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Aunt Ayesha’s Disappointment 

Ifat Majid     

When my aunt Ayesha came to America, she took care of  the entire family: not 
only her husband Ali and her six children, but also Ali’s two brothers, who lived in a 
separate apartment. For ten years, Ayesha did not get any education because she 
spent all her time cooking and cleaning and taking care of  her children. The family 
used her as a caregiver and deprived her of  the opportunity for self-determination 
in America. 

In countries like Pakistan, people live as an extended family. Three generations 
live together: grandparents, sons, sons’ wives and children, and daughters, who live 
with their parents until they are married. Since the family is so large, everybody has 
responsibilities. Most of  the men work outside of  the house and the women divide 
up their chores in the house. One cooks while another cleans, washes dishes, and 
does the laundry. Then they switch roles. Some modern families hire a maid for 
certain chores. Everyone spends time together watching television shows and eating. 
For Ayesha, this way of  life was normal. When she came to the United States, she 
had even more to do. She had to drop the children off  at school and pick them up, 
send them to tutoring and do all the other household chores. This huge burden fell 
to one person, Ayesha. 

Because Ayesha lives in a Pakistani neighborhood in Brooklyn, she’s never had 
to learn English. In the doctor’s office, dentist’s office, pharmacy, grocery store and 
laundromat, everyone is Pakistani. She watches television in Urdu, her native 
language. But, today Ayesha has begun to question her failure to seek an education. 
She has noticed that in other Pakistani families, women have gotten American 
citizenship and gone to college. Ayesha regrets not taking English classes, not 
learning to drive, not even traveling alone by subway. When she asks her husband 
why he never encouraged her to learn English, he says that he thought she was 
happy with her life and didn’t need it. Now she feels lonely and frustrated. Her 
children have grown up. She lives alone with her husband and feels bored. She has 
no close friends here. I tell her that, at 55, she is not too old to further her 
education. I try to encourage her to learn English and pursue an education, but she 
has no self-confidence. 

I learned from this experience that many traditional cultures deprive women of  
opportunities that they give to men. Although we are wives and mothers, we also 
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have to do things for our own fulfillment. We want to be independent and nurture 
friendships. In many countries, people still think of  men as breadwinners and 
women as housewives. For many immigrants, it’s difficult to change this thinking, 
even after they begin life in a more progressive society.  

Don’t Judge People 

Marleny Sanchez  

In September 2012, I went to school in the United States for the first time. I 
was scared and nervous and did not want my mother to leave me in a strange place, 
the school. That day was one of  the worst days of  my life. My whole life made a 
180-degree turn. I met people who treated me like I had no feelings. Before that day, 
I had thought bad people did not exist. However, I was incorrect because there was 
a lot of  injustice around me, even from other Dominicans. They were rude to me 
and to others. As a newcomer to the United States, I experienced discrimination, 
which taught me the importance of  being kind to others.   

In my country, the Dominican Republic, almost everyone was sweet, kind, and 
friendly. Most of  the people in the city where I lived had known me since I was a 
little baby. My neighbors and friends were happy and friendly so I expected the same 
thing from the people I met in this country, the U. S. Naturally, I was shocked when 
I arrived here and no one said “good morning” or “thank you,” or even “excuse 
me.” The people here seemed angry all the time and I did not understand why. 
When I got to my first day of  class here, I asked a girl to tell me her name. She 
answered that she did not know her name. She responded to me in Spanish in a 
rude way. I later learned that the girl’s name was J_____. I kept trying to be her 
friend but she rejected me. J_____ mocked me for not knowing English, for not 
understanding, and for asking her a lot of  questions. Other students began to say 
that I was not intelligent, that I should go back to first grade or my country because 
I could not speak English. My classmates all laughed at me even though the teacher 
said that it was bad behavior to treat others that are learning that way.  

Many times, my classmates made me feel so bad that I could not eat during 
lunch period. I often hid in the bathroom. All day, I waited to go home and cry. No 
one accepted me because I did not know English so, after a while, I stopped 
speaking to them. I spent several weeks isolated from others. But I knew they were 
wrong. I knew that even though I struggled with English, I was as much a human 
being as any of  them. And I began to think more about how wrong it is to treat 
someone badly just because they speak a different language or belong to a different 
religion or race. Humans can be closed-minded and not accept others. I think 
people should treat others in a kind way, since we do not know what they may be 
going through.  

