedroom across 
from Rachel’s. “I moved upstairs because I needed space for my own mental 
health,” says Monique. She says that Leone was exploring a lot of di"erent 
things and maneuvering as best she could in her own life and it was becoming a 
lot for her to try to support her while also prioritizing her next steps after college 
and trying to enjoy the rest of her experience. Monique continues, “Of course, 
I wanted to be there for her but it kind of got to a point where I felt like she 
needed a lot more from me than I could o"er her and I just had to #gure out a 
way to prioritize myself.” She continues, “and that was creating some physical 
distance so I could have a little bit of emotional space as well.” 
!ere was no formal discussion or house meeting called to announce that this 

change was happening. At #rst, Monique says, she would just escape for a bit of 
peace and solitude and bring some items with her from time to time. !en, Ra-
chel pulled her aside for a conversation. “She started to notice that what Leone 
was going through was starting to bleed into my life” says Monique. “When you 
care about someone, I know, for me, personally, if they’re going through some-
thing, I’m going to feel it too,” she explains. “Being around you, literally all the 
time is going to just emotionally drain me because not only am I just going to 
be there for you in whatever ways you need, but also, your physical energy just 
a"ects me as well,” she explained. 

Once Rachel brought this to Monique’s attention, she o"ered and encour-
aged her to move upstairs to take the physical and emotional space she needed. 
“I never made the active decision like, today’s the day that I’m gonna move,” 
says Monique. “I would just bring a few things and spend the night and I would 
still be back in the apartment during the day. And then it moved to, ‘okay now, 
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I’m going to bring some clothes up here’ and then all of a sudden, my food was 
in the fridge and then before you know it, I’m just moving things up here and I 
live up here now,” she explained. 

Both her and Rachel tried to avoid making things worse by making Mo-
nique’s gradual exit ‘a thing.’ “Otherwise, we would have to explain why it was 
that being around Leone with her mental health challenges at that point was 
really hard for Monique. And obviously, when somebody is having a mental 
health crisis, you don’t want to make them feel even more like a burden and so 
that was sort of what we were juggling with,” says Rachel. !ey felt that they 
were trying to protect her feelings while prioritizing Monique’s self-preservation, 
as well. “I don’t know what the right way was to do it, but I don’t feel good 
about the way we did it,” Rachel confesses.

While trying to help Monique create some physical and emotional distance, 
Rachel says she took on a more active role in trying to support Leone. She re-
members making several phone calls for resources and missing practices routine-
ly out of fear of leaving her in the house by herself. “!at was like the heaviest, 
longest period of sacri#ce that I’ve ever made for anyone” says Rachel. 
!roughout all of this, all three of these women remained high-achieving 

student-athletes attending classes and practices daily, juggling assessments and 
assignments, maintaining leadership roles across campus, and balancing obliga-
tions to their relationships with people outside of the household. !ey were 
trying to prepare for post-grad and enjoy the rest of undergrad, all while starting 
to mourn someone they hadn’t technically lost. Life doesn’t go on pause for you 
to save yourself or those you love. Rachel probably said it best when she said, 
“Everything was just so hard.”

By June 8, 2022, when the photo was taken, the dynamic at One-Two-!ree 
had already shifted dramatically from what it was when they #rst moved in. 
Still, none of them thought that this day would be the last time they would be 
together. In fact, they had already made plans to return to One-Two-!ree that 
December for their mutual friend’s mid-year graduation ceremony, right around 
Rachel’s birthday. Everyone else was in attendance. Leone was not.

Looking back at the photo, Rachel says, “I think she was lost at this point, 
and I didn’t know it was permanent yet. I was really holding onto hope for her 
to come back.”

She continues, “I feel like, in the way that when you see a trajectory, you don’t 
assume it’s a permanent trajectory; I knew it had been getting worse for a while, 
but I assumed there would be a turning point.” It was #nally summertime, 
Leone was preparing to start her grad program in Nashville later that year, and 
Rachel had just bought her her #rst pair of cowboy boots. Rachel optimistically 
believed that things could change for the better for once.

“I thought, you know, she was going to go somewhere warmer. She was going 
to be in a better environment. She was going to get a degree in something she 



59

cared about. She was going to keep competing, and none of those things ended 
up happening” says Rachel. “Actually, I think when I found out she wasn’t going 
to her grad program, that was the #rst time that I was like, ‘Oh, this isn’t getting 
better,’” she says. 

Monique agrees that by the time the photo was taken, her and Leone weren’t 
as close as they used to be. She says the decline of their friendship “was a gradual 
process.” She continues that “although the cease communication was very 
abrupt, I feel like the fact that I probably didn’t even notice it until however 
long, until after she blocked me, is pretty indicative of how we were starting to 
grow apart.” She re%ects back on the time her and Leone spent apart when we 
were sent home suddenly because of COVID-19. “We weren’t on campus for 
months but we would still be on the phone and talking to each other regularly, 
but that’s not what happened when we graduated and left campus after senior 
year.”

Monique adds that “maybe growing apart from our friendship and the idea of 
her being in my life made it easier to actualize because it was something that was 
already starting to happen.”

She maintains though, that the end of the friendship “was not my choice.”
Now, about a year and a half after being cut o" by Leone, both women are 

undergoing their own healing processes. !ey have forged a relationship with 
each other independent of their connection to Leone and check in about once a 
month to maintain their long-distance friendship. Monique is also close with a 
mutual friend of theirs from Cornell who she communicates with more fre-
quently than she does with Rachel. !e three of them have made a few trips to 
see each other. Rachel and Monique both admit to loving Leone still but need-
ing to move on. 

Monique says, “Honestly, I’ve made peace with it. I’m never going to force 
someone to have me in their life and I don’t want to force anyone to be in their 
life that doesn’t want me there.” She continues, “So I feel like I kind of made 
peace with it without getting an explanation or a reason.” Monique hasn’t 
spoken to Leone herself since but has gathered from indirect communication 
through mutual friends that Leone essentially associates her and those she has 
blocked with an overall traumatic Cornell experience and decided it was all too 
much for her.

Rachel, on the other hand, received a phone call from Leone three or four 
months ago for the #rst time since being cut o". She says it lasted about 45 min-
utes “and unfortunately, it was exactly what I thought it was going to be, which 
was basically hard to understand with no clear explanation or reason for why she 
did what she did.” 
!e conversation sounded turbulent. !ere was crying, an apology, a desire 

to be friends again… but Rachel says, “I just don’t know how you trust a friend 
after something like that. I don’t have any hard feelings against her, but also, un-
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til she #gures out her mental health—and it’s clear that she still hasn’t—I don’t 
have the bandwidth to take on being her support person right now,” Rachel 
continues, “ I just didn’t see a real, like—it sounds shitty to say—but I didn’t see 
a real bene#t to putting time and e"ort and energy into repairing a friendship 
with somebody that I think was just going to take from me and not give. You 
know?”

Looking back at the photo again, Monique says, “You know, one of my chal-
lenges is embracing vulnerability.” She continues, “Looking at the picture, at 
#rst, I was like, ‘I don’t even want to talk about this right now,’” she confessed. 
“But then, I felt like that was even more of a reason to talk about it and about 
what I was feeling and thinking.” She continues, “It instantly brought a burst 
of nostalgia, a lot of sadness,” she pauses. “Just kind of mourning what was and 
what I thought, honestly, this time would have been.” She pauses again. “It’s 
grief.” 

“We just lost her,” says Rachel, “just lost her.”

LEONE SEES THINGS di"erently. When I showed her the photo, she imme-
diately began to recall a bunch of details from that day; the donuts we brought, 
the things still left to pack, the bracelet she lost. We were on the phone for four 
hours. At times, I struggled to understand where the conversation was going. 
!e way she sees it, she was always “the common denominator” from the 

start. She is the reason why Rachel and Monique met and the glue that held 
them together. !e way that each of them communicated, or didn’t communi-
cate rather, made Leone’s role as mediator essential to resolving any con%ict. !is 
felt like the case both within the household and outside of it. As a captain on 
the track team, a leader in her student organizations, and the go-to person for a 
lot of the men in the friend group when they needed support as well, it seemed 
Leone always found herself in the middle of someone else’s issues. “I was playing 
lawyer, therapist, project manager, you name it,” says Leone. 

At a point, Leone felt like she just knew too much about everyone. For 
example, after dating Leone’s friend from back home in Jamaica, Rachel later 
dated a mutual friend of theirs on the track team at Cornell. Leone was almost 
always aware when there was con%ict between them because she lived with one 
and trained with the other. “It’s tough when people you care about and love are 
not on good terms,” Leone says. Beyond romantic relationships, the same was 
true for many of her friends and teammates who preferred to vent to her instead 
of addressing their issues directly with each other. “I had a lot of information 
that I just did not always know how to maneuver,” she says. “A lot of my worlds 
were colliding that I did not anticipate.”

Leone marks senior year as a turning point for her but for slightly di"erent 
reasons that Monique and Rachel do. !is was the year for actualizing her goals. 
She became especially focused and took her academics and her roles on campus 
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very seriously. “Anything getting in my way was going to have to be removed,” 
she says. “I was being as relentless as possible to get things done.” She applied to 
grad school in December and was accepted in February. She intended to contin-
ue her eligibility as a student athlete at her next institution. She had a lot on her 
plate and everything felt very high stakes. She was making a big call about where 
she was heading and what that meant for her family, as they were dealing with 
illness and other issues she felt she should be close by for. “It was really tough. It 
was really, really tough,” she says. 

On top of this, Leone says, “I was also sick. I was not completely well.” Physi-
cally, she had been battling an ongoing knee injury, contemplating surgery and 
deciding what was best to do athletically. She adds that this did not help with 
her mental health. “It was a lot of pressure to show up despite what was going 
on,” she says. She says both Monique and Rachel supported her with a lot of 
these challenges but neither of them were privy to all of what she was experienc-
ing. “I managed it as best as possible,” she says. “I hope from the outside looking 
in, it was okay.”

Leone says that Monique moving upstairs was a helpful change. It was im-
portant to her that she created boundaries with Monique so that they would not 
be codependent on each other. “I de#nitely disconnected emotionally,” she says. 
“I was present but not in the same way.” Leone continues, “If you’re not talking 
to someone about what is going on in your life, they just become a roommate.” 
She says it was important for them to “establish a sense of independence from 
each other as sisters.” She adds, “We were headed in di"erent directions, liter-
ally.” Although the physical and emotional space helped, she says it didn’t #x all 
of their problems. As usual, she says, “many things were left unsaid.”

I asked Leone if Rachel and Monique still felt like family to her by the day 
this photo was taken. She replied “Not really,” adding that, at this point, “every-
thing felt like a formality.” She says she had been overextending herself and that 
she was frankly, “over everything.” She says, “I was okay with where the chips 
fell.”

Once they had left Ithaca, Leone says, “My roles and responsibilities had 
expired.” She says they had all been given enough opportunities to have conver-
sations like adults to resolve their underlying tensions. “I took my responsibili-
ties for them as family very seriously, and when it didn’t turn out how it was 
intended to, I took that very seriously,” Leone says. “I didn’t know how else to 
deal with it other than releasing their access to me.”

“I can’t force anything. I can’t force anyone to talk about what happened,” she 
continues. “I am not going to pretend like everything was okay.”

After graduation, Leone went to Canada where her family lives now. She says 
that Rachel and Monique and all the other friends she blocked do not have 
access to what is going on with her and that she doesn’t know if they care. So, 
she doesn’t see a point in being connected to them. “I got into grad school and 
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for me to be sitting here in Canada, clearly a lot transpired,” she says. She felt 
she needed to remove herself to deal with her own life instead of her friends’ 
issues. She says she believes Monique and Rachel “befriended each other because 
they found a common ground, not because they worked through what they had 
going on,” she adds that towards the end of college, “!ey started treating me 
like I was a stranger.” She says she grew uncomfortable with their behavior. “My 
feelings and my life were not being considered when decisions were made.” She 
says her relationship with them was becoming a “detriment” to her and that she 
“didn’t feel safe.”

She says neither of them knew how much she would set aside her own issues 
to deal with theirs. “I was trying to #gure out a way to accommodate both of 
them and there was no equation where I could #nd a way for it to work,” she 
says. She believes it is up to them to improve their own relationships. She hoped 
that when she didn’t show up to the December graduation ceremony, that Mo-
nique, Rachel and the rest of the group would take the opportunity to resolve 
their issues as adults.

Now, Leone says, she is in a state of indi"erence. “I’m not in con%ict with 
anyone,” she says. She is on her fourth phone number since Cornell. I don’t 
even have it. I was communicating with her on FaceTime through her iCloud 
account. 

I asked her how long she thinks this distance from her Cornell friends will 
last. She responds, “I don’t know. I feel like I need to get past this year and the 
tasks I have on my list before I retry relationships with them.” She continues, 
“I have to take care of myself. I can’t add any other factors that will be a detri-
ment to myself.” She says Rachel and Monique know what was going on with 
her health-wise and adds, “I don’t have the emotional capacity to take on more 
weight especially from the past.” She asserts that “anything we speak about has 
to be about creating a better future.”

Leone says that when she reached out to Rachel a few months ago it was 
because a mutual friend made it sound very urgent that she contact her. Rachel 
says this friend also tried to encourage her to reach out to Leone when he con-
tacted her randomly after no communication since their time in college. He was 
clearly in the midst of his own mental health crisis which was very public. We 
all witnessed this friend change dramatically as we approached graduation and 
after, on social media. Leone says she also texted Monique on the birthday that 
they share.

At this point, Leone is not really sure what to do about the relationships she 
once had with them. “I just have to leave it alone until—I don’t know—there’s 
a di"erent way we can talk, coexist, whatever. I de#nitely can’t re-enter the dy-
namic we had with their relationship. I’m not going to show up as someone who 
can proxy that.” 

I apologized to Leone in case the conversation was triggering for her. She 
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responds that she’s already done her re%ecting and that it’s not triggering for her 
at all. “Speaking about things is the only way you’re going to be able to move 
past them,” she says.

