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Pre-Workshop 
 
11:00-11:15   Arrival, Sign-In, and Portfolio Filing 
 
11:15-12:00   Winter Reading Warm-Up    
          
Workshop Session I 
 
12:00-12:30   Icebreaker: Objects of Hope, Objects of Despair   
 
12:30-1:30   Exercise 1:  Finding the Story      
  
1:30-2:00   Lunch       
 
Workshop Session II 
 
2:00-2:15   Community Announcements     
 
2:15-3:15   Exercise 2: Transformation     
 
3:15-4:00   Craft Talk with Nellie Hermann: The Cure for Grief    
 
4:00-4:15   Warm Fuzzies: What Transformed You?  
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ICEBREAKER: OBJECTS OF HOPE, OBJECTS OF DESPAIR 
 
Part A: Discovering Objects 
 
In the front of the room is an old hat box full of mysterious objects. As each item is revealed to 
you, write a sentence or two answering the question following the name of the item.  Try to keep 
in mind the age and condition of each item, and think about how the object might be connected 
to today’s theme of hope and despair. 
 
Spend 2 minutes writing on each object. 
 
1. Pair of Shoes: Where were these last worn? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Old Camera: What is the most important picture this camera has taken? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.  Key Ring: What do these unlock? 
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4.  Stuffed Bear: Who does this belong to? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.   Eyeglasses: What do these see? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Part B: Group Share 
 
Share aloud your one favorite answer in your small group. 
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EXERCISE 1: FINDING THE STORY 
 
Excerpt from How to Become a Writer, by Lorrie Moore 
 
In your high school English class look only at Mr. Killian’s face. Decide faces are important. 
Write a villanelle about pores. Struggle. Write a sonnet. Count the syllables: nine, ten, eleven, 
thirteen. Decide to experiment with fiction. Here you don’t have to count syllables. Write a short 
story about an elderly man and woman who accidentally shoot each other in the head, the result 
of an inexplicable malfunction of a shotgun which appears mysteriously in their living room one 
night. Give it to Mr. Killian as your final project. When you get it back, he has written on it: 
“Some of your images are quite nice, but you have no sense of plot.” When you are home, in the 
privacy of your own room, faintly scrawl in pencil beneath his black-inked comments: “Plots are 
for dead people, pore-face. 
      
Part A: Fiction or Non-Fiction? 
 
Vote whether each of the following elements are fiction or not fiction based on the examples 
provided. 
 
1.  Setting: NYC subway, 3:00pm 
 
2.  Character: famous teen girl author 
 
3.  Plot: Boy kills father, marries mother, boy gouges his own eyes out. 
 
4.  Conflict: I think Hillary Clinton should be president; my mom thinks Barack Obama should 
be. 
 
5.  Obstacle: I want to get an A in math, but I don’t know what a scalene triangle is.  
 
6.  Transformation: I used to have serious stage fright and now I can’t wait to belt them out at 
GWN readings! 
 
7.  Conclusion: We all live happily ever after. 
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 Excerpt From Eleven, by Sandra Cisneros 
 
  Today I wish I was one hundred and two instead of eleven because if I  
was one hundred and two I'd have known what to say when Mrs. Price put the red  
sweater on my desk. I would've known how to tell her it wasn't mine instead of just  
sitting there with that look on my face and nothing coming out of my mouth.  
  "Whose is this?" Mrs. Price says, and she holds the red sweater up in the air for all the 
class to see. "Whose? It's been sitting in the coatroom for a month."  
  "Not mine," says everybody, "Not me."  
  "It has to belong to somebody," Mrs. Price keeps saying, but nobody can remember. It's an 
ugly sweater with red plastic buttons and a collar and sleeves all stretched out like you could use 
it for a jump rope. It's maybe a thousand years old and even if it belonged to me I wouldn't say 
so.  
 Maybe because I'm skinny, maybe because she doesn't like me, that stupid Sylvia  
Saldivar says, "I think it belongs to Rachel." An ugly sweater like that all raggedy and  
old, but Mrs. Price believes her. Mrs Price takes the sweater and puts it right on my desk,  
but when I open my mouth nothing comes out.  
  "That's not, I don't, you're not . . . Not mine." I finally say in a little voice that was maybe 
me when I was four.  
  "Of course it's yours," Mrs. Price says. "I remember you wearing it once." Because she's 
older and the teacher, she's right and I'm not.  
  Not mine, not mine, not mine, but Mrs. Price is already turning to page thirty-two, and 
math problem number four. I don't know why but all of a sudden I'm feeling sick inside, like the 
part of me that's three wants to come out of my eyes, only I squeeze them shut tight and bite 
down on my teeth real hard and try to remember today I am eleven, eleven. Mama is making a 
cake for me for tonight, and when Papa comes home everybody will sing Happy birthday, happy 
birthday to you.  
  But when the sick feeling goes away and I open my eyes, the red sweater's still sitting there 
like a big red mountain. I move the red sweater to the corner of my desk with my ruler. I move 
my pencil and books and eraser as far from it as possible. I even move my chair a little to the 
right. Not mine, not mine, not mine.   
  
 
Discussion Questions: 
 

• The red sweater figures prominently in this story; it almost takes on a certain personality. 

What does the red sweater mean to the narrator? Why is it so important? 

• What are some elements of fiction that Sandra Cisneros uses in this story?  

• Were you surprised by any of the elements she uses? If so, why? 

• What elements of fiction are most important to you? 
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Part B: What is a Scene? 
 
A scene occurs at a set time and place. Whenever you change time or place, you create another 
scene.  

When constructing a scene, it is helpful to ask yourself: 

1. When and where does this scene occur? This is your setting. 
2. Does the scene move the reader closer to learning something important about the  

main character?  
3. Does this scene advance the plot? That is, does the scene move the main character 

ultimately toward his/her long-term goal? 
4. What conflict or obstacle is encountered that the main character must resolve to move 

forward? 

Example, by Ruiyan Xu, GWN Mentor/Fiction Workshop Leader 
 
The black shoes – shiny, the heels as thin as pencils and four inches tall – had sat in my mother’s 
closet for as long as I could remember. She never wore them, though. She wore plain brown 
penny loafers to work, puffy white sneakers to the gym, blue keds on the weekends, and faded 
pink slippers at home. The shiny black shoes sat there year after year. Sometimes, I’d try them 
on when she wasn’t home, teeter around her bedroom and climb up on the edge of the bathtub so 
I could see all the way down my legs in the bathroom mirror. They were always too big on me, 
until last month, when I slipped my feet into them and felt my toes tight and secure against the 
front of the shoe. Finally, I thought, and that Friday I went downstairs in those shoes, leggings, 
and an off-the-shoulder top, yelling “Bye mom, I’ll be home before midnight.” I didn’t count on 
her in the kitchen making herself a cup of tea. “Have fun at Naomi’s,” she said, smiling, but that 
was before she saw the shoes on my feet. “Take those off!” She dropped her mug to the floor and 
it shattered everywhere. “Take those off right now.”  
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Part C: Writing the Scene 
 
Write a scene about the loss or finding of one of the objects you wrote about in the icebreaker.  
Think about how Sandra Cisneros used the red sweater as a key part of the scene, but also to 
evoke suspense and emotions. How can you use the object you’re writing about in these ways?  
 