Although I suffered poor treatment by my classmates when I first arrived in the 
United States, that experience helped me become a kinder person to others. For this 
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reason, my suffering was not in vain. I am more sensitive to others now. Together, 
we can make the world a kinder place. 

Children Need to Live Somewhere 

Gulmira Zhandauova      

You might not know what awaits you around the corner. We came to the U.S. in 
December 2016 from Kazakhstan in Central Asia. It was a frosty day in New York. 
The first night, we slept in a small and dirty room in Brighton Beach, Brooklyn. The 
lady who was the owner of  this property did not want to rent to us even for one 
night because our kids were small and she thought they would make noise. Finally, 
she agreed to let us stay  for only one night. We spent the whole next day outside in 
the street with our sons and luggage. We called in response to every ad for an 
apartment that we saw, but nobody wanted to rent to a family with kids. Finally, late 
at night, we found a room in Chinatown. We felt relieved because we thought we 
would finally get some rest. When we first arrived, we stayed in a warm and cozy 
room. There was sunshine through the windows and soft beds. I will never forget 
this tiny room. But we stayed there for only a week before the property manager 
transferred us to a room where there was no heat. Of  course, we could not live 
there for long.  

I started to call everywhere in the five boroughs looking for a place to live. We 
could not even rent a basement in Staten Island because of  our young children. I 
was crushed. I could not sleep for weeks because of  stress. Our lack of  permanent 
housing led to a lot of  conflicts between my husband and me. Time was passing. If  
we did not have permanent housing, we would not be able to register our kids in 
school. It had been three months since Nurs and Kazha had attended school. One 
problem seemed to follow another. I felt that I was responsible for all of  them 
because it had been my idea to come to the U.S. This thought was killing me. Even 
after we finally moved to a new apartment, our neighbor complained to the police 
that our boys were being left home alone without supervision, which was not true. 
When the police came, they told us that we did not have to worry about making 
noise unless it was very late at night. The officers were very helpful and 
understanding, which gave us peace of  mind and the courage to carry on. 

Those experiences all happened two years ago. Today, we continue to walk 
along our new and challenging path together. Although we still must overcome daily 
difficulties, I believe that at the end of  the way, we will achieve our cherished 
American dream.  

73



Mutual Respect 

Xiaorong Guan 
                                                                                                      

Once, I forgot to put away my keys when I got home. My mom yelled at me 
until I put them away. Another time, I reminded her to put away her eyeglasses and 
she yelled at me again, saying she was busy. She has always demanded that I respect 
her because she is my elder, but I think respect between parents and children should 
be mutual.  

In China, young people are raised to respect their elders. For example, there is 
an old fable in China, known as “Kong Rong shares pears.” This fable is about a 
little kid called Kong Rong, who always gave the bigger pears to his elders first. He 
only ate the smallest ones. This story is used to teach Chinese teenagers to 
understand that respect for their elders is a priority. As a result, Chinese parents 
believe that, as elders, they are always correct. In my personal experience, I tried my 
best to follow the rules that my mom gave me. However, I saw that she didn’t have 
to follow rules all the time. It not only made me feel bad, but also caused me to 
keep trying in vain to get her approval. As a teenager, I thought I should be 
respected too. If  parents do not practice what they preach, they may not be good 
role models for their children. 

When I came to the United States, I saw that young people were willing to 
question their parents. So I questioned my mom when she did not put away her 
eyeglasses, but she would just tell me that she usually did put them away. This time 
was an exception. She never allowed me to make the same excuse, however. I think 
that’s the reason why I am hard on myself  when I make mistakes. I think that Asian 
parents are too proud to apologize to their children. It may change from family to 
family, but I think it is true for mine.  

My mom believes everything she does is better than anything I do. One time, I 
forgot to turn off  the rice cooker. After that, my mom wouldn't stop talking about 
my mistake for a long time. Another time, she did the same exact thing, but she 
excused herself  right away. After that incident, I did not talk to her for three days. It 
was the only way to show that I thought she was being unfair. The way she 
responded to me did not help me correct my mistake. I think parents should be as 
understanding of  their children as they are of  themselves. 