I TRIED TO identify a villain in this story. Part of me thinks it’s our society 
for promoting the Black superwoman trope and making it so hard to be an 
imperfect Black woman. !e pressure to do it all while caring for everyone and 
making everything look easy is painfully relatable and evidently, very damaging. 
Concurrently, part of me thinks that the lack of mental health resources and 
awareness on college campuses, and especially in Black communities is to blame, 
as well. I have had many conversations with my friends about how horrifying 
our Cornell experience was at times. It often felt as if people were dropping like 
%ies around us, losing control of their mental and emotional faculties, and often 
dying as a result. It felt like a war zone that we were beyond blessed to make it 
out of by the end.
!e other villain here is the sometimes unfortunate nature of change. None 

of us are exempt from it, and most of us don’t deserve it, but it comes for us 
nonetheless. If we apply the concept of “only the strongest survive” here then, I 
suppose there is something to celebrate in this story. I admit that I found myself 
thanking God a few times while talking to Leone, Rachel, and Monique that 
everyone made it out of Ithaca; changed—which is expected—traumatized—
which is upsetting—but alive, nonetheless. Maybe this is too dark. I don’t 
apologize but I can acknowledge it was not my intention to bring us here. Part 
of me hates that I’ve found this silver lining because although change is inevi-
table, some su"ering is preventable. I won’t question God but I will question the 
institutions that leave us so vulnerable to some of the worst experiences life has 
to o"er. Universities are not entirely responsible for what centuries old oppres-
sive systems have created but they can and should be doing a lot more to protect 
us. College isn’t meant to feel like psychological warfare.

One friend was everything to everyone until she began to lose herself. !e 
other two have been grieving her loss since before they even left her physical 
presence. !ey may not all agree on how or why this is, but they know that they 
are di"erent now. Over time, this may change and healing may bring clarity. 
!e good news is that sometimes the torturer in the story becomes the rem-

edy. We are only 24 and change continues to be the only constant in our lives. 
2022 marked the end of our B. S. but we’ve still got time to work on the MRS. 
Which means, most importantly, that there is still hope for the bridesmaids. 
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MY DAD IS the man in the bottom left of this photograph. He was about 
two months shy of 25—the age I am now—when, in December 1990, he and 
thousands of other troops from the 210th Field Artillery Brigade touched down 
in Saudi Arabia. !ey were aware they might soon go to war. Six months earlier, 
Iraq’s dictator, Saddam Hussein, had invaded Kuwait and the United States and 
its allies had begun assembling a coalition to drive him out. 

My father had been one of around a quarter-million U.S. troops stationed 
in Germany. !ere, the soldiers had trained for a defensive war against the 
Soviet Union that was expected to take place in forested Central Europe. But 
that war never came. Instead, the Berlin Wall fell in November 1989, and the 
Soviet Union began collapsing. Now, many of those soldiers were looking down 
the barrel of something completely unexpected: war in a hot, expansive, often 
featureless desert. 

When his brigade #rst arrived in Saudi Arabia, my father, David Komar, was 
struck by the warmth of the winter—something that he had never experienced 
growing up in upstate New York. It also rained frequently and at night the des-
ert could get very cold.

For the next two months, my father and his buddies moved through the des-
ert, conducting war games and preparing for combat. !ey learned to navigate 
the nondescript terrain. !ey dug latrines, burnt waste, and drilled for possible 
chemical weapon attacks. !ey worked 12-hour shifts at various tedious jobs. 
!ey wrote letters to their wives and girlfriends. And they waited. !e waiting 

Sarah Komar

Waiting  for War
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was harder for some than for others.

AL VISCONTI, THE man in the bottom right, remembers arriving in Saudi 
Arabia and being handed a cheap plastic “Boy Scout compass” and a map “that 
really had no terrain features whatsoever.” He remembers the unit’s initial stag-
ing area with %imsy plywood latrines, dozens of huge tents, and “bad chow,” 
where they waited for their equipment to arrive from Germany. He was anxious 
for the brigade to head into the desert and set up camp there. “I remember 
thinking, ‘Man, we’re pretty big target here.’” 

To Gary Francis, the man in the back middle, it was immediately clear how 
unprepared the United States was for desert warfare. !e semi trucks that car-
ried the brigade’s artillery weapons and ammunition had to be dug out of the 
sand constantly as their wheels got stuck. !e tanks and other vehicles were still 
painted with forest-green camou%age. Francis and his fellow supply and logistics 
o&cers pitched fume tents and started painting the vehicles tan. 

Most of the soldiers in my father’s corps were wearing uniforms of the same 
wrong color; the U.S. military had a severe shortage of desert camo uniforms. 
Many would spend their entire deployment in green. Dallas Eubanks, the man 
in the back left of the photo, managed to snag a brimmed hat with the desert-
friendly tan and brown “chocolate chip” pattern. He loved that hat.

Visconti and my dad, both artillery liaison o&cers, worked alternating shifts 
training in the Fire Direction Center. If war came, their job would be to coordi-
nate heavy weaponry support for an elite cavalry regiment. Eubanks and Fran-
cis, both supply and logistics o&cers, worked alternating shifts requisitioning, 
stocking, and readying all the supplies the brigade would need for their deploy-
ment and war, from food to uniforms to ammunition to petroleum products to 
clunky, early-model GPS devices that “no one had used before.”

“One of the more sobering things I had to requisition was body bags,” Francis 
later said. “Just having to have those on hand was kind of sobering.”

Barry Di Ruzza, the man in the back right, landed in Saudi Arabia in early 
January 1991 to work in the “operations shop.” Having just transitioned out of 
an elite, “tip of the spear” airborne infantry unit, he was shocked by the chaos 
he found. It took signi#cant e"ort just for him to make it from the airport to 
his new brigade’s encampment “out in the middle of nowhere.” His brand-new 
weapon, for which his battalion did not have the appropriate ammunition, was 
taken and replaced with an older model, sandy and a little rusty. “What kind of 
an organization have I got myself into?” Di Ruzza wondered.

THE COALITION BEGAN a relentless air assault on Iraq on Jan. 17. My dad 
hoped that “three, four or #ve days of that would be enough” to force Hussein 
to surrender. Instead, the campaign lasted for more than a month. As time wore 
on, anxieties and uncertainties deepened. Would a ground war be necessary? If 
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so, how long would it last? How well-organized and well-equipped was the Iraqi 
army—the #fth-largest in the world—and how motivated would its soldiers be 
to #ght? Would Hussein turn the chemical weapons he had recently used against 
Iran on the coalition forces? 

Desperate to inoculate against such attacks, the U.S. military injected many 
of its troops in the Persian Gulf with experimental anthrax and botulinum 
vaccines. !e shots caused arm pain so intense that some soldiers momentarily 
blacked out. !e military also issued gut-irritating pyridostigmine bromide tab-
lets as a prophylactic for nerve agent exposure. !e deployed troops conducted 
frequent chemical attack drills, practicing donning and using contamination 
suits.
!e soldiers knew little about the situation unfolding in the Gulf—even 

though they received Stars and Stripes newspapers and sometimes had enough 
radio reception to get Armed Forces Network. !eir loved ones in Germany and 
the U.S. often knew far more than they did. Satellite technology now allowed 
news stations to air live video of U.S. air strikes, while night-vision camera shots 
gave the coverage a futuristic feel. !e war, nicknamed the “Video Game War,” 
became the #rst to be broadcast 24/7, thanks to CNN’s day and night coverage. 
Its viewership spurred a spike in cable subscriptions.

Meanwhile, the troops had little free time to dwell on their situation’s odd 
blend of precarity and tedium. When they weren’t working their primary jobs, 
they cleaned their guns, gave each other haircuts, tidied their bunks, and per-
formed a variety of menial tasks necessary to keep the encampment running. 
One much-abhorred duty was “Solid Waste Arson Team” (SWAT), which in-
volved disposing of human waste in the latrines by mixing in diesel and stirring 
with a long pole while it burned. 

If they had a moment of downtime, the troops might listen to their Walk-
mans—“AA batteries were like the currency there,” my dad told me—journal in 
their Army-issue, pocket-size green notebooks, or write letters home. Visconti’s 
girlfriend wrote him daily letters, numbering the envelopes so he could read 
them in order when a stack was delivered every few days. She sealed each one 
with a lipstick kiss and spritzed them with her perfume. 

My dad turned 25 on Feb. 17. He doesn’t remember telling anyone it was 
his birthday. He spent the day working his same 12-hour shift, eating the same 
barely edible “Meals Ready-to-Eat” (MREs), and listening to the distant explo-
sions of massive bombs. Perhaps he ate a Jolly Rancher or two from the trash-
bag’s worth that a buddy had sent as a care package because they didn’t melt in 
transit.

Exactly one week later, the ground war began. !e day before he went to war, 
my father prayed and wrote a letter to his parents. He wrote another to his not-
yet-o&cial long-distance girlfriend, a young woman from Dallas whom he had 
met eight months earlier when she and her college roommate visited one of their 
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friends in Nuremberg. !at friend, another young o&cer, happened to be room-
ing with my dad in their o"-base apartment. 

In the dead of night on Feb. 23, my father’s artillery brigade crossed the bor-
der into Iraq. !eir mission was to support the 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment, 
which would clear the way for the rest of the VII Corps by #nding and engaging 
Hussein’s elite Republican Guard. !ey soon spotted the Guard’s vehicles and 
opened #re before the Iraqis even knew they were there. For the next four days, 
the corps rolled through Iraq and into Kuwait, quickly crushing whatever Iraqi 
resistance they met. 

THE MEN IN the photo all had di"erent vantage points and experiences of the 
war. Each would form speci#c memories. My father vividly recalls the adrenaline 
surge of locating the Republican Guard. He also remembers seeing his #rst of 
many dead Iraqi soldiers on the morning of Feb. 24, and coming across a few 
Iraqi army cooks—burned, beaten, but still breathing—whose commanding of-
#cers had chained them to their stoves for trying to desert. 

“!ey were all people,” he told me, “and for the most part, they were doing 
what they were either told or coerced or a combination of the two to do.”

In an odd coincidence during a ground war that was notably one-sided, the 
#rst corpse Di Ruzza saw was not that of an Iraqi soldier but an American. 
He remembers processing Iraqi soldier after Iraqi soldier who had surrendered 
after the cavalry overwhelmed their units. He also remembers witnessing one 
of several friendly #re incidents that together resulted in the death of nearly a 
quarter of all American soldiers killed in action during Operation Desert Storm. 
It appeared that an American aircraft mistook an American armored personnel 
carrier for an Iraqi one and opened #re.

For Francis, the coalition’s military dominance hit home during the Battle of 
73 Easting, a pivotal tank-on-tank battle between the VII Corps and the Repub-
lican Guard’s Tawakalna Division. !e brigade #red so many rounds that their 
ammunition status “went black,” meaning their supply was almost depleted. 
Overnight, corps headquarters organized an emergency ammunition resupply, 
and the Air Force parachuted in pallets of projectiles and propellant charges. At 
that moment, Francis knew that whether it was a matter of hours or days, the 
coalition would swiftly and fully crush the Iraqis.

Visconti remembers feeling a similar sense of awe when he #rst laid eyes 
upon the devastation wrought along the “Highway of Death”—a six-lane road 
between Iraq and Kuwait on which coalition forces had attacked Iraqi soldiers 
retreating from Kuwait, destroying hundreds of vehicles and killing many oc-
cupants. After the cease#re, several American soldiers were killed by unexploded 
ordnance when they went looking for souvenirs among the wreckage.

As many as 50,000 Iraqis were killed in Operation Desert Storm, and more 
than 75,000 were wounded. Just under 300 coalition soldiers died. 
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THE 210TH FIELD Artillery Brigade regrouped in Saudi Arabia several weeks 
after the Feb. 28 cease#re. !e troops eagerly awaited news that they could %y 
back to Germany. Finally, after several close calls that ended in disappointment, 
the unit got their return orders in May 1991. !ey had been deployed for #ve 
months. An unknown soldier used Visconti’s camera to snap the photo of the 
#ve men as they took a breather from breaking camp the day before their depar-
ture. !at night—their #rst night spent out of the elements since the beginning 
of their deployment—they bunked in an airplane hangar. Before their early-
morning %ight, each soldier received a desert camo uniform and a pair of new 
boots that they were to wear for their photo op when they arrived in Nurem-
berg. It would be the #rst and last time they wore them. 
!e mayor of Nuremberg and the local American community commander 

greeted the returning soldiers as they disembarked their “freedom bird” onto a 
red-carpet-lined tarmac. My father was focused on not tripping down the stairs 
from the plane in boots that were several sizes too large. 
!e troops rode in green school buses to their respective bases, where friends 

and loved ones were waiting for them, bearing %ags and balloons. Visconti 
returned home to his girlfriend, Deb. Eubanks, Di Ruzza and Francis were 
welcomed by their wives. Lisa Eubanks had spent hours choosing the right dress 
for her husband’s return, eventually settling on a navy blue and white polka-dot 
number. However, it rained the whole day, and she had to wear a trench coat 
over it. My dad, who didn’t have any family in Germany, was greeted by a friend 
from his old unit who had learned of his return and came to drive him home.

Over the next several months, all the men in the photo—most of whom did 
not know each other before their deployment—would spend time with one 
another. Some of their partners—including Lisa and Deb—would meet for the 
#rst time and become fast friends, and several of the couples would take day or 
weekend trips around Europe together. My dad tagged along with Visconti and 
Deb on a camping and sightseeing trip to Italy, and Visconti and the Di Ruzzas 
went to a Beach Boys concert in Germany together. 

One by one, each o&cer would leave Germany and move on to the next 
chapter in what proved for most to be long military careers. My father was the 
last of them to go and one of the #nal members of the 210th to leave Germany, 
departing in January 1992 for the o&cer advanced course at Fort Sill, Okla-
homa. He brought with him several pieces of dowdy military-issue furniture he 
had bought for “dirt cheap” from the Army, which was liquidating European 
holdings as part of its post-Cold War drawdown. !e kitchen table and chair set 
moved from state to state with my family for decades, remaining in my parents’ 
kitchen until a few years ago. !e hutch is still in the garage of the home my 
dad shares with my mom—the woman he exchanged letters with during Desert 
Storm.

Four of the men in the photo made scrapbook-style photo albums dedicated 
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to their time in Operation Desert Storm. Eubanks meticulously copied journal 
entries from his little green notebook into the spaces around the album’s photos, 
and both he and Visconti included their copies of a satirical newsletter titled 
“War Stories” that a brigade member had written and distributed in mid-April 
1991. My dad, famously scatterbrained and disorganized when it comes to any-
thing but work, has never been the type to orchestrate such a project.