In this exercise, make sure to include: setting, character, conflict, or obstacle and be mindful of 
the overall plot.  Don’t worry yet about concluding the story – this scene is a starting point, 
setting the object and the story in motion.  You will be using this scene later in the day to 
develop a longer piece. 
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EXERCISE 2: TRANSFORMATION 
 
Part A: The Arc of a Story 
 
The arc of a story generally takes your character from one situation to another. What results is a 
change in feeling, emotion, attitude, or circumstance.  From one scene to the next, depending on 
what happens in the scenes, a character can go from happiness to sadness, from ignorance to 
enlightenment, from hope to despair (or vice versa!). 
 
November, by Ursula Hegi 
 
When my daughter finds me standing in the swimming pool, water up to my ribs in November, 
the beige of my wool dress darkened with moisture, she'll cancel her wedding. Even when she 
was a girl, she could be stubborn, but I always knew how to stop her. Sometimes just words—
you're making my heart ache—and holding on to my chest. Once, when she wanted to buy a 
motorbike, I pushed the bread knife into her hand—you might as well slash my throat. Now she 
insists on marrying. She's barely thirty-one, and I told her there's no rush, even broke my crystal 
glasses and stepped on them with my bare feet. But she only walked away and locked herself in 
her room at the end of the hall.  
     
Arms raised straight out from my sides, I stand in the icy water, my palms inches above the 
cloudy surface. My legs and feet feel numb, swollen, as though they belong to someone else, but 
my belly is warm. I wait for the sound of my daughter's car, the slapping of her tires against the 
pavement, the reassuring latch of her car door. She'll come running toward the pool and cry out 
my name, kneel down and offer both hands to me…But it is quiet. Only the sky comes closer, 
the hazy dome tilting across the edges of the pool. 
 
 
Discussion Questions: 
 

• What is the starting emotion of the character and the scene?  What is the ending emotion? 

• How is the starting emotion conveyed?  How is the ending emotion conveyed? 

• How does the story move from one emotion to another? 

• What did we learn about the character in this transformation? 
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Part B: Character Transformation 
 
Look back over your scene from exercise one, and think about what happens before or after the 
scene takes place.  Which emotions are strongest in your scene? What kind of changes might 
your characters undergo in the scene before or after your original scene?  

 
Example, by Lynda Curnyn, GWN Mentor/Fiction Workshop Leader:  
 
Scene Lynda Wrote in Exercise 1: 
The moment I put the glasses on my face, I knew they were perfect.  
            "Very sharp," my mother said, smiling at me encouragingly. 
            I slid a glance at my sister, Trish, who stood studying her freshly glossed pout in the 
other mirror on the counter.  We were in Cohen's Fashion Optical and Trish had only come 
because she'd been promised we'd stop at Forever 21, too.   
 Trish was the fashionista in our family. I, on the other hand, was the nerd. 
 "So?" I asked, not wanting to care so much about her opinion. 
            As she turned to me, her eyes widened. "Cute. Very Lois Lane." 
            "Lois Lane didn't wear glasses," I replied, but I knew what she meant. Lois was smart and 
tough. She was no nerd. And she always got the guy.  Not just the guy. But Superman. 
            I smiled at my reflection.  Maybe now someone would notice me for a change. 
 
Lynda’s Transformation Scene: 
All of my classmates were in the auditorium when I arrived, milling about, talking and laughing. 
I was nervous, but not that nervous. I was looking good in my new dress. The glasses were the 
finishing touch. Tonight I wasn’t just the nerdy girl who spent her free time in the library nosing 
through the stacks.  Tonight I was hosting my first reading.  Finally everyone would notice me! 
Maybe even Jonathan, who was not only the editor of the school paper, but my secret crush. 
 Stepping up the podium, I cleared my throat to get everyone’s attention. The room 
seemed to settle, and then a rustle of voices rose once more from the back and I squinted—a 
habit I hadn’t managed to give up since getting my glasses.  But I didn’t have to strain to see 
who was causing all the fuss. My sister had arrived. Worse, she had arrived on the arm of 
Jonathan! 
 My stomach plummeted and everything I had prepared to say dried up in my throat. 
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Part C: Active Listening 
 
In groups of four, each person will read her scene from Exercise 1 out loud to the group.  The 
group will brainstorm out loud and use active listening to help each author develop an outline for 
a scene of transformation.  Use the questions below to guide discussion: 
 

1. What is the emotion that stands out the most for you in the author’s scene? 

2. What do you see the character doing in this scene, and where are they going from here? 

3. Do you think the characters encounter any obstacles or conflicts? 

4. How do you imagine the characters will feel after going through these experiences? 

5. What did you hear in this piece that you would like to hear more about in another scene? 

Part D: Writing the Transformation Scene 
 
After your group has discussed each member’s piece, it’s time to write your scene of 
transformation. 
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Additional examples of transformations: 

Excerpt from American History, by Judith Ortiz Cofer 
 
I walked out to the street and around the chain-link fence that separated El Building from 

Eugene’s house. The yard was neatly edged around the little walk that led to the door. It always 
amazed me how Paterson, the inner core of the city, had no apparent logic to its architecture. 
Small, neat single residences like this one could be found right next to huge, dilapidated 
apartment buildings like El Building. My guess was that the little houses had been there first, 
then the immigrants had come in droves, and the monstrosities had been raised for them—the 
Italians, the Irish, the Jews, and now us, the Puerto Ricans and the blacks. The door was painted 
a deep green: verde, the color of hope. I had heard my mother say it: verde-esperanza. 

I knocked softly. A few suspenseful moments later the door opened just a crack. The red, 
swollen face of a woman appeared. 

She had a halo of red hair floating over a delicate ivory face—the face of a doll—with 
freckles on the nose. Her smudged eye makeup made her look unreal to me, like a mannequin 
seen through a warped store window. 

"What do you want?" Her voice was tiny and sweet sounding, like a little girl’s, but her 
tone was not friendly. 

"I’m Eugene’s friend. He asked me over. To study." I thrust out my books, a silly gesture 
that embarrassed me almost immediately. 

"You live there?" She pointed up to El Building, which looked particularly ugly, like a 
gray prison, with its many dirty windows and rusty fire escapes. The woman had stepped 
halfway out and I could see that she wore a white nurse’s uniform with "St. Joseph’s Hospital" 
on the name tag. 

"Yes. I do." 
She looked intently at me for a couple of heartbeats, then said as if to herself, "I don’t 

know how you people do it." Then directly to me: "Listen. Honey. Eugene doesn’t want to study 
with you. He is a smart boy. Doesn’t need help. You understand me. I am truly sorry if he told 
you you could come over. He cannot study with you. It’s nothing personal. You understand? We 
won’t be in this place much longer, no need for him to get close to people—it’ll just make it 
harder for him later. Run back home now." I couldn’t move. I just stood there in shock at hearing 
these things said to me in such a honey-drenched voice. I had never heard an accent like hers, 
except for Eugene’s softer version. It was as if she were singing me a little song. 