Respect between parents and children is a two-way street. Parents shouldn’t 
judge their children more harshly than they judge themselves. It is unfair to the 
child. The traditional Chinese way of  thinking is that young people should be 
respectful to their elders. Unlike Asian parents, however, American parents give their 
children more space. In addition, American children can question their parents. I 
suggest all parents learn to treat children more fairly. 
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From Pain to Activism 

Ghislain Joel N. 

Tomy, a friend of  mine, was unfairly arrested in a park in Yaoundé, the capital 
of  Cameroon, on July 3rd, 2012. Tomy cried all night trying to understand why he 
was arrested. He was tortured and persecuted for almost a week at the police 
station, without food or drink. Nobody was allowed to talk with him except me. He 
was terrified. I tried as much I could to encourage him, but he got depressed. From 
this experience, I realized how a trauma can change a person’s life. We had to wait 
two days before the police allowed me to give Tomy some food and new clothes. 

The day after we found out why Tomy had been arrested. One of  the police 
officers said: “We know that you are gay and being gay in this country is prohibited 
by law. If  you give us some money though, we will free you.” I knew that if  I didn’t 
find money, they would send Tomy to prison without trial. 

Although I contacted some members of  Tomy’s family, unfortunately, I wasn’t 
able to explain why he had been arrested. Traditionalist African culture can be 
hostile to homosexuality, which is considered a terrible sin. Having a gay family 
member is a source of  shame and many people refuse to talk about it. My friend 
had no money at all because he was only an 18-year-old student. I had to figure out 
how to help him pay. I took the money I had saved and went to different places to 
collect more. It took me three days to get the required amount. After some 
negotiations, Tomy was finally released on the afternoon of  July 13th, 2012. 

I was ashamed to see how human rights were violated in my country. I found 
out that Human Rights Watch organization had declared that 93% of  human rights 
are violated in Cameroon, which is among the most corrupt countries in the world. 
However, my experience wasn’t only negative, but also positive. I became motivated 
to do something for the LGBTQ community. 

Being gay should not be prohibited. Nobody deserves to be treated so cruelly. 
We have to fight for human rights for all. In order to achieve this, I called some of  
my friends to discuss what we could do. We decided to create an association whose 
goal was to promote access to healthcare for the LGBTQ community, especially for 
HIV+ people, as well as to protect the community’s civil rights and well-being. In 
December 2012, after many different attempts, our association met with the 
minister of  justice to promote more tolerance and respect for the LGBTQ 
community in my country. Since 2014, the rate of  people being unfairly arrested has 
considerably decreased. 
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More Experience, More Sustainability 

Eleonora Polishchuk   

Last year, my father worked at a new job for three weeks, but never got 
paid. It didn’t take him long to quit and find a much better job. When I heard 
about his experience, I was shocked because he was so skilled and capable. 
However, I learned that you can be a very skillful worker who is respected by 
your colleagues and still be subject to abuse by your boss. I also learned that I 
should be careful and observant if  I decide to go work in a new place. 

My father had worked hard in a famous telecommunications company in 
Ukraine, and after he arrived in the US, he looked for a job that could meet 
his interests. He was familiar with all types of  machines and had collected a 
huge number of  skills related to telecommunications. His skills included 
creating special construction maps and setting up a telecommunications 
system. Eventually, he found a small company that specialized in internet 
equipment setup. He had to work outdoors, installing electrical wires at a 
height of  30 feet above ground all the time. He worked for three weeks, 14 
hours per day. 

Despite the fact that he had demonstrated excellent knowledge and great 
ability to deal independently with different tasks, he didn’t get respect or even 
a paycheck. It surprised my father and shocked me that his boss, a greedy 
young man, simply abused him. However, my dad wasn’t completely crushed. 
He calmed me down and explained that, even if  you try to be fair with others 
and take full responsibility for your work, it doesn’t mean you will be treated 
fairly. 

Despite the fact that it was very unpleasant for all of  us, my father soon 
left all negative emotions behind, continuing to look for a better job. What 
my father and I both learned from his experience is that it is important to 
research an employer and ask a lot of  questions before accepting a job offer. 

This situation totally changed my attitude toward choosing a job. You 
should pay attention to how the employer speaks to you and whether he 
listens to you. You should go into a new situation with your eyes open. 
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