But he certainly didn’t forget the men he served with or the things he expe-
rienced in Desert Storm, even as the Western world largely forgot the peculiar 
war, which became overshadowed by subsequent Middle East con%icts. Memo-
ries of the carnage he witnessed and participated in exacerbated the depression 
he started experiencing around 1999—the start of a decades-long struggle with 
mental illness that would decimate his health and devastate our family. When he 
felt consumed by sadness, afraid to speak up because of the military’s regressively 
punitive approach to mental health, he would often ruminate on images of dead 
Iraqis. His combat experience would prove to be one of several service-related 
traumas that compounded over time to create a perfect, terrible storm.

To add insult to injury, soldiers who didn’t serve in Desert Storm seemed 
eager to dismiss the gravity of the con%ict and the legitimacy of any lessons 
learned from it—even years before the post-9/11 wars began. For instance, while 
stationed in Hawaii in the mid-1990s, my father and a friend who had served 
in the Gulf tried several times to discuss what their experiences there had taught 
them with the majors who led their battalion’s o&cer professional development 
program. But they “shut that down immediately,” my dad said. “!ey didn’t 
want to hear anything about it.”
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LAKSHMI MET MAJOR Tahir Ahmed at a reception to mark the end of a 
United Nations gathering of army o&cers from around the world. She had joined 
her husband, Sundaram, in Australia, near the end of the two-week mission. He 
had told her about Major Ahmed, whom he had befriended. Ahmed, he told her, 
liked Bollywood songs, and was a fan of Madhuri Dixit, the great Indian dancer 
and actor. !is was surprising considering that Major Ahmed was an o&cer in the 
Pakistani military and would have had a hard time seeing any movies produced 
by his nation’s mortal enemy. 

Sundaram – who went by Sandy – had introduced her to Ahmed early in the 
evening, and she was struck by how friendly he was. 

“Asalaam Alaikum, Bhabhi (peace be upon you, sister-in-law),” Ahmed said as he 
greeted Lakshmi with a smile.

“Wa alaikum salam (peace be upon you),” she replied.
When the time came for dinner, Lakshmi chose a seat next to Major Ahmed 

so they could continue to talk. !is was the #rst time she had spoken to someone 
from the other side of the border. !ey bonded over a shared interest in #lms, 
music, art, and food. Lakshmi shared photos of her two daughters, and Ahmed 
reciprocated by showing her pictures of his wife and children. He was con#dent 
yet humble with a witty sense of humor. His smile is what stayed with Lakshmi 
the most. After a karaoke marathon and a sumptuous bu"et, everyone packed up 
to call it a night when Lakshmi turned to Ahmed to ask one #nal question.

“Now that you’ve met me and seen pictures of my family, tomorrow if you and 

Surabhi Sundaram

Dinner With My Enemy
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my husband are posted opposite each other at the India-Pakistan border,” she 
asked, “would you still pull the trigger?”

LAKSHMI GREW UP in the small town of Trichy in South India. She never 
spoke a word of Hindi growing up and knew enough English to engage in conver-
sations with people who did not speak her native language, Tamil. !e brightest 
student in her school, she was the oldest of three siblings and her parent’s favorite. 
She did everything by the book–scored high grades, never rebelled, and joined the 
National Cadet Corps in 1993 at her father’s insistence, who believed the corps 
would provide a stable career and a pension. !ough Lakshmi was not keen on 
being in the military, she was someone who could not help but do her best at any 
task she was assigned. She won the best cadet award, which she received from the 
then-president of India himself. She was set to become a #ghter pilot in the Indian 
Air Force. But then, she met Sandy.

SANDY WAS A CAPTAIN in the infantry. He was drawn to Lakshmi’s simple 
bearing and ambition. !ey fell in love and decided to get married. Lakshmi was 
18 when she abandoned her own military career to become an army-wife. She was 
fully aware of the repercussions of her choice. 

But just two months into their marriage, Lakshmi received unsettling news: 
her husband was being transferred to Batalik, along the Line of Control, over 
2,000 miles away from their home at the other end of the country. With no other 
choice, Lakshmi moved back to her parent’s house as Sandy left to report for duty 
in Batalik. Lakshmi’s days were divided between writing letters to her husband 
and waiting to receive his. Letters in those days would take 10 days to reach her. 
From Sandy’s post to the base headquarters, it would take four to #ve days, but 
depending on the weather and movement of small donkeys, it could take longer. 

“Porters used to walk with the small donkeys. We used to call them ‘SDs,’” she 
recalls. Lakshmi would write a letter every single day. !ey wrote to say how much 
they missed being together. 

Sandy was gone for a year when word came in that army wives could join 
their husbands posted in combat zones. Lakshmi was elated. Finally that summer, 
she joined him in Batalik. She lived in the regiment headquarters, situated in a 
deserted town with minimal resources and #lled with men in combat uniforms. 
Even though she was physically close to her husband, she still barely saw him. 
While Sandy had to keep leaving for drills, Lakshmi was not allowed to go with 
him. But he would visit her over the weekends or once every 15 days. 

Batalik was close to the border of Pakistan. “I could see Pakistani bunkers from 
where I was living,” Lakshmi would later recall. “It was a tense and anxious time.” 
She overheard conversations amongst unit o&cers about tensions escalating along 
the border where the Indian and Pakistani troops were stationed. But she under-
stood she couldn’t ask questions. Lakshmi started working as a teacher in a local 
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town school, keeping herself occupied and looking forward to the meetings with 
her husband every now and then.

On June 14, 1997, Lakshmi received a call from Sandy. She still remembers 
every single detail of that call. 

“I don’t think I’ve been very fair to you in our married life,” Sandy told her. “I 
married you when you were so young. I apologize for having married you so young and 
not letting you live your life to the fullest or chase your dreams and achieve your goals. 
Please pardon me if you can. All I can say is that I’m going on a mission. I’m going on 
a task that has been entrusted to me. I have a company of jawans (soldiers) going with 
me and everybody’s safety is my prime responsibility. !ere is going to be some serious 
action from my end. And if I do not return, just remember that I love you and please… 
the best thing you can do for me in this lifetime is to go back home, remarry, "nd a nice 
boy who can give you a more stable life, and do something with your life. !at’s all I 
wish for you. Don’t ask me any further questions. And if I come back alive, then we’ll 
have a cup of co$ee together. If not, then go on and live your life.”

Sandy didn’t break down. Neither did Lakshmi. She didn’t want to be his weak-
ness. !at night, she couldn’t sleep. All she did was pray. It was her mother-in-
law’s birthday the next day and she prayed for the gift of her husband’s life on his 
mother’s birthday.

For the next 17 hours, there was radio silence. No news of what was happening 
at the border. “I can never put into words how I felt that day,” Lakshmi says. At 
noon, her phone rang. She answered on the #rst ring. !e operator said, “Mem-
saab, saab baat karenge (Ma’am, Sir is on the line, wanting to speak with you).” 
Sandy was alive. 

LAKSHMI AND SANDY met Major Tahir Ahmed at a tense and crucial mo-
ment in India-Pakistan relations. Tensions had been building along the border 
and the two nations had gone to war for three months over Kashmir in 1999. 
!e gathering in Australia was intended to train o&cers from various nations 

to be UN peacekeepers. Major Ahmed was assigned to train under Sandy and the 
two men became friends over barbeques and picnics after the days of training. 
Since they came from cultures where dinner was eaten late, they would dine to-
gether after the others had already eaten. !e two men talked about their military 
lives, careful not to reveal too much to a potential enemy. !ey talked about the 
drills they were conducting and about where they had served. !ey also talked 
about their respective religions, as well as about music and what they admired 
about the other’s cultures. !ey did not talk about their families. 

Lakshmi arrived a few days before the end of the gathering. Sandy and she had 
decided to make a vacation of it and travel around Australia. She left her daugh-
ters with her parents back in Chennai, India, and joined her husband in time for 
the #nal dinner.

It was a fun evening with singing, drinking, and lots of talking. Sandy intro-
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duced her to the other o&cers. One was another Indian o&cer whom she invited 
to come over for dinner when they were all back home. She extended the same 
invitation to Major Ahmed, but he declined. 

“!at can never happen,” he said. “As long as your husband is serving and I am 
serving. I can never come to your house or country.”

“Why not?” Lakshmi asked. Major Ahmed explained that it was a restriction 
that came with his job.

Lakshmi had one last question. She was hesitant before asking whether Major 
Ahmed would pull the trigger if he had her husband in his sights during wartime.

He replied in Hindi, the language Lakshmi had to learn all those years ago. 
“Mein dua karta hun aisi naubat kabhi na aaye (I pray that such a day never comes),” 
he began. “Kyunki goli chalani padi toh chalana padega (because if it comes, I will 
have to pull the trigger).” 
!en he added, “And not just me bhabhi. Sir will do the same thing.” 
!ey exchanged a #nal smile, understanding the state of each other’s realities. 

She couldn’t invite him to dinner for the same reason he wouldn’t budge from 
shooting his enemy. With that, Lakshmi and Major Ahmed parted ways, hoping 
“such a day” never comes. 
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MY ROOMMATE HAD lent me a coat because I didn’t have any warm clothes 
for a windy, cloudy, cold March in New York. It was my #rst week living in the 
city and dealing with seasonal weather. I grew up in Colombia, a country on the 
equator with huge mountains and an isothermal climate. My brother had been 
living in the U.S. for six years, and he was showing me the city while my #ngers 
and ears froze unprotected. After almost two hours of walking around Man-
hattan, I found myself looking at a familiar but disconcerting sight. !e city 
expelled steam from its pores, and there was no logical explanation that could 
tame my confusion.

Twenty years before, my brother threw a tantrum at my parents because I was 
going to miss the lunar eclipse happening at midnight. I was sick and febrile. 
!e temperature outside was around 45º F, which is believed to be dangerous 
for children because, in the tropics, we are not used to extreme weather. “El 
Sereno,” which literally translates to “the serene,” is a popular phrase that refers 
to the night’s cold air as if it were a scary creature that could harm a child’s 
health. Although my parents didn’t believe in such a creature, “El Sereno” was 
and is still a real concern. 

My brother convinced them insisting that it was the only chance I would have 
to watch the eclipse because we would probably be too old or even dead by the 
next event. !ey covered me up from top to bottom with jackets, scarves, and 
blankets and sat me on my beach chair in the backyard. !at night, staring at a 
random red dot in the sky without fully understanding it, my brother became 

Astrid Useche

Where This Corner Took Me
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my favorite science teacher. 
At Sixth Avenue and 52nd Street, on March 30th, 2022, more than 2,000 

miles away from home, my brother’s explanation about the world around me 
weakened for the #rst time. Or at least, I couldn’t believe it. Under our feet, 
one of the most complex subway lines intersected with three others. My need to 
understand the rumbling ground and the spewing manholes took me, ironically, 
nowhere else but home. 

Back in 2008, my mom looked out the window in Bogota with a sense of 
satisfaction while having a cup of co"ee. She had read on the news that the #rst 
metro system in the city would go underground through the avenue that passed 
in front of our apartment. It was going to be the #rst train line, 17 miles long, 
that connected the southeast with the center of the city. !e possibility of having 
a subway station in front of us made my parents reconsider leaving the neigh-
borhood, an idea they had had for a few months. We are still waiting for the #rst 
train system in the city to this day. 

Bogota is a big city, it has seven million inhabitants, and it is located 8,612 
feet above ground. When someone visits us from lower altitudes, we have to 
plan activities as we would for elderly people who get fatigued easily. Although 
the levels of oxygen in the atmosphere are relatively constant regardless of the 
altitude around the world, it is the atmospheric pressure that makes it have 
around 15 percent e"ective oxygen, compared to around 20 percent at sea level. 
During the last century, when Bogota started importing machinery to build in-
frastructure, its altitude and distance from seaports in%uenced enormous delays 
in constructing e"ective systems.

In 1923, while in Manhattan, at the exact place where I was standing with my 
brother, the elevated railway of 6th Street had been serving for more than forty 
years, in Colombia, Paul C. Dewhurst visited the country to design a railroad 
system for the challenging topography of the Andean Mountains. Dewhurst 
was an experienced locomotive engineer whose fee was a"ordable thanks to the 
$25,000 of compensation the U.S. gave Colombia for the loss of the Panama 
Canal. By mule, dressing in a tailored suit and a classic fedora hat, accompanied 
by a local who wore a poncho and machete, Dwhrust explored the unpaved 
roads of the cordilleras. 

Curves have long been a challenge for locomotives. On September 11, 1905, 
only three blocks from the corner on the photograph, on 53rd Street and 9th 
Avenue, a miscommunication between the motorman and the tower man in a 
sharp curve caused a derailment in which 12 people died and 42 were injured. 
In Colombia, the Dewhrust’s Colombian standard locomotive was intended to 
be lighter and stronger than locomotives that run on %at lands. !e machinists 
called them’ !e Snakes’ because of the ease and elegance with which the ma-
chine took the curves of the tracks. Today, no train services operate to connect 
the country. 
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!e National Railways of Colombia was liquidated, and some of the old sta-
tions became a falling-apart monument to the country’s corruption and dawdle 
of infrastructure. Mold, cracks, and peeling paint have consumed the abandoned 
structures. !e railways and locomotives were swollen by the tropics’ fertile 
vegetation.

My grandfather is the only reference I have to imagine how the rail system 
worked in Colombia. He told me about the time he went to volunteer in the 
military service at a young age after seeing his unwanted baby for the #rst time.
He described how gross it had been for him to carry a baby who wanted to play 
with his shirt’s buttons and drooled on his suit. !e men put him on a train that 
later would become his second home.
!e overhead train of Sixth Avenue bifurcated at 53rd Street—right on top 

of our heads—to integrate with the 8th Avenue line. It was demolished in 1938 
and replaced by the subway system, built under the same avenue while the 
elevated structure was still serving. Since the area previously had subway tunnels 
passing nearby, its construction required precise interweaving. A newsreel from 
the British Paramount News narrated what sounded like a farewell from the 
train itself: (…) But I’m washed up. See? !e Subway is the new champion… Now; 
they’re closing me up. I’m going the way of all old-timers: goodbye potbelly heaters 
goodbye this and that. I’ll be seeing you! Maybe. 

Time, like my hands at that moment, was frozen. Like a black widow para-
lyzed, faking his death: small but strong, just waiting for the danger to pass. 
Standing there, I was in awe. I learned about the word awe a short time ago, ac-
tually, in my English classes in Manhattan. In my notes, I draw a colon followed 
by an “o” in front of the word to memorize the feeling it expresses. “Awe” doesn’t 
have a direct translation into Spanish. !e closest translation means fear, and in 
this case, the portion of fear in my awe was good enough to keep me wondering, 
why does this place feel so dangerous? 