"What’s wrong? Didn’t you hear what I said?" She seemed very angry, and I finally 
snapped out of my trance. I turned away from the green door and heard her close it gently. 
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Excerpt from The Necklace, by Guy de Maupassant 
      
    Suddenly she discovered, in a black satin case, a superb diamond necklace; her heart began to 
beat covetously. Her hands trembled as she lifted it. She fastened it round her neck, upon her 
high dress, and remained in ecstasy at sight of herself.  
     Then, with hesitation, she asked in anguish:  
     "Could you lend me this, just this alone?"  
     "Yes, of course."  
     She flung herself on her friend's breast, embraced her frenziedly, and went away with her 
treasure. The day of the party arrived. Madame Loisel was a success. She was the prettiest 
woman present, elegant, graceful, smiling, and quite above herself with happiness. All the men 
stared at her, inquired her name, and asked to be introduced to her. All the Under-Secretaries of 
State were eager to waltz with her. The Minister noticed her.  
     She danced madly, ecstatically, drunk with pleasure, with no thought for anything, in the 
triumph of her beauty, in the pride of her success, in a cloud of happiness made up of this 
universal homage and admiration, of the desires she had aroused, of the completeness of a 
victory so dear to her feminine heart.  
     She left about four o'clock in the morning. Since midnight her husband had been dozing in a 
deserted little room, in company with three other men whose wives were having a good time. He 
threw over her shoulders the garments he had brought for them to go home in, modest everyday 
clothes, whose poverty clashed with the beauty of the ball-dress. She was conscious of this and 
was anxious to hurry away, so that she should not be noticed by the other women putting on their 
costly furs.  
     Loisel restrained her.  
     "Wait a little. You'll catch cold in the open. I'm going to fetch a cab."  
     But she did not listen to him and rapidly descended the staircase. When they were out in the 
street they could not find a cab; they began to look for one, shouting at the drivers whom they 
saw passing in the distance.  
     They walked down towards the Seine, desperate and shivering. At last they found on the quay 
one of those old nightprowling carriages which are only to be seen in Paris after dark, as though 
they were ashamed of their shabbiness in the daylight.  
     It brought them to their door in the Rue des Martyrs, and sadly they walked up to their own 
apartment. It was the end, for her. As for him, he was thinking that he must be at the office at ten.  
     She took off the garments in which she had wrapped her shoulders, so as to see herself in all 
her glory before the mirror. But suddenly she uttered a cry. The necklace was no longer round 
her neck!  
     "What's the matter with you?" asked her husband, already half undressed.  
     She turned towards him in the utmost distress.  
     "I . . . I . . . I've no longer got Madame Forestier's necklace. . . ."  
     He started with astonishment.  
     "What! . . . Impossible!"  
     They searched in the folds of her dress, in the folds of the coat, in the pockets, everywhere. 
They could not find it.  
     "Are you sure that you still had it on when you came away from the ball?" he asked.  
     "Yes, I touched it in the hall at the Ministry."  
     "But if you had lost it in the street, we should have heard it fall."  
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     "Yes. Probably we should. Did you take the number of the cab?"  
     "No. You didn't notice it, did you?"  
     "No."  
     They stared at one another, dumbfounded. At last Loisel put on his clothes again.  
     "I'll go over all the ground we walked," he said, "and see if I can't find it."  
     And he went out. She remained in her evening clothes, lacking strength to get into bed, 
huddled on a chair, without volition or power of thought.  
     Her husband returned about seven. He had found nothing.  
     He went to the police station, to the newspapers, to offer a reward, to the cab companies, 
everywhere that a ray of hope impelled him.  
     She waited all day long, in the same state of bewilderment at this fearful catastrophe.  
     Loisel came home at night, his face lined and pale; he had discovered nothing. 
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CRAFT TALK WITH NELLIE HERMANN: THE CURE FOR GRIEF 
 
Nellie Hermann is a graduate of Brown University and the M.F.A. program at Columbia. Her 
first novel, The Cure for Grief, has received national acclaim in such publications as Time, Elle, 
The Washington Post, The Boston Globe, and others. She recently won first prize in Glimmer 
Train's 2008 Family Matters competition for a short story that will be published in November of 
2009. She works as a writing teacher in the Narrative Medicine program at Columbia Medical 
School. 
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TAKE HOME EXERCISES AND FURTHER READINGS 
 
1.    Virginia Woolf's novel, Mrs. Dalloway, famously begins in the spirit of great hope, 
excitement and anticipation: 
 
"Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself. 
For Lucy had her work cut out for her. The doors would be taken off their hinges; 
Rumpelmayer's men were coming. And then, thought Clarissa Dalloway, what a morning—fresh 
as if issued to children on a beach. 
What a lark! What a plunge! For so it had always seemed to her, when, with a little squeak of the 
hinges, which she could hear now, she had burst open the French windows and plunged at 
Bourton into the open air." 
 
It is often more difficult to write about happiness or contentment than despair or misery. Try to 
add a scene of pure joy into the story you wrote during the workshop. Of course, it may bring 
with it a sense of foreboding, as it does in Woolf's example... 
 
2.  Try telling a story in six words.  Here are a few examples (notice that there is a story arc in 
each of these): 

 
For sale: baby shoes, never worn. 

–Ernest Hemmingway 
 

Longed for him. Got him. Shit. 
–Margaret Atwood 

 
Starlet sex scandal. Giant squid involved.  

–Margaret Attwood 
 

Defenestrated baby, methamphetamine, prison, rehab, relapse. 
–Jeffrey Eugenides 

 
“Hello?” “Cupcake.” “Douglas?! I’m…married.” [click] 

–Miranda July 
 

Served the pie, watched him die. 
–Maggie O’Farrell 
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3.  Read the following short story. Then, write your own short story inspired by a piece of music. 

Mother, by Grace Paley 
 

One day I was listening to the AM radio. I heard a song: "Oh, I Long to See My Mother 
in the Doorway." By God! I said, I understand that song. I have often longed to see my mother in 
the doorway. As a matter of fact, she did stand frequently in various doorways looking at me. 
She stood one day, just so, at the front door, the darkness of the hallway behind her. It was New 
Year's Day. She said sadly, If you come home at 4 a.m. when you're seventeen, what time will 
you come home when you're twenty? She asked this question without humor or meanness. She 
had begun her worried preparations for death. She would not be present, she thought, when I was 
twenty. So she wondered.  

Another time she stood in the doorway of my room. I had just issued a political manifesto 
attacking the family's position on the Soviet Union. She said, Go to sleep for godsakes, you 
damn fool, you and your Communist ideas. We saw them already, Papa and me, in 1905. We 
guessed it all.  
  At the door of the kitchen she said, You never finish your lunch. You run around 
senselessly. What will become of you? 
  Then she died.  
   Naturally for the rest of my life I longed to see her, not only in doorways, in a great 
number of places—in the dining room with my aunts, at the window looking up and down the 
block, in the country garden among zinnias and marigolds, in the living room with my father.  