My brother told me the city’s heating system ran with steam and that there 
were hot pipes that evaporated water underground. Every time I ask him how he 
knows seemingly everything, he stares at the horizon for a few seconds, trying 
to recall, and then shrugs. We had a six-volume encyclopedia in our childhood 
called “!e Young’s Universe.” Each book title had a question: Why?, Where?, 
When?, Who?, What is?, and How does it work? !e latter volume was worn 
out and ripped. He always had it around him. He would spend hours reading 
them while I played and danced around, sometimes just waiting for him to 
come to give me unsolicited explanations about random topics. 

New York does have hot steam pipes running under the streets, and my fear 
of these 10-foot steam towers blocking the roads was not irrational. Manholes 
can explode, set on #re, or even %ood with boiling water. Since its early opera-
tion to recent times, people have died due to incidents with the system. I used 
to look for several seconds at the loading screen image of the video editing 
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software I used at work in 2018. !e image was a cinematic silhouette of a man 
walking in New York by a steamy manhole at night. It was poetic and inspiring. 
However, one of the biggest explosions in the steam system happened in July of 
that year. At 6:40 am, a 10-stories high billowing steam lasted two hours. Debris 
was shattered, and asbestos was present in it. !e New York Fire Department 
responded to nearly 400 incidents related to manholes in the city that year. 

Steam systems, also known as district heating—which sounds like something 
from a sci-# movie—were created mainly to keep buildings warm. It has run 
for more than 140 years, and its structure contains toxic components that were 
common at the time. When an explosion happens, there is a high chance of 
having asbestos in the air. Manhole explosion’s witnesses describe the sound as 
having #reworks on the ground. Some compared it to thunder, but stronger, and 
it has even caused fatal heart attacks. 

New York’s district heating started providing steam in 1882, and today, it has 
106 miles of buried hot steam pipes that go through the major avenues in the 
city. It is the largest steam complex in the U.S. and the ninth in the world. !e 
service was considered a luxury and by 1920, some buildings proudly advertised 
the use of steam. Steam District is a heat supply for buildings and houses and 
also an e&cient tool for sanitization and energy generation. !e building in the 
background of the image, Rockefeller Center, with the 90-foot-tall Radio City 
sign that could be seen at eye level when the overhead train was in use, uses the 
Con-Ed steam supply. 

During my #rst night in the city, I noticed a particularly loud clank coming 
from the heater by my bed. !e sound woke me up a couple of times. Although 
the temperature outside was around 37 degrees, I was sweating, spread out with-
out sheets on the bed, and feeling thirsty. I grabbed my phone to distract myself 
until I fell asleep again and overlooked the most e&cient New Yorkian solution 
—as I learned days after—of just opening the window. 

Steam radiator heaters in apartments are designed to be hot on the top and 
cold on the bottom. For instance, when the hot steam in the top starts to get 
colder, it condenses back into water and falls into the bottom of the heater to 
continue its way to the main boiler, which might be located in the building’s 
basement. Sometimes, apartments with uneven %ooring or irregularities can 
lead to water being trapped instead of leaving with a constant %ow. !e infa-
mous clicking sounds are caused by that trapped water trying to continue its 
way abruptly, which is called the “water hammer” phenomenon. !e same was 
responsible for the big explosions in steam manholes around the city.
!e more severe case of water hammer happens when, inside a pipe, a bubble 

of hot steam is totally surrounded by colder water. !is causes the steam to con-
dense very quickly and implode. !e shrinking can lead to pipe rupture and, for 
instance, with fatal consequences. 

When there is a steam leak in the system, the company in charge, Con-Edi-
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son, puts the 10-foot towers to direct the steam %ow above the citizens. During 
rainy seasons, it is probable that some of the steam we see is rainwater evapo-
rated after falling onto the pipes that carry the 350 F steam. 

After an explosion, breaking into the street’s asphalt, the pipes continue 
spewing clouds of thick, white, and gray steam. Many times the steam can reach 
and overpass the height of a 10-store building. !e magni#cence of its physical 
power, based on a simple and archaic principle such as boiling water, makes it 
look like an enraged steam deity. 

RAIN AND SNOW season are the biggest enemies of the buried steam and 
electric system. On one side when rainwater accumulates underground, it cools 
down the steam pipes, causing a higher volume of condensation inside the pipes, 
which, as explained earlier, can be catastrophic, just as it happened in July 2007 
when about 45 people were injured. One person died in a blast due to exter-
nal water accumulation cooling the pipes. On the other side, during winter, 
when the city spreads salt on the streets to melt snow, the salt water steeps into 
gratings and corrodes the wires. With time, when these electrical wires’ insula-
tion is damaged by corrosion and aging, the material heats up, releasing gases 
that increase the pressure in manholes. Finally, when the wires catch on #re, an 
explosion can happen. 

With only one million fewer inhabitants than New York, besides technology, 
Bogota doesn’t seem so di"erent than New York in the end. Both cities have a 
diverse multicultural population and nightlife that moves the city around vari-
ous areas. Hip-hop, salsa, and other Latin rhythms in the streets symbolize the 
city’s artistic freedom. !ey both have high contrast in social classes, converg-
ing in a messy, colorful variety of personalities. Although the 60-year planning 
subway metro was not approved in Bogota, the elevated train system is already 
under construction. Hopefully, the aboveground infrastructure will give the cit-
ies more commonalities in a few years. Although the latter might bring a bunch 
of obsolete memories from New York.

On the other side of the street, my brother gave me time to process the an-
swers I could not #nd. He alerted me of the tra&c light changing while I took 
the photo. I crossed the street, put my cell phone and hands in my roommate’s 
coat pockets, and continued with my favorite science teacher on our way, head-
ing south, probably searching for a place where we could #nd some heat.
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A CEILING FAN above the Kolkata airport bar turned slowly—a small respite 
from the city’s heat. !ree men sat alone, bent over in discussion. 

“We thought we’d pull it o",” said Ra#quel. “But police permissions are dif-
#cult in this climate.”

Owais Khan looked at Ra#quel and Pawan. “If it comes down to it I’ll walk 
alone,” he said. “Will Kolkata allow a guest that much?” 

It was far from clear whether it would. !e three men had gathered to hatch 
a plan—and, if it succeeded, to launch a revolution. But as with all revolutions, 
there was also the risk of failure which for these three men meant dark conse-
quences. 

It seemed so simple and unthreatening: a march. Who could be upset with 
that?

Owais realized he was gay after his #rst marriage to a woman. A good, 
middle-class boy, he had never had sex before his marriage—and when he did, 
things became clear. His marriage ended in a year. !is was in 1986. It took him 
time to accept his sexuality and with it his position in an unforgiving society. 
Over the ensuing years, he befriended other gay people and arranged small gath-
erings where everyone could talk about how di&cult it was to be gay in India. 
He created a volunteer helpline for people in despair.

In 1999, he decided that the time had come for India’s #rst Pride Parade. 
“If to live is to see, to smell, to taste, to hear, and to feel, it is also to be seen, to be 

smelt, to be tasted (Don’t you kiss Dumbo?) to be heard, and to be felt (generally, not 

Nishtha Shanti

Taking the First Step
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against one’s wishes) and it is also to love, and to be loved.”
But would anyone march? And what would happen if they did?

IN 1999, HOMOSEXUALITY was still against the law in India, and those 
found guilty faced prison. Most queer people had to choose between keeping 
their sexuality secret or facing ostracization and danger. In early 1999, there had 
been violent protests across India against the #lm “Fire,” a #lm about lesbianism. 
Protestors burned e&gies of the #lmmakers and threatened to set screens ablaze. 

Still, people sounded excited about Owais’ idea. Originally, the march was 
supposed to be 30 people and it was also supposed to take place across India. 
Everyone in Delhi was supposed to travel down to Kolkata, but that train got 
delayed, and the entire contingency from Delhi could not make it. People in 
Hyderabad were on the brink of doing their own small march, but they ended 
up pulling out. People in Bangalore signed up and said that they would do it but 
canceled, and people in Bombay were far too afraid to go on a march like this 
one, given what was happening in the country. Soon, interest slowly dwindled to 
only Kolkata. !en Kolkata started getting cold feet, too. 

After a frustrating call with Pawan and Ra#quel about money and permission, 
Owais suggested they meet in person; he would be in Kolkata for a business trip. 
“Come meet me at the airport,” he said, “before I %y out.” 
!e airport bar was deserted and provided a private space to talk. Owais was 

determined. “I’m willing to fund tickets,” he told them. “I’m willing to pay 
bribes.” But they would have to handle the logistics.
!ey would need to #nd a place to march and once they did, they would have 

to secure the police’s permission. Luckily, Ra#quel Haque-Dowjah, who was a 
performance artist, knew the police and was able to get their permission. !ey 
would also need protection – in the event of violence against them.

Owais understood the risks and told his partner, Satish, “I’m going for this 
event, there’s a chance I won’t make it back. I may get hurt, the cops may come 
and arrest me. Come if you want - but this threat is present.” 

Satish replied, “‘If they arrest you, at least we can be in prison together.’’ 

IT TOOK PAWAN Dhall a minute to come around to the idea of the march. 
As one of the leaders of the biggest LGBT organizations in Kolkata, he was 
no stranger to advocacy work. At #rst, he argued there would be no point in 
doing just a procession until more people were not involved in the conversa-
tion around LGBT rights. When people did not know what the movement was 
about, what use would a walk be? It would be a lot of noise, with little or no 
impact. 

He wanted to call their event a “Friendship Walk” and not a “Pride Parade” so 
as not to alienate themselves. !e idea was not borne out of fear but rather being 
cautious: the walk did not have a lawyer, and no one was unaware of the legal 
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challenges that could be posed to them. 
Meanwhile, there were many tasks to be completed, including what the 

marchers would wear. !e organizers decided that T-shirts needed to be printed. 
Luckily, Ra#quel, who seemed to know everyone in Kolkata through his work, 
knew which printer would be willing to print pro-LGBT shirts because not all 
would. !e organizers chose yellow; it was the color of the sun and symbolized 
friendship. !e shirts would be emblazoned with blue footsteps to symbolize 
the walk – blue for the in#nite sky - and a map of India whose mauve and pink 
colors represented a bond with their Lesbian allies.

As for accommodations for those coming from out of the city, the initial plan 
was to have people stay at someone’s house. But because of logistical reasons, 
they couldn’t do that. Instead, they would be put up in a motel that lacked run-
ning water. 

And #nally, there was the question of the starting point. !e Park Circus 
Grounds featured a community garden frequented by many in Kolkata. Pawan 
had childhood memories of attending picnics in that park with his parents and 
of taking tennis and badminton lessons, memories shared by a lot of the people 
who were planning to walk. It was almost like a new phase; a new journey was 
beginning from a place that held so much meaning for them already. 
!e march would start there.

KOLKATA, BEING A coastal city, has amongst the stickiest, most sultry mon-
soons in the country, and July 2, 1999, was no di"erent. 

Navarun Gupta remembers the peak monsoon weather in Kolkata as being 
hot and humid. Navarun, who had been living in Atlanta for 10 years, was only 
in touch with one of the organizers. In the days of Yahoo mail, they had forged a 
friendship in 1989, but never met in person till the morning of the walk. Right 
before a visit to India, when Navaraun heard that a march would be taking place 
in Kolkata, he decided to travel there. 

On the morning of the walk, Navarun left home, he told his hosts that he 
was going out to attend “some event” and would be back late in the evening. He 
was careful to stand in the back of the group when photos were being taken so 
that his relatives in the city would not recognize his face from any of the pictures 
associated with the march, which, despite the innocuous name of “Friendship 
Walk” was already being called a Pride Parade in the media. 

And only one journalist was there, Chitra Siddharth. She was the only woman 
present. A crisis and con%ict reporter, when she heard about this march, she 
knew it was a story that had to be pitched to her editors. !en, she took things a 
step past journalistic distance and asked for a T-shirt. “I’m walking side-by-side 
with you,” she said. 
!e group posed on the steps of the gazebo. Weeks of planning, anxiety, and 

excitement had led to this moment. Together, they set o". 

T a k i n g  t h e  F i r s t  S t e p
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India’s #rst Pride Parade had just 15 marchers. 
And as they took the #rst steps, they all felt profoundly ignored. 
Kolkata seemed uninterested. Some people averted their gaze. A few stopped 

to ask what was going on. Among them was an elderly woman who said, 
“What’s the big deal? Love who you want, do within your bedrooms what you 
want. Why must you create a spectacle and march about it in public?” 

Once the parade started, it began raining hard. !eir yellow T-shirts were 
drenched by Kolkata’s unrelenting rains. Nitin Karani started complaining. Ni-
tin had come all the way from Mumbai by train, a 30-hour trip, and the night 
before, had accidentally fallen into a manhole. Still, he marched, grumpily.
!ey walked for a long time, through the rain and through a city that felt it 

couldn’t have cared less. Finally, when it was over, only one task remained on 
the agenda. A press conference. !ey waded through a foot of water to reach 
the venue, and it started feeling like the day was slowing down. !e rain had 
stopped, the sun was shining, and perhaps there would be a rainbow in the sky, 
too. But it was far from the ending. 
!e organizers had only invited reporters from a few trusted publications. But 

as Pawan prepared the room for the press conference, he got a call from a frantic 
Ra#quel. 

“Come down now,” Ra#quel said. “You need to see what’s happening.” 
Frightened, Pawan ran down a narrow stairway to the lobby. !e scene before 
him was not one he had expected. 
!e room was swarming with journalists. “Why didn’t you call us? Did you 

think we wouldn’t #nd out?” they said. 
Chitra, forgetting that she competed with these publications and assuming 

the role of spokesperson, started telling rival newspapers about the signi#cance 
of the march and distributing lea%ets on the Stonewall riots. !e journalists had 
a complaint. Because they had not been told about the march in advance, they 
had no photographs to run with their stories. 

And so in a small alleyway, the marchers walked again - this time to the 
%ashes of cameras and cheers of reporters. !ey were ignored no more.
!e morning after the walk, newspapers carried headlines about the event. An 

Asian Age article began: “A quiet revolution was initiated in the dark alleys of 
Creek Lane on Friday. For the #rst time in the country, 15 gay people came out 
of their shells to organize a friendship walk.”
!e story of the walk was catapulted out of the lanes of Kolkata for everyone 

to see. For years after, these images would comfort many living in the shadows 
in India, and the 15 marchers would be hailed for their bravery. Stopped in 
cafes, on buses, in their neighborhoods, amongst friends and strangers, to be 
applauded for their courage.

AFTER THE MARCH, Owais and Satish returned to their home in Bangalore. 
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One day, when Owais was out, the doorbell rang, and standing on their door-
step was their neighbor, a young man in his twenties. He had seen pictures of 
the couple in the papers and wanted to hear about their experience. He chatted 
brie%y with Satish, mumbled something about courage, and said, “Don’t tell my 
mother I was here.” 

Nitin, who was grumpy about walking in the rain, met his #rst boyfriend at 
the march - Aditya. Aditya used the march as a way to come out to his family. 
His mother, upon seeing his photo in the papers, said, “Oh look how nice you’re 
looking.” 

Before Nitin returned to Mumbai, gripped by a moment of ‘Fuck, he’s actu-
ally leaving’ he kissed Nitin at the Howrah Station in Kolkata. Aditya didn’t care 
who saw what.

BACK IN KOLKATA, Ra#quel’s neighbor, a woman whom he had regarded as 
an elder sister, closed her doors to him forever. But his cousin, a devout Muslim, 
o"ered to cater the walk the following year. Many friends protested his involve-
ment, but he didn’t care. “What these people are doing is allowing others to 
live. !ere can be no service to God greater than that,” his cousin said. “You’ll 
understand the importance of this moment in 10 years.” 

A few years later, Ra#quel had a chance encounter with his neighbor’s brother, 
a high-ranking judge in the Delhi High Court. He sent out for Ra#quel after 
seeing an interview he did on television and hugged him tight - claiming that he 
was so proud the child he had seen growing up was doing so many big impor-
tant things. When the judge found out that his sister had cut Ra#quel out of her 
life, he called to yell at her.

T a k i n g  t h e  F i r s t  S t e p
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THE INSIDE OF my grandmother’s green Jaguar reeked of cigarettes, the one 
she had just put out in the car’s center console ashtray. She would arrive at our 
home on the weekends of our family reunions and sometimes we got to drive 
with her. My relatives were scattered along the east coast – from Florida, to Vir-
ginia, to Philadelphia, near where we lived. We’d gather someplace big and conve-
nient enough for everyone. Once it was a hotel o" of a highway in West Virginia. 
!e Jaguar parked in the hotel lot was a hint that my grandmother had ar-

rived. She would greet everyone with a hug and a kiss, leaving stains of bright 
red lipstick on our cheeks. And then, she would head to the hotel bar to sip on 
a lemon drop martini to kick o" the weekend. Dozens of my relatives gathered 
over shared stories and pepperoni rolls under the %uorescent lights of the hotel 
conference room. Dozens of us except the one who was missing, the one who is 
only ever there in spirit.

FRANK LORIA HAD dark brown hair and eyebrows like caterpillars that 
de#ned his face. He was the youngest of four in a large Italian family and the 
only boy. He didn’t start talking until he was three and he couldn’t pronounce his 
“s’s.”  He was my grandmother’s brother. My grandmother’s dark complexion left 
her feeling like the black sheep of the family. She didn’t feel a closeness with her 
parents or sisters. But she doted on Frankie. Everywhere my grandmother went, 
Frankie went with her.
!e family lived in Clarksburg, West Virginia, where there was no sport that 

Alexa Foust

A Legacy Left
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mattered like football. Frankie became a star in high school, a 5’ 8” defensive 
back. He was a straight A student. He woke up early to attend Mass before 
homeroom. He was the lead in school plays – one time even dressing up as a bal-
lerina.

By the time Frankie was a freshman in high school, my grandmother had 
started her own life with my grandfather in Florida. She missed many of his high 
school athletic achievements, but he was still the best man at her wedding - he 
cried so hard my grandma put him in the car with her on the way to the recep-
tion.

He later was recruited to play college football at Virginia Tech where he 
became a two-time All-American and, eventually, he was inducted into the Col-
lege Football Hall of Fame. After graduating with his Masters degree from West 
Virginia University, he went on to coach at Marshall University. 
  

THIS PHOTOGRAPH WAS taken on the day of Frankie’s wedding to Phyl-
lis. He was 20 and a college junior. My grandmother is o" to the far right of 
the photograph, both beautiful and distant. At this point, she was married to 
my grandfather, but they would soon divorce. Frankie and Phyllis met in high 
school. He was 19 when he called Phyllis’ parents to ask their permission to 
marry her. !e next day, sitting on the couch in her parents’ living room, Frankie 
proposed. 
!e wedding was in the spring to avoid clashing with the football season. !ey 

were married at a small Catholic church and everyone in town was welcome to 
attend the ceremony. Family gathered at Minard’s Spaghetti Inn for a big Italian 
dinner. !e newlyweds then drove a few hours to Oglebay Park in Wheeling, 
West Virginia for their honeymoon. !eir #rst child, Vicky, was born soon after, 
followed by another daughter, Julie. 

Years later Phyllis would say, “He was kind of like my hero.”
 

WE ARE AN athletic family. If the younger generations knew anything about 
Frankie, it was his football accomplishments. He was the star in high school, 
and everyone’s favorite. His skill on the #eld and as a coach could be a topic of 
conversation with any cousin or sibling that picked up the sport. He was always 
there, except he wasn’t. My memories of those family reunions were of learning 
about my cousins, and through them learning more about Frankie. It was the 
sharing of these stories that brought us together over hotel co"ee and kept us 
connected when we were apart. 

Frankie also knew how to have fun. After one of Marshall’s infrequent foot-
ball wins, Frankie and Phyllis went out to celebrate. !ey drank and danced and 
when they found themselves on the stage of a karaoke bar, Frankie stood up, 
grabbed a mic, and introduced himself as Frank Sinatra before bellowing the lyr-
ics to the crowd.
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MY GRANDMOTHER FOUND out about her brother’s death on the radio. It 
was an impersonal death declaration, only to be later con#rmed by a phone call 
to Phyllis. “He was on the plane,” Phyllis would say before hanging up.

He was in his second year of coaching at Marshall in 1970 when the team 
boarded a %ight home from Greenville, North Carolina. !ey had just lost nar-
rowly – 17-14 to East Carolina – when the plane encountered fog and the pilot 
began his descent too quickly. All 75 people aboard were killed. Phyllis was 22 
and seven and a half months pregnant with their #rst son, Frank Jr.
!e gravity of Frankie’s death – what it meant to my grandmother, Phyllis and 

their children, and to our large extended family – was something my siblings and 
I did not fully appreciate when we were young. But then, in 2006, the movie 
“We are Marshall” was released. It starred Matthew McConaughey and told the 
story of the plane crash and how Marshall rebuilt its football team. My grand-
mother, mother, Phyllis, and their children attended the premiere in Huntington, 
West Virginia. !e movie had them reliving the tragedy. But, the siblings and 
cousins of my generation had been hearing stories about someone who had died 
a long time ago. Once we saw the movie, we began to understand how the stories 
were about us, our extended family. 
 

PHYLLIS, WHO LATER remarried, took her children to church on Sundays, 
just as Frankie would have done. After church, there might be yard work, fol-
lowed by breakfast and the Sunday paper. Vickie, Julie and Frank Jr. would sneak 
o" to !elma’s, the neighborhood ice cream shop and then huddle around their 
#ve-channel television to watch cartoons. !ey remember spending time playing 
in the living room of their grandparent’s house. !ere was an oil portrait of their 
father hanging in the middle of the room. Pictures of their mother or aunts were 
absent. 

Phyllis and my grandmother grew particularly close over the years that until 
recently I thought they were sisters. “Not biological sisters,” says my cousin Julie, 
“but sisters.” 

Together they kept the legend of Frankie alive. His photograph would occa-
sionally pop up in magazines or across the television, so much so that his daugh-
ter Vicky would tell me, “I just remember thinking he was still alive somewhere.”

Every year a ceremony is held to bestow the Frank Loria Award to the “most 
outstanding student athlete” in Harrison County, West Virginia. !e family at-
tends the annual memorial service at Marshall honoring those who died in the 
crash. And as Frank Jr. got older, my grandmother began sharing her stories with 
him about the father who died before he was born. 

He used [the same] golf clubs, tied by a belt, not even in a golf bag, all of his life. 
He was a pretty good golfer. I guess he was just good in all sports that he did, she 
would write.

A  L e g a c y  L e f t
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LIKE HIS FATHER, Frank Jr. also played football in high school, but by his 
own admission he was not good enough to play in college at the U.S. Military 
Academy at West Point. !ere he began trying to learn about his father, searching 
for articles about him. 

He spent a few years in the army and in time married, moved to New Jersey, 
where he works in medical sales, and had four children of his own. One of which 
is a son, Frank Paul Loria the third. His o&ce is #lled with Frank Loria remind-
ers - photographs of his father, as well as books that mention his name. On a wall 
hangs his framed number 10 football jersey.

In the #rst few years, as my grandmother was starting a family of her own, 
she missed some of the last years of Frankie’s life. As his kids grew up, she took 
it upon herself to be close with them. She was going to make up for the time she 
missed. She was, in a way, #lling the hole of Frankie’s absence with her relation-
ship with his kids. As he grew older, Frank Jr. maintained that bond. He wrote 
her letters and visited when he could. 

Having you write to me and visiting with me, has kept a part of your Dad alive 
for me…Remember, never leave anyone without telling them how much you care for 
them, she wrote.

One time Frank Jr. and my grandmother drove down together in her green 
jaguar to the family reunion. She greeted him, as always, with a big red kiss that 
left a mark on his face. Something we all kind of hated, but also never wanted to 
stop. As they entered Clarksburg the sign “Home of Frank Loria: All American” 
hung overhead.

Frank Jr. speaks about his father at banquets and award ceremonies. “I like the 
opportunity to keep his memory alive,” he says, “because it keeps him alive.” As 
if speaking about him will help Frank Jr. forge a kind of relationship with the dad 
he never met.
 

MY GRANDMOTHER WAS diagnosed with lymphoma in 2021. She died a 
year later. In her last few days, when her mind was still clear she wanted to talk to 
Phyllis, with whom she would always remain close. Besides her kids who were by 
her side, she wanted to speak to the wife of her late brother. !e man she wished 
she could have grown old with and the woman she did.

At her funeral, we all gathered around a table and %ipped through the scrap-
book my grandmother had made for Frank Jr., created as a way to connect her 
with her brother through the photographs and news clippings of their childhood. 
To pass on, as she called it, “the story of your dad’s life.”
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I HOPE MY mother doesn’t read this story.
She doesn’t want to talk about what I want to know. I’m sure about this because 

she has given me the same answer too many times in my life: 
“I don’t know, Carla, I don’t remember.”
Sometimes, she is more evasive and tries to confuse me:
“I don’t understand why you are so obsessed with this.”
Sometimes she is more direct:
“I don’t want to talk about it. I have nothing to say.”
But most of the time, it is the same answer: 
“I don’t know, Carla, I don’t remember.”
Naively, I thought she would tell me what happened after 35 years of avoiding 

talking about the Chilean dictatorship. I didn’t know what would do the trick.
We are on opposite sides of the political fence, and since I can remember, all the 

family gatherings where politics were discussed ended abruptly. My mom would 
try to change the subject, and my dad would yell at my two sisters and me to be 
quiet. So we all pretended that the 17 years of dictatorship didn’t happen.

My mother, Rosa, didn’t want to talk back then. But now I need an answer.

I KNOW THINGS about my mom’s story. She was born in Copiapó, a small 
mining town in northern Chile. She was the youngest and only girl in a family of 
three, with a mother who was overly concerned about education and a father who 
worked in the store he set up outside his house.

Carla Mandiola

Why Won’t She Tell Me?
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When my mother was 14, they moved to Santiago, the country’s capital. It was 
a huge change for her: she went from having a group of friends to having only 
one in a di"erent city.

And that only friend began a relationship with Jaime, my mother’s brother. 
“I lost my friend because she and my brother talked politics all day, and I wasn’t 

interested,” she told me. “I wanted to study quietly and #nd a job.”
My uncle Jaime was part of the communist youth, and on September 11, 1973, 

he had to hide and escape from Santiago. !at was the day of the military coup in 
Chile when General Augusto Pinochet seized power in the country and bombed 
“La Moneda,” the government house. !at same day, Salvador Allende, the presi-
dent, committed suicide inside La Moneda. !e military took power, and the 
dictatorship lasted for 17 years. Opponents of the new dictatorship escape to the 
countryside or exile abroad for fear of being killed.

My mother was in school the day Pinochet seized power. !ey closed all the 
doors so no one could get out. !at lasted hours, and when she #nally got out, 
she couldn’t take a bus because all the streets were empty. Her house was 11 miles 
from her school, and she did not know the way back home. She walked for three 
hours until a bus appeared.
!e following week, she returned to class, and the female director of the school 

appeared without hair: the military had shaved her head for being openly socialist. 
“Can you see why I don’t talk about politics?” my mother says. “I grew up hear-

ing that it was dangerous, that they could do something to me if I talked about it. 
And some of that still stayed with me.” 

“What happened to my uncle Jaime?” I asked her.
“He hid for a time in Valparaíso, and my dad had to go there in a bus and ask 

people on the streets where he was until he found him. I don’t remember much.” 
And she ended that conversation.

My mother graduated from high school two years later and was accepted into 
the University of Chile, the best in the country. Although she wanted to be a den-
tist, she ended up studying to be a pharmaceutical chemist because her mother 
liked going to the drugstore and thought her daughter could be one of the people 
behind the counter with a white apron.

“Education is the only thing I can pass on to you,” my grandmother kept tell-
ing her. And she knew it. 

My mother studied daily to keep her scholarship until she decided to go out 
one night. She was 20 and went to a college party, and there, a man asked her to 
dance. !ey danced together until they turned on the dance %oor lights, and he 
asked her if she wanted him to drop her o" at her house. !at lasted until she told 
him she lived in Maipú, a not-that-nice district of Santiago. 

“Can you believe your dad didn’t drop me o" because my house was too far 
from his?” she asked rhetorically.

Of course I believe it, but I pretend I don’t. 
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She laughed, thinking about how she had to take a bus and walk just because 
my father didn’t want to drive that far. And then, a new memory arrived—some-
thing I had never heard from my mother.