They sat in comfortable leather chairs. They were listening to Mozart. They looked at one 
another amazed. It seemed to them that they'd just come over on the boat. They'd just learned the 
first English words. It seemed to them that he had just proudly handed in a 100 percent correct 
exam to the American anatomy professor.  It seemed as though she’d just quit the shop for the 
kitchen.  
 I wish I could see her in the doorway of the living room.  

She stood there a minute. Then she sat beside him. They owned an expensive record 
player. They were listening to Bach. She said to him, Talk to me a little. We don't talk so much 
anymore. 

I'm tired, he said. Can't you see? I saw maybe thirty people today. All sick, all talk talk 
talk talk. Listen to the music, he said. I believe you once had perfect pitch. I'm tired, he said. 
 Then she died.  
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4. Read the following full stories that we excerpted throughout the Fiction Workshop, then 
identify an discuss elements of hope and despair with your mentor. 
  
How to Become a Writer, by Lorrie Moore 
 

First, try to be something, anything, else.  A movie star/astronaut.  A movie star 
missionary.  A movie star/kindergarten teacher.  President of the World.  Fail miserably.  It is 
best if you fail at an early age -- say, fourteen.  Early, critical disillusionment is necessary so that 
at fifteen you can write long haiku sequences about thwarted desire.  It is a pond, a cherry 
blossom, a wind brushing against sparrow wing leaving for mountain.  Count the syllables. Show 
it to your mom.  She is touch and practical.  She has a son in Vietnam and a husband who may be 
having an affair.  She believes in wearing brown because it hides spots.  She'll look briefly at 
your writing, then back up at you with a face blank as a donut.  She'll say: "How about emptying 
the dishwasher?"  Look away.  Shove the forks in the fork drawer.  Accidentally break one of the 
freebie gas station glasses.  This is the required pain and suffering.  This is only for starters.  

In your high school English class look only at Mr. Killian's face.  Decide faces are 
important.  Write a villanelle about pores.  Struggle.  Write a sonnet.  County the syllables:  nine, 
ten, eleven, thirteen.  Decide to experiment with fiction.  Here you don't have to count syllables. 
Write a short story about an elderly man and woman who accidentally shoot each other in the 
head, the result of an inexplicable malfunction of a shotgun which appears mysteriously in their 
living room one night.  Give it to Mr. Killian as your final project.  When you get it back, he has 
written on it:  "Some of your images are quite nice, but you have no sense of plot."  When you 
are home, in the privacy of your own room, faintly crawl in pencil beneath his black-inked 
comments:  "Plots are for dead people, pore-face." 
 

Take all the babysitting jobs you can get.  You are great with kids.  They love you.  You 
tell them stories about old people who die idiot deaths.  You sing them songs like "Blue Bells of 
Scotland," which is their favorite.  And when they are in their pajamas and have finally stopped 
pinching each other, when they are fast asleep, you read every sex manual in the house, and 
wonder how on earth anyone could ever do those things with someone they truly loved.  Fall 
asleep in a chair reading Mr. McMurphy's Playboy.  When the McMurphys come home, they 
will tap you on the shoulder, look at the magazine in your lap, and grin.  You will want to die.  
They will ask you if Tracey took her medicine all right.  Explain, yes, she did, that you promised 
her a story if she would take it like a big girl and that seemed to work out just fine.  "Oh, 
marvelous" they will exclaim.  

Try to smile proudly.  
Apply to college as a child psychology major. 

 
As a child psychology major, you have some electives.  You've always liked birds.  Sign 

up for something called, "The Ornithological Field Trip."  It meets Tuesdays and Thursdays at 
two. When you arrive at Room 134 on the first day of class, everyone is sitting around a seminar 
table talking about metaphors.  You've heard of these.  After a short, excruciating while, raise 
your hand and say diffidently, "Excuse me, isn't this Birdwatching One-oh-one?"  The class tops 
and turns to look at you.  They seem to have one face -- giant and blank as a vandalized clock. 
Someone with a beard booms out, "No, this is Creative Writing."  Say:  "Oh -- right," as if 
perhaps you knew all along.  Look down at your schedule.  Wonder how the hell you ended up 
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here.  The computer, apparently, has made an error.  You start to get up to leave and then don't.  
The lines at the registrar this week are huge.  Perhaps your creative writing isn't all that bad.  
Perhaps it is fate.  Perhaps this is what your dad meant when he said, "It's the age of computers, 
Francie, it's the age of computers." 
 

Decide that you like college life.  In your dorm you meet many nice people.  Some are 
smarter than you.  And some, you notice, are dumber than you. You will continue, unfortunately, 
to view the world in exactly these terms for the rest of your life.  

 
The assignment this week in creative writing is to narrate a violent happening. Turn in a 

story about driving with your Uncle Gordon and another one about two old people who are 
accidentally electrocuted when they go to turn on a badly wired desk lamp. The teacher will hand 
them back to you with comments: ''Much of your writing is smooth and energetic. You have, 
however, a ludicrous notion of plot.'' Write another story about a man and a woman who, in the 
very first paragraph, have their lower torsos accidentally blitzed away by dynamite. In the second 
paragraph, with the insurance money, they buy a frozen yogurt stand together. There are six 
more paragraphs. You read the whole thing out loud in class. No one likes it. They say your 
sense of plot is outrageous and incompetent. After class someone asks you if you are crazy. 
 

Decide that perhaps you should stick to comedies. Start dating someone who is funny, 
someone who has what in high school you called a ''really great sense of humor'' and what now 
your creative writing class calls ''self-contempt giving rise to comic form.'' Write down all of his 
jokes, but don't tell him you are doing this. Make up anagrams of his old girlfriend's name and 
name all of your socially handicapped characters with them. Tell him his old girlfriend is in all of 
your stories and then watch how funny he can be, see what a really great sense of humor he can 
have. 
 

Your child psychology adviser tells you you are neglecting courses in your major. What 
you spend the most time on should be what you're majoring in. Say yes, you understand. 
 

In creative writing seminars over the next two years, everyone continues to smoke 
cigarettes and ask the same things: ''But does it work?'' ''Why should we care about this 
character?'' ''Have you earned this cliche?'' These seem like important questions.   

 
On days when it is your turn, you look at the class hopefully as they scour your 

mimeographs for a plot. They look back up at you, drag deeply and then smile in a sweet sort of 
way. 
 

You spend too much time slouched and demoralized. Your boyfriend suggests bicycling. 
Your roommate suggests a new boyfriend. You are said to be self-mutilating and losing weight, 
but you continue writing. The only happiness you have is writing something new, in the middle 
of the night, armpits damp, heart pounding, something no one has yet seen. You have only those 
brief, fragile, untested moments of exhilaration when you know: you are a genius. Understand 
what you must do. Switch majors. The kids in your nursery project will be disappointed, but you 
have a calling, an urge, a delusion, an unfortunate habit. You have, as your mother would say, 
fallen in with a bad crowd.  
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Why write? Where does writing come from? These are questions to ask yourself. They 
are like: Where does dust come from? Or: Why is there war? Or: If there's a God, then why is my 
brother now a cripple?  

These are questions that you keep in your wallet, like calling cards. These are questions, 
your creative writing teacher says, that are good to address in your journals but rarely in your 
fiction.  

The writing professor this fall is stressing the Power of the Imagination. Which means he 
doesn't want long descriptive stories about your camping trip last July. He wants you to start in a 
realistic context but then to alter it. Like recombinant DNA. He wants you to let your 
imagination sail, to let it grow big-bellied in the wind. This is a quote from Shakespeare. 
 

Tell your roommate your great idea, your great exercise of imaginative power: a 
transformation of Melville to contemporary life. It will be about monomania and the fish-eat-fish 
world of life insurance in Rochester, N.Y. The first line will be ''Call me Fishmeal,'' and it will 
feature a menopausal suburban husband named Richard, who because he is so depressed all the 
time is called ''Mopey Dick'' by his witty wife Elaine. Say to your roommate: ''Mopey Dick, get 
it?'' Your roommate looks at you, her face blank as a large Kleenex. She comes up to you, like a 
buddy, and puts an arm around your burdened shoulders. ''Listen, Francie,'' she says, slow as 
speech therapy. ''Let's go out and get a big beer.'' 
 

The seminar doesn't like this one either. You suspect they are beginning to feel sorry for 
you. They say: ''You have to think about what is happening. Where is the story here?'' 
 

The next semester the writing professor is obsessed with writing from personal 
experience. You must write from what you know, from what has happened to you. He wants 
deaths, he wants camping trips. Think about what has happened to you. In three years there have 
been three things: you lost your virginity; your parents got divorced; and your brother came 
home from a forest 10 miles from the Cambodian border with only half a thigh, a permanent 
smirk nestled into one corner of his mouth.  

About the first you write: ''It created a new space, which hurt and cried in a voice that 
wasn't mine, 'I'm not the same anymore, but I'll be O.K.' ''  

About the second you write an elaborate story of an old married couple who stumble 
upon an unknown land mine in their kitchen and accidentally blow themselves up. You call it: 
''For Better or for Liverwurst.''  

About the last you write nothing. There are no words for this. Your typewriter hums. You 
can find no words. 
 

At undergraduate cocktail parties, people say, ''Oh, you write? What do you write about?'' 
Your roommate, who has consumed too much wine, too little cheese and no crackers at all, 
blurts: ''Oh, my god, she always writes about her dumb boyfriend.''  

Later on in life you will learn that writers are merely open, helpless texts with no real 
understanding of what they have written and therefore must half-believe anything and everything 
that is said of them. You, however, have not yet reached this stage of literary criticism. You 
stiffen and say, ''I do not,'' the same way you said it when someone in the fourth grade accused 
you of really liking oboe lessons and your parents really weren't just making you take them.  
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Insist you are not very interested in any one subject at all, that you are interested in the 
music of language, that you are interested in - in - syllables, because they are the atoms of 
poetry, the cells of the mind, the breath of the soul. Begin to feel woozy. Stare into your plastic 
wine cup.  

''Syllables?'' you will hear someone ask, voice trailing off, as they glide slowly toward the 
reassuring white of the dip. 
 

Begin to wonder what you do write about. Or if you have anything to say. Or if there 
even is such a thing as a thing to say. Limit these thoughts to no more than 10 minutes a day, like 
sit- ups, they can make you thin.  

You will read somewhere that all writing has to do with one's genitals. Don't dwell on 
this. It will make you nervous. 
 

Your mother will come visit you. She will look at the circles under your eyes and hand 
you a brown book with a brown briefcase on the cover. It is entitled: How to Become a Business 
Executive. She has also brought the Names for Baby encyclopedia you asked for; one of your 
characters, the aging clown-schoolteacher, needs a new name. Your mother will shake her head 
and say: ''Francie, Francie, remember when you were going to be a child psychology major?''  

Say: ''Mom, I like to write.''  
She'll say: ''Sure you like to write. Of course. Sure you like to write.'' 

 
Write a story about a confused music student and title it: ''Schubert Was the One with the 

Glasses, Right?'' It's not a big hit, although your roommate likes the part where the two violinists 
accidentally blow themselves up in a recital room. ''I went out with a violinist once,'' she says, 
snapping her gum. 
 

Thank god you are taking other courses. You can find sanctuary in 19th-century 
ontological snags and invertebrate courting rituals. Certain globular mollusks have what is called 
''Sex by the Arm.'' The male octopus, for instance, loses the end of one arm when placing it 
inside the female body during intercourse. Marine biologists call it ''Seven Heaven.'' Be glad you 
know these things. Be glad you are not just a writer. Apply to law school. 
 

From here on in, many things can happen. But the main one will be this: You decide not 
to go to law school after all, and, instead, you spend a good, big chunk of your adult life telling 
people how you decided not to go to law school after all. Somehow you end up writing again. 
Perhaps you go to graduate school. Perhaps you work odd jobs and take writing courses at night. 
Perhaps you are working and writing down all the clever remarks and intimate personal 
confessions you hear during the day. Perhaps you are losing your pals, your acquaintances, your 
balance.  

You have broken up with your boyfriend. You now go out with men who, instead of 
whispering ''I love you,'' shout: ''Do it to me, baby.'' This is good for your writing. 

 Sooner or later you have a finished manuscript more or less. People look at it in a 
vaguely troubled sort of way and say, ''I'll bet becoming a writer was always a fantasy of yours, 
wasn't it?'' Your lips dry to salt. Say that of all the fantasies possible in the world, you can't 
imagine being a writer even making the top 20. Tell them you were going to be a child 
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psychology major. ''I bet,'' they always sigh, ''you'd be great with kids.'' Scowl fiercely. Tell them 
you're a walking blade. 
 

Quit classes. Quit jobs. Cash in old savings bonds. Now you have time like warts on your 
hands. Slowly copy all of your friends' addresses into a new address book.  

Vacuum. Chew cough drops. Keep a folder full of fragments. 
 

An eyelid darkening sideways. 
World as conspiracy.  
Possible plot? A woman gets on a bus.  
Suppose you threw a love affair and nobody came. 

 
At home drink a lot of coffee. At Howard Johnson's order the cole slaw. Consider how it 

looks like the soggy confetti of a map: where you've been, where you're going - ''You Are Here,'' 
says the red star on the back of the menu.  

Occasionally a date with a face blank as a sheet of paper asks you whether writers often 
become discouraged. Say that sometimes they do and sometimes they do. Say it's a lot like 
having polio.  

''Interesting,'' smiles your date, and then he looks down at his arm hairs and starts to 
smooth them, all, always, in the same direction. 



Girls Write Now 2008 Fiction Workshop                                           Bridging Worlds: Between Hope & Despair 
 

22 

Eleven, by Sandra Cisneros 
What they don't understand about birthdays and what they never tell you is that when 

you're eleven, you're also ten, and nine, and eight, and seven, and six, and five, and four, and 
three, and two, and one. And when you wake up on your eleventh birthday you expect to feel 
eleven, but you don't. You open your eyes and everything's just like yesterday, only it's today. 
And you don't feel eleven at all. You feel like you're still ten. And you are—underneath the year 
that makes you eleven.  