“I remember the streets always looking empty on my way home from college,” 
she says. “Oh, and I also remember that near where I lived, there was a police 
station, and you could hear screams from inside. !at’s why I always tried to #nd 
di"erent ways to get back home.”

She stops herself. “But I don’t remember much. I don’t want to talk about it. 
Can we talk about something nicer?” She changes the subject. “Your dad cooked 
an amazing lunch today.”

WHEN I ASKED my dad about the dictatorship, he corrected me. “You mean 
the military government?” he said with the arrogance of a father who knows much 
more than his teenage daughter, except now he was speaking to an adult.

My parents still live in Rancagua, a small town an hour from the capital—a 
place with more horses than people. Rancagua sits in the middle of #elds and 
animals and is where my sisters and I were born. !ey moved there because my 
dad, a food engineer, found a job with Chile’s most important chicken supplier. 

My parents didn’t have much money as a young couple. !ey lived in a small 
house with a small car and small dreams. !at’s why my mother used to play the 
lottery every Friday. She dreamed of winning a millionaire prize. !e lottery was 
called “Polla Gol.” People had to guess the exact results of 14 soccer matches to 
win it. My mother didn’t know anything about soccer, but she chose the names of 
the teams she liked. She chose one of them, “Athletic de Bilbao,” because my dad 
lived on the street in a neighborhood called “Bilbao.”
!en, one day, she somehow guessed all 14 results and won the big prize. My 

parents decided not to save the money. Instead, they chose to spend it all on a 
trip to Brazil. 

I asked her why, and to this question, she did not hesitate to answer. 
“I didn’t want to save or invest,” she said. “I wanted to travel far away from 

Chile.” 
!at would be the most critical comment she had ever made about the dicta-

torship—and it’s not even a criticism.
In March 1981, my parents %ew for the #rst time outside Chile. In Rio de Ja-

neiro, they went to the Grand Prix race because Eliseo Salazar, my country’s only 
good racing driver, was making his big debut. He didn’t win.

My father laughs when he remembers that trip. He says they were so happy and 
that Rio de Janeiro was fantastic. !ey drank and danced, not knowing that my 
mother was pregnant with their #rst child.
!en they came home to Rancagua, that town in the middle of nowhere, with 

soldiers in the streets. I asked what coming home was like.
“I think it was #ne, calm, I guess. But Brazil was so fun”, says my mother again.

W h y  W o n ’ t  S h e  T e l l  M e ?
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I KNOW THAT my mother would pick up the phone whenever I called, but I 
knew she was tired of me asking about life under Pinochet. She spent most of the 
dictatorship living in Rancagua, working in a drugstore—wearing a white apron, 
as her mother had hoped—and raising her three kids. I can appreciate that she 
was trying to live her life. 

So before my mother blocks my number on her phone, I seek out someone else 
about this: Marcelo Casals, a Chilean historian and author of the book Counter-
revolution, Collaborationism, and Protest: !e Chilean middle class and the mili-
tary dictatorship in Chile’s History. He knows what it is like to be in a depoliti-
cized society in the 1980s. Perhaps he could explain what my mother would not. 

“Your parents represent a common experience of the Chilean middle class in 
the military dictatorship,” he said. “A whole group in the society that is somewhat 
depoliticized but was involved in the political struggle of those years, demonstrat-
ing that it was tough (if not impossible) to escape from that time. 

“Your parents’ political-ideological trajectory should not be viewed simply as 
a deviation or a cognitive error. It is merely the way memories - with all their 
adaptations and silences, work. Sometimes, certain memories do not serve our 
subjective needs in the present, so they are ignored or modi#ed.”

I called my mother and told her what Casals had said. I used his words, and her 
tone of voice changed.

“It’s not that I don’t want to tell you the truth,” she said. “It’s not that I want to 
hide something from you, it’s that there are things I don’t remember because I was 
just trying to live. It hurt me to see that my brother was in danger. It bothered me 
that I couldn’t go out at night in peace, but you have to understand that we were 
in the middle of everything. Nobody cared about us, which was the best because 
we could go unnoticed. And that’s why I’m still alive, and I can tell you this.” 

Before we talk about this for the last time, my mother says, “When you live 
through something so traumatic, your memory stops working. I never went to 
therapy; I never spoke about how afraid I was. And now I don’t remember that 
time, and believe me, it’s scary to realize you have forgotten years of your life. I’m 
sorry, I don’t remember much.”
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MY MOTHER WAS going through the ceremonial processes of her wed-
ding while my grandmother, Shantha, looked on, smiling softly. April 1989 in 
Mysuru, India, it was the kind of weather that would leave sweat stains on silk 
sarees. A seasoned hostess, my grandmother greeted guests all day, going through 
the cycles of welcomes and goodbyes. Yet she was there and not. Because sitting 
in her bedroom was a packed suitcase. And once the wedding was over, she had 
a trip to take. 

A few months ago, my grandmother received news that Bill Wyatt was dying. 
She had taken a leave from work and bought a ticket to San Francisco. Even 
though he was halfway across the world, she would go see him. Even though it 
had been 13 years since she last saw him. Even though she and my grandfather 
had stayed with Bill and his then-wife Jean for just six weeks. Bill was dying and 
he wanted to see her. She would go, even if it was alone. 

My grandparents had met the Wyatts for the #rst time in 1976. It is a trip 
well recorded in a travelogue he published after their return. My grandfather, 
Prabhushankara, a literature scholar, had been invited to teach classes on In-
dian spirituality at San Mateo College and the Wyatts had insisted on hosting 
them. My grandmother had no role other than to accompany her husband. 
Jean seemed more interested in spirituality than Bill did and had taken it upon 
herself to be my grandparents’ guide. Bill seldom joined them; he was often at 
work. 

Yet now it appeared that a friendship had developed between the two souls 

Amulya Hiremath

He Asked for Her?
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left out of the spotlight on that visit. It was quiet. Almost invisible, almost inex-
plicable.

 
MY GRANDFATHER HAD been trying to #nd a way to visit America for 
25 years. He had, in vivid detail, heard about the country from his guru at the 
Ramakrishna Ashram, a spiritual institution with centers all across the world. 
My grandparents had devoted one half of their lives to the Ashram, founded by 
Swami Vivekananda, the famous Indian monk. 
!e invitation to America came in the way of teaching a lecture series in San 

Mateo in 1973. At the time, my grandfather was teaching at the University of 
Mysore where my grandmother also worked. She was a doctor at the health 
center. !ey calculated that it would take three years to organize their a"airs and 
get on the plane.

But 1976, when it came, was already shaping up to be an eventful year. !ey 
had uprooted their entire family from Mysuru, where they had lived all their 
adult lives, to Benaras, a temple town in northern India. My grandfather had 
been o"ered a position as the chair of the newly-established kannada depart-
ment at Benaras Hindu University. My grandmother wanted to study for an 
advanced degree in medicine. But they still had to get to America. Enrolling 
their two daughters in high school, they left them with their grandparents, one 
of whom, Shantha’s father, would wander the streets in an Alzheimer’s haze. !e 
couple %ew to the States.
!e trip took over forty hours with stops in four countries. !e plan was 

for my grandfather to stay with the monks at the Vedanta Society, the North 
American version of the Ramakrishna Ashram, in San Francisco. My grand-
mother would be given a spot in the convent nearby where the Hindu nuns of 
the Society stayed. But when they arrived on October 11, there was a change 
in the plan. Waiting at the airport with the swami who was in charge were Bill 
and Jean Wyatt. And this couple had, for reasons never explained, upon learning 
about their visit, insisted on hosting my grandparents at their home, even build-
ing an extra bathroom. 

FROM THE OUTSIDE, the Wyatts were a typical American couple. Bill was 
an engineer at the Paci#c Gas and Electric Company and worked long days—
from 6 AM to 5 PM. Jean was a housewife. !ey owned several homes and 
several cars and enjoyed a comfortable life. However, they had another side to 
them, one that demanded detachment. !ey were deeply interested in spiritual-
ity and were ardent devotees of the Vedanta Society – so much so that Jean’s 
name wasn’t Jean at all, but Vijaya, an Indian name that means victory. !eir 
only daughter, Poorna, had become a nun at the Society. !e Wyatts didn’t 
drink or smoke. None of their homes had a television. !ey lived next to the 
Society, sharing a compound, on Vallejo Street. Bill had even bought land in the 
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hills nearby and built a house to serve as a retreat for the monks. My grandpar-
ents would stay with the Wyatts for six weeks. 

While Bill was at work, Jean meditated, prayed, and read Hindu scriptures. 
She took my grandparents on day trips to explore nearby San Francisco and 
ferried them to meetings. Jean took my grandmother shopping and drove the 
couple to places of spiritual signi#cance like the Society’s retreat in Olema. She 
made sure to give them moments of quiet – even just by keeping silent on their 
long drives. 

Jean also took them to Lake Tahoe where the Wyatts owned a cabin and 
where, she explained, she often went to meditate by herself. She was a diligent 
hostess. When my grandfather confessed he wanted to ride a bike around their 
country home, Jean called every rental agency until she found one. On their last 
day in Tahoe, they crossed the state line into Nevada and passed a casino. Jean 
would not go inside but insisted they take a look. She told them it had to be 
experienced at least once in a lifetime. My grandparents each gambled a nickel 
and lost. 

Bill, for most parts of their trip, was con#ned to his routine. He would return 
from work in the evenings but was otherwise absent, except on !ursdays, when 
he would always drive my grandfather to his lectures at San Mateo College. Bill 
would stay for three hours, record the lectures, and then drive him back to his 
home. 

My grandfather was fascinated with the country and kept a detailed record of 
the trip. He wrote about striking up conversations with everyone he met, be it 
at a restaurant or a co-passenger on a plane. Jean was impressed with his skill of 
talking to anyone, but she soon set him a ground rule—never ask anyone their 
salary. In his travelogue, there is an especially long section on their visit to Dis-
neyland. On their return from Los Angeles, it was Jean who waited at the airport 
at night to pick them up. When my grandfather apologized for inconveniencing 
her, she insisted that none was necessary. She had done it from her heart. It was 
almost as if they were family. 

Bill seldom appears in my grandfather’s accounts. Neither does my grand-
mother.

Six weeks after their arrival, my grandparents left San Francisco. On the day, 
Bill had already left for work in the wee hours but had promised to come see 
them o" at the airport in time for departure. Jean, as usual, drove them to the 
airport. But even after waiting as long as they could, Bill never made it. My 
grandfather never saw him again. 

Back in India, my grandparents continued on with their new lives they had 
put on pause for the trip. My grandfather took his position as the chair of the 
new department and my grandmother enrolled in the graduate program for 
medicine. A few years later, they moved back to Mysuru. !eir daughters grew 
up. One had left for America for her graduate studies. !e other was getting 

H e  A s k e d  f o r  H e r ?



106

N o  O n e  E v e r  A s k e d

married.
!e Wyatts, meanwhile, divorced. Bill eventually remarried and moved to an 

apartment in nearby Paci#ca with his new wife, Jeannie. !en he was diagnosed 
with terminal cancer.

TWO DAYS AFTER my mother’s wedding in 1989, my grandmother %ew to 
San Francisco. My grandfather did not take the trip, presumably occupied with 
work. Bill, in his last stages, was going back and forth between hospital and 
home. !is time, my grandmother stayed in the convent where she was to have 
spent those six weeks before the Wyatts invited them into their home in 1976. 
!e Wyatt’s daughter, Poorna, was living in the convent too. My aunt, who was 
then studying in New Jersey, called my grandmother every day to check-in.

Whatever transpired in her visit with Bill, my grandmother kept to herself. 
Her daughters don’t recall any details, except that he asked for her; nor does her 
best friend. She remembered my grandmother’s trip to the US, but confessed she 
had never heard of Bill or the speci#cs. Whatever my grandmother might have 
told them, it was not memorable enough to be remembered. I know nothing of 
what my grandmother might have said to Bill, nor of anything he said to her. I 
know only that when he asked to see her, she went, two days after her daughter’s 
wedding.

My grandmother was in California when Bill died. She stayed on for a few 
weeks. Before she left, friends of Bill o"ered her a trip to Disneyland, which she 
and my grandfather had visited all those years earlier. She even went on a ride – 
took %ight on a plane shaped like Dumbo. She smiled her same soft smile, as she 
spun around and around.
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ON A CRISP October day in 1956, my grandmother Ari went out to occupy a 
vacant apartment while the Soviet Army rolled into Budapest.

She is 90 and not reluctant to talk about it, but she isn’t animated, either. She 
is watching “Columbo” on the television. A young-ish Peter Falk is about to #g-
ure out who dunnit. We all know it was the heart surgeon. My mom pours out 
two plum moonshine shots. She leaves the bottle on the table. No use in putting 
it back in the pantry. It won’t be the last one. 
!e living room is bathed in a warm glow from the chandelier that hangs over 

the table. It used to be Ari’s mother’s chandelier. It survived a war, a revolution, 
the rise and fall of communism. !e rise and fall of democracy. It survived my 
father’s mother. Unscathed. A few years ago, my brother kicked a ball indoors 
and chipped some of the glass pieces. It’s Ari’s living room. It’s her house. She 
built it in the 1990s. If she ranked things by pride, I think the house would rank 
second after my mother. I’m not sure – it’s a very nice house.

Ari closes her cookbook. She was trying to #nd a recipe for some cake that 
uses no sugar. How can you bake without sugar? You can’t bake without sugar. 
It comes out tasting like car tire. “Mom, sit up,” my mother tells her. “You’re 
sitting bent over at a right angle, and then you come to me to tell me your back 
hurts.” It’s a comforting background buzz for Ari. White noise. !ey have this 
conversation three times a day.

Okay, they say. !ey turn down “Columbo.” What do you want?
!e apartment. Tell me about the apartment.

Vanda Mayer

The Apartment
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“I wanted an apartment,” Ari says. “I wanted an apartment and they were 
shooting in the streets and the tanks had rolled in, but Laci said he wouldn’t 
marry me unless I had an apartment. I went out to #nd an apartment. I was go-
ing to get married.”

She would do whatever it took.
 

ARI WAS BORN scrappy. She really had no choice – she was born in Buda-
pest on March 6, 1934. Hungary spent much of the 20th century wallowing in 
poverty or weltering in wars that they kept losing. In four years, Europe would 
descend, once again, into war.