Like some days you might say something stupid, and that's the part of you that's still ten. 
Or maybe some days you might need to sit on your mama's lap because you're scared, and that's 
the part of you that's five. And maybe one day when you're all grown up maybe you will need to 
cry like if you're three, and that's okay. That's what I tell Mama when she's sad and needs to cry. 
Maybe she's feeling three. 

Because the way you grow old is kind of like an onion or like the rings inside a tree trunk 
or like my little wooden dolls that fit one inside the other, each year inside the next one. That's 
how being eleven years old is. 

You don't feel eleven. Not right away. It takes a few days, weeks even, sometimes even 
months before you say Eleven when they ask you. And you don't feel smart eleven, not until 
you're almost twelve. That's the way it is.  

Only today I wish I didn't have only eleven years rattling inside me like pennies in a tin 
Band-Aid box. Today I wish I was one hundred and two instead of eleven because if I was one 
hundred and two I'd have known what to say when Mrs. Price put the red sweater on my desk. I 
would've known how to tell her it wasn't mine instead of just sitting there with that look on my 
face and nothing coming out of my mouth.  

"Whose is this?" Mrs. Price says, and she holds the red sweater up in the air for all the 
class to see. "Whose? It's been sitting in the coatroom for a month."  

"Not mine," says everybody, "Not me."  
"It has to belong to somebody," Mrs. Price keeps saying, but nobody can remember. It's 

an ugly sweater with red plastic buttons and a collar and sleeves all stretched out like you could 
use it for a jump rope. It's maybe a thousand years old and even if it belonged to me I wouldn't 
say so.  

Maybe because I'm skinny, maybe because she doesn't like me, that stupid Sylvia 
Saldivar says, "I think it belongs to Rachel." An ugly sweater like that all raggedy and old, but 
Mrs. Price believes her. Mrs Price takes the sweater and puts it right on my desk, but when I 
open my mouth nothing comes out. 
  "That's not, I don't, you're not . . . Not mine." I finally say in a little voice that was maybe 
me when I was four.  

"Of course it's yours," Mrs. Price says. "I remember you wearing it once." Because she's 
older and the teacher, she's right and I'm not.  

Not mine, not mine, not mine, but Mrs. Price is already turning to page thirty-two, and 
math problem number four. I don't know why but all of a sudden I'm feeling sick inside, like the 
part of me that's three wants to come out of my eyes, only I squeeze them shut tight and bite 
down on my teeth real hard and try to remember today I am eleven, eleven. Mama is making a 



Girls Write Now 2008 Fiction Workshop                                           Bridging Worlds: Between Hope & Despair 
 

23 

cake for me for tonight, and when Papa comes home everybody will sing Happy birthday, happy 
birthday to you.  

But when the sick feeling goes away and I open my eyes, the red sweater's still sitting 
there like a big red mountain. I move the red sweater to the corner of my desk with my ruler. I 
move my pencil and books and eraser as far from it as possible. I even move my chair a little to 
the right. Not mine, not mine, not mine.  

In my head I'm thinking how long till lunchtime, how long till I can take the red sweater 
and throw it over the schoolyard fence, or leave it hanging on a parking meter, or bunch it up 
into a little ball and toss it in the alley. Except when math period ends Mrs. Price says loud and 
in front of everybody, "Now, Rachel, that's enough," because she sees I've shoved the red 
sweater to the tippy-tip corner of my desk and it's hanging all over the edge like a waterfall, but I 
don't care. 
  "Rachel," Mrs. Price says. She says it like she's getting mad. "You put that sweater on 
right now and no more nonsense." 
  "But it's not—"  

"Now!" Mrs. Price says.  
This is when I wish I wasn't eleven because all the years inside of me—ten, nine, eight, 

seven, six, five, four, three, two, and one—are pushing at the back of my eyes when I put one 
arm through one sleeve of the sweater that smells like cottage cheese, and then the other arm 
through the other and stand there with my arms apart like if the sweater hurts me and it does, all 
itchy and full of germs that aren't even mine. That's when everything I've been holding in since 
this morning, since when Mrs. Price put the sweater on my desk, finally lets go, and all of a 
sudden I'm crying in front of everybody. I wish I was invisible but I'm not. I'm eleven and it's my 
birthday today and I'm crying like I'm three in front of everybody. I put my head down on the 
desk and bury my face in my stupid clown-sweater arms. My face all hot and spit coming out of 
my mouth because I can't stop the little animal noises from coming out of me until there aren't 
any more tears left in my eyes, and it's just my body shaking like when you have the hiccups, and 
my whole head hurts like when you drink milk too fast. 

But the worst part is right before the bell rings for lunch. That stupid Phyllis Lopez, who 
is even dumber than Sylvia Saldivar, says she remembers the red sweater is hers! I take it off 
right away and give it to her, only Mrs. Price pretends like everything's okay.  

Today I'm eleven. There's a cake Mama's making for tonight and when Papa comes home 
from work we'll eat it. There'll be candles and presents and everybody will sing Happy birthday, 
happy birthday to you, Rachel, only it's too late.  

I'm eleven today. I'm eleven, ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, and one, 
but I wish I was one hundred and two. I wish I was anything but eleven, because I want today to 
be far away already, far away like a runaway balloon, like a tiny o in the sky, so tiny tiny you 
have to close your eyes to see it.  
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American History, by Judith Ortiz Cofer 
I once read in a "Ripley’s Believe It or Not" column that Paterson, New Jersey, is the 

place where the Straight and Narrow (streets) intersect. The Puerto Rican tenement known as El 
Building was one block up on Straight. It was, in fact, the corner of Straight and Market; not "at" 
the corner, but the corner. At almost any hour of the day, El Building was like a monstrous 
jukebox, blasting out salsas from open windows as the residents, mostly new immigrants just up 
from the island, tried to drown out whatever they were currently enduring with loud music. But 
the day President Kennedy was shot, there was a profound silence in El Building; even the 
abusive tongues of viragoes, the cursing of the unemployed, and the screeching of small children 
had been somehow muted. President Kennedy was a saint to these people. In fact, soon his 
photograph would be hung alongside the Sacred Heart and over the spiritist altars that many 
women kept in their apartments. He would become part of the hierarchy of martyrs they prayed 
to for favors that only one who had died for a cause would understand. 

On the day that President Kennedy was shot, my ninth grade class had been out in the 
fenced playground of Public School Number 13.We had been given "free" exercise time and had 
been ordered by our PE teacher, Mr. DePalma, to "keep moving." That meant that the girls 
should jump rope and the boys toss basketballs through a hoop at the far end of the yard. 

He in the meantime would "keep an eye" on us from just inside the building. 
It was a cold gray day in Paterson. The kind that warns of early snow. I was miserable, 

since I had forgotten my gloves and my knuckles were turning red and raw from the jump rope. I 
was also taking a lot of abuse from the black girls for not turning the rope hard and fast enough 
for them. 

"Hey, Skinny Bones, pump it, girl. Ain’t you got no energy today?" Gail, the biggest of 
the black girls who had the other end of the rope yelled, "Didn’t you eat your rice and beans and 
pork chops for breakfast today?" 

The other girls picked up the "pork chop" and made it into a refrain: "Pork chop, pork 
chop, did you eat your pork chop?" 

They entered the double ropes in pairs and exited without tripping or missing a beat. I felt 
a burning on my cheeks and then my glasses fogged up so that I could not manage to coordinate 
the jump rope with Gail. The chill was doing to me what it always did: entering my bones, 
making me cry, humiliating me. 

I hated the city, especially in winter. I hated Public School Number 13. I hated my 
skinny, flat-chested body, and I envied the black girls, who could jump rope so fast that their legs 
became a blur. They always seemed to be warm, while I froze. 

There was only one source of beauty and light for me that school year—the only thing I 
had anticipated at the start of the semester. That was seeing Eugene. In August, Eugene and his 
family had moved into the only house on the block that had a yard and trees. I could see his place 
from my window in El Building.  In fact, if I sat on the fire escape I was literally suspended 
above Eugene’s backyard. It was my favorite spot to read my library books in the summer. Until 
that August the house had been occupied by an old Jewish couple. Over the years I had become 
part of their family, without their knowing it, of course. 

I had a view of their kitchen and their backyard, and though I could not hear what they 
said, I knew when they were arguing, when one of them was sick, and many other things. I knew 
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all this by watching them at mealtimes. I could see their kitchen table, the sink, and the stove. 
During good times, he sat at the table and read his newspapers while she fixed the meals. If they 
argued, he would leave and the old woman would sit and stare at nothing for a long time. When 
one of them was sick, the other would come and get things from the kitchen and carry them out 
on a tray. The old man had died in June. The last week of school I had not seen him at the table 
at all. Then one day I saw that there was a crowd in the kitchen. The old woman had finally 
emerged from the house on the arm of a stocky middleaged woman, whom I had seen there a few 
times before, maybe her daughter. Then a man had carried out suitcases. The house had stood 
empty for weeks. I had had to resist the temptation to climb down into the yard and water the 
flowers the old lady had taken such good care of. 

By the time Eugene’s family moved in, the yard was a tangled mass of weeds. The father 
had spent several days mowing, and when he finished, from where I sat I didn’t see the red, 
yellow, and purple clusters that meant flowers to me. I didn’t see this family sit down at the 
kitchen table together. It was just the mother, a redheaded, tall woman who wore a white 
uniform—a nurse’s, I guessed it was; the father was gone before I got up in the morning and was 
never there at dinner time. I only saw him on weekends, when they sometimes sat on lawn chairs 
under the oak tree, each hidden behind a section of the newspaper; and there was Eugene. He 
was tall and blond, and he wore glasses. I liked him right away because he sat at the kitchen table 
and read books for hours. That summer, before we had even spoken one word to each other, I 
kept him company on my fire escape. 

Once school started, I looked for him in all my classes, but PS 13 was a huge, 
overpopulated place and it took me days and many discreet questions to discover that Eugene 
was in honors classes for all his subjects, classes that were not open to me because English was 
not my first language, though I was a straight-A student. After much maneuvering I managed to 
"run into him" in the hallway where his locker was—on the other side of the building from 
mine—and in study hall at the library, where he first seemed to notice me but did not speak, and 
finally, on the way home after school one day when I decided to approach him directly, though 
my stomach was doing somersaults. 

I was ready for rejection, snobbery, the worst. But when I came up to him, practically 
panting in my nervousness, and blurted out: "You’re Eugene. Right?" He smiled, pushed his 
glasses up on his nose, and nodded. I saw then that he was blushing deeply. Eugene liked me, but 
he was shy. I did most of the talking that day. He nodded and smiled a lot. In the weeks that 
followed, we walked home together. He would linger at the corner of El Building for a few 
minutes, then walk down to his two story house. It was not until Eugene moved into that house 
that I noticed that El Building blocked most of the sun and that the only spot that got a little 
sunlight during the day was the tiny square of earth the old woman had planted with flowers. 

I did not tell Eugene that I could see inside his kitchen from my bedroom. I felt dishonest, 
but I liked my secret sharing of his evenings, especially now that I knew what he was reading 
since we chose our books together at the school library. 

One day my mother came into my room as I was sitting on the windowsill staring out. In 
her abrupt way she said: "Elena, you are acting ‘moony.’" "Enamorada" was what she really 
said, that is—like a girl stupidly infatuated. Since I had turned fourteen, my mother had been 
more vigilant than ever. She acted as if I was going to go crazy or explode or something if she 
didn’t watch me and nag me all the time about being a señorita now. 
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She kept talking about virtue, morality, and other subjects that did not interest me in the 
least.  My mother was unhappy in Paterson, but my father had a good job at the blue jeans 
factory in Passaic and soon, he kept assuring us, we would be moving to our own house there. 
Every Sunday we drove out to the suburbs of Paterson, Clifton, and Passaic, out to where people 
mowed grass on Sundays in the summer and where children made snowmen in the winter from 
pure white snow, not like the gray slush of Paterson, which seemed to fall from the sky in that 
hue. 

I had learned to listen to my parents’ dreams, which were spoken in Spanish, as fairy 
tales, like the stories about life in the island paradise of Puerto Rico before I was born. I had been 
to the island once as a little girl, to Grandmother’s funeral, and all I remembered was wailing 
women in black, my mother becoming hysterical and being given a pill that made her sleep two 
days, and me feeling lost in a crowd of strangers all claiming to be my aunts, uncles, and cousins. 
I had actually been glad to return to the city.  We had not been back there since then, though my 
parents talked constantly about buying a house on the beach someday, retiring on the island—
that was a common topic among the residents of El Building.  As for me, I was going to go to 
college and become a teacher. 

But after meeting Eugene I began to think of the present more than of the future.  What I 
wanted now was to enter that house I had watched for so many years. I wanted to see the other 
rooms where the old people had lived and where the boy spent his time.  Most of all I wanted to 
sit at the kitchen table with Eugene like two adults, like the old man and his wife had done, 
maybe drink some coffee and talk about books. I had started reading Gone with the Wind.  I was 
enthralled by it, with the daring and the passion of the beautiful girl living in a mansion, and with 
her devoted parents and the slaves who did everything for them. I didn’t believe such a world 
had ever really existed, and I wanted to ask Eugene some questions since he and his parents, he 
had told me, had come up from Georgia, the same place where the novel was set. His father 
worked for a company that had transferred him to Paterson. His mother was very unhappy, 
Eugene said, in his beautiful voice that rose and fell over words in a strange, lilting way. The 
kids at school called him "the Hick" and made fun of the way he talked. I knew I was his only 
friend so far, and I liked that, though I felt sad for him sometimes. 

"Skinny Bones and the Hick" was what they called us at school when we were seen 
together. 

The day Mr. DePalma came out into the cold and asked us to line up in front of him was 
the day that President Kennedy was shot. Mr. DePalma, a short, muscular man with slicked 
down black hair, was the science teacher, PE coach, and disciplinarian at PS 13. He was the 
teacher to whose homeroom you got assigned if you were a troublemaker, and the man called out 
to break up playground fights and to escort violently angry teenagers to the office. And Mr. 
DePalma was the man who called your parents in for "a conference." 