She was born Aranka, named after her mother. She hated the name – too seri-
ous, somber. Funereal. “I’m not serious,” she always says. It’s true – we were still 
young when she told us she wants swing music at her funeral. !at, or perhaps 
a Ray Charles tune. Maybe “Sugar, Sugar” by !e Archies. She also hates black 
clothes – too serious. No – wear magenta, instead. She plans her funeral fre-
quently.

Hungary was a conservative aristocratic oligarchy, and Ari wasn’t born into 
the aristocracy. She was born into the Budapest Zoo, to a domineering mother 
and a Transylvanian father – taciturn man, comments my mom from the 
kitchen – who worked at the zoo as a caretaker. !e parents, Ari and her older 
brother – Pityu, known always as the lazier child – lived in a one-bedroom ser-
vice apartment in the zoo. Ari was four when the family moved. Göd, 15 miles 
north of the capital, was known for nothing at all.

Her second abode – a small village house. Her mother acquired it – no one 
knew how, no one asked. Ari’s mother – Aranka – was, Ari says, “a shrewd 
woman.” My mom contributes from the kitchen – “really fucking mean.” She 
had, at most, four years of schooling. She never held an o&cial job, Ari says, but 
she didn’t ever not work, either. Di"erent towns had shortages of di"erent foods, 
so Aranka would take food from Göd to neighboring cities and trade the goods. 
When the Soviet soldiers caught on, they’d wait at the stations to con#scate the 
food – “they too were hungry” – so Aranka started jumping o" before the sta-
tions. In Budapest, she bought used clothes, zhuzhed them up, sold them for a 
pro#t.

Entrepreneur – survival artist.
It was wartime and Hungary had, once again, chosen the wrong side. !ere 

was no food or heating, Ari says – but it was a good childhood. It was just 
another childhood. She didn’t like school – “what kid does?” – and she hated 
her principal, who spewed empty mantras about Hungary’s greatness-to-come, 
like “study for your country” and “study for a greater Hungary.” “Full of shit,” 
says Ari. !ere was no greater Hungary. !ere was no food. She was close to the 
children next door. !ey were a Roma family, she says. “We ran around a lot. 
Broke into houses a lot. No one cared.”
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!e Red Army arrived from the north at the end of 1943, beginning of 1944. 
!e kids snuck out to the trenches. A Soviet soldier gave them some Russian 
bread. It was rectangular, black, dense. Not a bad #nd – bread was scarce.

“I remember my dad coming home from mandatory military training in 
1944,” Ari says. He never fought, but he had a uniform. Ari remembers her 
mother tearing the clothes o" her husband minutes before the Russian soldiers 
entered the house. !ey were searching for soldiers to deport to labor camps or 
to execute. In the basement, they stabbed at a pile of corn husks with their ri%es 
while the family stood by in silence. !ey never moved the pile, and they never 
found the uniform hidden underneath.
!e kids would roam, and they’d sprint back home in a hail of gun#re – “like 

Butch Cassidy” – and then they’d go again. “No fear,” says Ari. “I climbed trees, 
too.” And she liked the rockets. !ey were pretty, she says. !ey looked a little 
like Christmas trees falling from the skies. “Look at the Christmas Trees,” she 
told her brother during an air raid. “Look at how pretty they are.” 

“Stop fucking around, idiot,” he said.
When Soviet soldiers came to the houses for room and board – “komnata, 

komnata” – Ari gained two new roommates. Fun, fun. Misha especially – he was 
smiley, round-faced. She also had a new playmate – 18-year-old Teri from next 
door. Teri’s parents made the teenager play with the younger kids, dressed her up 
in little girlish clothes, put her hair in pigtails. Teri was very pretty, Ari says, and 
hope was, if she looked young enough, the Soviets wouldn’t rape her.
!e Soviets raped Teri and they raped the other neighbor’s two 13-year-olds. 

Ari remembers when they took them from the bomb shelter – spilled in row-
dily, yelled “baryshnya, baryshnya,” took two young girls. Teri married later, Ari 
muses, to a wreck of an old man. Pity – she really was very pretty. Still – no one 
wanted her after the Russian army came and went.

It’s one of those things, Ari says, that stuck around for a bit. Even later, as a 
young adult, she’d meet many women who had been raped. Some of them, she 
says, even came from good families. “I was a %at child,” she says. “Mousy, under-
developed. So – I was all good.

“!ey never bombed our house down, no one died. !e zoo was destroyed, 
we were #ne. Nothing dramatic. It just happened.” 

 
“CUTE DOG.”

Ari’s watching the muscle cream ad on the television. “It’s how it goes,” Ari 
says. “Now, the old fuck can play fetch with his golden retriever and swing his 
grandson around at the same time.”

Old people, she says, are ugly. Aren’t they ugly?
My mom tells her she forgot to close the fridge.
“Fuck,” Ari says. “Again?”
“You have to press it #rmly,” says my mom. “I keep telling you, you have to 
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press it #rmly, otherwise it won’t close.”
“Fuck. Well – don’t get old, I guess.”
She pours out another shot. 
 

1945 – ANOTHER MOVE. Back to the Budapest Zoo. It didn’t really feel 
like going back – the city looked nothing like the city they left. Buildings were 
bombed, bridges were bombed. Rural areas had food shortages – Budapest had 
no food, period. New barracks, Russian soldiers. !ey continued to look for 
Hungarian soldiers who had fought against them during the war.

Ari and her family moved back into the two-bedroom apartment. It was in a 
U-shaped building with an inside courtyard and hanging corridors. Each cor-
ridor had four apartments and two bathrooms at the end. Ari’s apartment was 
in the corner farthest from the bathroom, which meant the trek was long and 
arduous. Well – it was #ne. “It was always fucking freezing and the bathroom 
smelled bad,” she remembers. She blames the old man who lived closest to the 
bathroom – a privilege he abused.
!e zoo itself was, like the rest of the city, little more than rubble. !e botani-

cal gardens and the palm tree gardens were destroyed. Ari’s father #xed the roof 
– as a Transylvanian, he could #x anything – but the cages were empty and the 
aquariums were #lled with lifeless murky water.
!e wasteland was, for the children who belonged to the zoo workers, 

dreamy. !ey dared each other to jump into the tanks. “I almost shat myself,” 
Ari remembers. She was scared that an animal would emerge from the depths. 
She jumped in anyway.
!ere were a few stragglers – survivors. One hippo and one camel. “I named 

the camel Ida and I fed it dry bread every day,” she says. “People let me call her 
Ida for three months before they told me she’s got a penis.”
!e kids hung around the barnyard behind the apartments, where the work-

ers prepared the food for the animals when the animals re-appeared. My mom 
chimes in – she remembers seeing a group of men chop up a dead horse when 
she was small. Ari remembers the workers giving the kids corn.
!e zoo was next to the amusement park. It still is. !e park’s loudspeak-

ers yawped announcements all day – “but I didn’t mind,” Ari says. She liked 
the music they played and she grew desensitized to the announcements. “Pista, 
Joska, go to the main entrance,” she parrots. “Pick up your lost child.” And the 
kids from the zoo were often allowed to sneak in for free. Why not – the rides 
were empty. People had little money and even less desire for an adrenaline rush. 
!e last six years had been enough of a ride for most.
!e zoo apartment didn’t have a shower or a tub. People bathed in a washba-

sin in the courtyard – the water was frigid. 
“Ass-bitingly cold,” Ari says.
My mother shudders in commiseration. She’s the kind of woman who wears 
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four layers in May and complains about being cold – also, she’s usually hungry 
and needs the bathroom and does it smell like cigarettes here? She doesn’t want 
to say it, but, most usually, she told you so.

“!at must have been fucking grim,” she says.
Ari and her mom eventually discovered the abandoned ice rink’s bath houses 

across the street, and they would go there instead. Still cold, but at least a show-
er, and always empty. “!e zoo people,” Ari says, “were not a bathing people.”

Her dad rebuilt the ice rink for the kids, and he made them hockey sticks out 
of branches. !ey’d run around and play cops and robbers – play for #ve min-
utes, argue for 30. “You got shot!” “But I’m only injured!” “No, you’re dead!”

“It was a great childhood,” she says.

ARI IS IN the kitchen. She is reheating a General Tso’s chicken from the Chi-
nese deli next to the superstore. My mom brought it home six days ago.

“It’s expired, mom,” my mom says. “Don’t eat that.”
“Okay,” Ari says. She keeps microwaving the chicken.
“You’re going to eat it,” my mom says. “You’re going to eat it and then you’re 

going to be sick. Don’t come to me when you’re sick. I won’t be here. I’m telling 
you now.”

“Okay,” Ari says. She rummages in the fridge for sour cream. It’s only three 
days expired. It’ll go perfectly with the expired General Tso’s.

 
ARI FINISHED HIGHER elementary school in 1948 at age 14 – she was a 
good student. A+ in everything, B in choir and B in art for drawing. “And I 
didn’t even draw it,” she says. “My brother did it for me.” B in German – inter-
esting. Ari decided that she would become a playwright. She was creative, but 
she wasn’t pretty. She loved the theater, so – theater. !en, a journalist. No – an 
author.

At 14, she went to work in an envelope factory at her mother’s request. 
Request, demand, orders – whatever. !ere was no room for argument. !en, a 
stationary factory. Perforator machine, operated by foot.

“Shit gig,” she says.
Every three months, the powers-that-be lifted the production quota. If you 

made the quota, you got a premium. If you exceeded the quota – if you did 
120% – in three months, they lifted the quota. One woman kept #ddling with 
her stapling machine to make it go faster. Stupid – they kept raising her quota. 
!e quota would go up, and she’d mess with the machine. “Developed a twitch,” 
says Ari. “She’d just spasm.”

Ari put in around 60% e"ort – “I didn’t want a spasm.”
She wanted to study, but her mom nixed that – family needs money. Ari 

made 800 Forint a month, sent 800 Forint home. A divorced woman in the 
building told her to pull herself together. Look at you, she had said. You look 
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like shit.
“It was true,” Ari says. “I dressed like a homeless nun. Long, gray skirts, black 

baggy tops. With my shapeless #gure and yellowish complexion.”
!e divorced lady – a hoarder, really, but an inspirational speaker for Ari – 

told her to send some money home, keep the rest. !en, a colleague told Ari to 
apply to night school in 1952. Ari, sixteen then, applied – her mom told her to 
leave. !e colleague told Ari to sit on her ass. Her mom would come around, 
she had told her. Ari went home, fought with her mom.

It was the only time Ari’s dad yelled. He sat at the table over a pot of stew 
with a wooden spoon while the two women screamed at each other. He 
slammed the pot down. Enough – enough. When he slammed the pot, a bottle 
of moonshine fell. !e household forgot the argument – they were all trying to 
salvage the drink.

Her brother said he’d make up for the money and he’d send an additional 800 
Forint every month. !e generosity lasted two months. No one was surprised. 
Pityu was not known for his work ethic – he only stayed with the military be-
cause he hated studying and working even more. 

Ari went to the Karl Marx University of Economics. She liked her classes. Her 
math professor – Hubert – was a staunch anti-communist. He refused to teach 
the class – sabotage – and the class failed every exam. Ari was too naïve – “I 
was silly” – to recognize the sabotage, so she kept asking questions. She did not 
understand math.

“Sonny,” Hubert had told her, “You’ll understand soon enough.” At the end 
of the year, he called every student to his apartment, where they corrected the 
exams. He never called Ari.

“I was a pain in the ass,” she says. “Also, I was very bad at math.” 
Honestly – Ari doesn’t feel resentment. She bene#ted from the system – she 

never would have got out of the factory without the system. Hubert – like every 
other bourgeois intellectual – lost everything. !ey lost everything to people like 
Ari.

 
“HOW DO THEY make the chicken so crispy? !ey have a secret to making 
the chicken this crispy.”

Ari has tried to make General Tso’s before. !ere were no Chinese ingredients 
involved. It was a chicken paprikash. It used the popular Hungarian chili sauce 
“Erős Pista” – Strong Steve. !ere’s a weaker version – “Sweet Anna” – and a 
stronger version. “Furious Steve”.

Ari is a very good cook. She needs to cook – it’s her raison d’etre. !e more 
people she can cook for, the better. My mom is satis#ed with the set-up. She 
can’t cook. Ari cooks and my mom cleans, and then they argue over ingredients 
and pouring oil down the drain and why are there so many dirty fucking dishes? 
I just cleaned that counter area, now I have to clean it again. 
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!ey’re a good team. 
 

ARI FIRST SAW Laci at the Kalvin Square tram stop in Budapest on a sum-
mer evening in 1954 and she knew – felt it deep in her bones – that she had no 
interest in this man. She hated blonds.

Ari had been dragged along to a double date by a colleague. !e colleague 
was going to the law school dance and she didn’t want to go alone. When the 
boy found out his date was bringing a girl – three is a crowd on a #rst date – he 
dragged along his own friend from his housing project.

Ari was reluctant; Laci was not. He wanted to go to the technical school’s 
dance, and she wanted to go to the law school dance. “I wasn’t going anywhere 
with some random fucking guy,” she says. !ey went to the law school dance.

Ari loved to dance – it’s how she got all her gentlemen callers.
“I wasn’t anything to look at – I dressed badly and I wasn’t a treat for the 

eyes,” she says. “But – I did dance well.”
!ey’d go out every night, to clubs, street balls, the hotel lobby of the Peace 

Inn. !e last one had a piano, Ari remembers. Live music – Italian songs like 
“Volare” and “Mamma Maria.” She still loves to dance – she often shimmies to 
the music that plays on the basement radio between two ping pong rallies. She 
plays ping pong in the basement. She asks young people on the street to play. 
My mom is concerned – she will get robbed one day. Or accused of kidnapping.

“Your brother started doing karaoke now,” my mom calls from the kitchen. 
She sighs. “He does ‘Tequila’.”

Ari went dancing most nights. Did she ever dance to the communist tunes of 
the time?

“Fuck you,” she says. “I resent that.”
Although, she admits – she did pick up a handsome East German boy at the 

World Festival of Youth and Students. She went to Margaret Island with him 
after, had her #rst kiss there. “Mediocre,” she recalls. She felt nothing.
!e law school dance wasn’t bad. She and Laci danced and they talked and he 

suggested they go out for a walk through the hallways. Ari was wise to the line – 
she knew what boys from the Vagohid projects did in the hallways.

“People making out, people having sex – depravity,” she says. She’s not a 
prude – she told my sister to have rebound sex after she broke up with her boy-
friend – but still. Don’t have sex in hallways.

Laci got angry, left. Took her purse. She stayed and danced. He re-appeared 
when a boy asked Ari to dance with him – a really good dancer, too – and he 
told her they were leaving. He told her he’d walk her home.

He did. !ey walked to the zoo and argued the whole time.
“He kept wanting to kiss or fuck or whatever,” she says. “I did not.”
Over the weeks that followed, they went dancing at night and Laci came to 

her apartment during the day. He was worried about what she was doing when 
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they weren’t out dancing. He met Ari’s parents – o"ended her mother when he 
wiped down a chair with his napkin before sitting down. Ari’s dad was charmed.

He was just in the area, he’d say. He lived across the city by Nagyvarad 
Square.

“He was in love,” Ari shrugs. “He was a little shit.”
 

LACI– LÁSZLÓ, REALLY – was born on Dec. 15, 1933, in Tinye, Hungary. 
It was a little town not far from Budapest. When they moved into the city, both 
parents went to work at a mill.

Laci’s father, like Ari’s, was reticent. He said, at most, three sentences a day. 
“He was a quiet, burly man,” Ari says. 

“He was hopeless,” my mom interjects. “He didn’t say a word – just sat there 
in silence, on a stool, staring out of his head.” 

Ari remembers bringing home a rabbit to cook once – fetid. !e stocky man 
ate the rabbit in silence. “I’ll give him that,” says Ari. He ate the rabbit.

“A Nazi, maybe,” my brother calls out from the kitchen. All of my family 
members like to interrupt from the kitchen. He’s looking for leftover chicken 
schnitzel in the fridge.

“Not a Nazi,” my mom muses. “Probably not, anyways. Was he?”
“I don’t think so,” says Ari. “No. Although – but no.”
“It would have come up in the family arguments,” my mom says. We all 

know what she means. My father’s parents often made snide remarks about party 
loyalty and alcoholism and goyish behavior – what kind of psychopath put sau-
sage in the cholent – so if they never called anyone a Nazi, it wasn’t due to any 
level of tact or respect for the other side of the family. Consensus was – probably 
not a Nazi.

Laci’s mother, Ari says, was the brain of the operation. She would bring goose 
meat home – no one had goose meat. She found them an apartment with an in-
door toilet. Laci was the baby of the family – youngest of #ve – the little prince. 
He was a skinny kid – spindly – and he inherited his mother’s brains. 

Even as a child in the Vagohid Street projects, he emerged as a sort of gang 
leader – a leader of men, or at least of grimy young boys with scraped knees and 
missing teeth. His mother spent more money on him than she did on the other 
four kids combined. She dressed him into his twenties, dressed him well. She de-
cided that he would become an architect and he would send much money home 
and she would live in decadence.

His two older brothers became, respectively, a locksmith and an electrician. 
His two older sisters married. A girl child is barely a child. !e girls married 
young.

“Sari was cool, though,” my mom says. “Like an evil little gremlin. I don’t 
know what happened to Kató.”

“She defected in 1956 to Switzerland,” Ari says. “Got breast cancer but she 
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had the surgery.”
Oh, that’s good.
“!en, she committed suicide.”
Laci #nished his higher elementary school and moved out. Moved out – ran 

away in the night. He didn’t want to deal with his mother. He went to Pecs, 
where he graduated high school. !en, back to Budapest for university. He lived 
in the Vagohid projects – infamously grimy, sex in the hallways.

In 1954, his neighbor asked him to come to a law school dance with him. 
!e guy was taking a girl, but his date had invited some random chick to come 
along. !ey went together, and met the girls at the Kalvin Square tram stop.

ARI KNEW, WITH time, that Laci was the man she wanted to marry.
She had had one serious relationship before – her brother’s army friend János 

Ték – and they were on-again o"-again for years. Ték, she says, came from a 
bourgeois family. Ari ate bread with her hands, she bit into loaves. She ate while 
walking on the street. Ték was scandalized. He loved her, but he could not intro-
duce her to his family.

“I knew I had to be with someone who wouldn’t be ashamed of me,” Ari said. 
“I wasn’t con#dent, and I would have been miserable for life. An inferiority 
complex.” She needed someone who, like her, came from a proletariat family but 
had enough ambition to make it up, up and out.

Laci was charming. He was good with people – smart, suave. He would walk 
into a room and everyone would know – someone important has arrived. Some-
one they wanted to talk to.

“He was a good listener,” Ari says. “He made you feel like he hung on your 
every word, fascinated. He understood people.

“He was in love. But – he didn’t want to get married.” He did not want to 
settle down. He liked comfort, and he was comfortable with his life. He hated 
constraint, and marriage was a limitation. Ari was worried. If she didn’t marry 
him soon, someone else would. She had to act now.

Laci knew – knew like everyone else – that there was a housing crisis in 
Budapest. In the late 1940s, Hungary saw large-scale internal migration and 
urbanization. Between 1949 and 1960, Budapest’s population grew by 8% and 
the shortage in housing doubled.

To ease the strain, the Stalinist regime deported a few thousand from Buda-
pest between 1951 and 1952.

“I guess that’s a solution, too,” my mom says.
Anarchy bloomed when the government announced a new system: between 

1953 and 1956, any vacant or under-utilized dwelling could be identi#ed by a 
citizen and, after a special court hearing which had to be held within eight days 
of the #nd, could be allocated to the claimant.

And citizens identi#ed. Some ran around the city with hasps and staples and 

T h e  A p a r t m e n t



118

N o  O n e  E v e r  A s k e d

screwdrivers and padlocks in hand. !ey identi#ed vacant apartments, locked 
them up – reserved for occupation. Others pursued a reactionary strategy – they 
ran around with bolt cutters. Sabotage. Ari’s coworker cut through three locks 
for the same apartment before she was able to occupy it.

Laci knew there was anarchy. He had eyes, he had ears. He made a deal with 
Ari.

“He wouldn’t marry me unless I had an apartment,” Ari says.
She knew – she would do whatever it took.

ON A CRISP October day, Ari went out to occupy a vacant apartment. She 
walked through the city because the trams weren’t working. Her long, gray skirt 
blew in the wind as she rushed past parked cars and shop awnings. !eater. 
What was on? Nothing. Plays get canceled in the event of a revolution.

Her black heels click clack click clacked and got stuck and her ankles twisted 
and righted themselves as she hobbled down the yellow cobblestones. She 
needed to get an apartment now. No – she needed to get married. To get mar-
ried, she needed an apartment.

Her colleague had told her – when, if not now? Now – now, the government 
was selling the half-#nished apartments they had tried to build at record speeds. 
Now, people were defecting, or they were getting exiled or arrested or shot.

It was now or never. A window of opportunity. Get an apartment.
Whatever it takes.

  IT WAS A crisp October day when the Soviet Army rolled into Budapest. !eir 
ushankas and wool overcoats did not blow in the wind because ushankas and 
wool overcoats don’t do that. !eir black leather boots clack tap clack tapped 
against the yellow cobblestones. !e tanks whirred. No one hobbled.

Bodies didn’t litter the streets, but there were undeniably more #gures lying 
motionless on the ground now than a few days before. !ere were also more 
broken-down tanks and rubble and gun#re.
!ey needed to crush the insurrection. No – they needed to save commu-

nism. To save communism, they needed to crush the rebellion.
It had to be now.
Whatever it takes.

THE SOVIETS WERE looking for Hungarian soldiers. Really, they were taking 
any able-bodied young men who could be threats. Ari’s older brother was sent 
away to Ungvar for his role in knocking the Stalin statue over. 

Laci had, coincidentally, just been called in by the Hungarian army for three-
month mandatory training in rural Hungary. !e military released all the train-
ees when they heard what happened in Budapest – told the boys to #nd civilian 
clothes quickly and fuck o".



119

Somehow – somehow – Laci had lost his civilian belongings somewhere along 
the way. He acquired a pair of capri long john pants that had holes in them. Not 
even the Soviets, equipped with excess paranoia, could look at a man in capri 
long johns with holes and think – threat. 
!e Soviets picked Laci up on the side of the road and let him go a few miles 

later. 

ARI DASHED FROM awning to awning to avoid gun#re. Göd all over again. 
She #rst saw an apartment in Zugló. Well, it was more of a town hall than 

a residential apartment. !e roof was missing and the walls had bullet-shaped 
holes in them and there was some blood on the entrance door that would have 
to be cleaned before any dinner parties were hosted, but it was a prime location. 
Plus – top-%oor apartment. Penthouse. !e Hungarian government re-appropri-
ated the town hall before Ari had the chance to occupy it.

“I was #ne with town hall,” she says. Nice view from the hole in the roof.
Next, she heard that her mother’s sister had defected. She asked her mother – 

what of the apartment? No-go. !ey had already given it away to someone else. 
Fuck.

And then, Ari heard rumors. !ere is an apartment, voices whispered. !ere 
is a vacant apartment, half-constructed, in Újpest. It is a basement unit. It is not 
16 feet from the tram tracks. Two rooms. One radiator. Vacant. An outhouse, 
but the outhouse is close enough. Vacant.

When Ari went to the apartment, she didn’t bring a padlock. She brought her 
father and a stool. She sat the quiet man down in front of the door. Guard the 
door. Her mother Aranka arrived later as back-up.

Ari went to #nd Laci. Found him – told him. We’re getting married. Let’s go.

“HE LOOKED LIKE he was part of a funeral procession,” Ari says. “Like he 
was going to the dentist.”

Ari was giggly. She was happy. Apartment and man. Laci told her to stop 
laughing. What’s there to laugh about? 
!ey got married without any family present. !e family was guarding the 

door. !ere was no ceremony. !e couple moved in that day. 
!e apartment was cold – one heater. !ey would go to bed with a glass of 

water, and they’d wake up to a glass of ice. Laci was not too bothered by the ice, 
but he was rattled when she told him she was too cold to consummate the mar-
riage. One cannot be too cold. 

“It was us and our bare-naked asses,” Ari says. Ari’s dowry was a mug and a 
small saucepan, provided by her mother – and she took the saucepan back a 
week later.

“She needed the saucepan,” Ari says.
Laci brought a fork.
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Ari asked him what happened to the knife and spoon. He didn’t have them, 
he said. He had a fork.

 
“IT WASN’T ALWAYS perfect,” Ari says. “I was a loyal customer at the abor-
tionist.” !e back alley abortions were risky, but less risky still than having a 
child she may eventually have to raise on her own.

She is sat at the table in her living room. My mom pours another shot. Good 
thing she never put the bottle back into the pantry. Saved herself the trip. “Co-
lumbo” has ended. Hercule Poirot is on the case. It was the nun who dunnit. We 
all know. 

“I was uncertain if the whole thing was here to stay,” Ari says.
“As in the marriage?” asks my mom. 
Yeah, Ari says. !e marriage.
“Well, that doesn’t surprise me at all,” says my mom. “Knowing Laci.”
!ey both laugh. !e mood is always light when they talk about Laci. !ey 

forget to #ght. !e beloved father, the beloved drunk.
Was he a womanizer?
“No,” they both say.
“No,” Ari says. She laughs. “No, he was too scared of STDs to womanize.” 

My mom laughs too. It wasn’t for lack of trying from the women, they say. 
When he traveled to Germany, the women were reluctant to let him go – so bad 
was the shortage in men. In England, too.

“And Lichtenstein,” adds my mom. “!ere, too.”
No, he didn’t cheat. He drank and he liked life.
“He lived his life,” says my mom. He traveled a lot, and he lived life.
“He had restless feet,” says Ari. “If it’s a Saturday, he has to go dancing. And I 

was at home washing clothes, ironing, cooking like an idiot, so I didn’t go. But 
he just had to go dancing.”

Ari put aside money, forint by forint, which he would squander at the presszo 
– an establishment in Hungary that cropped up as a replacement for the cafes 
and bars that had been banned by the regime for fear of the foment of revolu-
tion. !ey are still known for their cheap alcohol.

“He was in the presszo, dancing on a table,” Ari recalls. “He was there, always. 
He’d go there with Marci and Katica.”

“!ey’d party the night away,” my mom adds. “Didn’t they go there to buy 
shoes?”

“Yeah, they went shoe shopping. To the presszo,” Ari remembers. “!ey drank 
the shoes away.”

“He squandered the money his parents gave him for shoes, right?” my mom 
asks.

“No, by then it was our own money he was spending,” Ari says. 
!ey gu"aw.



121

“!ey never did buy the shoes,” Ari says. “!ere were no shoes.”
One year, Ari had put 40,000 Forint aside for a car. A Zhiguli – the Soviet 

take on a Fiat – cost 80,000 Forint then. “He came to me one day, told me his 
brother Marci is buying land to build his family a house,” Ari says, “So, he gave 
the 40,000 Forint to Marci. ‘It’s just a loan,’ he said. We never saw the money 
again. So, I’d start saving again. I’d eat bread with lard, it would be the lunch I 
took to work. I was doing everything to save money, and he was spending it all.”
!ey laugh.
“In our entire life, I asked him to pick up the baby from the nursery once,” 

Ari says. “He forgot the baby. He went to the presszo.” 
!ey laugh.
“But,” Ari says, “I was able to do whatever I wanted.” She traveled to Prague, 

to Madrid. She went to the theater. 
He was usually there when she got sick. Sick – whenever she got another 

abortion, really. He wasn’t a #ghter, she says. He was never violent. Never yelled, 
never shouted.

“And he was always able to acquire things,” my mom says. “!ings no one 
else had. He’d come home at Christmas – after many, many visits to various 
presszos – and he’d bring these treasures, like oranges.” 

He understood people and he messed with them. He’d experiment, and he’d 
poke and provoke. He’d put two enemies in one room and bring my mom – 
he’d tell her, “now watch this.” And then, he’d watch the world burn with glee. 
He took my mom to the OB-GYN when she #rst got the pill – the only man 
in the waiting room. He gave my mom her #rst cigarette – cough here, he said, 
because it’ll be embarrassing if you cough in front of your friends. My mom isn’t 
a crier, but she cried when she watched her father die slowly at the age of 65. 

Was it worth it?
Ari doesn’t know.
Ari got the apartment. She got the man. She had a daughter. She built a 

house. Now, she’s watching Hercule Poirot detect crime on a Samsung smart 
television. Later, she’ll binge-watch “!e Crown” on Net%ix.

It wasn’t always perfect. Does it matter?
She did whatever it took.
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