That day, he stood in front of two rows of mostly black and Puerto Rican kids, brittle 
from their efforts to "keep moving" on a November day that was turning bitter cold. Mr. 
DePalma, to our complete shock, was crying. Not just silent adult tears, but really sobbing. There 
were a few titters from the back of the line where I stood shivering. 

"Listen," Mr. DePalma raised his arms over his head as if he were about to conduct an 
orchestra. His voice broke, and he covered his face with his hands. His barrel chest was heaving. 

Someone giggled behind me. 
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"Listen," he repeated, "something awful has happened." A strange gurgling came from 
his throat, and he turned around and spat on the cement behind him. 

"Gross," someone said, and there was a lot of laughter. 
"The president is dead, you idiots. I should have known that wouldn’t mean anything to a 

bunch of losers like you kids. Go home." He was shrieking now. No one moved for a minute or 
two, but then a big girl let out a "Yeah!" and ran to get her books piled up with the others against 
the brick wall of the school building. The others followed in a mad scramble to get to their things 
before somebody caught on. It was still an hour to the dismissal bell. 

A little scared, I headed for El Building. There was an eerie feeling on the streets. I 
looked into Mario’s drugstore, a favorite hangout for the high school crowd, but there were only 
a couple of old Jewish men at the soda bar talking with the short-order cook in tones that 
sounded almost angry, but they were keeping their voices low. Even the traffic on one of the 
busiest intersections in Paterson—Straight Street and Park Avenue—seemed to be moving 
slower. There were no horns blasting that day. At El Building, the usual little group of 
unemployed men was not hanging out on the front stoop making it difficult for women to enter 
the front door. No music spilled out from open doors in the hallway.  When I walked into our 
apartment, I found my mother sitting in front of the grainy picture of the television set. 

She looked up at me with a tear-streaked face and just said: "Dios mío," turning back to 
the set as if it were pulling at her eyes. I went into my room. 

Though I wanted to feel the right thing about President Kennedy’s death, I could not fight 
the feeling of elation that stirred in my chest. Today was the day I was to visit Eugene in his 
house. He had asked me to come over after school to study for an American history test with 
him. We had also planned to walk to the public library together. I looked down into his yard. 

The oak tree was bare of leaves and the ground looked gray with ice. The light through 
the large kitchen window of his house told me that El Building blocked the sun to such an extent 
that they had to turn lights on in the middle of the day. I felt ashamed about it. But the white 
kitchen table with the lamp hanging just above it looked cozy and inviting. I would soon sit 
there, across from Eugene, and I would tell him about my perch just above his house. Maybe I 
should. 

In the next thirty minutes I changed clothes, put on a little pink lipstick, and got my 
books together. Then I went in to tell my mother that I was going to a friend’s house to study. I 
did not expect her reaction. 

"You are going out today?" The way she said "today" sounded as if a storm warning had 
been issued. It was said in utter disbelief. 

Before I could answer, she came toward me and held my elbows as I clutched my books. 
"Hija, the president has been killed. We must show respect. He was a great man.  Come 

to church with me tonight." 
She tried to embrace me, but my books were in the way. My first impulse was to comfort 

her, she seemed so distraught, but I had to meet Eugene in fifteen minutes. 
"I have a test to study for, Mama. I will be home by eight." 
“You are forgetting who you are, Niña. I have seen you staring down at that boy’s house. 

You are heading for humiliation and pain." My mother said this in Spanish and in a resigned tone 
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that surprised me, as if she had no intention of stopping me from "heading for humiliation and 
pain." I started for the door.  She sat in front of the TV holding a white handkerchief to her face. 

I walked out to the street and around the chain-link fence that separated El Building from 
Eugene’s house. The yard was neatly edged around the little walk that led to the door. It always 
amazed me how Paterson, the inner core of the city, had no apparent logic to its architecture. 
Small, neat single residences like this one could be found right next to huge, dilapidated 
apartment buildings like El Building. My guess was that the little houses had been there first, 
then the immigrants had come in droves, and the monstrosities had been raised for them—the 
Italians, the Irish, the Jews, and now us, the Puerto Ricans and the blacks. The door was painted 
a deep green: verde, the color of hope. I had heard my mother say it: verde-esperanza. 

I knocked softly. A few suspenseful moments later the door opened just a crack. The red, 
swollen face of a woman appeared. 

She had a halo of red hair floating over a delicate ivory face—the face of a doll—with 
freckles on the nose. Her smudged eye makeup made her look unreal to me, like a mannequin 
seen through a warped store window. 

"What do you want?" Her voice was tiny and sweet sounding, like a little girl’s, but her 
tone was not friendly. 

"I’m Eugene’s friend. He asked me over. To study." I thrust out my books, a silly gesture 
that embarrassed me almost immediately. 

"You live there?" She pointed up to El Building, which looked particularly ugly, like a 
gray prison, with its many dirty windows and rusty fire escapes. The woman had stepped 
halfway out and I could see that she wore a white nurse’s uniform with "St. Joseph’s Hospital" 
on the name tag. 

"Yes. I do." 
She looked intently at me for a couple of heartbeats, then said as if to herself, "I don’t 

know how you people do it." Then directly to me: "Listen. Honey. Eugene doesn’t want to study 
with you. He is a smart boy. Doesn’t need help. You understand me. I am truly sorry if he told 
you you could come over. He cannot study with you. It’s nothing personal. You understand? We 
won’t be in this place much longer, no need for him to get close to people—it’ll just make it 
harder for him later. Run back home now." I couldn’t move. I just stood there in shock at hearing 
these things said to me in such a honey-drenched voice. I had never heard an accent like hers, 
except for Eugene’s softer version. It was as if she were singing me a little song. 

"What’s wrong? Didn’t you hear what I said?" She seemed very angry, and I finally 
snapped out of my trance. I turned away from the green door and heard her close it gently. 

Our apartment was empty when I got home.  My mother was in someone else’s kitchen, 
seeking the solace she needed. 

Father would come in from his late shift at midnight. I would hear them talking softly in 
the kitchen for hours that night. They would not discuss their dreams for the future, or life in 
Puerto Rico, as they often did; that night they would talk sadly about the young widow and her 
two children, as if they were family. 
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For the next few days, we would observe luto in our apartment; that is, we would practice 
restraint and silence—no loud music or laughter. Some of the women of El Building would wear 
black for weeks. 

That night, I lay in my bed trying to feel the right thing for our dead president. But the 
tears that came up from a deep source inside me were strictly for me. When my mother came to 
the door, I pretended to be sleeping. Sometime during the night, 

I saw from my bed the streetlight come on. It had a pink halo around it. I went to my 
window and pressed my face to the cool glass.  Looking up at the light, I could see the white 
snow falling like a lace veil over its face.  I did not look down to see it turning gray as it touched 
the ground below. 
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WARM FUZZIES: WHAT TRANSFORMED YOU? 
  
What did you hear in someone else’s story today that transformed you?  


